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EDITOR’S STATEMENT 
As publishers of Secular World Magazine, The Secular 
Community is proud to offer a space for voices commit-
ted to reason, evidence, and human progress. We believe 
in the power of open inquiry, constructive dialogue, and 
global solidarity to help address the challenges facing 
humanity today.

This magazine is more than a publication—it’s a platform 
for thinkers, reformers, scientists, artists, activists, skep-
tics, and everyday citizens who believe that the future 
should be shaped through shared responsibility, com-
passion, and an honest engagement with reality.

In each issue, you’ll find articles that challenge as-
sumptions, celebrate cultural diversity, highlight sci-
ence-based innovations, and explore practical pathways 
to a better way of living—grounded in evidence, guided 
by human values, and driven by hope.

Whether you’re a lifelong secularist or simply beginning 
to question inherited assumptions and traditions, we 
welcome you into a growing global conversation about 

what it means to live thoughtfully, live ethically, and live 
freely in a rapidly changing world. 

If these ideas resonate with you, we invite you to explore 
and connect with the broader community. Between 
issues, we also publish additional essays and reflections 
on Substack.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

We believe thoughtful conversation is the cornerstone of 
a vibrant secular community.

In subsequent issues, this space will feature letters and 
feedback from our readers-your insights, critiques, and 
reflections on the ideas and information we publish. 
Whether you agree, disagree, or want to expand the con-
versation, we want to hear from you.

To share your thoughts, please write us at
editor@secularworldmagazine.org
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H uman civilization has reached a crossroads. Our 
remarkable advancements in science, technology, 
and economic development have brought 

undeniable benefits, but they have also produced 
complex systems that now threaten the very ecosystems 
upon which we depend. Climate change, inequality, 
political instability, and widespread misinformation are 
symptoms of a world out of balance.

One of the most persistent barriers to lasting, rational 
solutions is the continued dominance of religious 
ideologies rooted in ancient texts and traditions. While 
often claiming moral authority, these belief systems too 
often divide us, suppress critical thinking, and obstruct 
evidence-based approaches to the pressing challenges 
of our time.

Now more than ever, it is essential that we embrace 
a worldview grounded in reality—not one shaped by 
supernaturalism, dogma, or blind faith. We must reclaim 

our shared human agency and face the future with 
courage, clarity, and compassion.

Secular World Magazine promotes a reason-based  
path forward, built upon these core principles:

•	 Democratic and secular governance that protects 
freedom of thought and expression.

•	 Universal human rights and dignity for all people, 
regardless of gender, ethnicity, or belief.

•	 A just economic system that rewards contribution, 
ensures opportunity, and prioritizes well-being  
over profit.

•	 Environmental restoration and stewardship, honoring 
our role as caretakers of the planet.

Through thoughtful analysis, storytelling, and global 
perspectives, Secular World Magazine is committed 
to showcasing solutions, advancing secular values, 
and inspiring a more enlightened, sustainable, and 
compassionate world. 

Declaration of Policy and Aims

Celebrating Nature’s Wonders
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September 2026
August 30-September 26 – Igogo Festival (Owo, Nigeria)
This Yoruba cultural festival traces its history back more 
than 600 years and celebrates the story of Queen Oronsen 
and keeping Owo traditions alive. Nearly a month of events 
includes traditional music, percussion, dance, storytelling, 
food and community celebrations.

September 2-12 – Venice International Film Festival 
(Venice, Italy)
The 83rd edition of one of the world’s oldest and most 
prestigious film festivals, bringing international filmmakers, 
actors and new cinema to the Venice Lido. 

September 8 – International Literacy Day (Worldwide)
Established by UNESCO to promote literacy as the 
foundation for education, opportunity, and lifelong learning.

September 15 – International Day of Democracy 
(Worldwide)
Recognizes democratic participation, human rights, 
accountable government, and civic engagement.

September 19-October 4 – Octoberfest (Munich, 
Germany)
A huge cultural festival showcasing Bavarian music, 
traditional clothing, food, parades, carnival attractions and 
millions of visitors from around the world.

September 19-October 10 - ESA Open Days (Multiple 
European locations)
The European Space Agency opens its facilities across 
France, Italy, the Netherlands, Germany, Spain, and the 
United Kingdom, giving the public behind-the-scenes 
access to space science, astronomy, engineering, and Earth 
observation.

September 21 – International Day of Peace (Worldwide)
Promotes peace, cooperation, conflict resolution, and 
respect among nations.

September 22 – September Equinox (Worldwide)
Autumn begins in the Northern Hemisphere while spring 
begins in the Southern Hemisphere. Day and night are nearly 
equal in length across the globe.

September 23-Novemer 22 – Asia+ Festival (Hong Kong)
More than 100 performances and activities involving artists 
from over 30 countries are planned, combining traditional 
and contemporary music, dance and acrobatics. The 

opening concert brings together musicians from Hong Kong, 
Mongolia, Korea and Thailand.

September 30 – International Blasphemy Rights Day 
(Worldwide)
Highlights the importance of freedom of expression and the 
right to question or criticize religious ideas without fear of 
censorship or persecution.

October 2026
October 4-10 - World Space Week (Worldwide) 
The world’s largest annual celebration of astronomy, 
space science, exploration, and humanity’s future 
beyond Earth.

October 5 – World Teachers’ Day (Worldwide)
Honors educators and recognizes the vital role of 
education in building informed, democratic societies.

October 10 – World Mental Health Day (Worldwide)
Raises awareness of mental health while encouraging 
understanding, prevention, and access to care.

October 11 – International Day of the Girl Child 
(Wordwide)
Recognizes the importance of equal educational 
opportunities, empowerment, and human rights for girls 
around the globe.

October 16 – World Food Day (Worldwide)
Sponsored by the UN Food and Agriculture Organization 
to promote food security, sustainable agriculture, and 
healthy nutrition.

October 16-25 – Melbourne International Jazz Festival 
(Melbourne, Australia)
A citywide celebration of jazz, improvisation and 
contemporary music, featuring over 130 performances 
and 550 artists.

October 31 - World Cities Day (Worldwide)
Celebrates sustainable urban development and innovative 
approaches to creating healthy, resilient, and inclusive 
communities. Emphasis on participatory, resident-
supported approaches that protect local communities 
and prevent displacement.

Global Secular Events 

September - October 2026
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E very generation faces questions that will shape the 
future.

Today those questions include artificial intelligence, 
climate change, democratic governance, economic 
inequality, biotechnology, religious pluralism, population 
change, and the future of work. These are not problems 
that can be solved by a single government, political 
party, or scientific breakthrough. They require thoughtful 
public discussion and a willingness to consider difficult 
tradeoffs.

Unfortunately, thoughtful public conversation has be-
come increasingly difficult.

Too often, important issues are reduced to slogans, 

ideological conflict, or social media exchanges that 
reward speed and certainty over reflection and under-
standing. Rather than exploring complex questions 
together, we increasingly talk past one another.

Healthy societies need something better.

