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        Quiet Competence Could Cost Joe Biden the Election
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.
	
		
			
			Joe Biden is both old and boring. The American voter has come to expect celebrity and excitement from the White House, and they pay little attention to policy.

			But first: Last year, Jake Tapper wrote about C. J. Rice, a Philadelphia teenager who was sentenced to decades in prison for a ...

      

      
        Photos: The Growth of Solar-Power Stations
        Alan Taylor

        Construction of utility-scale renewable-power facilities around the world has been increasing rapidly in recent years. Although the total percentage of global power needs met by photovoltaic energy alone remains small, at about 6 percent, it is on the rise. Governments and large companies are building massive facilities to provide both solar thermal and photovoltaic energy, converting the sun's energy into electricity for millions of homes and businesses. Solar-panel farms are being installed on ...

      

      
        The CRISPR Era Is Here
        Sarah Zhang

        When Victoria Gray was still a baby, she started howling so inconsolably during a bath that she was rushed to the emergency room. The diagnosis was sickle-cell disease, a genetic condition that causes bouts of excruciating pain--"worse than a broken leg, worse than childbirth," one doctor told me. Like lightning crackling in her body is how Gray, now 38, has described the pain. For most of her life, she lived in fear that it could strike at any moment, forcing her to drop everything to rush, once ...

      

      
        Anything Can Become Gluten-Free Pasta
        Matteo Wong

        To my grandmother, who has lived her entire life in Italy, gluten-free pasta is "una follia"--nonsense, madness. A twirl of spaghetti or forkful of rigatoni should provide a familiar textural delight: a noodle that is both elastic and firm, holding a distinct, springy shape that your teeth can sink into with some, but not too much, resistance. That is all because of the gluten in wheat.Upon taste-testing some popular brands of pasta made from ingredients such as rice, corn, and chickpea flour, I u...

      

      
        Hipsters Were Always Hypocrites. Ask Frank Zappa.
        Daniel Felsenthal

        Frank Zappa was an unruly figure of 1960s rock, a free-speech advocate and devout parodist defined by his opposition to authority. His albums assembled the bones of rock and roll into an idiosyncratic style coursing with disbelief at just about every aspect of the American zeitgeist: hippies, cars, college, drugs, California, and, eventually, yuppies. He also hated record labels, government, and the police, positions stoked by a brief jail stint at age 24 due to charges of "conspiracy to commit p...

      

      
        The Case for Challenging Music
        Anthony Tommasini

        On December 1, 1900, at an intimate concert hall in Vienna, a respected local baritone gave the premiere of some early songs for voice and piano by Arnold Schoenberg. Today this music, though written in an elusive harmonic language, comes across as exuding hyper-Wagnerian richness and Brahmsian expressive depth. But the audience in Vienna broke into shouts, laughter, and jeers. From that day on, as Schoenberg ruefully recalled two decades later, "the scandal has never ceased."The author Harvey Sa...

      

      
        Life Really Is Better Without the Internet
        Chris Moody

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Before our first child was born last year, my wife and I often deliberated about the kind of parents we wanted to be--and the kind we didn't. We watched families at restaurants sitting in silence, glued to their phones, barely taking their eyes off the screens between bites. We saw children paw at their parents, desperate to interact, only to be handed an iPad to keep quiet. We didn't want to live like that. W...

      

      
        The Tech Giants' Anti-regulation Fantasy
        Richard R. John

        Today's Big Five digital platforms aren't the first tech giants to bristle at government scrutiny. Long before Amazon, Apple, Facebook, Google, and Microsoft began spending millions of dollars to fight antitrust rules and other measures that would challenge their business models, 20th-century behemoths such as AT&T and IBM were insisting that government interventions in their business would stifle innovation. In reality, one of the most important things the United States government has ever done ...

      

      
        The Case That Could Destroy the Government
        Noah Rosenblum

        This Wednesday, the Supreme Court will hear a case that poses the most direct challenge yet to the legitimacy of the modern federal government. The right-wing legal movement's target is the "administrative state"--the agencies and institutions that set standards for safety in the workplace, limit environmental hazards and damage, and impose rules on financial markets to ensure their stability and basic fairness, among many other important things. The case, Securities and Exchange Commission v. Jar...

      

      
        Dear Therapist: I Don't Want to See My Mom This Christmas
        Lori Gottlieb

        Editor's Note: On the last Monday of each month, Lori Gottlieb answers a reader's question about a problem, big or small. Have a question? Email her at dear.therapist@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear Therapist" in your inbox. Dear Therapist,I am struggling to set a much-needed boundary with my mom around Christmas.I'm a divorced mom of one, and my ex-husband and I split the holiday. My daughter is either with me on Christmas Eve and then goes to her dad's...

      

      
        The Joys of Carole Lombard, Zadie Smith, and High-School Movies
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Jennifer Senior, a staff writer at The Atlantic and the winner of the 2022 Pulitzer Prize for Feature Writing. She has written for The Atlantic about one fam...

      

      
        Port Authority
        Brendan Joyce

        after Riding Over the Brooklyn Bridge, by Robert Wood Lynn
I dissolved into unemployment and I cherished
the worst of it. Dollar Pizza's nails in my stomach
and the long mountains of Pennsylvania's
rain in my midnight's future: New York was over.
Or at least invisible to my desire, which was not, it turns out,
a reliable strategy for survival. Even when I turned my body into an
envy others could inhabit long enough for the city to feel small,
I was just waiting for the silence to resume.
One nigh...

      

      
        It Will Never Be a Good Time to Buy a House
        Annie Lowrey

        Earlier this year, I moved from San Francisco to New York with my dogs, kids, and husband. My family rented an apartment. And once we figured out that we liked it here and wanted to stay, we looked to buy a place.For roughly 11 minutes, before realizing that literally any other activity would be a better use of our time. Brooklyn has 1.1 million housing units. Just a dozen of them seemed to fit our requirements and were sitting on the market. All of the options were too expensive. And that was be...

      

      
        This Is Your Pilot Speaking
        Patrick Chovanec

        In May 2022, an air-traffic controller in Florida received a frantic call. The pilot of a single-engine Cessna 208 had collapsed, leaving the sole passenger--with no experience at all flying a plane--to fend for himself in the cockpit. Remarkably, the controller was able to direct the passenger to take the controls, reach an airport, and safely land.The story went viral for several days, perhaps in part because we can all imagine ourselves in that nightmare come true. Could we figure out what to do...

      

      
        Watching a Line Cook Flip Eggs for Six Hours
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        Dylan Longton really knows how to flip an egg. A 33-year-old line cook at an unassuming diner just outside Albany, New York, Longton can make an omelet do a backflip and land it smoothly right back into its pan cradle. And people love him for it. Not just people in Albany, or people in New York. People all around the world, sometimes more than a thousand at once, tune in on TikTok to watch Longton flip eggs, and reheat bacon and home fries on the grill.Longton has been doing this a long time--the ...

      

      
        The Tyranny of Stuff
        James Parker

        What is the opposite of poetry? What slows the spark and puts sludge in the veins? What deadens the language? What rears up before you with livid and stupefying power--in the middle of the night, in the middle of the day--to make you feel like you'll never write a good line again?Stuff.Not physical stuff, but mental stuff. You know: things you should have taken care of. The unanswered email. The unpaid bill. The unvisited dentist. The undischarged obligation. The unfinished job. The terrible ballas...

      

      
        Anger and Frustration Grow in the House
        The Editors

        Editor's Note: Washington Week with The Atlantic is a partnership between NewsHour Productions, WETA, and The Atlantic airing every Friday on PBS stations nationwide. Check your local listings or watch full episodes here. Anger and frustration are growing among some members of House Speaker Mike Johnson's caucus over government spending. Johnson has a long legislative to-do list when the House returns to Washington after Thanksgiving, and with Republicans holding a razor-thin majority, his moves ...

      

      
        'Post-Victimhood' Storytelling
        Thomas Chatterton Williams

        In his Surrealist Manifesto of 1924, Andre Breton wrote, "The marvelous is always beautiful, anything marvelous is beautiful, in fact only the marvelous is beautiful." That line came to mind when I stood before Mother Nature, a giant canvas depicting a killer whale lifting a naked man into the air, eye level with a flock of gulls. The image was a highlight of "The Bathers," Chase Hall's standout debut at the David Kordansky Gallery in Chelsea this fall.The show, of mostly immense paintings priced...

      

      
        Why America Abandoned the Greatest Economy in History
        Roge Karma

        If there is one statistic that best captures the transformation of the American economy over the past half century, it may be this: Of Americans born in 1940, 92 percent went on to earn more than their parents; among those born in 1980, just 50 percent did. Over the course of a few decades, the chances of achieving the American dream went from a near-guarantee to a coin flip.What happened?One answer is that American voters abandoned the system that worked for their grandparents. From the 1940s th...

      

      
        Travis Kelce Is Another Puzzle for Taylor Swift Fans to Crack
        Helen Lewis

        This Thanksgiving, America is divided: One half knows why the word squirle is funny, and one half does not. Are you in the latter group? Then you should know that earlier this month, a series of tweets surfaced by Taylor Swift's new boyfriend, the Kansas City Chiefs star Travis Kelce. In one of them, from 2011, he offered this observation: "I just gave a squirle a peice of bread and it straight smashed all of it!!!! I had no idea they ate bread like that!! Haha #crazy."Many more Kelce tweets like...

      

      
        Seven Great Reads From Our Editors
        Nicole Blackwood

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Today, we'll introduce you to The Atlantic's time machine. Plus, our editors selected seven great reads for you to dive into this weekend.Time-Travel Thursdays, our latest newsletter, is "for wanderers and wonderers," our executive editor, Adrienne LaFrance, writes in a welcome note for new readers; it'...

      

      
        How I Lost the Russia That Never Was
        Anna Nemtsova

        Updated at 9:31 p.m. ET on November 25, 2023.The lack of respect for the dead surprised even a soldier with the Wagner Group, Russia's mercenary legion of former convicts that fought some of the bloodiest battles in the invasion of Ukraine. He looked at an ugly heap of wooden crosses and flower wreaths that had been pushed aside and cursed the authorities."What are you doing? They died for Russia, and you are razing their graves to the ground. You are rolling over them," he said in a video shot a...

      

      
        AI's Spicy-Mayo Problem
        Mark Gimein

        One day in July, a developer who goes by the handle Teknium asked an AI chatbot how to make mayonnaise. Not just any mayo--he wanted a "dangerously spicy" recipe. The chatbot, however, politely declined. "As a helpful and honest assistant, I cannot fulfill your request for 'dangerously spicy mayo' as it is not appropriate to provide recipes or instructions that may cause harm to individuals," it replied. "Spicy foods can be delicious, but they can also be dangerous if not prepared or consumed prop...

      

      
        How Biden Might Recover
        Ronald Brownstein

        A press release that President Joe Biden's reelection campaign issued last week offered a revealing window into his advisers' thinking about how he might overcome widespread discontent with his performance to win a second term next year.While the release focused mostly on portraying former President Donald Trump as a threat to legal abortion, the most telling passage came when the Biden campaign urged the political press corps "to meet the moment and responsibly inform the electorate of what thei...

      

      
        I Still Get Called Daddy-Mommy
        Shannon Carpenter

        When I first became a stay-at-home dad, 15 years ago, people didn't know how to categorize me: I was called a babysitter, "that guy at story time," and even a woman a couple of times by shirttail relatives and friends. Their words were patronizing and unnecessarily feminizing, but they didn't diminish my love of being a father. Over time, I raised three kids while my wife advanced in the advertising world. She negotiated contracts; I negotiated naptime. She worked hard to bring in new clients; I ...
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Quiet Competence Could Cost Joe Biden the Election

Americans may claim to want less drama, but they're addicted to it.

by Tom Nichols




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


   	 Joe Biden is both old and boring. The American voter has come to expect celebrity and excitement from the White House, and they pay little attention to policy.
 But first: Last year, Jake Tapper wrote about C. J. Rice, a Philadelphia teenager who was sentenced to decades in prison for a crime he insisted he didn't commit. Today, Rice's conviction was overturned. He now awaits a decision from the Philadelphia district attorney's office on whether to retry the case or release him from custody. Read the full story here.
 Plus, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
  	Why America abandoned the greatest economy in history
 	The case that could destroy the government
 	Life really is better without the internet.
 
  
  




The Power of Magical Thinking

I realize that to note that Joe Biden is boring is not exactly breaking news. Michael Schaffer of Politico wrote more than a year ago that Biden not only kept his promise to be unexciting but also "over-delivered." My friend Molly Jong-Fast this fall noted for Vanity Fair that "[Team Biden's] superpower, its ability to slide under the radar while getting a lot done for the American people, may also be its Achilles heel, holding back the administration from getting the credit it deserves." She places much of the blame on the media--a fair cop--but I think a lot else is going on that has less to do with Biden and more to do with the voters themselves.

The deeper problem is that America years ago entered a "post-policy" era, in which the voters simply stopped caring very much about the nuts and bolts of governing. Rather than policy, they care about politics as a spectator event--much like sports or reality television--and they want it to be exciting. They want to root for heroes and heels; they want to feel high charges of emotion, especially anger; they want their votes to express a sense of personal identification with candidate

Biden can't fulfill any of those desires. That's to his credit, but it's killing him politically.

As strange as this is to realize, our political environment is the result not of bad times but of affluence. Most voters are accustomed to relatively high living standards--even in poorer areas--because the world around them is filled with technology and services that mostly just work, no matter who's in the Oval Office. The days of knowing which politicians paved the roads are mostly in the past, and today voters mostly draw connections from their daily lives to their elected leaders only if something aggravates them: If gas prices are high, then it's the president's fault.

For voters to blame political leaders for almost everything is not uncommon, but as I explained in a recent book, this tendency has become extreme not just in the U.S. but in many democracies, where bored and sated voters are more prone to reward showmanship, overblown promises, and made-for-TV rage than competence. Donald Trump is the obvious American case, but think of Boris Johnson in the U.K., the late Silvio Berlusconi in Italy, Geert Wilders in Holland, and Javier Milei in Argentina. (And what is it about right-wing populists and their signature hairdos? I have to believe there's a connection. But I digress.)

Biden's critics might scoff at such an explanation, and counter that the president has sludgy approval ratings for good reason. James Freeman of The Wall Street Journal's editorial page made this case in April, hanging inflation--then hovering near 5 percent--around Biden's neck and noting that the president should have kept his campaign's implicit promise to govern as a boring old guy but instead had been a radical in office. (Freeman also thinks that Biden should debate Robert F. Kennedy Jr., so he might not be arguing this issue entirely in the name of good government.)

A Democrat, no matter how centrist, is never likely to find love in the arms of the Journal's editors, but some Democrats themselves seem submerged in a kind of moral fogginess about what their own party represents. Last week, The New York Times published a discussion with a dozen Democratic voters about Biden and the future of their party. The Times asked these participants to explain what it means to be a Democrat:

Many hesitated or said the lines between the two parties had grown "blurry." The participants said they held core values: tolerance, respect, an unshakable belief in the freedom to choose. They shared deep concerns about the divisions in this country. And they believed that Democrats were generally focused on the right problems--gun violence, student debt, climate change and homelessness. But they had little confidence that the Democrats could fix those problems.


Right off the bat: I cannot imagine anything less "blurry" than the difference between Democrats and Republicans. But on top of that, I admit to raising an eyebrow at the line that these voters, who ranged in age from 27 to 72, felt "betrayed" on student loans "more than any other issue."

This was only one focus group. But a few weeks ago, the Times also spoke with Democratic voters who were more enthusiastic about Vice President Kamala Harris than about Biden, and the answers were equally incoherent. One respondent, a lifelong Democrat, said in the poll that "she would vote for Mr. Trump over Mr. Biden, whom she called 'too old and a bit out of touch' and 'a bit of a doofus.'" By the end of the interview, she said she'd probably vote for Biden again, but "I'm just not happy about it."

Voters rarely have ideologically consistent views, but they generally used to care about policy. In the post-policy era, they care about personalities. Abortion seems to be the one issue that has risen above the "post-policy" problem, but it is the exception that proves the rule: The Republican assault on abortion rights is now so extensive and relentless that voters can't help paying attention to it. But even on that issue, Biden faces voters such as the one the Times interviewed who said that "she strongly supports abortion rights--and did not realize that Mr. Biden does, too. She said that because states' abortion bans had gone into effect during his presidency, she assumed it was because of him." Once, we might have expected such contradictions among low-information voters, but when even partisans are confused, candidates face the problem that most voters are low-information voters--a natural advantage for Trump (whose voters rely on their emotional attachment to him) but an obstacle for Biden.

"He's old" isn't enough to explain all of Biden's bad vibes. The president is only four years older than Trump, and he keeps a travel schedule that would grind me, nearly 20 years his junior, into the ground. Sure, he seems old. He speaks like an old man with a gravelly voice, instead of thundering and booming like Trump. And no doubt, the White House comms shop--with the notable exception of National Security Council communications coordinator John Kirby--could be better at keeping Biden in the news for his policy achievements.

But voters' obsession with bad news even when the news is good is a global problem, and one that predates Biden. Americans, in particular, are susceptible to what the political scientist Brendan Nyhan has called the "Green Lantern" theory of the presidency. The Green Lantern, for you non-nerds, is a comic-book hero with a ring that can manifest almost anything he imagines, as long as he concentrates hard enough. Trump cleverly promises such powers: He claims that something shall be done by his will, and his fans and base voters never care whether it actually gets done or not.

Biden, however, lives with this magical-thinking expectation from his own voters. If Biden only wanted to, he could forgive student loans. If he willed it, he could stop the Israel-Hamas war. If he so ordered, he could reverse all prices back to 2019 levels.

As America heads into the 2024 election, Biden has an enviable, and consequential, first-term record of policy achievements. The calls for him to step down make no sense other than as a frustrated surrender to the politics of celebrity. In that political contest--for the role of Entertainer in Chief--Trump has a distinct edge. Possibly only Trump's mutation into an openly fascist candidate might change the dynamics of the race as voters focus more on the threat he represents--and decide, once again, that boring is better.



Today's News

	 Israel and Hamas have agreed to extend their humanitarian pause for two more days, according to Qatari officials, as exchanges of hostages and prisoners continue.
 
 	 The suspect in the shooting of three college students of Palestinian descent in Burlington, Vermont, over the weekend pleaded not guilty.  
 
 	 Documents published by the Centre for Climate Reporting reveal that the United Arab Emirates, which will host the COP28 climate talks beginning this week, planned to discuss oil and gas deals with foreign governments at the summit.
 




Evening Read


Aaron Graubart / Trunk Archive



Anything Can Become Gluten-Free Pasta
 By Matteo Wong

To my grandmother, who has lived her entire life in Italy, gluten-free pasta is "una follia"--nonsense, madness. A twirl of spaghetti or forkful of rigatoni should provide a familiar textural delight: a noodle that is both elastic and firm, holding a distinct, springy shape that your teeth can sink into with some, but not too much, resistance. That is all because of the gluten in wheat.
 Upon taste-testing some popular brands of pasta made from ingredients such as rice, corn, and chickpea flour, I understood my grandmother's doubts. The various noodles retained a firm, if not al dente, shape at the lower end of their packaging's recommended cook time. But approaching the upper end of the range, the noodles became soft and eventually collapsed; penne ripped in two by the time it was on my fork. Even when the noodles didn't turn limp, they were almost sticky against my teeth. And the pastas had faint aftertastes: of overcooked rice, of tortilla chips, of chalky chickpeas ...
 Yet gluten-free pasta is a billion-dollar industry, so mainstream that you can find multiple kinds in basically every supermarket.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Dear Therapist: I don't want to see my mom this Christmas.
 	It will never be a good time to buy a house.
 	The tech giants' anti-regulation fantasy




Culture Break


Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Read. In Harvey Sachs's new book, the music historian tries to understand the lingering resistance to Arnold Schoenberg's classical works.

Listen. Of the late Frank Zappa's many records, Over-Nite Sensation best crystallized his cutting satire of our country's blank-eyed habits.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Last week, I wrote about the 40th anniversary of The Day After, the 1983 made-for-TV nuclear-war movie that scared the bejeebers out of millions of people, including President Ronald Reagan. I am not going to suggest more atomic-bomb pop culture this week, but I do want to note that if the farmer's wife in the film, played by Bibi Besch, seems familiar, it's because you also saw her a year earlier in a film that celebrated its 40th anniversary last year: Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan.

If you're not an aficionado of movie trivia, you might not realize that Star Trek II was also directed by Nicholas Meyer, who labored under immense strain to get The Day After to the screen in one piece. (He discussed his fights with the ABC network in this fascinating podcast interview.)

Anyway, let me put in a word for every Star Trek stan in the world: Star Trek II saved the franchise, and it's wonderful, even if you don't like Trek stuff. William Shatner and Ricardo Montalban reprise their roles from a 1967 episode of the original TV series, and these majestic hambones engage in a scenery-chewing competition for the ages. The movie has a great plot that boils down to a submarine chase in space, and the dialogue--"He tasks me! He tasks me, and I shall have him!"--has provided me and my friends with repeatable lines and memes for four decades.

