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“I tried to register for the 2016 election, but it was beyond the dead a
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It’s not as if I were slacking in the rest of



the millennial condition. It’s our base temperature. It’s our background music. It’s the
way things are. It’s our lives.

That realization recast my recent struggles: Why can’t I get this mundane stuff done?
Because I’m burned out. Why am I burned out? Because I’ve internalized the idea that I
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Like most old millennials, my own career path was marked by two financial catastrophes.
In the early 2000s, when many of us were either first entering college or the workforce,
the dot-com bubble burst. The resultant financial rubble wasn’t as extensive as the 2008
crisis, but it tightened the job market and torpedoed the stock market, which indirectly
affected millennials who’d been counting on parents’ investments to get them through
college. When I graduated with a liberal arts degree in 2003 and moved to Seattle, the
city was still affordable, but skilled jobs were in short supply. I worked as a nanny, a
housemate worked as an assistant, a friend resorted to selling what would later be known
as subprime mortgages.

Those two years as a nanny were hard — I was stultifyingly bored and commuted an hour
in each direction — but it was the last time I remember not feeling burned out. I had a
cellphone, but couldn’t even send texts; I checked my email once a day on a desktop
computer in my friend’s room. Because I’d been placed through a nanny agency, my
contract included health care, sick days, and paid time off. I made $32,000 a year and
paid $500 a month in rent. I had no student debt from undergrad, and my car was paid
off. I didn’t save much, but had money for movies and dinners out. I was intellectually
unstimulated, but I was good at my job — caring for two infants — and had clear
demarcations between when I was on and off the clock.

Then those two years ended and the bulk of my friend group began the exodus to grad
school. We enrolled in PhD programs, law school, med school, architecture school,
education master’s programs, MBAs. It wasn’t because we were hungry for more
knowledge. It was because we were hungry for secure, middle-class jobs — and had been
told, correctly or not, that those jobs were available only through grad school. Once we
were in grad school, and the microgeneration behind us was emerging from college into
the workplace, the 2008 financial crisis hit.
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I never thought the system was equitable. I knew
it was winnable for only a small few. I just believed
I could continue to optimize myself to become one
of them.
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All of this optimization — as children, in college, online — culminates in the dominant
millennial condition, regardless of class or race or location: burnout. “Burnout” was first
recognized as a psychological diagnosis in 1974, applied by psychologist Herbert
Freudenberger to cases of “physical or mental collapse caused by overwork or stress.”
Burnout is of a substantively different category than “exhaustion,” although it’s related.
Exhaustion means going to the point where you can’t go any further; burnout means
reaching that point and pushing yourself to keep going, whether for days or weeks or
years.

What’s worse, the feeling of accomplishment that follows an exhausting task — passing
the final! Finishing the massive work project! — never comes. “The exhaustion
experienced in burnout combines an intense yearning for this state of completion with the
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out in four days. They’re ultimately responsible for the health of the family, the upkeep of
the home and their own bodies, maintaining a sex life, cultivating an emotional bond with
their children, overseeing aging parents’ care, making sure bills are paid and neighbors
are greeted and someone’s home for a service call and holiday cards get in the mail and
vacations are planned six months in advance and airline miles aren’t expiring and the
dog’s getting exercised.

Women have told me that reading Emma’s cartoon, which has gone viral many times
over, brought them to tears: They’d never seen the particular work that they do described,
let alone acknowledged. And for millennials, that domestic work is now supposed to
check a never-ending number of aspirational boxes: Outings should be “experiences,”
food should be healthy and homemade and fun, bodies should be sculpted, wrinkles
should be minimized, clothes should be cute and fashionable, sleep should be regulated,
relationships should be healthy, the news should be read and processed, kids should be
given personal attention and thriving. Millennial parenting is, as a recent New York
Times article put it, relentless.

The media that surrounds us — both social and mainstream, from Marie Kondo’s new
Netflix show to the lifestyle influencer economy — tells us that our personal spaces
should be optimized just as much as one’s self and career. The end result isn’t just
fatigue, but enveloping burnout that follows us to home and back. The most common
prescription is “self-care.” Give yourself a face mask! Go to yoga! Use your meditation
app! But much of self-care isn’t care at all: It’s an $11 billion industry whose end goal
isn’t to alleviate the burnout cycle, but to provide further means of self-optimization .i to s -cedra,dusltimy io iilclhe my  s syonal
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“The modern Millennial, for the most
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obligations that should either be easily or dutifully completed. The 
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