Disagreement is not the problem. In fact, disagreement 
is often essential for discovering better ideas. The chal-
lenge is creating opportunities for people with different 
perspectives to examine important issues thoughtfully, 
respectfully, and with an openness to learning from one 
another.

Artificial intelligence illustrates why this matters.

When Conversation Breaks Down: 
The Public Dialogue Project and Why It 
Matters
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AI has the potential to transform nearly every aspect of 
society. It may accelerate scientific discovery, improve 
healthcare, increase productivity, and create opportuni-
ties we can scarcely imagine today.

But its potential for harm is also significant. AI systems 
are already being used to conduct cyberattacks, fraud, 
impersonation, and misinformation more sophisticated 
and easier to carry out. As the technology becomes 
more capable, the risks could extend further—to privacy, 
critical infrastructure, military systems, political stability, 
and other areas where mistakes or deliberate misuse 
could have enormous consequences. There are also 
deeper questions about whether increasingly powerful 
AI systems can always be made to behave reliably and 
remain under meaningful human control.

And those technological risks come alongside profound 
economic and social questions. How will AI affect em-
ployment? Will its benefits be shared broadly or concen-
trated among a relatively small number of individuals 
and corporations? Could it widen existing inequalities 
or concentrate unprecedented economic and political 
power? How should societies respond if technological 
change outpaces our ability to adapt?

These are not arguments for stopping AI development, 
nor reasons to assume that catastrophic outcomes are 
inevitable. They are reasons to take the technology—and 
the choices surrounding it—seriously.

What safeguards are needed? Who should be respon-
sible for establishing them? What responsibilities do 
technology companies, governments, researchers, and 
citizens have? And how do we capture the enormous po-
tential benefits of AI while reducing risks that may grow 
along with its capabilities?

These questions deserve more than a quick opinion poll 
or another heated online argument.

They deserve thoughtful public dialogue.

A Different Approach
To help encourage that kind of conversation, The Secular 
Community (Secular World Magazine’s parent organiza-
tion) recently launched The Public Dialogue Project.

For readers who are not yet familiar with the initiative, the 
project is an ongoing experiment in constructive civic di-
alogue. Each dialogue focuses on a major issue affecting 
society and invites people from different countries, back-
grounds, and perspectives to contribute their thoughts.

The goal is not to determine who is “right” or “wrong.”

Nor is it to produce ideological conformity or unanimous 
agreement.

Instead, the project seeks to better understand how 
thoughtful people approach complex public questions, 
where common ground exists, where genuine disagree-
ments remain, and what new ideas may emerge from 
respectful discussion.

Participants do not need to be experts. The Secular Com-
munity is interested in hearing from people with a wide 
range of experiences and viewpoints.

Our First Dialogue
The first Public Dialogue explores AI, Work, and the 
Future of Society.

Rather than promoting a particular solution, participants 
are invited to consider questions such as:

•	 How concerned should we be about AI’s impact on 
employment? 

•	 Which challenges deserve the greatest attention? 

•	 Are governments and other institutions adequately 
preparing for these changes? 

•	 What responses should societies prioritize? 

•	 Are you optimistic or pessimistic about humanity’s 
long-term future in an AI-driven world? 

The questionnaire takes only a few minutes to complete 
and includes an opportunity to share additional thoughts 
in your own words.

What Happens Next?
The dialogue opened on August 1, 2026, and will remain 
open until October 15, 2026, giving people around the 
world time to participate.

Around the halfway point, The Secular Community will 
publish a Mid-Dialogue Update summarizing participa-
tion, countries represented, and emerging themes without 
drawing premature conclusions.

After the dialogue closes, a comprehensive Final Dialogue 
Report will be published by October 31, 2026. The report 
will summarize participation, present the questionnaire 
results, identify major themes, and include selected anon-
ymous quotations from participants.

The findings will also be featured in the November/De-
cember 2026 issue of Secular World Magazine.
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Join the Conversation
Whether you have already heard about the project 
through our Substack article, The Secular Community 
newsletter, or are learning about it here for the first time, 
we invite you to participate.

If thoughtful people choose not to engage in conversa-
tions about our collective future, those conversations will 
still take place—but they may be shaped by voices that 
are louder rather than more thoughtful.

The Public Dialogue Project is a modest attempt to help 
change that dynamic.

We hope you’ll add your voice.

Learn more and participate:

https://www.thesecularcommunity.org/public_dia-
logue_project.php 

https://www.thesecularcommunity.org/public_dialogue_project.php
https://www.thesecularcommunity.org/public_dialogue_project.php
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W alk through an international food festival and 
you’ll encounter an astonishing variety of flavors.

Fresh sushi from Japan. Fragrant curries from India. 
Handmade pasta from Italy. Ethiopian injera. Mexican 
tacos. Lebanese hummus. French pastries. Chinese 
dumplings. Peruvian ceviche.

At first glance, these foods seem to highlight how differ-
ent we are. Look a little closer, however, and a different 
story begins to emerge. Every culture has spent thou-
sands of years trying to answer exactly the same ques-
tion:

How do we feed our families with what this land pro-
vides?

The answers are wonderfully diverse, but the challenge 
has always been universal.

Food is far more than something we eat. It is history, 
geography, science, migration, memory, and culture—all 
served on a plate.

Geography Shapes the Menu
If you want to understand a cuisine, begin with a map.

People living near oceans naturally depended on fish 
and shellfish. Mountain communities relied on hardy 
grains and grazing animals. Tropical climates produced 
bananas, coconuts, and spices. Dry regions developed 

More Than a Meal: What Food Tells Us 
About Humanity
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ingenious ways to preserve food through drying, fer-
menting, and salting.

Rice became the foundation of much of East and South-
east Asia because warm, wet climates favored its culti-
vation. Wheat flourished across much of Europe and the 
Middle East, giving rise to countless varieties of bread 
and pasta. Corn became central to the civilizations of 
Mesoamerica. Potatoes sustained communities high in 
the Andes long before they reached Europe.

Long before modern transportation, most people ate 
what could be grown or caught close to home.

The landscape itself became part of the recipe.

Every Ingredient Has a Passport
One of the biggest surprises in culinary history is that 
many foods we think of as “traditional” are actually 
travelers.
Italian cuisine is almost impossible to imagine without 
tomatoes.
Yet tomatoes originated in South America and arrived in 
Europe only after the voyages of Columbus. Pizza and 
pasta existed long before tomato sauce became a defin-
ing ingredient.
Potatoes, another South American crop first domesticat-
ed in Peru and neighboring regions, transformed Euro-
pean agriculture and eventually became staples from 
Ireland to Russia.
Chili peppers, native to the Americas, spread rapidly 
around the globe. Today they are indispensable in Indian, 
Thai, Korean, Chinese, and many African cuisines.

