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Democracy Dies in Darkness

Sunday’s date is a rare, extra-special
palindrome
It’s the only date this century that reads the same backwards and forwards around the
world.

By 

Jan. 31, 2020 at 11:47 a.m. EST

How’s this for a calendrical trifecta: Sunday is Super Bowl Sunday. And it’s

Groundhog Day. And it’s a rare eight-digit palindrome when written as

02/02/2020 — the only one of its kind this century.

A palindrome, as you might know, is a sequence that reads the same forward as it

does backward. Aziz Inan, a professor of electrical engineering at the University of

Portland, collects dates that are palindromes, the way other people might collect

coins or chase solar eclipses.

Inan’s website chronicles 500 years’ worth of palindromes, from the 19th century to

the 23rd. He’s been waiting for this Sunday since at least Nov. 2, 2011, he said,

which was an eight-digit palindrome, too (11/02/2011). Of the palindromic dates,

Feb. 2, 2020, he said, is extra-special.
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“In this century, in the American date system — which is month, day, year — there

are 12 eight-digit palindrome dates,” Inan said. But “in this century there is only

one such palindrome date which is expressed with eight digits, where you have the

complete year number on the right” and the month and day can be swapped. (Put

another way: Written as MM/DD/YEAR or DD/MM/YEAR, it’s still a palindrome.

Contrast that with 11/02/2011, which in many foreign notations was written as

02/11/2011.)

That makes Sunday’s palindrome unusually cross-cultural. It’s written as a

palindrome “whether you’re in Europe, Asia, America — it happens on the same

calendar day, which is February the 2nd,” Inan said. Sunday is also the 33rd day of

the year, which is followed by 333 more days, he said.

The previous eight-digit palindrome like this was 11/11/1111, 909 years ago. We’ll

only have to wait another 101 years for 12/12/2121, but the next one after that

comes on March 3, 3030.
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“When I share these with my students, with other people and whatnot, most of the

time I get a spark in other people’s eyes, you know?” Inan said. A palindrome has

“this magic power,” Inan said. “And also — it is brainteaser.”

In case you doubt him, the professor offers a little bit of homework: During the big

game’s commercial break, or in between bites of chicken wings, try to write down all

the palindromes for the 21st century in the American calendar. There are 12 eight-

digit palindromes and 26 seven-digit palindromes (in which you drop the zero

before a single-digit month). If you get stumped, Inan has the answers on his

website.
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