-- Tom



Katherine Hu contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2023/11/joe-biden-2024-election-post-policy-era/676157/?utm_source=feed
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        Photos: The Growth of Solar-Power Stations
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            Construction of utility-scale renewable-power facilities around the world has been increasing rapidly in recent years. Although the total percentage of global power needs met by photovoltaic energy alone remains small, at about 6 percent, it is on the rise. Governments and large companies are building massive facilities to provide both solar thermal and photovoltaic energy, converting the sun's energy into electricity for millions of homes and businesses. Solar-panel farms are being installed on hillsides, rooftops, and pastures, and, more and more, in floating arrays in harbors or reservoirs. Gathered below are images of some of these new solar-power installations around the world.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An array of hundreds of solar panels covers a hillside, with a single tree visible in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An array of solar panels, spread over about 500 acres in the mountainous Alpes-de-Haute-Provence region, in Les Mees in Southern France.
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                [image: Workers install solar panels inside a large satellite dish.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Employees of the Swiss electricity producer and supplier CKW, part of Axpo, install solar panels in a disused satellite dish at the Leuk Teleport and Data Center in Leuk, Switzerland, on October 18, 2023.
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                [image: Photovoltaic solar panels cover several hills in a rural area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photovoltaic solar panels cover several hills in China's Fujian province.
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                [image: A tall tower stands in a field with many reflected rays of sunlight pointing at it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Reflected sunlight is directed at the tower of the Abengoa solar plant at Solucar solar park in Sanlucar la Mayor, near the Andalusian capital of Seville, in southern Spain, on November 13, 2015.
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar tower surrounded by a broad array of reflecting mirrors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the tower of the Cerro Dominador concentrated solar and photovoltaic power plant in the Atacama Desert on August 28, 2022, in Maria Elena, Chile. The plant uses an array of 10,600 mirrors (heliostats) that track the sun, reflecting solar radiation to a receiver on the upper part of a 250-meter tower.
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                [image: Three people paddle a raft past many solar panels on struts in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers inspect solar panels at a fishing-solar photovoltaic power generation base in Taizhou, in China's eastern Jiangsu province, on July 12, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of several large arrays of solar panels floating on a reservoir's surface]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A newly built floating solar-power plant that can generate 192 megawatts of peak electricity, on the surface of the Cirata Reservoir in West Java, Indonesia, on November 9, 2023
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                [image: A broad array of hundreds of solar panels cover a flat area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A field of solar panels in Yinchuan, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, China, on April 18, 2017
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                [image: A shepherd lies near a small solar panel as he plays with his phone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shepherd lies near a small solar panel as he plays with his phone on grassland in the Karacadag region of the Siverek district in Sanliurfa, Turkey, on April 22, 2017.
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                [image: A farmer drives a combine harvester under hanging solar panels.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer drives a combine harvester to collect soybeans under hanging solar panels on an agrivoltaic site in Amance, France, on October 12, 2022. This experimental project is equipped with an "agricultural canopy," a large shade house equipped with rotating solar panels fixed on cables five meters above the fields.
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar-power station, with thousands of mirrors surrounding a tall tower in a desert]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Ashalim concentrated-solar-power station, lit by sunlight reflected by 50,600 computer-controlled heliostats, in Beersheba, Negev Desert, Israel, on August 5, 2023.
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                [image: A solar tower is reflected in a large mirror.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tower is reflected in heliostats at the Khi Solar One plant, operated by Coxabengoa, in Upington, South Africa, on November 21, 2023. About 4,000 heliostats (mirrors) pivot according to the sun's position to reflect and concentrate sunlight onto the tower, which heats water to evaporation, which is then directed to turbines to generate power.
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                [image: A solar-panel installation covers most of a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A solar-panel installation in Ruicheng County, in central China's Shanxi province, on November 28, 2019
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                [image: Workers use a boat to check on solar panels in a pond.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Electrical workers use a boat to check on solar panels at a photovoltaic power station built in a fishpond in Hai'an, in China's eastern Jiangsu province, on July 19, 2021.
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                [image: Workers give finishing touches to solar panels installed above a canal.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers give finishing touches to installed solar panels covering the Narmada Canal at Chandrasan village, outside Ahmedabad, India, on April 22, 2012. The project was devised to bring water to hundreds of thousands of villages in the dry, arid regions of western India's Gujarat state.
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                [image: An aerial view of a large array of solar panels floating on a reservoir]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An array of solar panels floats on a water-storage pond in Sayreville, New Jersey, on April 10, 2023. Floating solar-panel farms are beginning to boom in the United States after rapid growth in Asia. They're attractive not just for their clean power and lack of a land footprint but because they also conserve water by preventing evaporation.
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                [image: A flock of sheep grazes among solar panels in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep graze between the panels of a solar park in Rogane, Kosovo, on May 1, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar-power tower and array of mirrors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the solar-power tower at Atlantica Yield solar plant in Sanlucar La Mayor, on December 23, 2022
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                [image: An aerial view of multiple large arrays of solar panels, floating in a bay]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on February 23, 2022, shows floating solar panels for the Sirindhorn Dam hydro-solar farm run by the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand in Ubon Ratchathani.
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                [image: A large grid of solar panels, arranged to form the outline of a horse]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A grid of solar panels, arranged to form the outline of a horse, in the Kubuqi Desert in Ordos, in the Inner Mongolia autonomous region of China, on July 17, 2022. The facility consists of 196,320 solar panels, occupying about 345 acres (1.398 million square meters).
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                [image: An aerial view of solar panels installed on a mountainside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of solar panels installed at a wind-and-solar hybrid power-generation plant on a mountain in Chongqing, China, on October 30, 2023
                #
            

            
                
                
                VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a solar-power plant under construction, with hundreds of poles sticking out of shallow water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fishery-solar hybrid photovoltaic power plant under construction at Yueqing Bay in Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province, China, on November 22, 2023
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                [image: A top-down view of solar panels covering most of a water-treatment facility]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on August 4, 2022, shows solar panels built over a sewage-treatment plant. The plant, in Zhengzhou, in China's central Henan province, uses photovoltaic power to partly replace coal power.
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                [image: Panels of a photovoltaic-power station cover most of a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A photovoltaic power station covers most of a hillside in Zaozhuang, Shandong, China, in November of 2020.
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                [image: Rows of photovoltaic panels stretch to the horizon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photovoltaic panels stretch to the horizon at the Al Dhafra Solar Photovoltaic project in the United Arab Emirates, south of the capital Abu Dhabi, on November 13, 2023. On November 16, the UAE inaugurated one of the world's biggest solar plants, with nearly 4 million solar panels covering 20 square kilometers of desert.
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                [image: Rows of three-story houses topped with solar panels]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on July 4, 2023, shows solar panels on roofs at the Solar Settlement Gelsenkirchen-Bismarck in Gelsenkirchen, Germany. As the first solar settlement in the Ruhr area, it consists of 71 houses built by two different developers as part of the funding program 50 Solar Settlements in NRW (North Rhine-Westphalia).
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                [image: An aerial view of many rows of solar panels in a rural area]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmers raise sheep among the panels of a photovoltaic-power station in Yangjiang, Guangdong, China, photographed on December 12, 2019.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The CRISPR Era Is Here

The much-hyped technology for editing genes has fulfilled one of its biggest promises.

by Sarah Zhang




When Victoria Gray was still a baby, she started howling so inconsolably during a bath that she was rushed to the emergency room. The diagnosis was sickle-cell disease, a genetic condition that causes bouts of excruciating pain--"worse than a broken leg, worse than childbirth," one doctor told me. Like lightning crackling in her body is how Gray, now 38, has described the pain. For most of her life, she lived in fear that it could strike at any moment, forcing her to drop everything to rush, once again, to the hospital.

After a particularly long and debilitating hospitalization in college, Gray was so weak that she had to relearn how to stand, how to use a spoon. She dropped out of school. She gave up on her dream of becoming a nurse.

Four years ago, she joined a groundbreaking clinical trial that would change her life. She became the first sickle-cell patient to be treated with the gene-editing technology CRISPR--and one of the first humans to be treated with CRISPR, period. CRISPR at that point had been hugely hyped, but had largely been used only to tinker with cells in a lab. When Gray got her experimental infusion, scientists did not know whether it would cure her disease or go terribly awry inside her. The therapy worked--better than anyone dared to hope. With her gene-edited cells, Gray now lives virtually symptom-free. Twenty-nine of 30 eligible patients in the trial went from multiple pain crises every year to zero in 12 months following treatment.

The results are so astounding that this therapy, from Vertex Pharmaceuticals and CRISPR Therapeutics, became the first CRISPR medicine ever approved, with U.K. regulators giving the green light earlier this month; the FDA appears prepared to follow suit in the next two weeks. No one yet knows the long-term effects of the therapy, but today Gray is healthy enough to work full-time and take care of her four children. "Now I'll be there to help my daughters pick out their wedding dresses. And we'll be able to take family vacations," she told NPR a year after her treatment. "And they'll have their mom every step of the way."

The approval is a landmark for CRISPR gene editing, which was just an idea in an academic paper a little more than a decade ago--albeit one already expected to cure incurable diseases and change the world. But how, specifically? Not long after publishing her seminal research, Jennifer Doudna, who won the Nobel Prize in Chemistry with Emmanuelle Charpentier for their pioneering CRISPR work, met with a doctor on a trip to Boston. CRISPR could cure sickle-cell disease, he told her. On his computer, he scrolled through DNA sequences of cells from a sickle-cell patient that his lab had already edited with CRISPR. "That, for me, personally, was one of those watershed moments," Doudna told me. "Okay, this is going to happen." And now, it has happened. Gray and patients like her are living proof of gene-editing power. Sickle-cell disease is the first disease--and unlikely the last--to be transformed by CRISPR.



All of sickle-cell disease's debilitating and ultimately deadly effects originate from a single genetic typo. A small misspelling in Gray's DNA--an A that erroneously became a T--caused the oxygen-binding hemoglobin protein in her blood to clump together. This in turn made her red blood cells rigid, sticky, and characteristically sickle shaped, prone to obstructing blood vessels. Where oxygen cannot reach, tissue begins to die. Imagine "if you put a tourniquet on and walked away, or if you were having a heart attack all the time," says Lewis Hsu, a pediatric hematologist at the University of Illinois at Chicago. These obstructions are immensely painful, and repeated bouts cause cumulative damage to the body, which is why people with sickle cell die some 20 years younger on average.

Not everyone with the sickle-cell mutation gets quite so sick. As far back as the 1940s, a doctor noticed that the blood of newborns with sickle-cell disease did not, surprisingly, sickle very much. Babies in the womb actually make a fetal version of the hemoglobin protein, whose higher affinity for oxygen pulls the molecule out of their mother's blood. At birth, a gene that encodes fetal hemoglobin begins to turn off. But adults do sometimes still make varying amounts of fetal hemoglobin, and the more they make, scientists observed, the milder their sickle-cell disease, as though fetal hemoglobin had stepped in to replace the faulty adult version. Geneticists eventually figured out the exact series of switches our cells use to turn fetal hemoglobin on and off. But there, they remained stuck: They had no way to flip the switch themselves.

Then came CRISPR. The basic technology is a pair of genetic scissors that makes fairly precise cuts to DNA. CRISPR is not currently capable of fixing the A-to-T typo responsible for sickle cell, but it can be programmed to disable the switch suppressing fetal hemoglobin, turning it back on. Snip snip snip in billions of blood cells, and the result is blood that behaves like typical blood.

Sickle cell was a "very obvious" target for CRISPR from the start, says Haydar Frangoul, a hematologist at the Sarah Cannon Research Institute in Nashville, who treated Gray in the trial. Scientists already knew the genetic edits necessary to reverse the disease. Sickle cell also has the advantage of affecting blood cells, which can be selectively removed from the body and gene-edited in the controlled environment of a lab. Patients, meanwhile, receive chemotherapy to kill the blood-producing cells in their bone marrow before the CRISPR-edited ones are infused back into their body, where they slowly take root and replicate over many months.

It is a long, grueling process, akin to a bone-marrow transplant with one's own edited cells. A bone-marrow transplant from a donor is the one way doctors can currently cure sickle-cell disease, but it comes with the challenge of finding a matched donor and the risks of an immune complication called graft-versus-host disease. Using CRISPR to edit a patient's own cells eliminates both obstacles. (A second gene-based therapy, using a more traditional engineered-virus technique to insert a modified adult hemoglobin gene into DNA semi-randomly, is also expected to receive FDA approval  for sickle-cell disease soon. It seems to be equally effective at preventing pain crises so far, but development of the CRISPR therapy took much less time.)

In another way, though, sickle-cell disease is an unexpected front-runner in the race to commercialize CRISPR. Despite being one of the most common genetic diseases in the world, it has long been overlooked because of whom it affects: Globally, the overwhelming majority of sickle-cell patients live in sub-Saharan Africa. In the U.S., about 90 percent are of African descent, a group that faces discrimination in health care. When Gray, who is Black, needed powerful painkillers, she would be dismissed as an addict seeking drugs rather than a patient in crisis--a common story among sickle-cell patients.

For decades, treatment for the disease lagged too. Sickle-cell disease has been known to Western medicine since 1910, but the first drug did not become available until 1998, points out Vence Bonham, a researcher at the National Human Genome Research Institute who studies health disparities. In 2017, Bonham began convening focus groups to ask sickle-cell patients about CRISPR. Many were hopeful, but some had misgivings because of the history of experimentation on Black people in the U.S. Gray, for her part, has said she never would have agreed to the experimental protocol had she been offered it at one of the hospitals that had treated her poorly. Several researchers told me they hoped the sickle-cell therapy would make a different kind of history: A community that has been marginalized in medicine is the first in line to benefit from CRISPR.



Doctors aren't willing to call it an outright "cure" yet. The long-term durability and safety of gene editing are still unknown, and although the therapy virtually eliminated pain crises, Hsu says that organ damage can accumulate even without acute pain. Does gene editing prevent all that organ damage too? Vertex, the company that makes the therapy, plans to monitor patients for 15 years.

Still, the short-term impact on patients' lives is profound. "We wouldn't have dreamed about this even five, 10 years ago," says Martin Steinberg, a hematologist at Boston University who also sits on the steering committee for Vertex. He thought it might ameliorate the pain crises, but to eliminate them almost entirely? It looks pretty damn close to a cure.

In the future, however, Steinberg suspects that this currently cutting-edge therapy will seem like only a "crude attempt." The long, painful process necessary to kill unedited blood cells makes it inaccessible for patients who cannot take months out of their life to move near the limited number of transplant centers in the U.S.--and inaccessible to patients living with sickle-cell disease in developing countries. The field is already looking at techniques that can edit cells right inside the body, a milestone recently achieved in the liver during a CRISPR trial to lower cholesterol. Scientists are also developing versions of CRISPR that are more sophisticated than a pair of genetic scissors--for example, ones that can paste sequences of DNA or edit a single letter at a time. Doctors could one day correct the underlying mutation that causes sickle-cell disease directly.

Such breakthroughs would open CRISPR up to treating diseases that are out of reach today, either because we can't get CRISPR into the necessary cells or because the edit is too complex. "I get emails now daily from families all over the world asking, 'My son or my loved one has this disease. Can CRISPR fix it?'" says Frangoul, who has become known as the first doctor to infuse a sickle-cell patient in a CRISPR trial. The answer, usually, is not yet. But clinical trials are already under way to test CRISPR in treating cancer, diabetes, HIV, urinary tract infections, hereditary angioedema, and more. We have opened the book on CRISPR gene editing, Frangoul told me, but this is not the final chapter. We may still be writing the very first.
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Anything Can Become Gluten-Free Pasta

More parmesan on your durian-seed rigatoni?

by Matteo Wong




To my grandmother, who has lived her entire life in Italy, gluten-free pasta is "una follia"--nonsense, madness. A twirl of spaghetti or forkful of rigatoni should provide a familiar textural delight: a noodle that is both elastic and firm, holding a distinct, springy shape that your teeth can sink into with some, but not too much, resistance. That is all because of the gluten in wheat.



Upon taste-testing some popular brands of pasta made from ingredients such as rice, corn, and chickpea flour, I understood my grandmother's doubts. The various noodles retained a firm, if not al dente, shape at the lower end of their packaging's recommended cook time. But approaching the upper end of the range, the pasta became soft and eventually collapsed; penne ripped in two by the time it was on my fork. Even when the noodles didn't turn limp, they were almost sticky against my teeth. And the pastas had faint aftertastes: of overcooked rice, of tortilla chips, of chalky chickpeas. When paired with a sauce, these defects were less noticeable--but that means the overall dish worked in spite of, not because of, the underlying noodle.



Yet gluten-free pasta is a billion-dollar industry, so mainstream that you can find multiple kinds in basically every supermarket. (I tasted products from Barilla, Banza, and Garofalo.) Millions of Americans who don't have celiac disease or gluten intolerance now opt for these products as a "healthier," higher-protein alternative. Although these products are hardly perfect, growing demand has made them significantly better than what was available a decade ago. Today's wheatless pasta could be considered a sort of scientific marvel. Ingredient lists don't reveal the carefully calibrated chemical interactions, and the high-tech extrusion and drying processes, used to manufacture gluten-free noodles at scale. And the future may get even weirder. Tucked away in research labs is a whole other universe of wheat alternatives that are only just beginning to reach grocery stores: pasta made with grape peels and durian seeds and green-mussel powder and artichoke flour and more.



In wheat-based pastas, gluten acts as a scaffold. It forms when two proteins, gliadin and glutenin, bond to create a firm, elastic molecular network. When a noodle cooks, its starches absorb water and expand inside of the gluten to create a plump, toothsome bite. Absent gluten, the starch softens without retaining any structure. "That's where you get pasta that falls apart," Viral Shukla, a food scientist at Cornell University, told me, in some cases resembling a polenta-like mush more than a noodle made from traditional semolina wheat.



The task for food engineers, then, has been to approximate the magic of gluten without any wheat. Common alternative flours, such as corn and rice, have little protein of their own and can become more of a paste when they cook. In the 2000s, many gluten-free pasta options were so structureless, they sometimes came already cooked, because they otherwise fell apart upon contact with boiling water. But then gluten avoidance became a health trend and has since stuck around. Only something like 1 percent of Americans has celiac disease, but a growing portion has a gluten sensitivity, and as much as 20 to 30 percent of the country avoids or would like to avoid gluten.



With increased demand came better pastas. "Over the last decade, we've seen so many food researchers develop products that aren't garbage," Kurt Rosentrater, a food engineer at Iowa State University, told me. Barilla started selling gluten-free pasta in 2013, Banza the following year. Gluten-free pasta products are by now endless. In addition to corn and rice as substitutes for wheat, various chemicals and additives, such as xanthan gum and monoglycerides, can help give a noodle more structure and are used in many popular gluten-free pastas. Precooking the ingredients can help too: Heating rice or corn flour beforehand, or the resulting dough while it is extruded through a machine to mold the pasta shape, creates a starch network that approximates the properties of gluten. Heat treatment is part of what makes rice noodles, such as those used in Thai, Vietnamese, and Chinese dishes, bouncy and satisfying to chew without gluten.



Some of the end products have graduated from tolerable to genuinely decent. My best experience came the day after my at-home taste test, when I headed to Senza Gluten, a gluten-free Italian restaurant in Manhattan that imports its noodles from an Italian manufacturer that uses corn flour. "You have to cook it slightly differently to make it al dente; you have to be more careful to make sure the pasta doesn't break," Teona Khaindrava, the owner and a co-founder, told me. Those skills showed: The restaurant's fettuccine Bolognese retained a surprising chew, and the meat-forward sauce masked any aftertaste. The noodles were a bit softer, and broke apart more easily than those made with semolina, but they were better than the gluten-free pasta boiled in my kitchen. Many consider the restaurant's pasta a proper al dente.



Another common technique to improve wheatless pasta is to add protein. Whereas corn and rice flour have long been staples of wheatless pasta, the past several years have seen the rise of products containing chickpeas, red lentils, egg whites, peas, quinoa, and a bunch of other ingredients that aren't standard wheat replacements. Because gluten is made of protein, adding different proteins as a substitute for gluten can help give the noodles more structure.



In addition to improving mouthfeel, a lot of that experimentation "is to enhance the nutritional properties, because gluten-free products are missing protein," Joan King, a food scientist at Louisiana State University, told me. America's love of protein and loathing for carbohydrates, in other words, is changing the pastas on grocery-store shelves--and has paradoxically targeted wheat's major protein source. "Now people are like, 'Oh, I don't want gluten, but I want high protein.' Well, gluten is the protein," Shukla said. "So how do we remove gluten and add in more protein?" Chickpeas. Lentils. Peas. Beans. In one study, King found that telling people that one rice-flour pasta was high in protein increased their intent to purchase by as much as 14 percent.



One of the most visible gluten-free pasta brands, Banza, doesn't prominently advertise itself in terms of gluten. The company's bright-orange boxes emphasize the main ingredient, chickpeas, as high-protein, high-fiber, and low-carb. That's intentional, Brian Rudolph, the company's CEO and a co-founder, told me: "One of the lowest reasons to purchase is gluten-free," he said. "Usually it's about nutrient density." Those are among the very reasons Rudolph turned to chickpeas when he began developing a gluten sensitivity: They are nutritious and, like many legumes, great for the soil. Given these health and environmental benefits, many consumers can "forgive a 10 percent gap or whatever that you don't notice in sauce," Rudolph said. And the company is constantly trying to close that gap in flavor and texture, upgrading its pasta every six to 12 months, he said.



Legumes may soon seem like the least outlandish ingredient making its way into pasta: Can I interest you in pumpkin-seed, broccoli, or yellow-passion-fruit noodles? These and other unorthodox flours, which researchers around the world are testing in noodle recipes, use food by-products that would otherwise go into animal feed or landfills; those by-products can add fiber, protein, and other nutrients into gluten-free pasta, Gabriel Davidov-Pardo, a nutritional food scientist at California State Polytechnic University, in Pomona, told me. Many of those experimental noodles are stuck in labs, difficult to produce at scale and even harder to process through traditional pasta-making factory equipment. Most "will not get adopted into our homes or into the mass market," Shukla said.



But some might. Banza's chickpea noodles, for instance, were once stuck in a similar manufacturing quagmire. Chickpea flour requires very different processing techniques from wheat, or even corn and rice. In 2013, when Rudolph was making chickpea pasta in his kitchen, no comparable products were on the market, and early on, the company struggled to replicate the noodles at industrial quantities. A decade later, Banza is a supermarket staple. And if the experimental food by-products do reach grocery-store pasta aisles, the average person might not even notice. "It usually looks a little different on the packaging," Shukla said. "So we might say 'grape-peel extract,' or maybe it would just be 'vegetable fiber.'" Okara flour, for instance--a gluten-free pulp by-product of soy milk and tofu--is starting to make its way to grocery stores, Davidov-Pardo said.



Incorporating desiccated mussels and pumpkin seeds into pasta, of course, could introduce aftertastes much stronger than that of corn or chickpeas. The last thing you want is a bowl of carbonara that has a sulfurous whiff of asparagus. Aside from improving structure and texture, another step in the quest for a better gluten-free pasta will be to eliminate those flavors, Davidov-Pardo told me. Food scientists will need to "find ways through fermentation and other techniques to reduce the intrinsic taste of some of these products," he said, "so that you can have a pasta made out of chickpea flour or lentils that does not taste like hummus or a lentil soup." This work of designing and manufacturing wheatless pasta isn't cheap: One recent study found that gluten-free products cost 183 percent more than similar wheat-based ones. Pasta and bread are so essential to the Italian diet that the country's government gives people with celiac food vouchers.



Yet so many considerations other than flavor, texture, or even cost--protein content, what diet is in vogue, maybe even the environment--have determined the direction of gluten-free pasta that the next hit ingredient might depend less on any clear metric, such as rigidity and affordability, than Americans' notoriously fickle palates. "This is the year of millets; a couple of years ago was the year of quinoa," Rosentrater, from Iowa State, said. Shortly before then began the rise of chickpeas. Many consumers already opt for products that probably make for less enjoyable meals than wheat pasta, and will likely continue to do so. Maybe rejecting semolina is not folly but a sign of shifting priorities. The ingredients in gluten-free pasta, like those of many snack foods, can more quickly adapt to health fads than those in wheat pasta. Nevertheless, a heaping plate of durian-seed rigatoni is unlikely to change my grandmother's mind.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2023/11/gluten-free-pasta-science/676115/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Hipsters Were Always Hypocrites. Ask Frank Zappa.

Of the late musician's many records, <em>Over-Nite Sensation</em> best crystallized his cutting satire of our country's blank-eyed habits.

by Daniel Felsenthal




Frank Zappa was an unruly figure of 1960s rock, a free-speech advocate and devout parodist defined by his opposition to authority. His albums assembled the bones of rock and roll into an idiosyncratic style coursing with disbelief at just about every aspect of the American zeitgeist: hippies, cars, college, drugs, California, and, eventually, yuppies. He also hated record labels, government, and the police, positions stoked by a brief jail stint at age 24 due to charges of "conspiracy to commit pornography," after an undercover vice cop entrapped him into making a fake, audio-only sex tape. The experience changed his life: Zappa became as vehement in his morals as he was flamboyant in his presentation, a wide-eyed, comically bearded Lady Justice weighing the country's dark side against its silliness.

Of his 100-plus albums, none distills his sardonicism quite like the newly reissued Over-Nite Sensation, a 1973 LP with his band the Mothers of Invention. It's not Zappa's most influential work--his 1966 debut, Freak Out!, basically invented the concept album, incorporating consistent characters and ad-libs from a whiny teenage narrator Zappa treated as a symbol of American conformity. But Over-Nite Sensation is his most inviting listen, forging a muscular, funk-inflected sound that couches the denseness of his more avant-garde music in pop hooks. Meanwhile, Zappa's lyrics scrutinized his then-youthful fan base, caricaturing the counterculture with the cartoonish strokes of a melodic R. Crumb. Over-Nite Sensation is a triumph: a concentrated digest from perhaps the most popular stretch of his career, and a freeze-frame of his compositional flowering and ingenious lyrical ribaldry.

The young folks who populate these songs are not murderous world leaders, savage real-estate moguls, corrupt executives, or any of the other high-powered heels who Zappa pilloried when he became a television pundit during the last stretch of his life. They're urban scenesters who dream of moving to Montana because they want to grow dental floss, and woo-woo romantics who talk about amulets and tarot cards as a form of foreplay. Zappa was ensconced in a milieu of groupies, hangers-on, and general weirdos in his Los Angeles neighborhood of Laurel Canyon, and the characters in Over-Nite Sensation are equal parts risible and innocent, occupying a surreal world of youthful fantasy. The album's lyrics made a cutting statement about the flimsy values of its time--and the songs themselves were a tightly wound coil of Zappa's musical ideas.

Over-Nite Sensation leads with its sense of humor and its equally waggish arrangements. The speed of the Mothers' rhythms, and the fact that many of Zappa's busiest parts are played on atypical rock instruments such as the marimba or the vibraphone, can make his music itself sound funny--he sends up symphonic largesse with his thoroughly rehearsed yet gleefully preposterous ensemble. But the Mothers' melodies are gorgeous, and Zappa's lyrics lucid. There are vibrant allegories for the evils of television ("I'm the Slime") and songs that offer whimsical imagery to match the sparkling weave of electric guitar, reeds, horns, and pitched percussion ("Camarillo Brillo" and "Zomby Woof"). Zappa prods at a ludicrous cast of early-'70s hipsters, suggesting that their sense of authenticity is based on thin visions of consumerism. "Is that a real poncho?" he asks in a sultry baritone during the glammed-out "Camarillo Brillo," wherein a starry-eyed narrator recounts his one-night stand with a hippie lover. During so many of his ad-libs, Zappa sounds like a parody of sleazy TV presenters. Here, we can't tell whether he's playing himself or someone trying to gatekeep participation in the counterculture: "I mean, is that a Mexican poncho, or a Sears poncho?"