Chocolate began as a drink prepared by ancient civiliza-
tions in Central America. Coffee originated in Ethiopia 
before spreading through the Arabian Peninsula and 
eventually across the world. Tea began in China before 
becoming deeply woven into cultures from Britain to 
Japan. Vanilla first grew in Mexico but now flavors des-
serts on nearly every continent.
Every kitchen tells the story of centuries of exploration, 
trade, migration, and cultural exchange.
Globalization didn’t begin with airplanes or the internet.
It began with seeds, spices, and curious cooks.

Food Carries Culture
Recipes are among humanity’s oldest forms of storytell-
ing.

A family recipe often survives because it carries memo-
ries as well as flavors.

Immigrants crossing oceans frequently carried little 
more than a few treasured possessions—and the knowl-

edge of how to prepare familiar meals. Refugees dis-
placed by war have preserved cultural identity through 
traditional cooking even when everything else changed 
around them.

Sometimes recipes outlive languages.

Children and grandchildren may no longer speak the 
language of their ancestors fluently, yet they still gather 
each year to prepare holiday dishes exactly as previous 
generations did.

Food becomes a living connection between past and 
present.

Beliefs Around the Table
Religion has also shaped many of the world’s cuisines.

Jewish kosher traditions, Islamic halal practices, Hindu 
and Buddhist vegetarian customs, Christian fasting pe-
riods, and festival meals celebrated across many faiths 
have influenced not only what people eat but also how 
communities gather.

Even for those who are not religious, many holiday foods 
have become cultural traditions enjoyed by families of 
every background.

Whether preparing mooncakes, matzo ball soup, ta-
males, hot cross buns, or festive sweets during Diwali, 
meals often become expressions of identity, generosity, 
and celebration.

Understanding these traditions helps us appreciate cul-
tures very different from our own.

Why We Love the Foods We Do
Our taste buds also tell an evolutionary story.

Humans naturally enjoy sweetness because, throughout 
most of our history, sweet foods were valuable sources 
of energy.
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Pickled herring in Scandinavia.

Blue cheese in France.

Raw fish in Japan.

Every culture has foods that surprise outsiders. That 
isn’t something to fear. It’s an invitation to ask questions.

Why this ingredient? Why this cooking method? Why this 
celebration?

Behind every unfamiliar dish lies a fascinating story 
about the people who created it.

Curiosity, after all, is often the best seasoning.

More Than a Meal
In an increasingly connected world, understanding one 
another has never been more important.

Food offers one of the easiest places to begin.

You don’t need to master another language to enjoy 
lunch at an Ethiopian restaurant, browse an international 
market, or learn to prepare a family recipe from another 
culture. Every new dish is an opportunity to experience a 
small part of someone else’s history.

Long before humanity exchanged books, films, music, or 
ideas online, we exchanged seeds, spices, recipes, and 
cooking techniques.

In many ways, food was our first global language.

Every meal reflects countless generations of experi-
mentation, adaptation, and creativity. Every recipe tells 
a story about the people who came before us. Every 
shared table reminds us that while cultures may express 
themselves in wonderfully different ways, the desire to 
nourish our families, welcome our guests, and celebrate 
life’s important moments is something we all have in 
common.

The ingredients may differ.

The traditions may differ.

But around the world’s table, we discover something 
surprisingly familiar:

Humanity itself. 

Salt helps regulate essential body functions, making 
salty foods attractive. Fat provided concentrated cal-
ories during times when food was often scarce. Our 
appreciation for umami—the savory flavor found in 
mushrooms, aged cheeses, tomatoes, and many cooked 
meats—helps guide us toward protein-rich foods.

Other tastes require learning.

Few children immediately enjoy strong coffee, blue 
cheese, spicy peppers, fermented foods, or bitter vege-
tables.

Yet around the world, people gradually acquire these 
tastes because food is also learned behavior. We often 
grow to love the flavors that surround us in childhood 
and become woven into family traditions.

The Science of Sharing Meals
Anthropologists believe that sharing food has helped 
strengthen human communities for tens of thousands of 
years.

Modern research supports that intuition.

Families who eat together regularly often report stron-
ger communication. Shared meals encourage conver-
sation, cooperation, and a sense of belonging. Around 
the world, communities celebrate weddings, festivals, 
birthdays, harvests, and other important milestones by 
gathering around food.

The meal itself matters.

But what happens around the meal often matters even 
more.

Stories are shared.

Friendships deepen.

Conflicts soften.

Strangers become neighbors.

Curiosity Begins at the Table
One person’s comfort food may seem unusual to some-
one from another culture.

Fermented shark in Iceland.

Kimchi in Korea.

Durian in Southeast Asia.
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I magine snorkeling above a rocky reef in clear coastal 
water. A patch of seaweed sways gently in the current. 
Suddenly, two curious eyes appear. The seaweed 

changes color, stretches into eight arms, and glides 
silently across the ocean floor.

You didn’t find the octopus.

The octopus decided to reveal itself.

Few animals inspire as much wonder as the octopus. It 
seems almost otherworldly—an intelligent creature with 
eight flexible arms, blue blood, three hearts, and the 
uncanny ability to disappear in plain sight. It can solve 
puzzles, escape from seemingly secure enclosures, rec-
ognize individual people, and transform its appearance 
in less than a second.

If evolution were an inventor, the octopus might be one 
of its most imaginative creations.

A Very Different Relative
Despite living in the ocean, octopuses are not fish. They 
are mollusks—the same broad family that includes 

The Extraordinary Mind of the Octopus

clams, oysters, mussels, and snails.
Their ancestors parted evolutionary ways with ours more 
than 500 million years ago, long before dinosaurs, birds, 
or mammals existed.
That makes their intelligence especially remarkable.
Humans, dolphins, elephants, crows, and chimpanzees 
all inherited brains from a common vertebrate ances-
try. The octopus did not. Its intelligence evolved inde-
pendently, following a completely different evolutionary 
path.
Nature, it turns out, discovered more than one way to 
build a clever mind.

A Brain Unlike Any Other
An octopus possesses around 500 million neurons—
roughly comparable to the number found in a dog.
But what makes its nervous system truly unusual is how 
those neurons are organized.
Only about one-third are located in the central brain. The 
remaining two-thirds are distributed throughout its eight 
arms.
Each arm contains an intricate network of nerve cells 
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capable of sensing, exploring, and controlling movement 
with remarkable independence. An arm can investigate a 
crevice, manipulate an object, or even continue respond-
ing to touch while the animal’s central brain is focused 
elsewhere.
Scientists sometimes describe the octopus as having “a 
mind spread throughout its body.” That’s an oversimpli-
fication, but it captures an important truth: the octopus 
processes information in a way unlike almost any other 
animal.
Its intelligence is not concentrated in one place—it is 
distributed.

The Master of Disguise
If intelligence helps an octopus solve problems, camou-
flage helps it avoid becoming one.

Within fractions of a second, an octopus can change its 
color, brightness, texture, and even body shape.

Specialized pigment cells called chromatophores 
expand and contract to produce vivid colors. Reflective 
cells create shimmering blues and greens. Tiny mus-
cles raise bumps across the skin, allowing the animal to 
resemble coral, rocks, algae, or sand.

Some species imitate venomous sea snakes. Others 
mimic lionfish, flatfish, or drifting algae.

The result is one of the most sophisticated camouflage 
systems in the natural world.

Curious Problem Solvers
Researchers have repeatedly demonstrated that octo-
puses are capable of remarkable problem-solving.

They can learn to navigate mazes, unscrew jars to reach 
food, recognize patterns, and remember successful 
solutions.

Aquariums around the world have accumulated stories—
many well documented—of octopuses escaping their 
tanks, crossing the floor at night, visiting neighboring 
aquariums to hunt fish, and returning before morning.
Whether every famous story is true matters less than the 
broader scientific evidence.

Controlled experiments consistently show that octo-
puses learn quickly, adapt to new situations, and often 
display behaviors that appear remarkably curious.

Rather than responding only through instinct, they ex-
plore.

Tools and Planning
For many years, scientists believed that tool use was 
largely confined to mammals and certain birds.

Then researchers observed veined octopuses collecting 
discarded coconut shells from the seafloor.

Individually, the shell halves served little purpose.

But the octopuses carried them across open sand, then 
assembled them into protective shelters whenever dan-
ger approached.

The behavior required planning for a future need rather 
than responding to an immediate one—an ability once 
thought to be exceedingly rare.

A Life Measured in Years
Perhaps the saddest fact about octopuses is how briefly 
they live.

Most species survive only one to three years.

After mating, males soon die.

Females devote themselves entirely to protecting their 
eggs, carefully cleaning and oxygenating them for 
months without eating. Once the young hatch, the ex-
hausted mother dies shortly afterward.

Each new generation begins life alone.

Unlike humans, whales, elephants, or many birds, octo-
pus parents do not pass knowledge to their offspring. 
Every young octopus must learn independently through 
exploration and experience.

One can’t help wondering what might have evolved had 
their intelligence been accompanied by long lives and 
the ability to teach future generations.

Intelligence Takes Many Forms
For centuries, humans assumed that intelligence fol-
lowed a familiar path—large brains, backbones, social 
groups, and long childhoods.

The octopus tells a different story.

Here is a solitary animal with no skeleton, a body that 
can squeeze through openings scarcely larger than its 
beak, arms that can taste what they touch, and a ner-
vous system unlike anything found in mammals.

Yet it can solve problems, adapt to new situations, and 
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interact with its environment in ways that clearly demon-
strate sophisticated cognition.

The lesson is both scientific and philosophical.

Evolution does not work toward a single goal. It experi-
ments.

Sometimes those experiments produce wings.

Sometimes they produce eyes.

And once in a while, they produce an animal that seems 
almost alien—a creature whose intelligence reminds us 
that nature’s imagination is far greater than our own.
The next time you see an octopus gliding effortlessly 
through a coral reef or disappearing into a cloud of 
changing colors, remember that you are looking at one 
of evolution’s greatest success stories.

Not because it became like us.

But because it became brilliantly, beautifully itself. 
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I n a recent conversation, someone made a point about 
climate change that was both simple and completely 
correct.

“Earth’s climate has been changing for millions of years.” 
Long before humans appeared, Earth experienced 
periods that were far warmer than today, as well as 
ages when massive ice sheets covered much of North 
America and Europe. Forests once grew where deserts 
now stand. Seas have risen and fallen. Continents have 
drifted across the globe. Climate has never been fixed.
So if climate has always undergone periods of change, 
why are scientists so concerned about what is happen-
ing today?
The answer is not that climate is changing.
It’s how fast it’s changing—and why.

A Planet That Never Stands Still
Earth is a remarkably dynamic planet. Its climate is 
shaped by a complex interaction of forces operating 
over timescales ranging from years to millions of years.

Volcanic eruptions can cool the planet for a few years by 
injecting particles high into the atmosphere. Changes in 
ocean circulation can influence weather patterns over 
decades. The slow movement of continents alters ocean 
currents and mountain ranges over millions of years. 
Even the amount of energy Earth receives from the Sun 
can vary over time.

Perhaps the most important long-term influences are 
subtle variations in Earth’s orbit around the Sun. Known 
as Milankovitch cycles, these gradual changes affect 
Earth’s orbital shape, axial tilt, and the wobble of its 

Climate Has Always Changed. So 
What’s Different Now?
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axis. Individually, the changes are small. Over tens of 
thousands of years, however, they alter how sunlight is 
distributed across the planet and help drive the rhythm 
of ice ages and warmer interglacial periods.

These natural cycles remind us that Earth’s climate has 
never been static. Change is the rule, not the exception.

The Rhythm of Ice Ages
For the past 2.6 million years, Earth has experienced a 
series of glacial and interglacial periods.

During glacial periods, enormous ice sheets spread 
across much of the Northern Hemisphere. During inter-
glacial periods, the climate warms, glaciers retreat, and 
ecosystems expand into newly habitable regions.

We are living in one of those warmer interglacial periods 
today.

Without human influence, many climate scientists 
believe that Earth’s orbital cycles would eventually favor 
a gradual return toward cooler conditions over many 
thousands of years, although the exact timing remains 
an active area of research. These transitions unfold so 
slowly that countless generations would pass before 
noticing significant changes.

Nature, in other words, usually works at a geological 
pace. 

What’s Different This Time?
The defining difference between natural climate change 
and today’s warming is not simply that temperatures are 
increasing.

It is the speed.

Past climate shifts generally unfolded over thousands—
or even tens of thousands—of years. Today’s warming 
has occurred primarily over little more than a century 
and a half, closely matching the rapid increase in green-
house gases released by burning coal, oil, and natural 
gas, along with deforestation and other human activities.

Carbon dioxide has always been part of Earth’s atmo-
sphere. It plays a vital role in keeping our planet warm 
enough for life. Without naturally occurring greenhouse 
gases, Earth would be a frozen world.

The concern is not the existence of carbon dioxide.
It is the extraordinary speed with which humans have 
increased its concentration.

Ice cores extracted from Antarctica and Greenland 

preserve hundreds of thousands of years of atmospheric 
history. They reveal that today’s carbon dioxide levels 
have risen far beyond the range experienced through-
out multiple ice-age cycles. While Earth’s climate has 
certainly changed before, the current rate of increase is 
unlike anything seen during the span of those records.

Why Speed Matters
Imagine walking up a hill.

Now imagine sprinting up the same hill.

The destination may be similar, but the pace changes 
everything.

Plants and animals can often adapt to gradual envi-
ronmental changes occurring over many generations. 
Human societies can adjust to slowly shifting coastlines, 
rainfall patterns, and growing seasons.

Rapid change is different.

Forests cannot migrate overnight. Coral reefs cannot 
simply relocate as oceans warm and become more 
acidic. Agricultural systems built over centuries may 
struggle as temperature and precipitation patterns shift. 
Infrastructure designed for one climate may no longer 
perform as expected under another.