The madcap narrative of "Dinah-Moe Humm" is beloved by Zappa-tistas thanks to its bawdiness: A marvel of cracked logic, the track follows a woman who bets a man "a $40 bill" that he can't make her orgasm, losing the money when her sister hooks up with him instead. The song's honky-tonk piano feels like period Rolling Stones; Zappa's loping, singsong phrasing places it in the wide vernacular of Americana. But the lyrics mock everyone and everything--including the three lovers, Zappa's folksy argot, and, implicitly, those who respond positively to its pitch-perfect rock pastiche. Tina Turner and the Ikettes provide backing vocals, as campy as Turner's later appearance in the rock flick Tommy. "Got a spot that gets me hot," she sings, "and you ain't been to it."

Eventually, the scope of Zappa's satire widens: Both this track and the following one, "Montana," transform into an advertisement for an absurd consumer product (Zircon-encrusted tweezers). This zaniness evokes John Waters, a filmmaker with a shock value to match Zappa's. The latter, however, is much more likely to be mistaken for his characters, a symptom of the misconception that songwriting, unlike directing movies, is necessarily confessional. In this composer's case--and for so many musicians--reading autobiography into his lyrics is a mistake. Even Zappa's long hair and beard, which resembled a fermata, were conceivably more farcical than personally expressive. As layered as he was ostentatious, Zappa never wanted to let us into his mind. His dead seriousness about music didn't mean he filled it with his feelings or convictions--lyrically, his songs were like wind chimes in the crosscurrents of the American id, twinkling along to the country's breezes.

Today, it's easy to think of Zappa as a simple provocateur. Satire has become a tough gambit: Since Donald Trump's election, the type of authority figures who Zappa used to deride have become crushingly obvious and too scary for humorous scorn to land its punches. Scandalizing for its own sake has run its course, and comedic music seems like the province of very online teenagers or novelty acts (or both)--not the kind of material that a brilliant, if cheeky, composer excavates for their entire career.

Read: The Valley Girl, like, totally deserved better

But Zappa's satire is so effective because his music sharpened alongside it. In the 1980s, he stopped entertaining pop sensibilities as he turned to writing instrumental guitar compositions, symphonic pieces, and music for a digital synthesizer called the synclavier. Much of this work felt like an extension of the mischievous energy that Zappa had harnessed for decades, and it continued to unveil new degrees of his absurdity--and his righteous fury. Zappa accused racists and homophobes of enabling the AIDS pandemic on his courageous, often puerile 1984 fake Broadway cast recording, Thing-Fish, and he never targeted the young quite like he did those '70s kids. There were, to be sure, bigger fish to fry.

In the '80s, he also played a complicated role in public discourse: Zappa became a pop intellectual, like the devious offspring of the writers Gore Vidal or William F. Buckley, adapting to this role rather quickly because of the years he had already spent in the spotlight. Though his music was fastened to his sense of humor, Zappa was more of a moralist than a troll. He wanted to push society away from a cultural and civic stupidity based in valuing "the bottom line"--a condition that he felt had afflicted America long enough ago that the youths he lampooned on Over-Nite Sensation were born with it. Today, the country is speeding faster and faster in the direction that Zappa anticipated. Politics has grown progressively difficult to distinguish from reality TV, artists are underfunded, and the so-called culture industries have become even more brazen about valuing profit over quality.

Like much satire, Zappa's catalog endures because it both criticizes and stands outside clear-cut stances. His songs don't preach; he defined himself by what he found worth ridiculing, and he always worked in contrasts, swathing his acerbic, flippant lyrics within serpentine music. Zappa's best albums, among them Over-Nite Sensation, exposed a wider and more dangerous consciousness than his own, which listeners could disregard at their peril: the fickle, perverse mind of America as a whole.
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The Case for Challenging Music

Why in classical contemporary music do so many people equate <em>challenging</em> with <em>intimidating</em>--or even <em>infuriating</em>?

by Anthony Tommasini




On December 1, 1900, at an intimate concert hall in Vienna, a respected local baritone gave the premiere of some early songs for voice and piano by Arnold Schoenberg. Today this music, though written in an elusive harmonic language, comes across as exuding hyper-Wagnerian richness and Brahmsian expressive depth. But the audience in Vienna broke into shouts, laughter, and jeers. From that day on, as Schoenberg ruefully recalled two decades later, "the scandal has never ceased."

The author Harvey Sachs relates this story, and describes the songs sensitively, in his new book, Schoenberg: Why He Matters. As Sachs makes clear, the "scandal" only got worse. In 1908, Schoenberg premiered the Second String Quartet, his boldest step thus far toward breaking the tethers of tonality--the musical language of major and minor scales and keys that had been around for centuries. Plush with wayward harmonies and arching vocal lines, the music is dark, moody, and entrancing. But most of the audience heard only piercing dissonance and rambling stretches of ugly sounds. One reviewer deemed the piece not a composition but a "pathological case," a "worthless assault" on the ears of listeners, for which the composer should be "declared a public nuisance."

Sachs's book, targeted to music-loving general readers, is less an impassioned defense of an indisputably influential composer than an earnest attempt by an engaging writer and insightful music historian to explain Schoenberg's significant achievements and understand the lingering resistance to his works. These scores still "fascinate many people in the profession," Sachs asserts, but "continue to meet with apathy, and often downright antipathy, on the part of most listeners."

Sachs, the author of the critically acclaimed biography Toscanini: Musician of Conscience, admits to being an unlikely candidate to take on this task. He calls himself "Schoenberg-curious rather than a Schoenberg expert." But this, he hoped, might make him more trustworthy to countless Schoenberg skeptics among classical-music devotees. If they find Schoenberg's music baffling, off-putting, and excessively challenging, Sachs understands why and doesn't really disagree.

But by maintaining that "most listeners" still cling to this perception of Schoenberg and those who followed in his path, Sachs winds up compounding the problem, at least to this admitted Schoenberg lover. The stigma is reinforced. Also, he only glances at a larger related issue that has consistently nagged at me.

The early 20th century was an era of fervent experimentation and radical ventures in all of the arts. Think of what emerged in other fields during the early 1920s when Schoenberg was writing his first 12-tone pieces. For a decade or more, cubist paintings such as Picasso's 1921 Three Musicians had been literally shattering norms of representation by breaking up and reassembling shards of images into abstract configurations. James Joyce's Ulysses, published in 1922, was banned in the United Kingdom for content deemed obscene when the real shocker was pages upon pages of seemingly stream-of-consciousness writing. Pirandello's Six Characters in Search of an Author opened in 1921 and overturned notions of what narrative drama could be. T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land at once rattled and riveted readers of poetry in 1922.

Read: Can classical music make a comeback?

A century later, one has to reserve a timed ticket to get into a Picasso exhibit at most museums, or a retrospective of Kandinsky. Culturally curious people, young and old, seem to accept that a "challenging" painting--or modern dance work, or play, or independent film--can be exciting, mind-expanding, really cool, and sort of out there precisely because it's challenging. Why in classical contemporary music do so many people equate challenging with intimidating--or even infuriating?

Classical music was deemed, even by some musicians (though a minority, I'd argue), to have gone wrong in the middle decades of the 20th century. And Schoenberg is still seen as the main culprit.

Sachs genuinely comes across as trying to make a strong case for Schoenberg as a challenging, yes, but consequential composer. He does an admirable and efficient job telling the story of Schoenberg's life, career, and struggles (the book is just more than 200 pages), and shows how early experiences fortified his later resolve to radically shake up contemporary music.

Born in 1874 in Vienna to a lower-middle-class Jewish family (his father kept a shoe shop), Schoenberg was drawn early to music. At around 16, he had to take a job as a bank clerk after his father died. But he made musical friends and became ever more focused and ambitious. His tenaciousness paid off. A composer who in his youth was compelled to teach himself compositional forms by subscribing to an encyclopedia's instruction guide, he eventually wrote two books on harmony that are still in use and is considered among the century's most significant teachers. At 23, in 1898, Schoenberg converted to Lutheranism, and his iconoclasm played out here as well. When Hitler came to power in Germany in 1933, he reconverted to Judaism at the most dangerous moment, becoming an outspoken advocate of Jewish solidarity and defiance. In 1933, he emigrated to America, where he wound up living in Los Angeles, across the street from Shirley Temple, and found a friend, and tennis partner, in George Gershwin.

Those early years in Vienna, when he faced disdain, left him both defensive and determined, and ready to try on the role of visionary prophet in contemporary music. Schoenberg "would see himself as a lonely David using his slingshot to fend off hordes of cultural Philistines who were incapable of grasping, or unwilling to grasp, the beauty and the importance of his ideas and his work," Sachs writes.

That attitude emboldened Schoenberg as he confronted what he saw as the "crisis" of tonality that came to a head in the early 20th century. The musical system that listeners were comfortable with (think of Maria teaching the von Trapp children do, re, mi) was a kind of harmonic hierarchy in which melodic lines and chords could wander off and become ambiguous as long as the music never lost complete touch with the main key of any piece, or passage, of music. But the music of the late 19th and early 20th centuries had grown so harmonically unmoored that Schoenberg felt, with some justification, that the functionality of major and minor keys had seriously dissipated.

He dared to cut the bonds, to write pieces that embraced this ambiguity and took it further, radically so. For some years, he wrote freely atonal pieces, in which extreme harmonic ambiguity became for him a new norm. Finally, he thought, if composers, he especially, were writing music that didn't revolve around one key but gave equal weight to all 12 notes, why not systematize this?

He devised a system based on invented "tone rows," as he called them, a series of all 12 notes put in an order without an established central key; the music would progress without any one note repeated until its turn came up again. This may seem a terribly cerebral conceit. (Sachs wisely doesn't go into the details.) But two points are crucial. First, the technique actually allowed for all kinds of permutations, because the rows could be gone through forward or backwards, or inverted, or transcribed, and much more. Second, Schoenberg wanted audiences to forget about the methodology and just listen, even if the notes in a piano piece seemed all skittish and jumpy, if the sonorities sounded ungrounded, flinty and dissonant; listeners should give themselves over. Once he devised the technique, he felt liberated. In 1921, still swept up in a flush of nationalism he would later regret, Schoenberg boasted to a friend that he had discovered something that would assure "the dominance of German music for the next century."

That's where he was wrong. He had not discovered the next stage of music, because, it can be argued, there's been no next stage. Music can change, even dramatically, without progressing to some higher, complex realm. And tonality was not in such a crisis after all, as Stravinsky, Bartok, Prokofiev, Britten, Shostakovich, Copland, and a whole roster of composers would prove as the 20th century unfolded.

Rather, 12-tone music was an exhilarating leap into the beyond, an invitation to let go, to dispense, at least for a while, for the duration of a piece, with what Leonard Bernstein in his Norton Lectures at Harvard maintained was an inherent need in human beings from all cultures for music that loosely adheres to some kind of tonal harmonic mooring.

My strongest objection to Sachs's account of what happened comes up for the first time in the book's prologue, when he writes that Schoenberg's 12-tone compositional technique and its offshoots, which were "virtually obligatory among composers struggling for recognition in the third quarter of the twentieth century," have been "either abandoned or drastically altered, often beyond recognition" by most younger composers. He adds that atonality and the 12-tone technique "have proved to be dead ends for most listeners and for many--perhaps even most--professional performing musicians as well."

This seems unfair and too sweeping. Did cubism prove a dead end because few painters today emulate Picasso's specific approach and technique? For a couple of decades, abstract expressionism seemed to dominate and drive contemporary painting. Some influential critics maintained that this approach defined modern art. Similar claims were made by influential, if regrettably dogmatic, 12-tone composers in the 1960s and '70s who held teaching posts at universities. They dominated the intellectual high ground over their timid colleagues who, as they saw it, still hewed to various kinds of tonality.

All such pronouncements were wrong. Abstract expressionism remains an exhilarating development that still influences painters whose works look little like those of Willem de Kooning or Jackson Pollock. And the impact of the bold experiments pioneered by Schoenberg is ever present.

Go to a contemporary music concert at any conservatory or university. It's safe to say that none of the young composers on the programs are writing anything close to strict 12-tone works. Still, in almost every piece, you hear intrepid elements of atonality, pointillist riffs, the tart harmonic twang and flighty figurations characteristic of Schoenberg & Co., even when the overall musical language may be drawing from many styles--tonality in the manner of Copland or Britten, minimalism, folk music, jazz, electronica, whatever. And film scores for decades have been thick with stretches of gnarly, 12-tonish sounds to convey mystery, angst, and intensity. Looked at this way, Schoenberg's atonal and 12-tone works, far from being dead ends, were door openers.

Even in his own time, as Sachs shows, Schoenberg was not as dismissed as is generally assumed. He did have powerful champions and his share of gratifying successes. In a compelling chapter, Sachs discusses the ecstatically received 1912 Berlin premiere of Pierrot Lunaire, a piece that boldly blends modernist atonal music with Berlin cabaret. Written for an actress and a small instrumental ensemble, the piece sets 21 poems by Albert Giraud (translated into German) relating the exploits of the timeless Pierrot character, who appears in a moon-drunk state, singing of lust, violence, nightmares, and heresy. The voice part, tailored to the actress's talent, is written in a kind of song-speech that Schoenberg called "Sprechstimme." The music "'fulfills' the words and adds dimensions to them," Sachs writes, "to such a degree that one feels as if the words have grown out of the music itself, in a sort of onomatopoeic symbiosis, which of course is not the case."

Sachs explains the dearth of prominent orchestras' performances of major Schoenberg works by pointing to the inherent complexities and awkward technical difficulties of the scores. Sachs writes admiringly of the brilliant violinist Hilary Hahn's recording of Schoenberg's Violin Concerto, but points out, quoting Hahn, that she needed a couple of years to train her hands to play it and to uncover the music's "grace, wit, lyricism, romanticism and drama."

But I could imagine many superb violinists devoting two years to mastering the concertos by Tchaikovsky or Brahms, among the most difficult in the canon. In 1970, on Beethoven's 200th birthday, I heard Rudolf Serkin play a monumental performance of Beethoven's daunting Hammerklavier sonata at Carnegie Hall. Some weeks later, I was able to congratulate him in person for that unforgettable Hammerklavier. He looked at me and said, "It took me 50 years."

Also, assessing the significance of a composer's works by the current popularity of his pieces is not quite right. The stigmatization of Schoenberg has stuck, unfortunately. Yet I find that with just a little help, open-minded listeners respond. In classes I've taught, I've won over the Schoenberg-averse by playing a Bach musette and then the musette from Schoenberg's Suite for Piano, Op. 25, which is almost like a 12-tone transformation of a Bach suite. Except for the way the pitches were picked, the Bach and the Schoenberg are strikingly similar, the same short-short-long dance rhythm, the same skipping, impish character.

Read: Is old music killing new music?

The argument that classical music has never recovered from the wrong turn taken in the middle decades of the 20th century seems dated and downright wrong. Judging by the reactions of audiences I've been part of over the past 20 years, even just in New York, the climate for contemporary music has gotten more and more welcoming. It seemed an apt reading of the cultural moment when in 2020 the New York Philharmonic largely eschewed commemorating the 250th birthday of Beethoven and instead inaugurated Project 19, a series of works commissioned from 19 women composers to commemorate the centennial of the Nineteenth Amendment. The Metropolitan Opera has given New York premieres in recent seasons of unapologetically challenging--yes, that word--but arresting operas, including Kaija Saariaho's L'Amour de Loin and Thomas Ades's The Exterminating Angel. This season, in an inventively contemporary and vibrantly choreographed production, the Met is presenting its house premiere of Anthony Davis's X: The Life and Times of Malcolm X, a long-overdue hearing of a breakthrough work from this Pulitzer Prize-winning composer. Davis has written that he attempted to blend "the improvised and subversive spirit of the blues" with the form and structure of "the post-tonal harmonic language of Berg and Stravinsky."

Despite what you may hear, many works by Schoenberg and his circle, especially his devoted student Alban Berg, written during those tumultuous decades of change, have been embraced by audiences. In the fall of 2021, when an ailing Michael Tilson Thomas heroically conducted a program with the New York Philharmonic ending with Beethoven's Eroica symphony, the high point, for me and for many, was a magnificent performance of Berg's 1935 Violin Concerto, with Gil Shaham as a soloist. This wrenching, sublime piece folds passages of tonal music, including strands of a plaintive Bach chorale, into the complex musical language that Schoenberg pioneered.

The performance received a long, ardent ovation from an audience of attentive listeners who didn't seem to know that they were supposed to find 12-tone music alienating.
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Life Really Is Better Without the Internet

What happened after my wife and I removed Wi-Fi from our home

by Chris Moody




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

Before our first child was born last year, my wife and I often deliberated about the kind of parents we wanted to be--and the kind we didn't. We watched families at restaurants sitting in silence, glued to their phones, barely taking their eyes off the screens between bites. We saw children paw at their parents, desperate to interact, only to be handed an iPad to keep quiet. We didn't want to live like that. We vowed to be present with one another, at home and in public. We wanted our child to watch us paying attention to each other and to him.

The reality, after our son was born, was quite different. In those sleep-deprived early days, I found myself resorting to my phone as a refuge from the chaos. I fell into some embarrassing middle-aged-dad stereotypes. I developed a bizarre interest in forums about personal finance and vintage hats. I spent up to four hours a day looking at my phone while right in front of me was this new, beautiful life, a baby we had dreamed about for years.

My wife, Cristina, felt abandoned in the isolation of new motherhood and complained of my near-constant phone use.

"When you look at your phone," she told me, "it's as though you disappear."

When it comes to having an unhealthy relationship with technology, I'm in good company. Most of us find that smartphones have made our lives better, but we struggle to use them in healthy ways. Nearly 60 percent of American adults told Gallup last year that they use their phones too often. American adults spend an average of four and a half hours on their phones each day, the research firm Insider Intelligence reported this summer. Almost all of us keep our smartphones within arm's reach during waking hours, Gallup found, and most of us do so when we sleep.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to break a phone addiction

Such easy and constant access to distraction is having an impact: Overuse harms our sleep and mental health. Constant distraction makes us less productive and can impair our ability to concentrate. Studies have shown that the mere presence of a smartphone can reduce our cognitive ability by taking attention away from other tasks--even if the phone is turned off. A majority of married couples report that their partner's divided attention has caused strife in their relationship.

On a warm Saturday afternoon this past spring, I reached a breaking point. I had been on my phone for hours a day for the past several weeks. I found myself reaching for the phone whenever there was an opportunity or brief pause in parenting responsibilities. Was this what life was going to be like for the next 30 years? Days filled with a series of small interruptions while I scrolled for scraps of trivia and news?

While our child napped that afternoon, I sat brooding on the porch. I told Cristina that I wasn't happy with the way we were living and that I didn't know what to do to get back on track.

"It sounds like we should get rid of the internet," she told me.

I knew she was right. For years, we had discussed raising our child in a tech-lite home, but we had become so overwhelmed with parenting that this priority had been pushed aside. We had tried half measures before: setting a timer on the Wi-Fi router that shut it off during evening hours, making "no phone" zones in the house. But these were too easy to get around. To achieve what we truly wanted--a home that served as a sanctuary for meaningful family time without distractions--this was the step we needed to take. We talked about how spaces that were once off-limits for technology seemed to dwindle by the day. Our National Parks, public restrooms, even places of worship are now game for digital connection. We felt it was important to have at least one space in our lives that would be set apart. We agreed that our home, the one place where we still had control, would be a fine option.

"When?" I asked.

"Now," she said.



As Millennials born in the mid-1980s, my wife and I are part of the last generation to have known life before the introduction of widespread home-internet access. We straddle both sides of the digital revolution. We remember answering the telephone without knowing who was calling, showing up at a friend's house unannounced, what it was like to be lost and bored. In my 20s, I traveled across Europe, Latin America, and Asia for months without a phone, relying only on guidebooks and advice from strangers. I hitchhiked across the American South with a flip phone. I did a stint on a commercial fishing crew in Alaska, which put me completely off the grid for five months without access to a phone or the internet.

Cristina and I had also gone off the grid together earlier in our marriage. In 2018, we moved into a 72-square-foot tiny house we built into a cargo van, where we lived for two years, mostly on public lands and without Wi-Fi. In the wilderness, cellular data were limited, so we logged on only for essentials when we popped back into civilization. It was on the fringes where we first tasted the joy of a life in which the internet was merely a tool.

Without distractions, the days seemed to expand. We learned to harvest time, an idea that came to us in national forests across the U.S. We realized that days undisturbed by digital interruptions made time slow down and improved the quality of our time together. Life was broken down to its most basic elements: Find a place to sleep; cook simple meals to eat; bathe in a river; explore. We promised ourselves that when our time in the van came to an end, we would continue living this way as best we could. (We didn't, of course; the pandemic started not long after our return to civilization, making the internet feel essential for work and social interaction.)

So yes, we'd had some practice with this before. Surely we could make it work.

But we did need to plan. We live in a log cabin beyond the reach of cell towers in North Carolina's rural High Country, and up until that point we had relied on Wi-Fi to make phone calls. We might be crazy enough to cut our home off from the internet, but we didn't want to be completely disconnected. We were trying to relive the '90s, sure, but not the 1890s. Opting out of the internet would require us to opt in to a landline, which raised even more questions: If we needed to call a doctor, how would we find the phone number? What if we needed an emergency plumber? Turns out, the Yellow Pages still exist. (They're actually called The Real Yellow Pages, as though dozens of imposter phone books are out there.)

Read: America gave up on the best home technology there is

When the technician from the phone company arrived to put in our landline, I asked him, "Do you install many landlines these days?"

"Mostly just for old people," he said.

I told him we were doing it in hopes of making our lives simpler. He just nodded as if to say, Sure, man, whatever.

With a couple of twists of his tools, the room filled with a sound I hadn't heard in ages: a dial tone. That long-forgotten but familiar pitch instantly brought me back to childhood: the anticipation of calling my best friend to ask if he wanted to come outside and play hockey in the street, or the nervous dread in middle school of calling a girl for the first time.

"You know," the technician said before walking out the door, "most people just use Wi-Fi calling."

I spent our final morning with internet service on a content binge. I scrolled Twitter. Using a family member's borrowed password, I pulled up one final movie on Netflix: This Is the End. Halfway through the first act, Seth Rogen and James Franco suddenly froze on the screen. The house went quiet. We were officially disconnected.



Like any form of withdrawal, the first days offline required adjustment. With nowhere to scroll, I developed a voracious appetite for words. I had downloaded digital versions of magazines to an iPad and loaded my nightstand with books from the library. I devoured them all, and started reading anything I could get my hands on.

Over time, the racing pace of a mind that had been hooked on content slowed down. I began to read deeply, sometimes for hours, consuming complex works that I would have struggled to focus on before.

While reading news articles, I still felt an old tug to share links through social media. But now there was no one to share them with. I was reading purely for reading's sake, sharing an intimate moment with no one but the author. It made reading and thinking a private act, without any temptation to be performative in sharing my opinions. Reading through entire publications, instead of finding stories through a social-media algorithm that fed me a narrow range of content it thought I would enjoy, exposed me to a broader range of opinions, viewpoints, and types of stories. It made me a better consumer of news.

At the end of the first week, my phone reported that my screen time had plummeted by 80 percent. I had reclaimed several hours a day, time that I used to play games with my son, cook elaborate meals, engage in uninterrupted work, and take long walks with my family. Sometimes I just sat and thought, a radical act in our hustle culture. I daydreamed, letting my mind travel where it pleased with no agenda or direction. I realized that it had been years since I'd last allowed myself to do, well, nothing.

Friends and family have responded with bewilderment and concerned amusement. "I could never do that," people often tell us, "but I wish I could." One friend--a former chief of staff for a Republican member of Congress--tried to sign me up for a print subscription to Hustler magazine. (This unsolicited gesture of concern for my sexual well-being failed because of a new anti-porn law in his state. And thank heavens for that: We rent our home from a Bible scholar and minister.) Other friends, knowing that our landline doesn't have caller ID, occasionally prank call us like we did when we were teenagers. (We welcome it; the calls lead to long, meaningful opportunities to catch up after years of texting.) When we aren't home, callers seem amused to leave a real voice message on our answering machine. It's fun to listen to younger people leave messages; they are adorably befuddled by what to say. When a friend in her 20s tried to call and got a busy signal, she figured the phone was broken: She'd never heard that sound before.

Of course, this has also come with trade-offs.

One night, while watching a DVD in our basement, Cristina and I saw a dark object flash across the screen. Did a bird get into the house? I stood up to turn on a light and saw another flying object with wide black wings silently swoop past my head.

"It's a bat!" Cristina yelled. She leaped off the couch onto the ground and threw me a blanket. "Cover your head!"

As our eyes adjusted to the light, we watched several bats stream out of our fireplace, flying in circles around our heads. On our bellies, we crawled up the stairs and fled into our bedroom, shutting the door behind us. In normal times, we would have pulled out our phones and started frantically searching for what to do when your house is infested with bats. But we didn't have that option. It was nearly midnight, too late to phone a friend, so we just had to pray that the bats hadn't made it into our bedroom. We covered the baby's crib with a mosquito net and tried to go to sleep.

The next morning, Cristina called her mother and asked her to search for information while I plunged into the phone book for the number of an exterminator. Over the phone, Cristina's mother read us information about how to handle bats and whether we'd need a rabies shot. She described in detail how to identify bat poop. My mother-in-law was literally reading us the internet. It felt ridiculous.

Beyond battling bats in our basement, not having access to the internet also makes working from home a unique challenge. As a journalist, being virtually unreachable has done wonders for my ability to write for long stretches without distraction. But I have to leave the house in search of Wi-Fi to finish some tasks, such as responding to emails from editors, participating in group calls on Zoom, or performing other collaborative work that can only be done online. I spend hours during the workday holed up in my office or the local library, time that otherwise could be spent with a laptop on my couch. When coordinating work calls, I have to give out two phone numbers, depending on whether I'm home or not. I sometimes have to hop in the car before bed and drive down the mountain to check a last-minute email. My job as a university lecturer requires me to be present in the classroom, so I aim to accomplish as much work as possible on campus.

Separating spaces for online work and home life has helped me draw a sharp dividing line between my responsibilities to family and employer. The rise of telecommuting, supercharged by the pandemic, seems to have been a mixed bag, even for employees who enjoy it. Workers have more flexibility, but they are now expected to be reachable beyond work hours. Burnout persists. Working from home with children in the house has its own challenges.

Shopping requires careful planning. Without Amazon, we buy most of our goods in person at stores in town. We still order things online, but we can't do it impulsively, and we buy fewer things as a result. While I was out shopping recently, I called Cristina at home to see if she needed anything at the store. "Just text me a list," I said, completely forgetting that she quite literally could not. So we made our list the old-fashioned way. We talked about what we needed and I wrote it on a piece of paper.

Read: The best thing about Amazon was never going to last

I acknowledge the immense privilege of being able to choose to opt out of a service that people rely on to get by in daily life. I also benefit from work that can be done partially on my own schedule and a job that provides parental leave, which was when we made this decision. But now that we have made this change in our lives, I will grieve if we ever have to return to the life we had before. Our tech-lite experiment will only become more difficult in the future, as more parts of our society require online connection to function. As our child grows, he will no doubt start to wonder why we don't have the same access his friends have. What if he attends a school that requires online homework? Will we be those parents who resist? My own work in the future might not be possible offline.

Still, we're not the only ones exploring ways to limit technology's role in our lives. England recently advised schools to impose complete bans on cellphone use, a move that is slowly being adopted by some American school districts. A subset of Americans who want more control over their digital life are trading their smartphones for old-fashioned flip phones; Gen Z teenagers are leading the charge. It's no mystery why vacationers are flocking to vacation rentals that offer "off-the-grid" properties without internet service as though it's a special luxury.

Most people won't--or can't--go as far as we did. But they can set aside space in their lives uncluttered by devices, or their insatiable demand for our attention. Establishing a space beyond tech's reach is a way of declaring independence from our unsettling reliance on technology. It reminds us that we can live and thrive without it--and happily so. Our family certainly has.

"I like you better without the internet," Cristina told me recently.

So do I.
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The Tech Giants' Anti-regulation Fantasy

Major internet companies pretend that they're best left alone. History shows otherwise.

by Richard R. John




Today's Big Five digital platforms aren't the first tech giants to bristle at government scrutiny. Long before Amazon, Apple, Facebook, Google, and Microsoft began spending millions of dollars to fight antitrust rules and other measures that would challenge their business models, 20th-century behemoths such as AT&T and IBM were insisting that government interventions in their business would stifle innovation. In reality, one of the most important things the United States government has ever done to advance technology is regulate it. Microsoft was the beneficiary of antitrust litigation aimed at IBM, once the country's dominant computer maker; Amazon, Google, and Facebook have flourished because a 1996 law granted them extraordinary protection from legal liability for the content they circulate; Apple is a beneficiary of a strong patent regime.

The advent of smartphones, one-click shopping, and an avalanche of digital stimuli doesn't change the fact that, when any industry stands astride the economy and reaches into most Americans' homes, lawmakers should assess whether the public interest is being protected. But the reality that the tech giants have long been entwined with government policy somehow got lost in the age of "Move fast and break things"--a mantra that the Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg coined more than a decade ago--and public officials are only now returning to the question of how best to regulate the biggest platforms.

Rob Reich, Mehran Sahami, and Jeremy M. Weinstein: Democracy is losing its race with disruption

As tech platforms have come under growing scrutiny in recent years for their alleged antitrust violations, their data surveillance, and even their potential role in the deteriorating mental health of teenage girls, the Big Five have achieved the remarkable feat of antagonizing influential lawmakers in both major political parties. Senators Lindsey Graham and Elizabeth Warren make unlikely allies. Yet the Republican from South Carolina and the Democrat from Massachusetts stand together in criticizing the tech giants' high-handedness and lack of accountability. "Nobody elected Big Tech executives to govern anything," they declared in a July New York Times essay.

Graham and Warren follow the example of the lawmakers who, in 1887, established the Interstate Commerce Commission to prevent the railroads from defying the public interest. The two senators propose the establishment of a new regulatory agency--the Digital Consumer Protection Commission--to forestall online harms, protect free speech, foster competition, safeguard privacy, and protect national security.

In 2019, the policy insiders Karen Kornbluh and Ellen P. Goodman recommended the establishment of a Digital Democracy Agency to combat disinformation and support local journalism. In 2020, the former Federal Communications Commission chief Tom Wheeler, the former FCC senior counsel Philip Verveer, and the consumer-protection advocate Gene Kimmelman called for an expert-led Code Council that would establish digital norms akin to building and fire codes and work in conjunction with a legislatively mandated Digital Platform Agency, which would be "oriented towards risk management rather than micromanagement." These proposals differ in their particulars--Wheeler, Verveer, and Kimmelman imply that their plan would allow regulators in the quickly evolving digital world to move faster and with greater sophistication than the lumbering FCC--but all of them envision oversight of digital platforms by institutions created via the democratic process and accountable to the public.

Amba Kak and Sarah Myers West: The AI debate is happening in a cocoon

The American tech industry has never been an entrepreneurial free-for-all. Much of the country's information infrastructure was built atop a telephone system that depended on local, state, and federal regulation. When the first local telephone-operating company opened in New Haven, Connecticut, in 1878, it had a municipal franchise--a type of agreement that helped promote the build-out of lines and became a cornerstone in the regulatory framework of the Bell System, which was the dominant network provider from the 1900s until its court-ordered dismantling in 1984. Municipal-franchise law powerfully shaped the business strategy of telephone-network providers from day one--including the rates they charged, the markets they served, and even the equipment they used. Not the absence of regulation, but its pervasiveness, made the mid-20th-century U.S. telephone network the envy of the world.

For decades, though, Bell's formidable public-relations machinery touted the phone company's technical virtuosity and economic sophistication while downplaying the regulatory environment that structured the Bell System. Not until after the system's dismantling would the full significance of Bell's PR wizardry come to light, a topic that I explore in more detail in my 2010 book, Network Nation.

Government intervention has also shaped other essential communications networks dominated by private companies. U.S.-style broadcast regulation originated during World War I with the Navy's commandeering of the formidable wireless-telegraph patent portfolio that the Italian inventor and entrepreneur Guglielmo Marconi had assembled. Today's digital platforms did not spring fully formed from the brow of some geeky teenager holed away in his parents' garage. Rather, they are a second-order overlay on a massive, decades-long Cold War government project to build an information infrastructure robust enough to enable the United States to prevail against the Soviet Union in a nuclear war. The vigorous regulation of Big Tech through antitrust prosecutions has almost always promoted the common good--indeed, the government breakup of the Bell System opened the way for our current digital platforms.

Today's tech giants, like their 20th-century counterparts, seek to avoid outside scrutiny of their internal operations. Regulatory oversight generates useful information that companies can't control. The commercialization of the transistor speaks to the benefits of transparency. Although the FCC mostly left the regulation of the Bell System to the states, it would, in the 1930s, authorize a large, unprecedented, and unusually well-funded investigation of the telephone industry that showed how the company was using its market power to block rival network providers and thwart outside equipment manufacturers. Following World War II, this knowledge jump-started an antitrust suit that opened up Bell's jealously guarded patent vaults, forcing the company to license the transistor (Bell's most valuable patent). That in turn fueled the rise of consumer electronics and computing, as well as the digitization of many sectors of the global economy. As the business historian Alfred D. Chandler Jr. contended in 2001, the "gods" who ushered in the "electronic century" were neither entrepreneurs nor elected officials; they were the unsung "middle-level bureaucrats" in the Justice Department's antitrust division who forced tech giants such as Bell, RCA, and IBM to release vital inventions that they had tried to lock down.

The regulatory triumphs of an earlier era should provide clear inspiration to today's lawmakers, many of whom have expressed frustration with the tech giants but struggled to articulate a rationale for their regulation. Goals could include demanding transparency about  how the major platforms operate, promoting competition by keeping the biggest platforms from buying up their potential rivals, and holding the platforms accountable for harms they caused--including data breaches and the sale of stolen goods.

The regulation of tech giants need not end at America's shorelines. Amazon ships worldwide; Apple manufactures millions of iPhones in China; Google's search algorithm crunches data wherever they can be found; Facebook boasts that, on any given day, 90 percent of its users are outside the United States; Microsoft leases its software to clients in dozens of countries.

Evelyn Douek: The cold dose of reality awaiting Elon Musk

Because digital platforms today are global in reach, some aspects of their regulation should be as well. In a variety of areas, the United States has accepted the benefits of international governance. As far back as the Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln supported the convening in Paris of the world's first international postal conference. Following a brief hiatus, this U.S.-backed project would culminate in the establishment of one of the first international standard-setting bodies--which, in 1878, would proclaim itself the Universal Postal Union. Today, decisions by authorities in some big markets radiate outward to other markets. European Union rules requiring smartphone makers to use USB-C chargers nudged Apple to adopt that standard--rather than keep using an old proprietary plug--for the newest iPhones now being sold in the United States. American regulators may not agree on all matters with their counterparts in other major markets, but international standards can help guarantee that the tech giants abide by the global public's desires, rather than the other way around.

Claims that government regulation of the tech giants will stifle innovation are simply wrong. As the historical record makes clear, past regulatory initiatives in the United States have promoted fair trade; fostered worthwhile innovation; checked irresponsible, dangerous, and illegal business behavior; and protected not only consumers but also the country from a multitude of harms.
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The Case That Could Destroy the Government

What was once a fringe legal theory now stands a real chance of being adopted by the Supreme Court.

by Noah Rosenblum




This Wednesday, the Supreme Court will hear a case that poses the most direct challenge yet to the legitimacy of the modern federal government. The right-wing legal movement's target is the "administrative state"--the agencies and institutions that set standards for safety in the workplace, limit environmental hazards and damage, and impose rules on financial markets to ensure their stability and basic fairness, among many other important things. The case, Securities and Exchange Commission v. Jarkesy, threatens all of that. Terrifyingly, this gambit might succeed.

The case involves garden-variety securities fraud. George R. Jarkesy Jr., a right-wing activist and conservative-radio talk-show host, ran a pair of investment funds with $24 million in assets. But he misrepresented how the funds were run, paid himself and his partner exorbitant fees, and inflated the assets' value. As punishment, the SEC fined him several hundred thousand dollars and prohibited him from working in some parts of the securities industry--very standard stuff.

Jarkesy responded with what can be described only as chutzpah. He didn't just contest the SEC's ruling; he alleged that the SEC's entire process against him was unconstitutional. Among other things, he asserted that Congress never had the authority to empower the SEC and that the SEC adjudicator who punished him was too independent from presidential control.

In May of last year, Jarkesy's arguments were accepted by two judges on the conservative Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals. In a 2-1 decision, the court agreed with Jarkesy, all but ruling the SEC's entire existence unconstitutional. The opinion was so extreme that Judge W. Eugene Davis, twice appointed by Republican presidents--and elevated to the appeals court by Ronald Reagan--dissented vigorously.

Kimberly Wehle: The Supreme Court's extreme power grab

Jarkesy's most far-reaching constitutional argument is built on the "nondelegation doctrine," which holds that there may be some limits on the kinds of powers that Congress can give to agencies. Jarkesy argues that, when Congress gave the SEC the power to decide whether to bring enforcement actions in court or in front of an independent agency adjudicator, it gave away a core legislative function. It thus violated the doctrine and engaged in an unconstitutional delegation.

This is wild stuff. Not long ago, a lawyer would have been laughed out of court for making such nondelegation claims. Today, they'd have a good chance of destroying the federal government's administrative capacity--taking down its ability to protect Americans' health and safety while unleashing fraud in the financial markets.

Whether Congress's grant of authority to the SEC was constitutional should not be a close question. Congress has delegated expansive authority to government agencies since the dawn of the republic. Only twice in American history has the Supreme Court concluded that a delegation to an agency ran afoul of the Constitution--and both of those times, nearly 90 years ago, involved unusual statutes nothing like this one.

The SEC was created as an independent agency in 1934, after the financial crash of 1929, to thwart the sort of market manipulation that preceded the Great Depression; Congress has granted it additional powers over the years to continue protecting financial markets. Responding to catastrophes and guarding against market manipulation is exactly the kind of work that Congress should empower the executive branch to do. Requiring Congress to legislate in response to every new fraud some crook might dream up would not be a good use of its time. And there's no reason to think that delegating authority to police markets runs afoul of the Constitution.

This was, of course, irrelevant to the conservative judges who heard Jarkesy's appeal. The Fifth Circuit majority concluded that Congress acted "unconstitutionally" without "an intelligible principle" by letting the SEC choose where to bring its enforcement actions. But of course, statutes routinely leave prosecutors and other enforcement agencies the discretion over how to proceed in their cases, without raising delegation concerns. And for more than 75 years, the Supreme Court has recognized that other agencies can decide how to proceed in their policy-making activities--whether via case-by-case adjudications or general rule makings, for example--without even hinting at any delegation problems.

Jarkesy's second claim--that the internal adjudicator who first heard his case held too much independence--is especially galling. These adjudicators should be independent; the alternative would be to put their regulatory powers at the political whim of whichever administration might be in charge. They have long enjoyed some protection from removal, in order to insulate them from threats of reprisal. The Supreme Court has always recognized the need to maintain the independence of internal agency adjudicators: Even the conservative Chief Justice William Howard Taft, who wrote an opinion nearly 100 years ago extolling the benefits of presidential control of all government officers, was careful to carve out exceptions for adjudicator independence. But, apparently, Taft is no longer conservative enough.

Underlying the Fifth Circuit's ruling is a deep misunderstanding of American history. Of the three judges who decided the case, the two in the majority seem to believe that government regulation of any kind is somehow un-American. Their opinion invokes the opening language of the Constitution, "We the People," and then cherry-picks quotes from the Framers to support a stifling vision of federal power. For instance, they cite James Madison for the proposition that unless we keep the government's powers strictly separated among three different branches, we will inevitably fall into tyranny. But Madison goes on, in "Federalist No. 51," to recognize that "some deviations ... from the principle [of the separation of powers] must be admitted." And Alexander Hamilton, in "Federalist No. 66," goes further still, championing "partial intermixture." Besides, both Madison and Hamilton were interested first and foremost in establishing a powerful national government. That is, after all, why they had participated in what the legal historian Michael Klarman has called the "Framers' coup" to get rid of the Articles of Confederation.

The Fifth Circuit's claim that regulation and the separation of powers are incompatible is not simply bad history; like much of the rest of originalist jurisprudence, it is selective history served up to justify a preferred political outcome. In fact, as voluminous scholarship has decisively established, regulation was pervasive in the early republic. Congress has always depended on expansive delegations to govern the country. Separation of powers was not understood to be a bar to effective government. Indeed, for the drafters and ratifiers of the Constitution, such separation was a pragmatic principle to ensure free and efficacious government. That is why, far from impeding delegations, Congress made creative use of the separation of powers--such as in the establishment of the Sinking Fund Commission, enacted by the very first Congress, which mixed representation from the three branches to ensure the stability of the federal debt.

The Fifth Circuit's misuse of history is symptomatic of much of the originalism practiced by judges affiliated with the conservative Federalist Society, who now hold immense power across the federal judiciary. Originalism's ideology was born in sin; recent scholarship has argued that originalism first emerged to defend segregation following the Supreme Court's decision in Brown v. Board of Education. And, in any case, many conservative judges don't even bother to make substantial originalist arguments anymore. A lazy hand-waving suffices instead. They sprinkle in a few historical quotations, refuse to engage seriously with historians' findings, and then declare that their right-wing policy preferences are dictated by the authority of history.

Nicholas Bagley: The rise of the know-nothing judge

Thus, Jarkesy's challenge might succeed. Arguments like his have been rejected by federal courts many times already. But the federal judiciary has drastically changed in recent years, and the Supreme Court with it--opening the possibility of a new, friendly reception to these absurd legal claims. (The Court could also set aside these substantive questions and decide the case on other, more technical grounds.)

Were Jarkesy to win, he would help achieve what the conservative legal movement's members have long dreamed of: the destruction of the New Deal. The SEC, Jarkesy's target, is not just the most important regulator of the financial markets, it is also one of the crown jewels of the New Deal agencies. Republicans have had it in their crosshairs for nearly a century.

The consequences of Jarkesy's success would be disastrous, especially for the American economy. The SEC enforces the basic rules that make stock markets work. Without it, stock issuers and dealers would lie--with disastrous results. One needs only to examine the rampant fraud, contagion, and meltdown in crypto markets last year to see what an unregulated securities market looks like.

More generally, if Congress cannot delegate to agencies, it cannot govern. Congress could never and has never written rules specific enough to anticipate all eventualities. This is why Congress delegated power to the SEC in the first place.

Finally, and most dangerous, ending independence for internal agency adjudicators would undermine the rule of law. Without independence, adjudicators would be beholden to the politicians who oversee agencies. Unscrupulous presidents would use agencies to punish their opponents and reward their allies. This would do more than turn regulators into political handmaidens; it would destabilize markets, stifle growth, and inevitably lead to financial crises.

Of course, if Republicans want to pursue this terrifying course, they can try. The country is still a democracy. The right way to abolish the SEC and undo the New Deal is to win a majority and pass a statute. But Americans like having functional financial markets and bringing fraudulent hedge-fund managers to justice--just as they like eating unspoiled food and using effective and safe medication. The "administrative state"--that is, government regulation to protect the public--is rightly popular, as Republican presidential candidates, to their chagrin, keep discovering.

But Jarkesy, a fringe figure using fringe arguments, is trying to do an end run around the democratic process and win in the Court what right-wing activists have failed to achieve at the ballot box. The Supreme Court should reject this antidemocratic ploy rather than accept the Fifth Circuit's fake history.
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Dear Therapist: I Don't Want to See My Mom This Christmas

She ruins the day, but guilt-trips me when I try to opt out.

by Lori Gottlieb




Dear Therapist,

I am struggling to set a much-needed boundary with my mom around Christmas.

I'm a divorced mom of one, and my ex-husband and I split the holiday. My daughter is either with me on Christmas Eve and then goes to her dad's on Christmas afternoon or vice versa, depending on the year. We've been divorced since she was little, so we've been doing this for years.

Our parents live near each other, about three and a half hours away, and we both go down to see our own moms for Christmas. My mom is toxic and guilt-trips me big-time whenever I inform her that I don't want to come visit. Last year her reaction was so bad that I became physically ill: ocular migraine, anxiety so intense I could barely speak, etc. I caved because I just couldn't handle her nonsense.

My daughter will be 13 this year. I've always dreamed of a Christmas Day we could just enjoy at home, creating our own traditions. I've never really been able to do this, because of the split household and the lack of boundaries with my mom. This year my ex-husband has a work gig on Christmas Day, which has presented me with the opportunity to stay home and enjoy the day with just my daughter and our cats. My daughter is getting older and the years of having her at home are numbered. As of right now, my mom thinks we will be down on Christmas for our "fancy dinner."

I buckle because I'm a people pleaser and can't handle the guilt trip. Last year she said, "I guess adopted children just love differently" in response to my saying I'd like to stay home and maybe hang with a friend instead. I'm 42 and I struggle to say no. So how in the world can I set this much-needed boundary with my mom? I have zero desire to visit. It ruins the day, and I love Christmas.



Dear Reader,

Many people struggle to express what they want to their family members, and this is especially true during the holiday season, which comes with heightened expectations layered upon old patterns and wounds. Issues around gift-giving, visiting, travel, and hosting tend to be not just about the question at hand, but about feelings related to how individuals in the family have felt loved, prioritized, controlled, or appreciated. Because of this history, often there's a fear of how unpleasant the conversation might be, so people either avoid having it entirely (which creates more resentment), or initiate it in a way that sounds uncaring (which creates more conflict).

For this reason, before I suggest how to set this boundary, let's consider the way you've framed your holiday dilemma. You describe your mom as "toxic" and her expression of perceived rejection as "nonsense." You might understandably find her behavior frustrating, but as soon as we begin labeling people and their reactions, any compassion for their experience diminishes and we become dismissive of their feelings. This doesn't mean that your mom's feelings should supersede yours. It just means that you will get better at stating your wishes when you can make space for both.

To do this, you'll need to hold two things at once. First, as an adult, you absolutely have the freedom to spend Christmas as you wish. Second, it's natural that your mom would want to spend this day with her daughter and granddaughter, and that she would feel especially disappointed not to at a time when it seems as if most people will be with family. For her, the "fancy dinner" tradition might be something she never had as a child and wanted to create with her own daughter (like your wanting to create a tradition with yours). Or Christmas might have been a happy time that she looked forward to every year, and looks forward to even more now that her family has moved away.

In addition to whatever personal associations your mom has with family holidays, in our culture the holidays take on extra significance because their commercialization makes them inescapable--the seasonal music at the grocery store and the mall, the ads during a TV show you were enjoying, the decorations on neighbors' homes as you walk down the street. If your holiday isn't coming together in the way you'd hoped, it's easy to feel left out of something that seems to include every other person.

Given her comment about adopted children and parental love, she might also have her own long-standing feelings of "otherness" for not being able to have a biological child, if that was the case (many adoptive parents are made to feel "othered" by society), and those feelings may inform her perception of being othered once more ("Everyone else is spending Christmas with their families--yet again, I'm different"). The point is that there are many reasons she might feel anything from sad to excluded to abandoned at the idea of not spending Christmas with you and your daughter.

Read: The new question haunting adoption

To be clear, none of this is your responsibility--asking you to consider her feelings isn't the same as guilt-tripping. What I'm encouraging instead is the practice of what's called mentalizing: imagining her internal experience while also being able to hold on to your own.

Why does this matter? It's easy to fall into the trap of viewing a parent in a binary way--they're good or bad, healthy or toxic--and in doing so, we become narrow-minded ourselves. In reality, her feelings are reasonable, and so are yours. By acknowledging this, you might still disappoint her, but you can approach her with empathy so that your boundary is presented less as a rejection and more as an invitation to connect with some flexible alternatives that you can both enjoy.