Perhaps most importantly, human civilization developed 
during one of the most climatically stable periods in 
recent geological history. Our cities, food systems, and 
economies evolved under relatively predictable con-
ditions. The faster those conditions change, the more 
difficult adaptation becomes.

Learning to Be Good Stewards
Understanding Earth’s natural climate cycles does not 
diminish the importance of human-caused climate 
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change. In fact, it deepens our appreciation for how deli-
cately balanced our planet is.
It also raises an intriguing question.
If human activity can influence Earth’s climate uninten-
tionally, could future generations someday learn to guide 
that influence more wisely?

Scientists are already exploring approaches such as 
restoring forests, improving soil carbon storage, devel-
oping technologies that remove carbon dioxide direct-
ly from the atmosphere, and finding cleaner ways to 
produce energy. Researchers are also studying more 
speculative ideas, such as reflecting a small fraction of 
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sunlight back into space, although these proposals 
remain controversial and would require extraordinary 
caution.
None of these approaches offers a simple solution. 
Each presents scientific, environmental, and ethical 
challenges.
But together they point toward a future in which 
humanity is not merely reacting to environmental 
change but learning how to care for the planetary 
systems upon which civilization depends.

Earth’s Goldilocks Climate
Astronomers often speak of the “Goldilocks Zone” 
around a star—the region where conditions are nei-
ther too hot nor too cold for liquid water to exist.

Earth has its own climatic Goldilocks zone.

Over hundreds of millions of years, our planet has 
experienced extremes ranging from global ice ages 
to much warmer greenhouse climates. Yet during a 
relatively narrow window of recent geological time, 
Earth’s climate has been stable enough for agricul-
ture, cities, written language, and modern civilization 
to flourish.

That fortunate balance was not designed for us. 

It emerged through the interaction of countless 
natural processes operating over immense spans of 
time.

Today, for the first time in Earth’s history, one spe-
cies has begun to understand those processes—and 
to recognize that its own activities can influence 
them.

Whether future generations can learn and take 
action to avoid disrupting that balance or eventually 
acquire the wisdom to help preserve it remains an 
open question.

Either way, it represents one of the most profound 
scientific and ethical challenges humanity has ever 
faced.

But good science rarely begins with easy answers. It 
begins with good questions.

Yes, Earth’s climate has always changed.

Understanding why it changed in the past helps us 
understand why it is changing today.

And perhaps, one day, it may help us ensure that 
this remarkable planet remains a place where future 
generations can thrive. 

Celebrating Human Ingenuity
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In 2025, California became one of the f irst U.S. 
states to recognize Diwali as an off icial state holi -
day. The new law allows state employees to observe 
the holiday, authorizes schools and community 
colleges to close under cer tain circumstances, and 
acknowledges Diwali ’s impor tance to millions of 
Californians of South Asian heritage. The legisla-
tion also recognizes that Diwali is celebrated not 
only by Hindus, but also by Sikhs, Jains, and some 
Buddhists.

The decision was widely welcomed by many commu-
nities, but it also prompted some backlash and an 
interesting question:

Is Diwali a religious holiday—or a cultural one?

The answer, perhaps surprisingly, is both.

And that answer tells us something impor tant not 
only about Diwali , but about many of the world’s 
most familiar celebrations.

The Festival of Lights

The word Diwali comes from the Sanskrit Deepavali, 
meaning “a row of lamps.” Across India and throughout 
the global South Asian diaspora, homes, temples, busi-
nesses, and public spaces are illuminated with small oil 
lamps and colorful lights.

The holiday symbolizes the triumph of light over dark-
ness, knowledge over ignorance, and hope over despair.

Diwali and the Blurred Line 
Between Religion and Culture
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Beyond those shared themes, however, Diwali carries 
different meanings for different communities.

Many Hindus celebrate the return of Lord Rama af-
ter his exile, as described in the Ramayana, or honor 
Lakshmi, the goddess of prosperity.

For Sikhs, the celebration coincides with Bandi Chhor 
Divas, commemorating the release of Guru Hargobind 
from imprisonment.

For Jains, Diwali marks the attainment of moksha (lib-
eration) by Mahavira, the last Tirthankara.

Some Buddhist communities, particularly Newar Bud-
dhists in Nepal, also observe the festival with their own 
traditions.

One holiday.

Several religious traditions.

Shared themes.

Already, the simple question—”Is it religious?”—be-
comes more complex.

When Religion Becomes Culture

Many of the world’s holidays begin as religious obser-
vances.

Over generations, however, they often become woven 
into the broader culture of a society.

Christmas is an obvious example.

For Christians, it celebrates the birth of Jesus.

Yet millions of people who are not Christian decorate 
Christmas trees, exchange gifts, listen to seasonal 
music, enjoy holiday meals, and gather with family and 
friends.

The same holiday can carry profound religious mean-
ing for one family and primarily cultural meaning for 
another.

The same pattern appears elsewhere.

Lunar New Year is celebrated across China, Korea, Viet-
nam, and other parts of Asia. Depending on the country 
and family, it may include religious rituals, ancestor 

remembrance, family reunions, festive meals, and 
community celebrations.

The Day of the Dead in Mexico combines Indigenous 
traditions, Catholic influences, family remembrance, 
art, music, and public celebration.

Hanukkah, Easter, Ramadan, and many other ob-
servances also include both religious practices and 
cultural traditions that extend beyond theology.

Diwali belongs to this same family of holidays.

More Than Belief
Religion and culture are closely related, but they are 
not identical.

Religion asks questions about ultimate meaning, 
spiritual practice, sacred texts, and worship.

Culture encompasses language, music, food, cloth-
ing, literature, art, family traditions, celebrations, and 
shared history.

The two frequently overlap.

A family preparing traditional sweets for Diwali, dec-
orating their home with colorful rangoli, exchanging 
gifts, or gathering for a festive meal may be partici-
pating in cultural traditions even if individual family 
members hold very different religious beliefs—or 
none at all.

For many immigrant families, holidays also preserve 
identity.

Recipes are passed from grandparents to grandchil-
dren.

Languages are spoken that might otherwise fade.
Stories are retold.

Children learn where their families came from.

The holiday becomes a bridge between generations 
as much as an act of worship.

Why Governments Recognize Holidays
This distinction matters because governments 
recognize holidays for many different reasons. Some 
commemorate historical events, such as Indepen-
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dence Day.

Others honor civic leaders or movements, such as 
Martin Luther King Jr. Day.

Still others recognize cultural traditions that have 
become an important part of the communities they 
serve.

Recognizing a holiday does not necessarily mean the 
government is endorsing the religious beliefs associat-
ed with it.

Rather, it may be acknowledging the cultural, historical, 
and social significance of the celebration for a sub-
stantial portion of its population.

California’s Diwali legislation reflects this broader un-
derstanding. It emphasizes its importance to Califor-
nia’s South Asian communities and the recognition of 
the different traditions that observe it.

A More Diverse Society
Modern societies are more religiously and culturally 
diverse than ever before.