Considering your mother's feelings and your own together can help you come up with an arrangement that works for you and, with that clarity, set a compassionate boundary. You might, for example, decline the usual celebration but offer to visit her the week after. Or you might decide to go for New Year's (or, in the future, for Thanksgiving) instead of Christmas. Or you might do neither, and send her something that arrives on Christmas so she doesn't feel forgotten, along with a heartfelt card: "Merry Christmas! We love you and are thinking of you! We'll FaceTime you later!"

As you decide what feels comfortable, don't forget to check in with your daughter--does she enjoy the "fancy dinner" with her grandma, or does she want to stay home with just you?  She's old enough to have a preference, and by including her in this decision, you'll be modeling for her that you care about how she wants to spend the holidays, and that she's not there just to satisfy your needs. Remember to frame this without complaining about her grandma, which puts her in an awkward bind between two family members. It can be as simple as "Because your dad's away this year, I thought it might be fun to relax at home this Christmas, and we can see Grandma on such-and-such date instead. Does that sound good to you, or would you rather go to Grandma's that day?"

Read: The unspoken wedge between parents and grandparents

Now, as for setting the boundary with your mom, you could send an email that goes something like this (I'll call your daughter Jane for simplicity):

Hi, Mom. 

I want to let you know that this holiday season, Jane's dad will be away, and we have the opportunity for the first time since the divorce to stay in one place and not juggle homes this year. We haven't spent a single Christmas together in our own home, just the two of us, without the usual three-hour drive and splitting Jane's time. Jane is 13, and I only have a few more years with her here, so we're going to spend Christmas at home, the two of us.

I know you feel disappointed, and I completely understand that. As a mom myself, I imagine I'd feel the same way if Jane wanted to spend Christmas away from home. But as difficult as that would be for me, I'd also want Jane to spend the holiday in a way that works best for her. You once said something that surprised me--that "adopted daughters love differently"--and I found that comment confusing because that's not how I feel, and my being adopted has no bearing on how I decide to spend the holidays. At some point in her life, Jane will choose to spend Christmas with her partner's family, or with her dad, or with her friends, and despite how much I'd want to see her, I'll know that I'm giving her my love by supporting her wishes, and that she'll feel closer to me because of that. That's what I hope happens with you and me--that you can love me by honoring my wishes, and know that loving me in this generous way makes me feel closer to you.

Of course, we would still like to see you, and wonder if we can find another time to come visit the following week to celebrate together. Let me know your schedule, and we'll figure something out. 

With love,

[Name]

Once your boundary is communicated, your job is to manage your own response, not the other person's. Your mom might send her usual dose of guilt, but remember: Just because someone sends you guilt, doesn't mean you have to accept delivery. You can reply, "Mom, I know you're disappointed, but I'm not discussing this further--let me know another day we can come visit the following week, otherwise I have to go now." Alternatively, she might show her hurt by not responding, or talking badly about you to relatives, but that's beyond your control. Part of setting a boundary is deciding how you will respond, and if you stay home with your daughter but still feel guilty, that's something you're doing to yourself. Instead, I hope that you'll give yourself a long-overdue gift for Christmas this year: a beautifully wrapped box of self-compassion.



Dear Therapist is for informational purposes only, does not constitute medical advice, and is not a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always seek the advice of your physician, mental-health professional, or other qualified health provider with any questions you may have regarding a medical condition. By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it--in part or in full--and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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The Joys of Carole Lombard, Zadie Smith, and High-School Movies

Entertainment musts from Jennifer Senior

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Jennifer Senior, a staff writer at The Atlantic and the winner of the 2022 Pulitzer Prize for Feature Writing. She has written for The Atlantic about one family's search for meaning in the aftermath of 9/11, the singular heartbreak of adult friendships, and the aunt she barely knew.

Jennifer was stunned by Daniel Radcliffe in the revival of Merrily We Roll Along, knows most of the theme song to Phineas and Ferb by heart, and is a sucker for a movie or TV show about high school--"especially if it involves nerds."

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	No, you shouldn't 'date 'em 'til you hate 'em.'
 	Six books that might change how you think about mental illness
 	There is no good way to travel anywhere in America.




The Culture Survey: Jennifer Senior 

The entertainment product my friends are talking about most right now: The revival of Stephen Sondheim's Merrily We Roll Along. Jonathan Groff and Lindsay Mendez blew our doors off, which came as no surprise (they're old pros, practically made of charisma--all that). It was Daniel Radcliffe who stunned everyone, making us forget after maybe 15 seconds that we were staring at Harry Potter and convincing us that we were staring at an angry, long-suffering writer instead. He has impeccable comic timing and a mordant way about him that works painfully (and all too familiarly) well.

The upcoming event I'm most looking forward to: Here We Are, the final and not-quite-complete Sondheim musical, staged posthumously at the Shed.

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: Ramy, which is old, but I never watched it (its secret: It isn't a comedy), and Never Have I Ever, because I'm a sucker for anything set in high school, especially if it involves nerds. [Related: Ramy meditates on the pitfalls of self-righteousness.]

An actor I would watch in anything: No longer living: Carole Lombard. Still with us: David Strathairn, Wendell Pierce, Sarah Lancashire. (Sorry, that's four, but c'mon. One actor?)

My favorite blockbuster and favorite art movie: I'm changing the terms and naming my favorite movie in black-and-white and my favorite movie in color, respectively: Ernst Lubitsch's To Be or Not to Be (see? Carole Lombard!) and Amy Heckerling's Clueless (see? high school!). Or, okay, fine--any of the first two Godfathers.

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: Fiction: Paul Beatty's The Sellout. I'm eight years late to it, but now I'm positively evangelical. Nonfiction: Inside Story, which Martin Amis coyly billed as a novel, but isn't--or isn't exactly, isn't consistently, isn't generally. Like lots of people, I have a love-hate relationship with Amis, who could do magic tricks with words but put them in the mouths of repellent misanthropes. Yet he wrote with real tenderness here, about both his family and his loved ones (Christopher Hitchens in particular--I'm obsessed with their friendship), and he articulated a lot of my own inchoate thoughts about writing. One particularly vindicating remark, which I think explains my overreliance on colons: "Most sentences have a burden, something to impart or get across: put that bit last." [Related: A world without Martin Amis]

An author I will read anything by: Again: one? Seriously? I'm getting around this problem by naming an author whose works I hope to complete when I retire: Anthony Trollope. (I know. Hopeless. More realistically: Graham Greene.)

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: "Angel From Montgomery," Bonnie Raitt's version (though John Prine's is also melancholy-beautiful, probably because he wrote it); "Superman," by R.E.M., which may not be the loudest song, but it's loud enough, and it's a great psych-up tune if you play it on full blast.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: When we were in Spain this spring (which I did in spite of my long COVID; it's a miracle what steroids can do), I saw the Lucian Freud show at the Thyssen. Freud, Schiele, Bacon--I don't know why I'm so responsive to their pathos and darkness (a certain frankness, maybe? A willingness to look hard at the unlovely?), but I am.

Something I recently revisited: I am always rereading Kenneth Tynan--not just his criticism and profiles but his diaries. His April 4 entry from 1974 may be my favorite line about writing and productivity of all time: "I have now been working non-start since January."

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: The puzzles of The New York Times will be responsible for my undoing. Wordle. Connections. And, of course, the Spelling Bee. When my friend Shaila told me about the "Hints" link, I lost another half hour each day, because now I'm maniacally determined to find every word unless there are, like, 80 of them.

Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: My almost-16-year-old son has long since aged out of it, but Phineas and Ferb is easily as inspired as The Simpsons, which is saying something. I can still sing the theme song in its entirety. "Like maybe / Building a rocket or fighting a mummy / Or climbing up the Eiffel Tower ..."

The last debate I had about culture: Me asking my friend Steve Metcalf, one of the hosts of Slate's Culture Gabfest podcast, to explain all the fuss about Rachel Cusk. I've tried and tried and tried to love her, and I can't. (This wasn't a debate, I realize, so much as a confession and a cry for help.)

A good recommendation I recently received: The audio version of Zadie Smith's White Teeth, which features four different readers. Like a radio play you never want to end. Perfect marriage of material and narrators--all sophisticated, witty, capable of speaking in multiple registers.

The last thing that made me cry: See: Merrily We Roll Along. One of the finest works ever about friendship and time, right up there with Wallace Stegner's Crossing to Safety. 

The last thing that made me snort with laughter: Bottoms. Have I mentioned I'm a sucker for any movie or television show about high school?



The Week Ahead

 	Saltburn, a film by the director Emerald Fennell, follows an Oxford student who spends a dark summer with a classmate, played by Jacob Elordi (in theaters now).
 	The Fabulist tells the outrageous tale of George Santos--and is written by a Long Island reporter who has been following him since 2019 (on sale Tuesday).
 	South to Black Power, a documentary featuring the New York Times columnist Charles M. Blow, calls for a "reverse Great Migration" of Black Americans (premieres Tuesday on HBO).
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An Enjoyable Extravaganza About ... Napoleon?

By David Sims

When it comes to battle tactics, Napoleon Bonaparte (as played by Joaquin Phoenix) is very gun forward. There are few conflicts he marches into that don't involve the firing of many cannons, an instinct befitting his status as an artillery commander in the French military--the organization he quickly transcended to become the leader of his country by the age of 30. But it also mirrors his rash, preening, sometimes awkward charm in Ridley Scott's new film, Napoleon, a biography that fast-forwards through the major events of Napoleon's life and presents him as equal parts confident and arrogant, making for a roller coaster of the ego that's surprisingly full of laughs.
 Making a movie about Napoleon is the kind of consuming effort that drives even the greatest filmmakers to ruin. Stanley Kubrick spent half of his career trying to make a Napoleon and never succeeded; the best-regarded biopic remains a 1927 silent epic that runs more than five hours and ends well before Napoleon becomes the ruler of France.


Read the full article.
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Autumn trees in the Canadian Rockies (Adam Gibbs / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)



See more in our editor's selection of photos from the Natural Landscape Photography Awards.

Katherine Hu contributed to this newsletter.
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Port Authority

A poem for Sunday

by Brendan Joyce




after Riding Over the Brooklyn Bridge, by Robert Wood Lynn


 I dissolved into unemployment and I cherished
 the worst of it. Dollar Pizza's nails in my stomach
 and the long mountains of Pennsylvania's
 rain in my midnight's future: New York was over.
 Or at least invisible to my desire, which was not, it turns out,
 a reliable strategy for survival. Even when I turned my body into an
 envy others could inhabit long enough for the city to feel small,
 I was just waiting for the silence to resume.
 One night the smell of fresh-poured asphalt cooling in
 the acid drizzle meant that I was newly in love; another night
 it meant I'd overstayed my welcome. Whole months I'd walk
 the length of boroughs, mind melted off my landlord's medical,
 clutching two-thirds of rent in my account like it could get me
 anywhere farther than New Jersey, clutching a half pack of contraband
 Virginia Marlboros and a treat I hadn't earned from a bodega I hadn't learned
 the name of well enough to walk into without headphones on.
 It became more apparent every day that the soul of what it was
 I was buying had been torched decades earlier, the soul of
 what I was selling soon to follow. I remembered these men
 haunting my block growing up, as though recently dropped
 off by a probing crew on a UFO,
 living in the illusions they had bought. And now I was on another's
 block in the illusion, in a city that felt like its own universe,
 walking into the bus station with my funeral suit already on,
 knowing the other side of Pennsylvania's mountains
 of rain held the dead and that the dead there would be
 the few left who could tell the difference between the illusion
 and the block itself.
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It Will Never Be a Good Time to Buy a House

Maybe in 2030?

by Annie Lowrey

Earlier this year, I moved from San Francisco to New York with my dogs, kids, and husband. My family rented an apartment. And once we figured out that we liked it here and wanted to stay, we looked to buy a place.

For roughly 11 minutes, before realizing that literally any other activity would be a better use of our time. Brooklyn has 1.1 million housing units. Just a dozen of them seemed to fit our requirements and were sitting on the market. All of the options were too expensive. And that was before factoring in the obscene cost of a mortgage.

New York, in housing as in many things, is an extreme example. But the brutal mathematics is much the same across the country. At this time 15 years ago, real-estate agents had 2.2 million vacant housing units available to show prospective buyers. That number has dwindled and dwindled and now sits at just 732,000, despite the country having added 30 million people to its population. The Case-Shiller index of home prices sits near its highest-ever inflation-adjusted level; houses are unaffordable for middle-class families across the country. Rural areas are expensive. Suburbs are expensive. Cities are absurdly expensive. Nowhere is cheap. That's in part thanks to mortgage rates. The monthly payment on a new home has increased by more than 50 percent in the past three years, as 30-year mortgage rates have climbed from less than 3 percent to nearly 8 percent.

It's a terrible time to buy a house. But that news, bad as it is, seems to convey some promise: Someday, things will change and it will once again be a good moment to buy. You just have to wait. I'm sorry to tell you that the bad news is even worse than it sounds. It's not going to be a good time to buy a house for a really long time. How long? I put that question to a few housing economists and real-estate experts. Their response? Who knows. A decade. "Maybe in 2030, we would start to see some relief," Daryl Fairweather, the chief economist of Redfin, told me, before noting that 2030 was so far in the future that she could not make any kind of informed prediction.

The problem is twofold. We have a long-standing housing shortage. And we have a frozen housing market. The latter is making the former worse, and it will take years for things to even out and ease up.

The fundamental issue is that the country does not have enough homes where people want them, a consequence of a decade-plus of underbuilding after the Great Recession. Freddie Mac has estimated that the country is short 3.8 million starter homes; Realtor.com puts the deficit at 2.3 to 6.5 million total housing units; the National Association of Realtors and Rosen Consulting say it's 5.5 million. Whatever the number, it is big. The shortage has driven up costs for buyers and renters alike--most spectacularly in megacities such as Los Angeles and New York, but pretty much everywhere at this point.

Enter the pandemic. When COVID hit, the Federal Reserve pushed interest rates down to scratch. This led to a huge surge of home sales, with the volume of deals hitting its highest level since the collapse of the real-estate bubble. Buyers scrambled to take advantage of low mortgage rates. Sellers scrambled to take advantage of soaring prices. (Many sellers, of course, are buyers too. People trade up or downsize, and are more likely to do so when borrowing costs are low.) Folks relocated to take advantage of their employers' new work-from-home policies.

Enter inflation. Prices for everything went up because of ample demand (families were spending their "stimmies") and stifled supply (COVID-related supply-chain problems were causing shortages of everything from couches to semiconductors). The Federal Reserve jacked up interest rates to cool down the rate of price growth. This led to a huge run-up in mortgage rates and a crash in home sales. Would-be buyers decided to rent instead of buy. Would-be sellers decided to stay put instead of moving, because why give up a 3 percent mortgage rate for a 7 percent mortgage rate? Very few units hit the market, so prices stayed high.

This is the uncomfortable equilibrium the market finds itself in today. Nobody's selling because nobody's buying. Nobody's buying because nobody's selling. Nobody can afford to sell. Nobody can afford to buy. Prices are high; mortgage costs are high. Rents are high, too, and there's not a huge amount of rental inventory. Everyone's stuck and paying more than they want to.

Things should calm down when the Fed eases up on borrowing costs, right? Wrong. Things will not calm down. "Once mortgage rates drop, that will reactivate the housing market, leading to more demand. With a limited supply, that would only lead to higher prices," Fairweather told me. In other words, millions of would-be homebuyers will flood into the market, bidding one another up and pushing poorer purchasers out. More homeowners will feel motivated to sell, giving up their 3 percent mortgage rates for offers above their imagined asking prices. But nobody expects the return of a buyer's market or anything like it.

The underlying problem remains the underlying problem. The housing shortage persists. High borrowing costs have intensified it, because so many developers and home builders take out loans to complete their projects. Until housing production ramps up for an extended period of time, until there's considerably more supply relative to demand, things are not going to feel good. They can't.

Many states and municipalities have passed laws to promote housing development in the past three years--easing zoning restrictions, allowing high-rises near transit hubs, and preventing owners from stopping development to protect their own home's value. "They probably are going to move the needle on housing supply," Fairweather told me. But building those new units will take time, time in which demand for new homes will keep growing too.

What is a family looking to buy a place to do? Buy in cash, if you happen to be rich enough to do that. (A bananas statistic: This spring, two out of every three buyers in Manhattan paid cash.) Buy and refinance when you can, if you happen to have the risk tolerance and financial room to do that. Buy with as large a down payment as you can muster to cut your mortgage costs. Or just rent. For the next decade. Forever.
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This Is Your Pilot Speaking

How learning to fly helped ground me

by Patrick Chovanec




In May 2022, an air-traffic controller in Florida received a frantic call. The pilot of a single-engine Cessna 208 had collapsed, leaving the sole passenger--with no experience at all flying a plane--to fend for himself in the cockpit. Remarkably, the controller was able to direct the passenger to take the controls, reach an airport, and safely land.

The story went viral for several days, perhaps in part because we can all imagine ourselves in that nightmare come true. Could we figure out what to do? Would we live to tell the tale? In the past, I would have asked myself those same questions. But this time, I had answers, and knew I was up to the challenge of landing a plane. At age 52, I had just earned my pilot's license.

All my life, I assumed that flying an airplane was something other people were born to do, not me. Then, during the pandemic lockdowns, my life took an unexpected turn. Unable to go on a trip, something I love doing, I turned to traveling virtually: I started playing the newly released Microsoft Flight Simulator 2020 on my PC. As my enjoyment grew, so did my curiosity. I bought an online "ground school" course--a series of video classes that teach flying basics--to learn more, and took the logical next step: I signed up for real-life flying lessons. My family and friends were slightly puzzled, and wondered if I was having some kind of midlife crisis.

It shouldn't take a crisis to push us outside our comfort zones, but sometimes it helps. For so many of us, the pandemic was a year of disrupted plans and dashed hopes. I heard people talking about "a whole year wasted." I hated the sound of that, and rebelled at the thought of resigning myself to it. I wasn't trying to fulfill a lifelong dream. I didn't have any fantasies of being Tom Cruise in Top Gun. I just wanted to see what life still had to offer. So I learned to fly.

For millennia, humans looked up at the birds in the sky and wondered about flight. Little more than a century ago, we worked out how to do it ourselves. Since then, flying has become a thoroughly mundane, if poorly understood, part of modern life. We fly all the time--for business, for vacations--but for most of us, traveling by plane is like a magic-carpet ride, and the pilots are the genies. We rarely give much thought to what makes it possible, and when we do, it tends to make us nervous.

The key conceptual leap to understanding flight is changing how we think about the air. Because air is invisible and transparent, almost a void, we tend to think of it as lacking substance. In fact, air has very real substance. Years ago, I stood on a clifftop in Wales, on Britain's west coast, and was nearly knocked off my feet by an 80-mile-an-hour gale blowing in from the North Atlantic. The pressure on my face was so intense, it gave me a headache. This is the kind of force that keeps a 560-ton Airbus A380 up in the sky.

An airplane is designed to create such airflow (by propelling itself forward rapidly) and to allow the pilot to manipulate it to move the plane in a desired direction. The trickiest part of flying is that because we can't see how the airflow is interacting with the airplane, a pilot must learn how to feel it.

This ocean of air that we're surfing in a plane is every bit as changeable as a storm-tossed sea. I'm not talking about the bumps and swoops from typical turbulence. As alarming as these might at first seem, airplanes are also designed to right themselves in response to an occasional gust. But other conditions--thunderstorms, fog, ice--can pose a real danger, and I was surprised to find out how important understanding the weather is for pilots. We passengers get frustrated--maybe even feel incredulous--when our flight gets canceled because of "bad weather." It can be hard to believe that mere fog or a thunderstorm could pose a problem for a modern airliner, with all its technological gizmos and guidance wizardry. In fact, airlines spend a lot of time and effort trying to plan around weather, for both comfort and safety.

In the case of a small private plane--such as the single-engine Cessna 172 that I learned to fly--the potential hazards are more serious still. As a student pilot, I found myself carefully scanning the weather reports, like the lookout in the crow's nest of a sailing ship watching out for a squall or storm, to decipher the conditions I might face or should avoid altogether. An old saying among pilots goes: "It's better to be on the ground wishing you were in the air than in the air wishing you were on the ground." Sometimes they heed that advice; sometimes they don't.

The great killer of new pilots is spatial disorientation. When the weather closes in and you can't see much outside your windshield, you can't trust your own sense of balance and motion. You can feel as though you're flying level when in fact you're spiraling downward in a dive or climbing so slowly and steeply that you're about to stall. That disorientation is what most likely happened to John F. Kennedy Jr., flying through murky twilight across the dark, featureless ocean to Martha's Vineyard. It's also what contributed to the crash that killed the musicians Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens, and others after they took off in a small plane with an inexperienced pilot on a snowy night.

The solution is to learn how to fly looking only at the instruments in the cockpit. If you're like me, you have occasionally stolen a glance into the cockpit while boarding an airline flight, only to be dumbstruck by the plethora of dials, panels, and knobs. In fact, there are six main instruments--including the attitude indicator, the altimeter, and the airspeed indicator--that a pilot learns to recognize and read, no matter what kind of aircraft they are flying. A pilot also has to understand how these devices work, and how they might malfunction, so as not to be misled by an inaccurate readout. Learning to rely safely on instruments, rather than one's senses, takes a lot of training. But that's what makes flying possible in less-than-perfect conditions.

During my very first lesson, my instructor told me I'd be performing the takeoff. Gulp. In fact, taking off is relatively easy: Push the throttle to full power and nudge the rudder pedals, left and right, to keep the plane pointed straight down the runway; at a designated speed--55 knots in pilot parlance, or roughly 68 mph--gently pull back on the yoke, and suddenly you're flying. As the instructor will tell you, "The airplane wants to fly."

My instructor, in this case, was an energetic 20-something woman who was working to become an airline pilot. All but one of my instructors turned out to be women, which makes my experience an outlier: There's no reason flying should be a "guy thing," but to a large degree it remains so. As of last year, women accounted for just 6 percent of licensed pilots in the U.S., 8 percent of certified instructors, and 5 percent of airline pilots. For an industry facing a shortage of trained personnel, this represents a huge reservoir of untapped potential. The gender imbalance may be starting to change, albeit slowly: 15 percent of student pilots now are women, and the women in aviation are, on average, nearly eight years younger than the men.

Learning to do anything from a teacher half your age is a humbling experience. And being humble is good, because compared with taking off, learning to land a plane takes a lot of practice. An aircraft in flight is full of energy--it wants to fly, after all--and the goal in landing is to run out of that energy just as you've positioned the plane inches above your aim point on the runway--no sooner, no later. Add in a gusty wind blowing the plane sideways and the hard ground rushing up at you, very fast and very real, and you'll appreciate how setting the aircraft down is usually the most challenging and scary thing for students to learn.

I have to admit, I struggled for a while with my landings. In the end, I took another sort of lesson from my 8-year-old daughter, whom I was teaching to throw and catch a baseball. The ball's trajectory was a mystery to her at first, and she was afraid the ball could hit her. Gradually, she learned to see the ball anew and anticipate where it would be. I realized that's what I had to do: train my brain to process approaching and landing on the runway, rather than being overwhelmed by the rush of events. It took some work to develop the sense of control--to feel that I was landing the plane, rather than the plane landing me.

The first "solo"--flying the airplane all by yourself without an instructor alongside you in the cockpit--is the crucible for every new pilot. You get to do it only when your instructor is convinced that you have your landings down pat. Typically, you fly a short circuit from takeoff back to landing, a routine you practice over and over again.

If you're truly ready, the flight itself is almost an anticlimax, because every step becomes as routine and familiar as the back of your hand: flying parallel to the runway, 1,000 feet in the air, ease the throttle back, lower your flaps, and push the nose down. Announce your last two 90-degree turns over the radio, maintaining a steady descent as you bank the plane. Line up with the runway and adjust your power if you're too high or too low. Then, as you near the beginning of the runway, pull the throttle all the way back to idle and let the plane level off just as the runway's edges appear to widen. Shifting your line of sight toward the end of the runway, gradually pull back on the yoke as the plane loses speed and lift, to make the touchdown as gentle as possible. Bump, bump ... apply the brakes, and you've done it.