People of many faiths—and of no religious faith—live, 
work, study, and celebrate alongside one another.
This diversity creates opportunities to learn from tradi-
tions that may once have seemed unfamiliar.

A school may decorate for Lunar New Year.

A city may host a Diwali festival.

Neighbors may exchange Christmas cookies, Eid 
sweets, or Hanukkah treats.

Participation in these events does not require people to 
share the same beliefs.

It requires only curiosity, respect, and a willingness to 
learn.

Beyond Either/Or
Perhaps the original question isn’t quite the right one.
Instead of asking whether Diwali is religious or cul-
tural, we might ask how traditions evolve as societies 
change.

Many of humanity’s oldest celebrations refuse to fit 
neatly into a single category.

They preserve religious meaning for believers.

They preserve cultural identity for families.

They create opportunities for neighbors to learn from 
one another.

Diwali is one of those celebrations.

Its lights symbolize hope, wisdom, and renewal.

Its foods, music, decorations, and family gatherings 
also express the rich cultural heritage of millions of 
people around the world.

In an increasingly interconnected society, understand-
ing the distinction between religion and culture - and 
appreciating that both dimensions can exist together 
- helps us see holidays not simply as religious obser-
vances or cutural festivals, but as living traditions that 
continue to shape the communities they bring together. 


Humanity Eradicated a Disease

Smallpox once killed millions of people. 
Through science, vaccination, and un-
precedented international cooperation, 
humanity eliminated it from nature. The 
World Health Organization declared 
smallpox eradicated in 1980.
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F or many of us, birds provide the soundtrack for every-
day life. A robin greeting the dawn. Swallows darting 
through the evening sky. Sparrows gathering in a 

hedge. Geese flying overhead in perfect formation. The 
chatter of finches at a backyard feeder.

They’re so familiar that we often stop noticing them.

Until one day, something feels different.

Perhaps the mornings seem a little quieter.

Perhaps the flock that used to visit your yard has grown 
smaller.

Perhaps a favorite species has become surprisingly 

difficult to find.

It’s a question more and more people have begun asking: 
What’s with the birds?

The answer, it turns out, is both encouraging and con-
cerning.

Some bird populations are thriving. Others are disap-
pearing at an alarming rate. Understanding why has 
become one of the most important challenges in mod-
ern ecology.

A Global Pattern

What’s With the Birds?
Why the World’s Bird Populations Are Changing 
- and What Scientists are Learning
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Birds are among the most carefully monitored animals 
on Earth. Across North America, Europe, Australia, and 
many other regions, scientists and citizen volunteers 
have been counting birds for decades.

The results reveal a complex picture.

One landmark study estimated that North America has 
lost nearly three billion birds since 1970—approximately 
one in every four birds that once filled its skies. Europe 
has also documented significant declines in many farm-
land and migratory species, while studies from other 
regions point to similar concerns, although the patterns 
vary widely from place to place.

This doesn’t mean every species is in trouble.

Nor does it mean every region is experiencing the same 
changes.

Nature, as always, is more complicated than a single 
headline.

Winners and Losers
One of the most surprising discoveries is that birds are 
not responding to environmental change in the same 
way.

Some species are thriving.

Others are struggling.

Waterfowl such as ducks and geese have recovered in 
many regions thanks to decades of wetland conserva-
tion. Bald Eagles and Peregrine Falcons, once pushed to 
the brink by pesticides such as DDT, have made remark-
able comebacks after legal protections and habitat 
restoration.

Wild turkeys have expanded their range across parts 
of North America. Some gulls, pigeons, crows, and 
urban-adapted birds have learned to flourish alongside 
growing human populations.

Meanwhile, many grassland birds, shorebirds, and migra-
tory songbirds continue to decline.

Even closely related species sometimes follow very 
different paths.

The question is no longer simply, “Are birds declining?”
It is: Why are some adapting while others are not?

A Thousand Small Pressures
Scientists have not found a single cause.

Instead, they have identified many interacting pressures 
that affect different species in different ways.
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Habitat loss remains one of the most important.

As forests are cleared, wetlands drained, and grasslands 
converted to agriculture or urban development, many 
birds lose the places they need to nest, feed, and raise 
their young.

Agriculture has become both a challenge and a success 
story. Modern farming produces enough food to feed 
billions of people, but larger fields, fewer hedgerows, and 
more intensive land use have reduced habitat for many 
farmland birds.

Climate change adds another layer of complexity. As 
temperatures shift, some birds are changing their mi-

gration schedules or moving into new regions. Others 
struggle because the insects or plants they depend upon 
no longer appear at the right time.

Light pollution can disorient migrating birds that navi-
gate by the stars. Glass windows kill hundreds of mil-
lions of birds worldwide each year through collisions.
Outdoor cats are significant predators of birds in many 
urban and suburban environments. Pesticides may 
reduce insect populations, leaving less food available for 
insect-eating species.

Each factor alone may seem modest.

Together, they create a landscape that is increasingly 
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difficult for many birds to navigate.

The Insect Connection
One reason scientists are paying close attention to bird 
declines is that many birds depend heavily on insects. A 
single nest of young songbirds may require thousands of 
caterpillars before the chicks are ready to leave the nest.

If insect populations decline, birds may still find enough 
food to survive—but not enough to raise healthy young.
Researchers have reported significant declines in insect 
abundance in several parts of the world, although the 
causes vary and much remains to be understood.

The relationship between insects and birds reminds us 
that ecosystems function as interconnected networks 
rather than isolated species.

When one part changes, many others may follow.

What We Still Don’t Know
Despite decades of research, many questions remain 
unanswered.

Why do some species adapt successfully to cities while 
others disappear?

Why do birds that appear to occupy similar habitats 

respond so differently?

How much of the decline is driven by climate change 
compared with habitat loss?

How do multiple pressures combine over the course 
of a bird’s lifetime?

Scientists continue to investigate these questions 
using satellite tracking, genetic analysis, long-term 
population surveys, and increasingly sophisticated 
ecological models.

The story is still unfolding.

Why Birds Matter 
Birds do far more than brighten our mornings.

They pollinate plants. They disperse seeds. They 
control insect populations. They recycle nutrients. 
They help maintain healthy ecosystems in ways that 
often go unnoticed.

Perhaps even more importantly, birds serve as indi-
cators of environmental health.

Because they respond quickly to changes in habitat, 
climate, pollution, and food availability, birds often 
provide early warning that something larger may be 
changing within an ecosystem.
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When birds flourish, many other forms of life often benefit 
as well.

What Can We Do?

The encouraging news is that conservation works.
History has already demonstrated that informed action 
can reverse declines.

Protecting wetlands has helped many waterfowl recover.

Restrictions on DDT contributed to the remarkable return 
of Bald Eagles and Peregrine Falcons.

Habitat restoration has benefited countless other species.
Individuals can also make a difference.

Planting native trees and flowers provides food and shel-
ter.

Reducing pesticide use helps protect insects that birds 
depend upon.

Making windows more bird-friendly can prevent collisions.
Keeping pet cats indoors protects both birds and the cats 
themselves.