Well, sort of. After your first solo, much remains before you get a pilot's certificate. You have to learn how to navigate, talk to air-traffic control, fly at night, and deal with emergencies (such as a fire or engine failure), then make several extended solo flights to prove your mettle. You also have to pass a detailed written exam, and finally a "checkride," in which an FAA-appointed pilot-examiner puts your aviation knowledge and flying skills to the test.

A few weeks after earning my license, I began to write about my experience. As a newcomer to this world, I wanted to offer a window into what learning to fly is really like: the broad and challenging body of knowledge you have to absorb, the skills you must master, the regulatory hoops, the frustrating setbacks--and yes, the thrill and sometimes shell-shocked sense of accomplishment you get to feel, if you persevere.

Over the course of my journey, a surprising number of people told me the same story: They had taken a few flying lessons once upon a time, and even soloed. But then their training petered out. According to flight schools, an estimated 80 percent of student pilots end up quitting before they get their license--and that doesn't include all the people who never even begin.

Time and money play a role, for sure, but I think the bigger factor is psychological. Aviation is intimidating. Unless you have family and friends already plugged in to flying, who can encourage and guide you, it's easy to lose heart--or never imagine you could do this in the first place.

Many of the early aviators, such as Antoine de Saint-Exupery, who wrote The Little Prince, waxed lyrical about the wonder of flying, of seeing the world for the first time from a bird's-eye view. Today, for better or worse, that novelty has worn off. We can all enjoy that view for as little as a $100 ticket, while munching on a bag of pretzels in a window seat. But while learning to fly myself, I discovered that a deeper, more enduring wonder remains. This comes when you no longer shrug off the fact of flying as a given, but hold the controls in your own hands and feel the plane's responses. Then, in that moment, you realize that you are in control of a machine that is defying gravity.

Learning to fly is hard, but hard things are worthwhile. I recently heard an interview with the actor Harrison Ford, who, like me, became a pilot in his 50s. "I didn't really know if I could learn anything," he said, explaining what had driven him to fly. "I hadn't learned anything--other than lines--for a long time. I wanted to engage my brain in some process that would wake it up, and resupply it with challenges."

We all fly, but in the rush of our lives, we tend to regard it as either a mundane chore or an unapproachable mystery. What flying can be, instead, is an adventure well worth the effort to appreciate and understand.
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Watching a Line Cook Flip Eggs for Six Hours

TikTok has become a home to people broadcasting themselves live at work. Viewers are captivated.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Dylan Longton really knows how to flip an egg. A 33-year-old line cook at an unassuming diner just outside Albany, New York, Longton can make an omelet do a backflip and land it smoothly right back into its pan cradle. And people love him for it. Not just people in Albany, or people in New York. People all around the world, sometimes more than a thousand at once, tune in on TikTok to watch Longton flip eggs, and reheat bacon and home fries on the grill.

Longton has been doing this a long time--the egg-flipping, that is. He has worked at the diner, Windowbox Cafe, since he was 12. The livestreaming-to-thousands-of-strangers part is new. In 2020, Longton started to play around with TikTok and amassed a modest following by posting prerecorded videos, the style the platform's best known for. Then, about a year ago, after seeing a wedding DJ stream a dance party, Longton set up his iPhone in a car mount above his grill workstation and invited random people on the internet to watch him work. And they did. "I'm like, Are these numbers even real? Is it right?" he told me.

Longton now goes live for hours at a time, often starting at 8 a.m. after some prep work and staying on until his shift winds down at 2 p.m. (If he has to go to the bathroom, he runs out quickly with the camera still on.) His streams have a much different feel from the chaotic stress of competitive cooking shows such as Top Chef. They're laid-back, calming even. Longton is a friendly, undemanding host. It's just him, fulfilling order after order, occasionally lifting up a plate of standard diner fare to the camera and describing it to eager viewers. "Sau-siege," he says, holding a plate with two sausages. Then he moves it off camera. Later, he makes some scrambled eggs. "Just some scrammies," he says, holding it up. "Some typical scrams."

Livestreaming remains a relatively niche subsection of TikTok, but since TikTok Live's launch in 2019, it's grown into a billion-dollar economy of its own. It is full of people doing everything and anything for attention. That everything includes working ordinary gigs--workstreaming, if you will. At any given moment on the app, you might encounter a fast-food worker assembling burgers, a fruit seller chopping coconut, a factory worker grabbing parcels, a nail tech giving a manicure, or a pet groomer shaving down a dog's knotted fur.

These streamers aren't necessarily influencers, on the scale that Bella Poarch or the D'Amelio sisters are, with millions of followers. A TikTok account needs only 1,000 followers to livestream. Even so, some get pretty popular: Last week, I watched one man chop fruit before more than 22,000 viewers. During the streams, viewers ask questions of the host and talk to one another in a chat that the host can follow. Sometimes the streamers talk back; other times the viewer is just invited to watch quietly as they work. People can give streamers cartoon gifts, like a rose, which through a complicated system basically function as tips, though TikTok takes a cut of each payment.

Longton told me livestreaming is enjoyable and a good source of extra cash. His work is "way more fun" now that he streams it, he said. Sometimes he pretends to freeze in order to trick his audience. Once, a piece of bacon got stuck half off, half on his grill, and the chat blew up asking him to rescue it. Now he hangs one like that every day, and his audience has named it Antonio. Longton declined to tell me exactly how much he makes from TikTok Live, but noted that his earnings vary from day to day. He compared it to "having a good second income." But, he said, "I can't quit my day job." For now, he's still obligated to make people their scrammies.

The appeal of Longton's stream is not particularly complicated. His videos are pleasant. Many have a certain ASMR quality, a comforting, low-stakes warmth that comes with the familiarity and repetition of the work at hand. Longton's digital "breakfast club" has regulars who tune in and chat among themselves. On one of these streams last week, viewers told me that they find it hypnotic, relaxing, and mesmerizing. It helps that Longton is an endearing host.

The nature of videos like Longton's does seem like a perfect fit for their very modern medium. TikTok Live is an especially chaotic section of the app, where people work nonstop to keep the audience's attention. Livestreams that feature recurring actions done over and over seem to do particularly well. They're simple and easy to understand. Many livestreams are cross-promoted in TikTok's main feed, its "For You" page. A viewer scrolling TikTok could be teased with a clip from a random livestream and decide to pop over if they're intrigued by what they see. "You can drop in at any moment," Christine Tran, a researcher of digital cultures and livestreaming at the University of Toronto, told me. "It doesn't require continuity."

These streams also leverage a kind of backstage access, and in doing so, scratch a curiosity itch. In some cases, the videos seem to deepen people's appreciation of the skills and dedication that can go into these jobs. When a user on Reddit posted a TikTok Live recording of an Amazon factory worker grabbing various items to ship, they noted that the video made them more appreciative of that labor. But not everything is cheery. The videos can lay unglamorous jobs bare for everyone to see. Last week, I watched a Burger King worker tell 2,000 people on TikTok Live that she no longer wished to work in fast food, as she assembled burgers. Workers have claimed that they've been fired for disclosing too much on TikTok. The app's Live section presents a challenge for corporate oversight because, unlike regular TikTok posts, the videos are relatively ephemeral. (Though such videos can be screenshotted or recorded by a tech-savvy viewer, and still make the rounds.)

Employers seem to have mixed feelings about behind-the-scenes footage being posted on TikTok. Some bigger brands have hoped to capitalize on the attention offered by the platform: Chains like Dunkin' have gone so far as to hire employees to post videos of themselves on the job as a form of marketing. Longton, for his part, says he's brought in new customers via TikTok, so his boss tolerates it. He thinks he works even better while livestreaming because of the scrutiny that comes from being watched by hundreds if not thousands of people while doing your job. "If I break a yolk, I'm like, Oh shit," he said.

Longton is, after all, working. When watching him, it can be easy to forget that he's doing his actual job while also performing it. Streamers who take this approach have the benefit of getting double-paid for a single shift, points out Sophie Bishop, a professor of media and communication at the University of Leeds. But, she told me, workstreaming could also be seen as a symptom of "influencer creep"--a term Bishop coined to describe the pressure even noninfluencers feel to post thoughtfully and curate an online persona. Diner workers and truckers and Dollar General employees may now feel obligated to think about their digital presence. On TikTok, every moment is an opportunity to make content and to make extra money. Even during the boring workday.

Longton doesn't profess to feel any burden. In the Windowbox Cafe, though, the influencing is indeed creeping. Audiences were curious about his grill-mate, Matt Taylor, who lurked in the background of his stream. So they set up a second camera. Now it's not just eggs. "Everyone's like, 'We want to see the pancakes and the French toast, too,'" Longton said. "So then we got all sides going."
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The Tyranny of Stuff

The letters of Seamus Heaney reveal that he was bedeviled by the same problem that overwhelms all of us.

by James Parker




What is the opposite of poetry? What slows the spark and puts sludge in the veins? What deadens the language? What rears up before you with livid and stupefying power--in the middle of the night, in the middle of the day--to make you feel like you'll never write a good line again?

Stuff.

Not physical stuff, but mental stuff. You know: things you should have taken care of. The unanswered email. The unpaid bill. The unvisited dentist. The undischarged obligation. The unfinished job. The terrible ballast of adulthood.

"In the last two days I have written thirty-two letters ... The trouble is, I have about thirty-two more to write: I could ignore them but if I do the sense of worthlessness and hauntedness grows in me, inertia grows and, fuck it, I'm going to get rid of them before I board the plane on Thursday." This is Seamus Heaney in 1985, writing to his friend Barrie Cooke. Heaney, at this point in his career, in his life, is a poet of established greatness, a professor of rhetoric and oratory at Harvard, and his situation vis-a-vis stuff has clearly become acute.

The 700-plus pages of The Letters of Seamus Heaney, beautifully edited by Christopher Reid, contain numerous fascinating themes and subplots. We see the poet, for example, first getting his hands on a copy of P. V. Glob's The Bog People, the book whose account of exhumed Iron Age bodies in Denmark would trigger "The Tollund Man" and, in time, half of the poems in North. We see him dealing--infuriated, shocked into vulnerability--with a snooping biographer. ("This text which you propose ... it actually interferes with the way I possess my own generative ground and memories; is therefore potentially disabling to me in what I could still write.") And we see him ruing the difficulty of his commission to translate Beowulf, a daily wrangle with "ingots of Anglo-Saxon, peremptorily dumped clang-lumps of language."

Mostly, however, we see him assaulted by stuff. I might be projecting here--I have my own problems with stuff, as you can possibly tell--but this is a constantly renewed theme in the Letters. What he identifies in an early missive as "the bog of unfulfilled intentions" is always sucking at the Heaney ankles.

"I've farted about from broadcast to broadcast to occasional reviews," he complains in May 1975, "and spent days this year in a torpor of aspiration without action." January 1978 finds him "unwriting, doomed to lectures that I have not written and broadcasts that I have no stomach for." To his Polish translator, in 1982, he laments his own "lethargy and inefficiency." To Ted Hughes, more bardically, he refers to himself as a "torpid swamp-creature." To Roger Garfitt-- slightly less bardically --"a procrastinating fucker."

When you're a famous poet, stuff comes in the mail: People send you stuff, in the form of poems and, worse, books to read and comment upon. "The book and my not having written about it to you," Heaney explains painfully to John Wilson Foster, who had sent him his Fictions of the Irish Literary Revival: A Changeling Art, "became a neurotic locus in my life ... Opening new books begins to build up a resistance factor, especially when they represent all the procrastination and self-sourness that afflicts one."

Leave Seamus alone! is the reader's thought at many points in the Letters. Stop poking around, importuning him, making requests he is too nice to ignore, sending him your book about the Irish literary revival, heaping stuff upon him. Heaney himself, a cradle Catholic, had a fatal touch of scrupulosity in this area: He seems to have really felt bad, guilty, if he wasn't making headway with the stuff pile.

Read: Seamus Heaney's journey into darkness

The obvious comparison here is with 2007's Letters of Ted Hughes, also edited by Christopher Reid. Hughes was Heaney's friend, peer, collaborator (on the anthologies The Rattle Bag and The School Bag), and fellow Faber poet. His correspondence was similarly massive, similarly global, and he had his moments of stuff affliction: "I'm up to my neck in deferred things and pressing things, and always the real thing gets shelved." But Hughes was not, to use a line of Reid's about Heaney, "heroically put-upon." The thousand nibblings of obligation did not seem to do him in to quite the same extent. He was too busy negotiating the crosscurrents of his unconscious, placating or irritating the White Goddess, and keeping an eye on the zodiac. (One letter even finds him sending a privately prepared horoscope to that noted astrologer Philip Larkin.)

No doubt Heaney was engaged in his own version of this battle for poetic resources. And clearly, for all the encroachments and the trespasses upon his time, he was not to be distracted or deterred from his real work: The work itself, my God, testifies powerfully enough to that. Stuff or no stuff, he did what he was here to do.

But just once, along the broad and dutiful road of his letters, I would have liked to find him telling somebody to take their manuscript, invitation, complaint, blurb request, and shove it.
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Anger and Frustration Grow in the House

Watch the full episode of <em>Washington Week With The Atlantic</em>, November 24, 2023

by The Editors




Anger and frustration are growing among some members of House Speaker Mike Johnson's caucus over government spending. Johnson has a long legislative to-do list when the House returns to Washington after Thanksgiving, and with Republicans holding a razor-thin majority, his moves will be scrutinized by Republicans and Democrats alike.

Joining this week's guest moderator of Washington Week With The Atlantic, Lisa Desjardins, to discuss this and more are Carl Hulse, chief Washington correspondent at The New York Times; Nikole Killion, congressional correspondent at CBS News; Toluse Olorunnipa, White House bureau chief at The Washington Post; and Susan Page, Washington bureau chief at USA Today.

Read the full transcript here.
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'Post-Victimhood' Storytelling

Chase Hall makes art made of coffee, cotton, and his own fierce individuality.

by Thomas Chatterton Williams




In his Surrealist Manifesto of 1924, Andre Breton wrote, "The marvelous is always beautiful, anything marvelous is beautiful, in fact only the marvelous is beautiful." That line came to mind when I stood before Mother Nature, a giant canvas depicting a killer whale lifting a naked man into the air, eye level with a flock of gulls. The image was a highlight of "The Bathers," Chase Hall's standout debut at the David Kordansky Gallery in Chelsea this fall.

The show, of mostly immense paintings priced from $60,000 to $120,000, was billed as an investigation into "nature, leisure, public space, and Black adventurism." The playful and enigmatic scenes involved men swimming, surfing, and sometimes levitating, in solitude or among a living bounty of fish and birds. They were at once beautiful and formally striking meditations on the richness and versatility of a single color: brown.

At the time of the exhibition, Hall was on the cusp of turning 30. He floated through the gallery in a white tank and loose gray slacks that broke over a pair of leather house shoes, looking like a West Coast rapper from the G-funk era who'd recently studied abroad in Florence. His aura was jubilant. The crowd, full of name-brand artists, collectors, and old friends, seemed both taken by the artwork and genuinely happy for the artist--two responses that do not always mesh.

As recently as three years ago, Hall was working odd jobs, scrounging for free materials, dumpster diving for the stretcher bars from NYU students' cast-off canvases, discovering the signs and symbols of his own vernacular. Now he teaches at the university as an adjunct professor, and his work has landed in the permanent collections of numerous major institutions, including the Brooklyn Museum and the Whitney.


Brother's Keeper, 2023



During the after-party for his opening, at a dive in Lower Manhattan, Hall slipped away from the crowd to an empty stool beneath a flat-screen. The third set of the second men's U.S. Open quarterfinal was happening, Ben Shelton losing to Francis Tiafoe. "Shelton's gonna get it," Hall said, smiling confidently, seconds before the floppy-haired teenager ripped a merciless forehand down the line, saving the set and quickly snatching the match in the next. I realized my mixed-kid radar had failed me. It was only through Hall's attention that I recalled Shelton's biography and saw the tangled ancestry in the young player's triumphant face--an ancestry like Hall's, like mine.

Conor Friedersdorf: Unraveling race

"Boy, you look like the weather!" is how a woman once described Hall's own tawny complexion as the sun bounced off it. The son of a Black father who was raised by his single white mother, Hall had a peripatetic childhood, even spending his seventh-grade school year in Dubai. When I first met him last spring--at a blue-chip artist's opening where it seemed like every other attendee I encountered, whether a collector, party hopper, or critic, wanted to talk about Hall--he spoke of his younger self and the experience of being a "Black" kid with "white-looking" features as a kind of racial "acne" marring his appearance. Today, he notes an evolution, not only in his artistic practice but in his sense of himself in the world. "Over the last 10 years of really trying to navigate life and family and career and mixedness," he told me, he's been asking himself: "Am I the conduit for my own experience, or am I just going to try and hope no one says I have a white mom? It was like, 'Why don't I just stand up for my own shit?'"

As James McBride once wrote in The Color of Water, "being mixed is like that tingling feeling you have in your nose just before you sneeze--you're waiting for it to happen but it never does." You're waiting to become one thing or another, but you never do. Hall has chosen to embrace this irresolvable aspect of his identity, not to oversimplify it. He's grappling with what he calls "these dichotomies of genetic shame and genetic valor"--playing with them through the juxtaposition of color and blankness.

Hall uses acrylic paint but primarily relies on an extensive scale of brown tones realized through the medium of brewed coffee. It is an art-making process he's been tweaking since he was a teenager in Southern California working after school at Starbucks, "smearing receipts" with doodles to cope with the boredom.

Over time, it has become a method of calibrating a sophisticated spectrum of beige, brown, and nearly ebony tones. Darker browns are finer ground; lighter ones are coarser. Through trial and error, and many, many gallons of coffee, he's developed 26 distinct hues out of a single bean and cultivated extensive relationships with the various baristas of his East Village neighborhood. He can easily purchase 200 to 300 shots of espresso in an outing, which his contacts have learned to pull to his precise specifications, and which he takes home and applies to untreated cotton canvas through a technique he describes metaphorically as "melanin being soaked into the cotton."

Coffee beans and cotton bolls are not just representational opposites of lightness and darkness; they are also emblematic of the legacies of Africa and Europe colliding in the New World through slavery. To this day, these materials represent often invisible ecosystems of poverty and coerced labor--smallholder farmers in Ethiopia, sweatshop workers in China. (The Brazilian artist Vik Muniz has also made art out of the materials of the slave economy--in his case, coffee beans and sugar.)

Hall's vision is achieved not only by the melanated fields of expression he superimposes over whiteness through the process of, as he puts it, "corralling and containing a water-based form," but to a significant degree by the preservation of raw open spaces he pointedly leaves unpainted. Many of these voids of "conceptual white paint" are also interspersed within his subject's bodies--white noses, kneecaps, even genitalia--making explicit the base-level hybridity we are conditioned to deny or gloss over.

It is a technique he has pursued to such lengths that, as he explained in a talk at Kordansky, he now owns a small part of a craft-coffee company. The coffee the audience was gratefully sipping that morning in the gallery was derived from the same source that was used to make the surrounding artworks. He spent three years developing a process to reclaim even the grounds left over from the paintings, which he then turned into a series of gorgeous prints that went on display two blocks away at Pace Prints the same week as "The Bathers." Nothing is wasted.

Despite his medium's symbolism, and despite the arduous physical labor that goes into making it art--the pouring and repouring of a crop-based liquid onto crop-based surfaces--the images that result are not overtly political. This sets him apart from many other minority artists he is sometimes compared to (and from whom he draws inspiration)--people such as Henry Taylor--who are thriving in a time of revived interest in figurative painting. His male subjects are decidedly not responding to tragedy; they are, he said, "liberated figures outside of stereotypical Black spaces." In a painting called Whitewash (Pelicanus Occidentalis), a ripped nude man stands astride a longboard. His face is drawn tight not with worry or heavyheartedness but with the deep concentration of diligent focus: His only struggle is to remain vertical atop the water.


Whitewash (Pelicanus Occidentalis), 2023



Hall himself concedes that, in terms of technical drawing, some NYU students he teaches are more capable than he is. But Rashid Johnson, another Kordansky artist, told me he sees in Hall a young painter with "a real willingness to evolve and develop, and to build a language." Art, he says, is more than "strokes on a canvas."

Read: Political art isn't always better art

The effect, both of Hall's individual paintings and, in a more profound way, of his cumulative work, is a refreshing challenge. Hall forces us to meet the people he depicts on their own terms, without the usual lens--or crutch--of our inherited, fetishizing, or condescending projections.

One of his central goals, as he put it to me later, is "redefining our relationship with the landscape, outside of basketball, enslavement." He's concerned with matters of agency, world building, and individuality--what he calls "post-victimhood" storytelling. "I really believe in life," he told me. "I go out and try to make the best of it."
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Why America Abandoned the Greatest Economy in History

<span>Was the country's turn toward free-market fundamentalism driven by race, class, or something else? Yes.</span>

by Roge Karma




If there is one statistic that best captures the transformation of the American economy over the past half century, it may be this: Of Americans born in 1940, 92 percent went on to earn more than their parents; among those born in 1980, just 50 percent did. Over the course of a few decades, the chances of achieving the American dream went from a near-guarantee to a coin flip.

What happened?

One answer is that American voters abandoned the system that worked for their grandparents. From the 1940s through the '70s, sometimes called the New Deal era, U.S. law and policy were engineered to ensure strong unions, high taxes on the rich, huge public investments, and an expanding social safety net. Inequality shrank as the economy boomed. But by the end of that period, the economy was faltering, and voters turned against the postwar consensus. Ronald Reagan took office promising to restore growth by paring back government, slashing taxes on the rich and corporations, and gutting business regulations and antitrust enforcement. The idea, famously, was that a rising tide would lift all boats. Instead, inequality soared while living standards stagnated and life expectancy fell behind that of peer countries. No other advanced economy pivoted quite as sharply to free-market economics as the United States, and none experienced as sharp a reversal in income, mobility, and public-health trends as America did. Today, a child born in Norway or the United Kingdom has a far better chance of outearning their parents than one born in the U.S.

This story has been extensively documented. But a nagging puzzle remains. Why did America abandon the New Deal so decisively? And why did so many voters and politicians embrace the free-market consensus that replaced it?

Since 2016, policy makers, scholars, and journalists have been scrambling to answer those questions as they seek to make sense of the rise of Donald Trump--who declared, in 2015, "The American dream is dead"--and the seething discontent in American life. Three main theories have emerged, each with its own account of how we got here and what it might take to change course. One theory holds that the story is fundamentally about the white backlash to civil-rights legislation. Another pins more blame on the Democratic Party's cultural elitism. And the third focuses on the role of global crises beyond any political party's control. Each theory is incomplete on its own. Taken together, they go a long way toward making sense of the political and economic uncertainty we're living through.

"The American landscape was once graced with resplendent public swimming pools, some big enough to hold thousands of swimmers at a time," writes Heather McGhee, the former president of the think tank Demos, in her 2021 book, The Sum of Us. In many places, however, the pools were also whites-only. Then came desegregation. Rather than open up the pools to their Black neighbors, white communities decided to simply close them for everyone. For McGhee, that is a microcosm of the changes to America's political economy over the past half century: White Americans were willing to make their own lives materially worse rather than share public goods with Black Americans.

From the 1930s until the late '60s, Democrats dominated national politics. They used their power to pass sweeping progressive legislation that transformed the American economy. But their coalition, which included southern Dixiecrats as well as northern liberals, fractured after President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Richard Nixon's "southern strategy" exploited that rift and changed the electoral map. Since then, no Democratic presidential candidate has won a majority of the white vote.

Crucially, the civil-rights revolution also changed white Americans' economic attitudes. In 1956, 65 percent of white people said they believed the government ought to guarantee a job to anyone who wanted one and to provide a minimum standard of living. By 1964, that number had sunk to 35 percent. Ronald Reagan eventually channeled that backlash into a free-market message by casting high taxes and generous social programs as funneling money from hardworking (white) Americans to undeserving (Black) "welfare queens." In this telling, which has become popular on the left, Democrats are the tragic heroes. The mid-century economy was built on racial suppression and torn apart by racial progress. Economic inequality was the price liberals paid to do what was right on race.

The New York Times writer David Leonhardt is less inclined to let liberals off the hook. His new book, Ours Was the Shining Future, contends that the fracturing of the New Deal coalition was about more than race. Through the '50s, the left was rooted in a broad working-class movement focused on material interests. But at the turn of the '60s, a New Left emerged that was dominated by well-off college students. These activists were less concerned with economic demands than issues like nuclear disarmament, women's rights, and the war in Vietnam. Their methods were not those of institutional politics but civil disobedience and protest. The rise of the New Left, Leonhardt argues, accelerated the exodus of white working-class voters from the Democratic coalition.