Reducing unnecessary outdoor lighting during migration 
seasons can save countless birds that travel at night.

Citizen science projects such as bird counts and online 
observation programs also help researchers monitor pop-
ulations around the world.

Millions of ordinary people now contribute valuable data 
simply by paying attention to the birds around them.

Listening More Carefully

Birds have always been part of the human experience.

Long before cities, before agriculture, before written lan-
guage, our ancestors awoke each morning to birdsong.

That chorus still connects us to the natural world.

Perhaps that is why we notice, almost instinctively, when 
something changes.

The story of the world’s birds is not simply one of de-
cline.

It is a story of adaptation, resilience, and the complex 
relationship between humanity and the living planet we 
share.

Some species are thriving.

Others need our help.

The more we understand why, the better equipped we 
will be to protect not only birds, but the ecosystems that 
sustain all life—including our own.

The next time you hear birds singing outside your win-
dow, pause for a moment.

Listen carefully. Those voices are telling us a story.

The question is whether we are paying attention. 

Some Endangered Species Do Come Back

Conservation works. Species once pushed close to 
extinction - including the bald eagle, humpback whale, 
and Arabian oryx - have made remarkable recoveries 
when people protected habitat, restricted hunting, and 
addressed other threats.
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F ew places on Earth seem as extraor-
dinary as Iceland. Here, glaciers 
carve valleys while volcanoes re-

shape the landscape from below. Water-
falls plunge from ancient cliffs. Geysers 
erupt with astonishing force. In winter, 
the Northern Lights shimmer across the 
Arctic sky, while summer brings nearly 
endless daylight. 

It is a land of dramatic contrasts—fire 
and ice, darkness and light, ancient traditions and mod-
ern innovation.

Yet Iceland’s greatest wonder is not its landscape. It is 
the people who learned to flourish in one of the world’s 
most challenging environments.

A LAND SHAPED BY NATURE
Located just south of the Arctic Circle, Iceland sits 
astride the Mid-Atlantic Ridge, where the North Amer-
ican and Eurasian tectonic plates slowly pull apart. 
Beneath the island, volcanic activity continually creates 
new land while glaciers sculpt the old.

This unique geology gives Iceland an astonishing con-

centration of natural wonders. Active 
volcanoes, lava fields, geothermal hot 
springs, black-sand beaches, towering 
waterfalls, and vast glaciers can all be 
found within a relatively small country.

Nature is never merely scenery here.

It is a constant presence that has 
shaped the nation’s history, economy, 
and identity.

Rather than attempting to conquer their environment, 
Icelanders have learned to work with it. Today, the 
country produces most of its electricity from renew-
able sources, particularly geothermal and hydroelectric 
power. Homes throughout the country are heated using 
naturally heated groundwater drawn from deep beneath 
the Earth’s surface.

The same volcanic forces that once threatened survival 
have become one of Iceland’s greatest resources.

A THOUSAND YEARS OF STORIES
Iceland was settled by Norse explorers during the late 
ninth century. Although isolated by the North Atlantic 

Iceland: Fire, Ice and the Human Spirit

CELEBRATING CULTURE
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Ocean, its people developed one of Europe’s richest 
literary traditions.

The Icelandic Sagas, written during the Middle Ages, 
recount the adventures, feuds, voyages, and daily lives 
of the island’s early settlers. Blending history with sto-
rytelling, they remain among the world’s great literary 
achievements and continue to shape Icelandic identity 
today.

Storytelling is woven deeply into Icelandic culture.

With a population of fewer than 400,000 people, 

Iceland publishes more books per capita than almost 
any other nation. Every Christmas, families celebrate 
the beloved tradition of Jólabókaflóð—the “Christmas 
Book Flood”—by exchanging books on Christmas Eve 
and spending the evening reading together.

It is a reminder that knowledge, imagination, and litera-
ture remain central to Icelandic life.

DEMOCRACY ROOTED IN THE LANDSCAPE
In 930 CE, Iceland established the Althing, one of the 
world’s oldest continuously operating parliamentary 
institutions.

Representatives from across the island gathered each 
summer at Þingvellir, where laws were recited, disputes 
resolved, and decisions affecting the entire community 
were made.

Standing in the same valley today, visitors can appreciate 
something remarkable.

The landscape itself became the meeting place where 
one of humanity’s earliest democratic traditions took 
shape.

A TASTE OF ICELAND
For centuries, Iceland’s cuisine reflected both necessity 
and creativity.

Surrounded by some of the richest fishing grounds in the 
world, seafood naturally became a dietary cornerstone. 
Cod, haddock, Arctic char, salmon, and shellfish contin-
ue to feature prominently in Icelandic cooking.

Lamb is another national favorite. Raised on open moun-
tain pastures where sheep graze freely on wild grasses 
and herbs, Icelandic lamb is prized for its distinctive 
flavor.

Perhaps Iceland’s best-known dairy product is skyr, a 
thick cultured dairy food that has been enjoyed for more 
than a thousand years. Rich in protein and wonderfully 
creamy, it remains a staple in homes throughout the 
country.

Traditional dishes such as plokkfiskur, a comforting fish 
stew, reflect Iceland’s practical culinary heritage, while 
modern Reykjavík has developed an exciting food scene 
that blends Nordic traditions with international influenc-
es.

Visitors seeking an unforgettable culinary adventure 
may encounter hákarl, fermented Greenland shark. Fa-
mous around the world for its strong aroma and distinc-
tive flavor, it has become a symbol of Iceland’s resource-
fulness—even if many Icelanders cheerfully admit it is an 
acquired taste.

WILDLIFE IN A LAND OF FIRE AND ICE
Although Icland’s landscapes may appear stark, they 
support remarkable wildlife.

The Arctic fox, which crossed frozen seas during the last 
Ice Age, is the island’s only native land mammal. During 
the summer months, towering coastal cliffs become 
home to millions of nesting seabirds, including Ice-
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land’s beloved Atlantic puffin. With its colorful beak and 
comical appearance, the puffin has become one of the 
country’s unofficial symbols.

The surrounding North Atlantic waters teem with life. 
Humpback whales, minke whales, orcas, dolphins, har-
bor seals, and gray seals are frequently spotted along 
Iceland’s coastline.

Plant life is quieter but equally resilient. Mosses and 
lichens blanket ancient lava fields, while hardy wildflow-
ers bloom during the brief Arctic summer. Their ability to 
thrive on young volcanic landscapes offers a remarkable 

Strict rules help protect the breed: horses may be ex-
ported from Iceland, but once they leave, they cannot 
return, a measure intended to prevent the introduction 
of disease. 
Today, the Icelandic horse is less essential to every-
day transportation than it once was, but it remains a 
beloved symbol of the country’s history, resilience, and 
connection to the land.

FOLKLORE AND IMAGINATION

Science explains Iceland’s volcanoes, glaciers, and geo-
thermal springs.

Folklore helps explain how people once experienced 
them.