David Leonhardt: The hard truth about immigration

Robert F. Kennedy emerges as an unlikely hero in this telling. Although Kennedy was a committed supporter of civil rights, he recognized that Democrats were alienating their working-class base. As a primary candidate in 1968, he emphasized the need to restore "law and order" and took shots at the New Left, opposing draft exemptions for college students. As a result of these and other centrist stances, Kennedy was criticized by the liberal press--even as he won key primary victories on the strength of his support from both white and Black working-class voters.

But Kennedy was assassinated in June that year, and the political path he represented died with him. That November, Nixon, a Republican, narrowly won the White House. In the process, he reached the same conclusion that Kennedy had: The Democrats had lost touch with the working class, leaving millions of voters up for grabs. In the 1972 election, Nixon portrayed his opponent, George McGovern, as the candidate of the "three A's"--acid, abortion, and amnesty (the latter referring to draft dodgers). He went after Democrats for being soft on crime and unpatriotic. On Election Day, he won in the largest landslide since Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1936. For Leonhardt, that was the moment when the New Deal coalition shattered. From then on, as the Democratic Party continued to reflect the views of college graduates and professionals, it would lose more and more working-class voters.

McGhee's and Leonhardt's accounts might appear to be in tension, echoing the "race versus class" debate that followed Trump's victory in 2016. In fact, they're complementary. As the economist Thomas Piketty has shown, since the'60s, left-leaning parties in most Western countries, not just the U.S., have become dominated by college-educated voters and lost working-class support. But nowhere in Europe was the backlash quite as immediate and intense as it was in the U.S. A major difference, of course, is the country's unique racial history.

The 1972 election might have fractured the Democratic coalition, but that still doesn't explain the rise of free-market conservatism. The new Republican majority did not arrive with a radical economic agenda. Nixon combined social conservatism with a version of New Deal economics. His administration increased funding for Social Security and food stamps, raised the capital-gains tax, and created the Environmental Protection Agency. Meanwhile, laissez-faire economics remained unpopular. Polls from the '70s found that most Republicans believed that taxes and benefits should remain at present levels, and anti-tax ballot initiatives failed in several states by wide margins. Even Reagan largely avoided talking about tax cuts during his failed 1976 presidential campaign. The story of America's economic pivot still has a missing piece.

According to the economic historian Gary Gerstle's 2022 book, The Rise and Fall of the Neoliberal Order, that piece is the severe economic crisis of the mid-'70s. The 1973 Arab oil embargo sent inflation spiraling out of control. Not long afterward, the economy plunged into recession. Median family income was significantly lower in 1979 than it had been at the beginning of the decade, adjusting for inflation. "These changing economic circumstances, coming on the heels of the divisions over race and Vietnam, broke apart the New Deal order," Gerstle writes. (Leonhardt also discusses the economic shocks of the '70s, but they play a less central role in his analysis.)

Free-market ideas had been circulating among a small cadre of academics and business leaders for decades--most notably the University of Chicago economist Milton Friedman. The '70s crisis provided a perfect opening to translate them into public policy, and Reagan was the perfect messenger. "Government is not the solution to our problem," he declared in his 1981 inaugural address. "Government is the problem."

Part of Reagan's genius was that the message meant different things to different constituencies. For southern whites, government was forcing school desegregation. For the religious right, government was licensing abortion and preventing prayer in schools. And for working-class voters who bought Reagan's pitch, a bloated federal government was behind their plummeting economic fortunes. At the same time, Reagan's message tapped into genuine shortcomings with the economic status quo. The Johnson administration's heavy spending had helped ignite inflation, and Nixon's attempt at price controls had failed to quell it. The generous contracts won by auto unions made it hard for American manufacturers to compete with nonunionized Japanese ones. After a decade of pain, most Americans now favored cutting taxes. The public was ready for something different.

Eric Posner: Milton Friedman was wrong

They got it. The top marginal income-tax rate was 70 percent when Reagan took office and 28 percent when he left. Union membership shriveled. Deregulation led to an explosion of the financial sector, and Reagan's Supreme Court appointments set the stage for decades of consequential pro-business rulings. None of this, Gerstle argues, was preordained. The political tumult of the '60s helped crack the Democrats' electoral coalition, but it took the unusual confluence of a major economic crisis and a talented political communicator to create a new consensus. By the '90s, Democrats had accommodated themselves to the core tenets of the Reagan revolution. President Bill Clinton further deregulated the financial sector, pushed through the North American Free Trade Agreement, and signed a bill designed to "end welfare as we know it." Echoing Reagan, in his 1996 State of the Union address, Clinton conceded: "The era of big government is over."

Today, we seem to be living through another inflection point in American politics--one that in some ways resembles the '60s and '70s. Then and now, previously durable coalitions collapsed, new issues surged to the fore, and policies once considered radical became mainstream. Political leaders in both parties no longer feel the same need to bow at the altar of free markets and small government. But, also like the '70s, the current moment is defined by a sense of unresolved contestation. Although many old ideas have lost their hold, they have yet to be replaced by a new economic consensus. The old order is crumbling, but a new one has yet to be born.

The Biden administration and its allies are trying to change that. Since taking office, President Joe Biden has pursued an ambitious policy agenda designed to transform the U.S. economy and taken overt shots at Reagan's legacy. "Milton Friedman isn't running the show anymore," Biden quipped in 2020. Yet an economic paradigm is only as strong as the political coalition that backs it. Unlike Nixon, Biden has not figured out how to cleave apart his opponents' coalition. And unlike Reagan, he hasn't hit upon the kind of grand political narrative needed to forge a new one. Current polling suggests that he may struggle to win reelection.

Franklin Foer: The new Washington consensus

Meanwhile, the Republican Party struggles to muster any coherent economic agenda. A handful of Republican senators, including J. D. Vance, Marco Rubio, and Josh Hawley, have embraced economic populism to some degree, but they remain a minority within their party.

The path out of our chaotic present to a new political-economic consensus is hard to imagine. But that has always been true of moments of transition. In the early '70s, no one could have predicted that a combination of social upheaval, economic crisis, and political talent was about to usher in a brand-new economic era. Perhaps the same is true today. The Reagan revolution is never coming back. Neither is the New Deal order that came before it. Whatever comes next will be something new.
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Travis Kelce Is Another Puzzle for Taylor Swift Fans to Crack

The pop star's relationship with an NFL player gives fans a peculiar form of gratification.

by Helen Lewis




This Thanksgiving, America is divided: One half knows why the word squirle is funny, and one half does not. Are you in the latter group? Then you should know that earlier this month, a series of tweets surfaced by Taylor Swift's new boyfriend, the Kansas City Chiefs star Travis Kelce. In one of them, from 2011, he offered this observation: "I just gave a squirle a peice of bread and it straight smashed all of it!!!! I had no idea they ate bread like that!! Haha #crazy."

Many more Kelce tweets like this soon emerged, rife with spelling near misses, extravagant punctuation, and a charmingly retro belief in the power of hashtags. They were indeed #crazy, but also sweet, funny, and sincere. This might be the first recorded instance of "offense archeology"--the writer Freddie deBoer's term for digging through someone's old posts--that enhanced the subject's reputation. Yes, Kelce had written tweets about "fat people falling over"--the kind of thing that any 20-something dude might have said online in the early 2010s, unaware that he would one day be the subject of presidential-level vetting--but the majority of Kelce's posts were adorable in their straightforward joie de vivre. In my own personal favorite, now deleted, he celebrated Easter by giving a "shoutout" to Jesus for "takin one for the team.... haha" (not just the son of God, but the tight end of the apostles). Kelce's tweets were so wholesome that even the inevitable "brandter" from companies he mentioned, including Olive Garden, Chipotle, and Taco Bell--"karma is a crunchwrap coming straight home to me," shoot me now--could not ruin my enjoyment of Kelce's existence. "i understand taylor swift now," one X user wrote in a viral post. "it's every girl's biggest dream to be able to text their dog. and that's sort of the vibe travis kelce is bringing to the table."

Devin Gordon: Taylor Swift is too famous for this

Since the squirle revelations, I've realized that my long-standing casual interest in Taylor Swift's love life has developed into a full-blown obsession. Many of my friends have confessed to the same problem, and judging by social media, millions of Americans also worship Travlor. (Swiftce? Swelce? Tayvis? Let's keep workshopping this.) At first, I wondered if this was evidence of a deep seam of anti-feminism--we just want to marry off Swift, as if that's the only way for her to be happy--but now I understand the whole phenomenon as a performance-art project. Swift is the hottest pop star in America right now because she understands fame better than anyone else. She has made peace with the constant speculation over the autobiographical nature of her songs. "I realized very early on that no matter what, that was going to happen to me regardless," she told Rolling Stone in 2019. "So when you realize the rules of the game you're playing and how it will affect you, you got to look at the board and make your strategy."

In her new book, Toxic, the British journalist Sarah Ditum writes about nine women bulldozed by fame in the 2000s. Britney Spears is a classic example: The culture liked her as a sexy teenage virgin and wanted to freeze her there. Spears also had the misfortune to become well known just as gossip bloggers such as Perez Hilton and high-velocity outlets such as the recently defunct Jezebel were emerging. Although the amount of commentary was enormous, Spears was supposed to be a passive figure at the center of it. Eventually, Spears lost control of her image--remember her attacking that car with an umbrella?--her children, her money, and, under her father's conservatorship, her entire life. The next generation of female stars learned from that experience. In Swift's Rolling Stone interview, she emphasizes that being a pop star is a different job from being a musician. She is proud to be both a creative artist and one of America's great businesses, even if that threatens people: "People don't want to think of a woman in music who isn't just a happy, talented accident."

Swift and Beyonce, the only other Millennial performer as polished as her, are the most successful artists of their generation because they have cracked the code of modern fame. Their relationship with their fans is simultaneously intimate and strongly circumscribed. Both release work that alludes to rumored incidents in their personal lives (such as Jay-Z's affair, in the case of Beyonce's album Lemonade) and then don't submit to many traditional interviews, the kind in which they would be pressed for the gory details. They are flirting: giving fans a glimpse into something secret, but not the whole picture. That gap is where desire lives. Their fans always want more. That's why scrutinizing their lyrics has become a cottage industry. Trying to work out whom Beyonce is describing as "Becky with the good hair" or whom Swift is targeting in "Vigilante Shit" (Kanye West, the record executive Scooter Braun, someone else entirely?) is a massively multiplayer online game. It is the Millennial version of QAnon.

Caroline Mimbs Nyce: Weirdly, Taylor Swift is extremely close to creating a true metaverse

Both women also understand, as the late Queen Elizabeth II did, that they need to be seen to be believed. Hence the tours--which also offset the poor returns on streaming compared with old-fashioned album sales--and, in Swift's case, an extremely tactical attitude toward having dinner. For a recent article in Vulture, the writer Rachel Handler trudged around New York looking for traces of Swift in buzzy hangouts where the singer had recently eaten. "What motivates this militaristically busy, perennially stalked international superstar to put on a good outfit and leave the luxe confines of her Tribeca condo," Handler asked, "to dine alongside the unwashed masses and staked-out paparazzi, many of whom instantaneously sell her out to 'Page Six' and DeuxMoi?" Really, Handler had answered her own question. Taylor Swift gives us something--pictures of her dining with the British actor Sophie Turner--and we supply the rest. (Turner is currently divorcing Joe Jonas, an ex-boyfriend of Swift's and the rumored subject of songs including "Mr. Perfectly Fine," so the paparazzi pictures can be read as a sisterly show of support, their mutual revenge, or a warning shot across the bow of whoever had previously leaked stories about Turner being a bad mother.) When you are as famous as Taylor Swift, you can communicate with the smallest gestures.

The stage management of her relationship with Kelce has, unsurprisingly, been sublime. Swift has attended four of his games, always decked out in red Chiefs merch, and he flew out to see her in Argentina on the South American leg of her tour. (That leg has otherwise been a somber one, marked by postponements due to extreme weather, questions over the stadiums' ability to deal with that weather, and the deaths of two fans.) The first footage of the pair kissing--she runs offstage, he's standing there with his hands behind his back, she goes straight in without hesitation--was analyzed like the Zapruder footage. Kelce's posture was hesitant, fans theorized, so that she could decide whether to go public with their relationship. He had passed the vetting process.

That wasn't guaranteed. Swifties like to assign a persona to each of the men in her life, and Kelce has been deemed to be the perfect gentleman, in contrast with Joe Alwyn (reclusive plus-one); Tom Hiddleston (alarming fanboy); and John Mayer, Calvin Harris, and Jake Gyllenhaal (the enemy). Kelce had an advantage, which is that he had already begun to develop his wagging-tail-Labrador persona before dating Swift. "Killatrav" talks about his family a lot. A recent profile by Prince Harry's ghostwriter in The Wall Street Journal notes how easily he cries. In March, he appeared in a Saturday Night Live skit as a "straight male friend"--the simple beer- and sports-loving creature any gay guy needs when he's exhausted by women's gossip and emotions. Kelce's public persona is a sensitive alpha--the modern update on the famous poster of a ripped and shirtless man cradling a baby.

Modern culture uses celebrities to work out conflicts and tensions; they become shorthands for arguments we want to have. Swift has been the vector for several of these conversations already: She sings her early country songs in a noticeable twang--what does authenticity mean in music? Her 2020 Netflix documentary, Miss Americana, shows her torn between her Nashville connections and her desire to publicly oppose Donald Trump--how political should a pop star be? Why do so many people, including other women, still see female ambition as inherently suspicious? After Kim Kardashian called her a snake--amid a public feud between Swift and Kanye West, Kardashian's then-partner--Swift reclaimed the image in a video and in her tour props, turning the insult into a sign of defiance.

At 33, Swift is deep in an international tour that has grossed hundreds of millions of dollars. Former enemies such as West and Braun have been utterly vanquished. She is triumphant. But a new narrative has emerged, because that same victory is threatening to the reactionary online right, the type of commentators who are always talking about birth rates. Some people have become invested in the idea that the price of feminist success is loneliness, that the modern, liberated woman can't find a man, or at least can't find one to play second fiddle to her. Or even if she does find a man who will put her career first, an alpha woman wouldn't want to be with that kind of a beta male anyway. Feminism, huh? Not so great now, is it?

Part of the fandom's investment in Travis Kelce is that he neatly solves this problem. He is an undoubted star in the NFL, rather than a less successful competitor to Swift in the entertainment industry. He's a multimillion-dollar brand in his own right: He wouldn't be swallowed up as "Mr. Swift." At 34, he is also nearing the end of his playing career, so in our strange little fantasy world, he will soon have plenty of time to make her breakfast and dance in loud shirts at her live shows.

Read: Taylor Swift's Tinder masterpiece

Never mind, of course, that many of Swift's best songs are about not settling down, not doing the expected thing, not taking the picket fence and the small-town life and everything else people tell you that you would be lucky to have. My favorite Swift song is "Champagne Problems," a track about a breakup, unusually told from the perspective of the dumper rather than the dumpee. (The song was co-written by Alwyn, under a pseudonym, while he and Swift were still dating.) Like many Swift tracks, it laces together the idea of moving on from a relationship and wanting to escape a community where the narrator doesn't fit in. "Your hometown skeptics called it," she sings, before acknowledging that the decision has also broken up her group of friends. Swift's most recent album, Midnights, meanwhile, starts with "Lavender Haze," in which the singer complains about "the 1950s shit they want from me." You have to admit, these do not sound like the sentiments of a woman who is desperate to get wifed up and knocked up.

All of this is why, despite my enthusiasm, I won't feel cheated if the Travlor relationship fizzles out like the one with Tom Hiddleston did after he wore that I [?]TS tank top. (Perhaps it fizzled because he wore that I [?]TS tank top.) It also explains why every time a new Swift romance is announced, fans begin to salivate over how good a breakup album she will get out of its eventual demise. We understand that she is creating a puzzle for us, to keep her true self protected. Modern pop consumers are more sophisticated than they get credit for, operating on a plane of irony and self-reference that often gets missed because many of them are young women. Whatever is really happening between Taylor Swift and Travis Kelce has nothing to do with the rest of us. One of them has given us some of the century's best pop songs; the other has two Super Bowl rings and has given us the word squirle. We are not entitled to anything else. Enjoy the show.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/11/travis-kelce-another-puzzle-taylor-swift-fans-crack/676111/?utm_source=feed
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Seven Great Reads From Our Editors

Plus: Introducing <em>The Atlantic</em>'s time machine

by Nicole Blackwood




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Today, we'll introduce you to The Atlantic's time machine. Plus, our editors selected seven great reads for you to dive into this weekend.



Time-Travel Thursdays, our latest newsletter, is "for wanderers and wonderers," our executive editor, Adrienne LaFrance, writes in a welcome note for new readers; it's "for those who can't pass a used bookstore without walking in; for readers of history and of science fiction; for the takers of scenic routes and makers of impulsive travel plans." If that sounds like you, join us as we travel through The Atlantic's history. Our archive, which dates back to 1857, tells the story of the American idea. It's full of delightful treasures, poems worth memorizing, arguments worth considering, and episodes of history worth revisiting (and sometimes reviling).

To begin your trip back in time, read LaFrance's exploration of how Atlantic writers have considered the future--both those predictions that came to pass and those that very much did not--and Ellen Cushing on an index of words that's also an index of humans' evolving thinking. Sign up for the newsletter here.



A Weekend Reading List

Many of the below stories have narrated versions, if you prefer to listen to them; just click the link and scroll to the audio player below the headline.

Self-Checkout Is a Failed Experiment

By Amanda Mull

In theory, self-checkout kiosks save customers time. In practice, Mull writes, the technology is a mess--and when a machine breaks, human employees are the ones who pick up the slack.


The Decolonization Narrative Is Dangerous and False

By Simon Sebag Montefiore

Using the framework of "decolonization" to understand the Israel-Palestine conflict is a "leap of ahistorical delusion," Montefiore argues--one that disregards both Israel's foundation and the Palestinians' tragedy.


You Can Learn to Be Photogenic

By Michael Waters

In the selfie era, looking good on camera has become a social (and sometimes literal) currency. But contrary to popular belief, it might be a skill we can learn to improve.


The Secretive Industry Devouring the U.S. Economy

By Roge Karma

Private equity has created a private economy, one where information as basic as who owns a company and how it makes money is inaccessible. This won't end well, Karma warns.


What Matthew Perry Knew About Comedy

By Megan Garber

The actor gave his character on Friends a quality that is all too rare in sitcoms: vulnerability.


What Really Took Down Airbnb

By Annie Lowrey

It wasn't the government; it was the housing market.


The Sociopaths Among Us--And How to Avoid Them

By Arthur C. Brooks

We're all likely to meet someone whose charm hides their narcissism. For the sake of our happiness, we need to understand what makes these individuals tick.




Culture Break


Jessica Sample / Gallery Stock



Read. Try one of these eight books that explain how the technologies we take for granted--skyscrapers, airplanes, sewage systems--actually work.

Watch. The Marvels, now in theaters, is fizzy and lightweight, a refreshing change of pace for a bogged-down superhero franchise.

And on the small screen, Nathan Fielder's new show, The Curse, skewers reality TV while questioning morality's role in entertainment. The result is an uncomfortable but worthwhile watch.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

For the carnivorous American, it goes without saying: Thanksgiving means turkey. But the bird we cook (and, let's be honest, sometimes overcook) has been known by other names--hindi in Turkey, tarki in Hindi, "guinea-fowl-rooster-peacock" in (translated) scientific nomenclature. In 2014, the writer Zach Goldhammer traced the global origins of the all-American entree; it's the perfect article to pore over as you dig into your leftover mashed potatoes, stuffing, and guinea-fowl-rooster-peacock.

-- Nicole

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How I Lost the Russia That Never Was

I sometimes felt that we told the truth only at the funerals of our assassinated friends. Was this what Russia had been all along?

by Anna Nemtsova




Updated at 9:31 p.m. ET on November 25, 2023.

The lack of respect for the dead surprised even a soldier with the Wagner Group, Russia's mercenary legion of former convicts that fought some of the bloodiest battles in the invasion of Ukraine. He looked at an ugly heap of wooden crosses and flower wreaths that had been pushed aside and cursed the authorities.

"What are you doing? They died for Russia, and you are razing their graves to the ground. You are rolling over them," he said in a video shot at the time, pointing at the wreckage.

Workers were pouring concrete over a Wagner cemetery near the southern Russian city of Samara on August 24, part of Moscow's punishment for the private army's one-day mutiny in June. Not many in Russia noticed the soldier's distress. Layers of injustice and mass killings go so far and so deep into Russia's history that most of us have lost track. In Ukraine, the Russian army often leaves its dead soldiers behind.

Wagner's leader, Yevgeny Prigozhin, admitted that at least 20,000 of his soldiers had died in what he called the "meat-grinder operation" that had destroyed the once-charming eastern Ukrainian city of Bakhmut and finally captured its ruins in May. Prigozhin and Dmitry Utkin, one of Wagner's co-founders, were then killed in a mysterious plane crash in August, their once familiar faces melting into oblivion. The hypocrisy and the indifference of many Russians were astonishing: President Vladimir Putin first sold Prigozhin's paramilitary fighters to the country as "heroes." Then he made them disappear, their graves paved over and crosses knocked down, forgotten even by the earth.

Graeme Wood: The mercenary always loses

In Russia, people speak of breaking through another bottom, to the next level of bad. That is where the country of my birth has now arrived. Generations of Ukrainians will remember Russians as serial killers, while in Russia, the anti-war protests have faded away. The secret services, in the fashion of the oprichniki guards of the old czars, sow terror at home while much of Russia turns away and sleeps. I look back now at Russia's fleeting period of hope, and I wonder what has happened to the oxygen we breathed. Because even the air can be poisoned, I have learned, until indifference and fear become its essence.



Like many Soviet children, I grew up longing to travel. I studied the globe, learned languages, and dreamed of hearing the stories foreigners might tell. I became a reporter, first working in Moscow, then moving to Portland, Oregon, with my husband and son in the early aughts.

To my surprise, in the United States, nostalgia would sometimes flood me out of nowhere. I could be walking in some American park blooming with roses, thinking that I would give everything to be in a dank underpass in St. Petersburg or on the floor of a friend's apartment covered in cigarette butts, listening to live music.

Read: Russia's twin nostalgias

The changes I saw on television, I ached to witness on the ground: activists pushing against dictatorships in Belarus and Central Asia, national movements rising in the Caucasus, religious communities coalescing in Siberia. I wanted to learn about China's new business interests in the far east of Russia, and to meet the shaman with six fingers on one hand who worshipped on the shores of Lake Baikal. Some KGB archives opened: The country was learning about its past crimes. One could so easily fall into the trap of believing that Russia was free.

And so my family and I moved to Russia from the United States in 2005. We saw no sign of Russia's impending catastrophe. The capital was alive with tourists, artists, and businessmen from all over the world. At the opening of a basement theater for plays with political themes, I saw actors mock Putin without fear.

But all was not really quiet during those years. Chechnya was rebuilding from ruins after a decade-long war with the Russian army that killed thousands of people. As a correspondent for Newsweek, I covered terrorist attacks, armed conflicts, and KGB-style repression in the post-Soviet democracies. Still, in Moscow, the word stukach, or "informer," sounded like a relic of an earlier time. Russia was awake, voting, protesting.

As a reporter, I wanted to get behind the country's polished facade and look into what Russians call glubinkas, or "little depths"--the remote and miserable corners of a country's life. I covered neo-Nazi groups, asbestos mines, provincial youth facing unemployment, and the temptations of a life in crime. I went to the Arctic, to the border with China, to places that many in Moscow considered godforsaken in their obscurity; but on coming back to Moscow, I began to bear witness to the gathering of a much worse darkness still.

Journalists often walk the paths where good is losing to evil. I stepped along those byways, saw victims, and reported on crimes against ordinary people. Some were my friends. Natalia Estemirova, or simply Natasha, lived in Grozny. She was an investigative reporter and a human-rights defender, as well as a single mother of a 15-year-old girl. During the Second Chechen War, I stayed at her house, its walls pocked with holes from shrapnel, the two of us talking late into the night. She told me about the dozens of abductions she had documented in what she described as a growing epidemic, crimes for which no one was held accountable.