For centuries, Icelanders told stories of the huldufólk—
the “hidden people” said to inhabit lava fields, rocky 
hillsides, and remote valleys. Whether understood as 
folklore or cultural heritage, these stories remain a cher-
ished part of Icelandic identity.

Standing among twisting lava formations wrapped in 
drifting mist, it is easy to understand how earlier genera-
tions imagined unseen neighbors sharing the landscape.

The stories remind us that imagination has always been 
one of humanity’s most powerful tools for making sense 
of the unknown.

LESSONS FROM ICELAND

Despite its remote location, harsh climate, volcanic erup-
tions, and limited natural resources, Iceland consistently 
ranks among the world’s leaders in education, innovation, 
renewable energy, gender equality, and quality of life.

Its success is not the result of geography.

It is the result of generations of people who valued learn-
ing, cooperation, democratic institutions, and respect for 
nature.

Visitors often arrive expecting spectacular scenery.

They leave remembering something even more enduring.

A culture that has learned to transform adversity into 
opportunity, isolation into creativity, and a rugged land-
scape into one of the world’s most vibrant and inspiring 
societies. 

example of nature’s resilience and renewal.

THE ICELANDIC HORSE: SMALL, TOUGH, AND DIS-
TINCTLY ICELANDIC

Few animals are as closely associated with Iceland as 
the Icelandic horse. Descended from horses brought 
to the island by Norse settlers more than a thousand 
years ago, the breed developed in relative isolation, be-
coming remarkably hardy and well suited to Iceland’s 
rugged terrain and unpredictable weather. 
The Icelandic horse has long played an important role 
in transportation, farming, companionship, and nation-
al tradition.

Icelandic horses are particularly famous for their 
unusual gaits. In addition to the familiar walk, trot, and 
canter, many can perform the exceptionally smooth 
four-beat tölt, while some also possess a fifth gait 
called the flying pace. 
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Þingvellir National Park
Recognized for both its natural beauty and its 
extraordinary historical importance. Visitors can 
literally walk through a rift valley separating two 
continents while standing where Iceland’s early 
parliament first assembled over a thousand years 
ago. Few places so elegantly combine geology 
with human history.

UNESCO Treasures of Iceland
Preserving extraordinary 
landscapes for the world

Surtsey
Located off Iceland’s southern coast, is among 
the youngest islands on Earth. Born from vol-
canic eruptions between 1963 and 1967, it has 
remained almost entirely closed to visitors, al-
lowing scientists to observe how plants, insects, 
birds, and other life gradually colonize brand-new 
land. It serves as a living laboratory for under-
standing how ecosystems begin.

A new study offers encouraging evidence that some of the 
most important steps for protecting the brain may also be 
familiar ways of protecting the heart.

Researchers led by NYU Langone Health followed more than 
12,400 adults for about 26 years, examining three common 
health risks during middle age: high blood pressure, type 2 
diabetes, and smoking.

The difference was striking. At age 55, people who had none 
of the three risk factors could expect an average of about 
30 additional years without dementia. Those with all three 
averaged only about 17.5 dementia-free years—a difference 
of nearly 13 years.

Why might cardiovascular health matter so much to the 
brain? The brain depends on an extensive network of blood 
vessels to supply oxygen and nutrients. High blood pressure, 

Three Midlife Health Factors May Delay Dementia by Years
diabetes and smoking can all damage that vascu-
lar system over time.

The findings don’t mean that avoiding these 
conditions guarantees protection from dementia. 
Genetics, aging and many other factors also play 
important roles. Nor does the study prove that 
eliminating the three risks will add exactly 13 de-
mentia-free years to an individual’s life.

But it reinforces a growing scientific message: 
brain health and cardiovascular health are closely 
connected—and what we do in middle age may in-
fluence how well our brains function decades later.

The study was published in Neurology and involved 
researchers from NYU Grossman School of Medi-
cine.



THE WORLD BENEATH OUR FEET

A single teaspoon of healthy soil can contain billions of microor-
ganisms. Bacteria, fungi, and other microscopic organisms break 
down organic matter, recycle nutrients, and help plants grow. Much 
of the life that sustains ecosystems is invisible to us, quietly working 
beneath our feet.
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🧬 YOUR DNA IS MOSTLY SHARED
Any two people on Earth are about 99.9% genetically 
identical. The tiny fraction that differs accounts for all 
the variation in appearance, ancestry, and many inherited 
traits. Beneath our remarkable diversity lies an extraordi-
nary biological unity.

🌲 FORESTS CAN “TALK”
Trees are connected underground by networks of fungi 
that transport nutrients and chemical signals between 
plants. Sometimes called the “wood wide web,” these 
fungal partnerships help forests share resources and 
respond to environmental stress.

🐦 MIGRATION WITHOUT MAPS
Some migratory birds travel thousands of kilometers 
with astonishing accuracy, using a combination of the 
Sun, stars, Earth’s magnetic field, landmarks, and even 
polarized light to navigate. Scientists are still uncover-
ing exactly how they combine these natural navigation 
systems.

🌊 MOST OF THE EARTH IS STILL UNEX-
PLORED
More than 70% of Earth’s surface is covered by oceans, 
yet vast portions of the deep sea remain largely unex-
plored. Scientists discover hundreds of new marine 
species every year, reminding us that our own planet still 
holds countless mysteries.

🌎 THE EARTH RECYCLES ITSELF
Unlike any other known planet, Earth’s crust is constantly 
recycled through plate tectonics. Ocean floors are creat-
ed at mid-ocean ridges, slowly move across the planet, 
and eventually sink back into the mantle, helping regu-

Secular Snapshots: 
Short facts to spark big thoughts

late climate over millions of years.

🦋 BUTTERFLIES REMEMBER
A caterpillar undergoes one of nature’s most dramatic 
transformations, yet research suggests that some but-
terflies may retain memories formed before metamor-
phosis. Even after completely reorganizing their bodies, 
traces of earlier learning may survive.

🌞 EVERY SUNRISE IS DIFFERENT
No two sunrises are exactly alike. Tiny differences in at-
mospheric moisture, dust, clouds, volcanic particles, and 
air pollution constantly alter the way sunlight scatters 
through Earth’s atmosphere, creating a unique display 
every morning.

🐙 OCTOPUSES EDIT THEIR OWN RNA
Unlike most animals, octopuses frequently modify their 
RNA after it is copied from DNA. This unusual ability 
may help them rapidly adapt the proteins used by their 
nervous system, contributing to their remarkable intelli-
gence and flexibility.

🌍 WE ARE LIVING DURING AN ICE AGE
It may sound surprising, but Earth is still technically in 
an Ice Age because permanent ice sheets remain at both 
poles. We are simply living in a relatively warm intergla-
cial period between major glacial advances.

💧 WATER IS OLDER THAN THE SUN
Many of the water molecules you drink today formed in 
interstellar clouds before our Sun and planets existed 
over 4.6 billion years ago. Every glass of water contains 
molecules that have traveled through stars, comets, 
oceans, clouds, rivers—and countless living things. 
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