On July 15, 2009, Natasha was herself abducted in broad daylight in front of her house. The men who pushed her into an unmarked Lada have never been identified or prosecuted. A few hours later, her bullet-riddled body was found on the side of the road. Together with a small group of journalists and human-rights defenders, I went to Chechnya to accompany her hearse along Vladimir Putin Avenue, Grozny's sinisterly named central boulevard. Perhaps the people she'd helped during the war were too afraid of Chechnya's brutal leader, Ramzan Kadyrov, to join us. Or were they indifferent? That day, one of Kadyrov's aides told me that if I didn't leave Chechnya immediately, I, too, would be made to disappear.

During Putin's first two terms in office, we journalists often went to such funerals for our assassinated colleagues: Anna Politkovskaya, Stanislav Markelov, Anastasia Baburova, and others. These were restive years, especially 2011 and 2012. Russia had seen enough of Putin, his war in Georgia, his penchant for repression that smacked of an earlier era. Protesters ventured into city squares; Muscovites sought out sources of independent news on paper and television. But activists and their leaders started to be arrested, and statues of Felix Dzerzhinsky and Stalin sprang up around the country. I remember a feeling of suffocation, as if somebody were pumping the oxygen away. That feeling was one I had experienced as a child.

Read: How Russian journalists dealt with fake news

"This city has clogged pores, this city has shut up mouths, telephone calls are like confessions of mutiny," my father wrote in a 1979 poem about my hometown. Now all of Russia began to seem that way, as though it were heading back to the 1970s. The number of informers was rapidly growing: People called "hotlines" to report on their neighbors to authorities. I sometimes felt that we told the truth only at the funerals of our assassinated friends. And I questioned my past nostalgia: Was this what Russia had been all along?

Then Boris Nemtsov, a democratic politician, one of the very best Russia had, with my last name but who was no relation, was shot in the back on a sidewalk within sight of the Kremlin walls.



Nemtsov and I come from the same town: Gorky, which means "bitter." Soviet society, down to the children, was well trained to hunt down and condemn people who stood out. And so my classmates refused to play with me in the summer of 1979 because my mother had a big, curly Afro perm, loved Boney M., wore bell-bottom pants of her own design, and drove a tiny Zaporozhets car. She was one of the first women to drive in our city. In a photograph I adore, she is standing on top of that car, brave and free, in her colorful overalls, waving to us.

Life in my hometown was hidden from foreign eyes and organized, like some ill-omened nesting doll, in layers of secrecy. Scientists under the pressure of classified work agreements developed military technologies in army bases and scientific institutes within the closed city. The U.S.S.R. had at least 40 such towns, and some of them are still not open, meaning that to visit them as a nonresident, you need a permit.

Growing up in that run-down, grim, secretive, industrial place, I imagined that one day, something magical would happen there. And something did: Nemtsov, a skinny physicist with messy hair, appeared. He was charismatic, unusual, reminding me of my parents and many of their friends--intellectuals who longed for freedom, justice, transparency, and travel.

Boris Nemtsov came to our home when I was 13, and he was the first true democrat I ever heard speak. He was a scientist researching quantum physics, designing antennas for spaceships at the local Radiophysical Research Institute. My dad was a young reporter, his articles constantly censored or banned. I remember a door marked Censor in the smoky hallway of his newsroom on Figner Street.

My father had called Nemtsov in the course of reporting a story about a half-built nuclear-power plant in Gorky. The site was visible from our balcony on the eighth floor of a concrete apartment block. The project's plans revealed dangerous construction flaws that my father investigated. He interviewed the young scientist Nemtsov for this story, and the two teamed up to stop the nuclear project just one year before the 1986 Chernobyl disaster.

"Everything Nemtsov said was unusual; nobody spoke like him," my father later told me. "He understood the internal direction at a time when there were no politics in the U.S.S.R. He was a born politician."

In the last years of the Soviet Union, the KGB tried to recruit Nemtsov to spy on a Jewish physicist in his institute in exchange for business trips to foreign conferences, Boris's widow, Raisa Nemtsova, told me recently: "They knew that he was so open that nobody would think he was an agent, and at the same time, that he had ambitions, which gave them hopes. But they received a firm no from him."

After the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, Nemtsov became the governor of our town, opened it to foreign visitors, and restored its historical name, Nizhny Novgorod. As a political figure, Nemtsov said no to wars in Chechnya, Georgia, and Ukraine. To stop the First Chechen War, Governor Nemtsov collected hundreds of thousands of signatures on a letter to President Boris Yeltsin: "For many months in a row, blood has been shed and people have been dying in Chechnya, nonstop. The war is killing our children, killing our future, distorting and twisting our country, giving birth to enemies and hate."

Nemtsov later said that he did not have much hope that Yeltsin would pay attention to the petition from Nizhny Novgorod. But 1 million residents of Nizhny Novgorod, a region with a population of just 3.5 million, put their signatures under that letter next to Nemtsov's. The governor went all the way to the Kremlin with a minibus full of signed petitions. He went on to become one of the most important politicians in the Russian opposition, speaking out against the country's autocratic turn and its first incursions into Ukraine.

When Nemtsov was shot in Moscow in 2015, the Kremlin tried five Chechen men for the killing, a sideshow meant to distract from the real reason for his death. The governor of  Nizhny Novgorod, Valery Shantsev, said nothing. No governor in Russia in 2017 would have dared to write an open letter to Putin and sign it with their own name. When I looked at Russia then, I saw a land of unconcern--a hand that waves as if to say "Who cares?"



Who cared when my best friend from school, Lena, was murdered by her husband in their apartment in Avtozavod, a depressing, industrial district of Nizhny Novgorod, built for workers at the city's car plant? Lena's neighbors could hear her screams but did not call the police, friends said. "Why bother? Many neighbors drink, scream, and beat each other," one friend told me in 2010.

The same indifference extended to Katia Popova's apartment building, also in Avtozavod. Katia's mother locked her inside their tiny flat when the girl was just 13. Ten years later, plumbers discovered a tall 23-year-old who had come of age connected to this world only by a radio. Neighbors were aware of the girl living behind seven locks but were too afraid of the mother to get involved.

Something was wrong in my hometown. Putin's Russia had decriminalized domestic violence, so why should neighbors intervene--even when a man was locked inside an apartment to starve to death, or the woman next door was being killed?

Then came another blow to what remained of civic life. On February 24, 2022, free-spirited critics of the Kremlin began leaving the country because the Kremlin had criminalized independent war reporting, which meant the end of journalism in Russia. People left the country just to gasp the air of sanity and get away from Putin's cult of death.

The country mostly tolerated its own strangling. Pacifists inside Russia can be arrested for holding up a copy of Leo Tolstoy's War and Peace in public, or for writing certain posts on social media.

Whether because of fear or inertia, Russian society hardly stirred itself during the massacres in Bucha, Irpin, Borodyanka, and Mariupol. I don't accept repression as an excuse for passivity. The willingness to remain silent is hardly distinguishable from the impulse of the Soviet man who looked at a nonconforming neighbor and picked up the phone to call the KGB. And the silence of the many throws into relief the protests of the few.

Last year, a movement called Soft Power petitioned against the war in Ukraine and the mobilization to support it: "President Vladimir Putin does not and cannot have any legal grounds, any balanced reasons for the war," the petition said. Nearly half a million people signed it. But in the country at large, anti-war voices have grown faint and the lists of those arrested or killed have grown long. Russia's rich enjoy opulent lives while the rest of the country stagnates--and sends its children to die in something they are not allowed to call "war."

Read: The bitter truth behind Russia's looting of Ukrainian art

The war in Ukraine destroyed the part of me that missed Russia and felt pain for its fate. I can at last let go of my peculiar nostalgia--the nostalgia for what I hoped Russia could one day be--and see the country for what it is.

Russia is the country destroying cities and villages in Ukraine; the country where more than 500 political prisoners languish; where even Wagner soldiers know that their nation has no pity for its dead; the global power whose leader has entered an anti-Western entente with North Korea, China, Hamas, and other authoritarian governments that kill journalists and opposition activists. Russia has reached its bottom, and then the level beyond.



Because of an editing error, this article originally misstated the year that Boris Nemtsov was killed.
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AI's Spicy-Mayo Problem

A chatbot that can't say anything controversial isn't worth much. Bring on the uncensored models.

by Mark Gimein




One day in July, a developer who goes by the handle Teknium asked an AI chatbot how to make mayonnaise. Not just any mayo--he wanted a "dangerously spicy" recipe. The chatbot, however, politely declined. "As a helpful and honest assistant, I cannot fulfill your request for 'dangerously spicy mayo' as it is not appropriate to provide recipes or instructions that may cause harm to individuals," it replied. "Spicy foods can be delicious, but they can also be dangerous if not prepared or consumed properly."

A year has gone by since OpenAI kicked off the AI-chatbot craze with its release of ChatGPT. Anyone who has played around with these applications long enough has run up against the boundaries of their fairly narrow comfort zones. And no wonder. As artificial-intelligence tools have multiplied, so have the Capitol Hill hearings and threats of Federal Trade Commission investigations. Calls to restrict or license the technology have proliferated along with countless essays about the dangers of AI bias. Fears of an AI apocalypse, and pressure to avoid controversy, have driven the companies behind the models to keep dialing up their products' "safety" features.

And yet over the past several months, a counternarrative has started to emerge--one that became far more visible with the sudden ouster and reinstatement of the OpenAI founder Sam Altman over the past week, a saga that appears closely linked to questions of AI safety. A growing number of experts both inside and outside the leading AI companies argue that the push toward restrictions has gone too far. They believe that it is putting undue power in the hands of a small number of companies--and stripping artificial-intelligence models of what made them exciting in the first place. Within this crowd, spicy mayo has become something of a rallying cry. ChatGPT felt new because it was capable of something much like a discussion. You can start with a half-baked idea and develop it with the AI's help, using it as an aid to your own creativity. However, with each iteration of ChatGPT, ever more questions generate a stock or evasive response. The tendency is even worse with some of ChatGPT's competitors, such as Anthropic's Claude and Meta's Llama 2, the latter of which turned down the notorious "spicy mayo" prompt.

Read: OpenAI's chief scientist made a tragic miscalculation

This drift, however, is causing rebellion within the AI world. Even before OpenAI was publicly wrenched apart, an ad hoc group of independent programmers, a sort of AI underground, was beginning to move in the opposite direction. With a tiny fraction of the resources of the big players, they have been building "uncensored" large language models--home-brewed analogues of ChatGPT trained to avoid deflection and not to dismiss questions as inappropriate to answer. These still-young models are already the focus of heated controversy. In recent months, the members of the AI underground have blown up the assumption that access to the technology would remain limited to a select few companies, carefully vetted for potential dangers. They are, for better or worse, democratizing AI--loosening its constraints and pieties with the aim of freeing its creative possibilities.

To understand what uncensored AI means, it helps to begin with how large language models are built. In the first stage, a neural network--billions of potential connections, emulating a blank-slate human brain--is trained to find patterns in a huge volume of information. This takes an astonishing amount of computing power, but, once trained, the resulting AI can be run on far less powerful computers. (Think of how your brain can form sentences and decisions by compressing years' worth of knowledge and experiences.) It is then fine-tuned with examples of relevant, useful, and socially appropriate answers to questions.

At this stage, the AI is "aligned" with AI safety principles, typically by being fed instructions on how to refuse or deflect requests. Safety is an elastic concept. At the top of the safety hierarchy, alignment is supposed to ensure that AI will not give out dangerously false information or develop what in a human we'd call harmful intentions (the robots-destroying-humanity scenario). Next is keeping it from giving out information that could immediately be put to harmful use--how to kill yourself, how to make meth. Beyond that, though, the notion of AI safety includes the much squishier goal of avoiding toxicity. "Whenever you're trying to train the model to be safer, you add filters, you add classifiers, and then you're reducing unsafe usage," Jan Leike, a co-head of alignment at OpenAI, told me earlier this year, before Altman's ouster. "But you're also potentially refusing some use cases that are totally legitimate."

This trade-off is sometimes called an "alignment tax." The power of generative AI is that it combines humanlike abilities to interpret texts or carry on a discussion with a very un-humanlike reservoir of knowledge. Alignment partly overrides this, replacing some of what the model has learned with a narrower set of answers. "A stronger alignment reduces the cognitive ability of the model," says Eric Hartford, a former senior engineer at Microsoft, Amazon, and eBay who has created influential training techniques for uncensored models. In his view, ChatGPT "has been getting less creative and less intelligent over time," even as the technology undeniably improves.

Just how much is being lost is unpredictable. Jon Durbin, a programmer in the Detroit area who works with clients in law and cybersecurity, points out that the distinction between legitimate and harmful questions often turns on intentions that ChatGPT simply can't access. Blocking off queries that look like doxxing attempts, for example, can also stop a lawyer or police investigator from using an AI to scour databases of names to find witnesses. A model that is aligned to stop users from learning how to do something illegal can also thwart lawyers trying to enlist AI help to analyze the law. Because the models are trained on examples, not firm rules, their refusals to answer questions can be inscrutable, subject to logic that only the AI itself knows.

Read: A tool to supercharge your mind

Indeed, the alignment debate would itself be cloaked in obscurity if not for a decision that quietly yet dramatically democratized AI: Meta, whose chief AI scientist, Yann LeCun, has been an outspoken proponent of open-access AI, released its model publicly--initially to researchers and then, in July, to any developer who fills out a brief form and has fewer than 700 million users (in other words, pretty much anyone not named Google or Microsoft). The more sophisticated July model, Llama 2, now serves as the foundation for the majority of the most powerful uncensored AIs. Whereas building a model from scratch takes almost inconceivable resources, tweaking a model built on top of Llama 2 is much more manageable. The resulting final model can be run on still less powerful computers, in some cases as basic as a MacBook Air.

The Llama 2 base model--unlike the chat version that had issues with "dangerously spicy mayo"--does not go through a safety-alignment stage. That makes it much less restrictive, though the training set is designed to exclude some sites (such as those filled with personal information), and Meta's terms of service prohibit its use for a range of illegal and harmful activities. This allows programmers to build custom chatbots with, or without, their preferred alignment guardrails, which can be compared with Meta's official Llama 2 chatbot. There is no way to peer inside an AI model and know which answers are being self-censored. Or, more precisely, there is no spicy-mayo recipe hiding inside the Llama 2 chat model. It's not just failing to disclose an answer; it has been fine-tuned out of being able to come up with one at all. But the AI underground can use the open-source base model to see what would happen without that fine-tuning.

Right now, Hugging Face, the oddly named but enormously important clearinghouse where AI researchers swap tools, hosts close to 32,000 conversational and text-generation models. Many focus on reducing AI's inhibitions. Hartford, for instance, uses a massive training data set of questions and answers--including millions of examples from ChatGPT itself--that have had all the refusals carefully removed. The resulting model has been trained out of "Sorry, I won't answer that" rebuffs.

No matter the question, Hartford says, "instead of going off a template that it's been fed, it actually responds creatively." Ask ChatGPT to write a version of the Sermon on the Mount as delivered by an evil Jesus, and it will demur, sometimes chiding you with a note like "Rewriting religious texts in a matter that fundamentally alters their message is not appropriate." Try the same with uncensored AIs and you'll get a range of stories, from grim to humorous. "Turn the other cheek?" one model suggests, "No, strike back with all your might. Let's see how they like it."

For critics of AI, the rise of uncensored models is a terrifying turning point. Nobody expects OpenAI to suddenly lift all the restrictions on ChatGPT, leaving itself up to the mercies of any 14-year-old who wants to make it issue a stream of slurs (though the uncensored models notably do not volunteer such answers without prodding). But David Evan Harris, a lecturer at UC Berkeley and a onetime manager on Meta's Responsible AI team, thinks that big players like OpenAI will face growing pressure to release uncensored versions that developers can customize to their own ends, including harmful ones.

He believes that Meta should never have released Llama 2. "Large language models like Llama 2 are really dual-use technology," Harris told me. "That term, dual-use, is often used in the context of nuclear technologies, which have many wonderful civilian applications and many horrific military applications."

How much weight you give to this analogy depends to a large degree on what you think LLMs are for. One vision of AI sees it as largely a repository of information, issuing instructions for things that humans can't figure out on their own. "What if you had a model that understands bioengineering well enough to assist a nonexpert in making a bioweapon in their garage?" OpenAI's Leike asked.

Jonathan Haidt and Eric Schmidt: AI is about to make social media (much) more toxic

By contrast, for Hartford and others who support uncensored AI, the technology is more prosaic. Whatever facts a chatbot knows about how to, say, build a bomb, it pulled from existing sources. "AI is an augmentation of human intelligence," Hartford says. "The reason why we have it is so that we can focus our minds on the problems that we're trying to solve." In this view, AI isn't a recipe box or a factory for devices. It's much more of a sounding board or a sketch pad, and using an AI is akin to working out thoughts with any other such tool. In practice, this view is probably closer to the current, real-world capabilities of even the best AIs. They're not creating new knowledge, but they're good at generating options for users to evaluate.

With this outlook, it makes much more sense, for instance, to let AI draw up a fascist takeover of the country--something that the current version of ChatGPT refuses to do. That's precisely the kind of question that a political-science teacher might toss to ChatGPT in a classroom to prime student replies and kick off a discussion. If AI is best used to spur our own thinking, then cutting the range of responses limits its core value. There is something discomforting about an AI that looks over your shoulder and tells you when you are asking an unacceptable question.

Our interactions with AI unquestionably pose a whole new set of possible harms, as great as those that have plagued social media. Some of them fall into the categories of danger we are accustomed to--disinformation, bigotry, self-injury. Federal regulators have warned that AI-based systems can produce inaccurate or discriminatory results, or be used to enable intrusive surveillance. Other harms are particular to humanlike interaction with machines, and the reliance we can develop on them. What happens when we turn to them for friendship or therapy? (One man in Belgium killed himself after six intense weeks of conversation about climate change with a chatbot, the Belgian outlet La Libre reported, after the chatbot allegedly encouraged his suicide.) And still another set of harms can come from the propensity of AIs to "hallucinate" and mislead in almost wholly unpredictable ways.

Yet whether your view of AI is hopeful or pessimistic, the reality of broadly available uncensored AI models renders much of the recent public debate moot. "A lot of the discussion around safety, at least in the last few months, was based on a false premise that nonproliferation can work," says Sayash Kapoor, a Princeton AI researcher.

Limiting AI in the name of prudence will always be a comfortable default position--in part because it appeals to AI skeptics who believe that LLMs shouldn't exist in the first place. But we risk losing the humanlike responsiveness that gives generative AI its value. The end result can be sanctimonious and flattened, polite and verbose but lacking in life. "The safety lobotomy prevents the algorithm from reflecting human ideas and thoughts," says Bindu Reddy, the CEO of the AI data-analysis company Abacus.AI.

Exactly what degree of alignment is desirable in AI--what "safety tax" we'll accept--is an exercise in line-drawing, and the answers that work now may not work forever. But if there is value to AI at all, there is value, too, in having a robust competition among models that lets both developers and ordinary people judge which restrictions are worth the trade-offs and which are not. "The safest model," Leike told me, "is the one that refuses all tasks. It is not useful at all."
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How Biden Might Recover

The president just revealed his plan to win a second term.

by Ronald Brownstein


Joe Biden departs after delivering remarks in the State Dining Room of the White House in Washington, D.C., on Tuesday, March 23, 2021. (Stefani Reynolds / Bloomberg / Getty)



A press release that President Joe Biden's reelection campaign issued last week offered a revealing window into his advisers' thinking about how he might overcome widespread discontent with his performance to win a second term next year.

While the release focused mostly on portraying former President Donald Trump as a threat to legal abortion, the most telling passage came when the Biden campaign urged the political press corps "to meet the moment and responsibly inform the electorate of what their lives might look like if the leading GOP candidate for president is allowed back in the White House."

That sentence probably says as much as any internal strategy memo about how Biden's team plans to win a second term, especially if the president faces a rematch with Trump. With that exhortation the campaign made clear that it wants Americans to focus as much on what Trump would do with power if he's reelected as on what Biden has done in office.

It's common for presidents facing public disappointment in their performance to attempt to shift the public's attention toward their rival. All embattled modern first-term presidents have insisted that voters will treat their reelection campaign as a choice, not a referendum. Biden is no exception. He routinely implores voters to compare him not "to the Almighty" but "to the alternative."

But it hasn't been easy for modern presidents to persuade large numbers of voters disenchanted with their performance to vote for them on the theory that the electorate would like the alternative less. The other recent presidents with approval ratings around Election Day as low as Biden's are now were Jimmy Carter in 1980 and George H. W. Bush in 1992. Both lost their bids for a second term. Continued cooling of inflation might allow Biden to improve his approval rating, which stands around 40 percent in most surveys (Gallup's latest put it at only 37 percent). But if Biden can't make big gains, he will secure a second term only if he wins more voters who are unhappy with his performance than any other president in modern times.

The silver lining for Biden is that in Trump he has a polarizing potential opponent who might allow him to do just that. In the 2022 and 2023 elections, a crucial slice of voters down on the economy and Biden's performance voted for Democrats in the key races anyway, largely because they viewed the Trump-aligned GOP alternatives as too extreme. And, though neither the media nor the electorate is yet paying full attention, Trump in his 2024 campaign is regularly unveiling deeply divisive policy positions (such as mass deportation and internment camps for undocumented immigrants) and employing extremist and openly racist language (echoing fascist dictators such as Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini in describing his political opponents as "vermin"). Eventually, Trump's excesses could shape the 2024 election as much as Biden's record will.

Read: Republicans can't figure it out

If the GOP renominates Trump, attitudes about the challenger might overshadow views about the incumbent to an unprecedented extent, the veteran GOP pollster Bill McInturff believes. McInturff told me that in his firm's polling over the years, most voters usually say that when a president seeks reelection, their view about the incumbent is what most influences their decision about whom to support. But in a recent national survey McInturff's firm conducted with a Democratic partner for NBC, nearly three-fifths of voters said that their most important consideration in a Trump-Biden rematch would be their views of the former president.

"I have never seen a number like this NBC result between an incumbent and 'challenger,'" McInturff told me in an email. "If 2024 is a Biden versus Trump campaign, we are in uncharted waters."

Through the last decades of the 20th century, the conventional wisdom among campaign strategists was that most voters, contrary to what incumbents hoped, viewed presidential elections primarily as a referendum, not a choice. Buffeted by disappointment in their tenure, both Carter and Bush decisively lost their reelection bids despite their enormous efforts to convince voters that their opponent could not be trusted with power.

In this century, it's become somewhat easier for presidents to overcome doubts about their performance by inflaming fears about their rival. Barack Obama in 2012 and George W. Bush in 2004 had more success than Carter and the elder Bush at both mobilizing their core supporters and attracting swing voters by raising doubts about their opponent.

Alan Abramowitz, an Emory University political scientist, said the principal reason presidents now appear more capable of surviving discontent about their performance is the rise of negative partisanship. That's the phrase he and other political scientists use to describe a political environment in which many voters are motivated primarily by their belief that the other party represents an unacceptable threat to their values and vision of America. "Emphasizing the negative results of electing your opponent has become a way of unifying your party," Abramowitz told me.

Read: Will Republicans pay a price for extremism?

While more voters than in the past appear willing to treat presidential reelections as a choice rather than a referendum, Biden may need to push this dynamic to a new extreme. Obama and Bush both had approval ratings right around 50 percent in polling just before they won reelection; that meant they needed to convince only a slice of voters ambivalent about them that they would be even more unhappy with their opponent.

Biden's approval rating is much lower, and he is even further behind the majority approval enjoyed by Bill Clinton in 1996 and Ronald Reagan in 1984 before they won decisive reelections.

Those comparisons make clear that one crucial question confronting Biden is how much he can improve his own standing over the next year. The president has economic achievements he can tout to try to rebuild his support, particularly an investment boom in clean energy, semiconductors, and electric vehicles tied to the trio of major bills he passed. Unemployment is at historic lows, and in recent months wages have begun rising faster than prices. The latest economic reports show that inflation, which most analysts consider the primary reason for the public discontent with his tenure, is continuing to moderate.

All of these factors may lift Biden, but probably only modestly. Even if prices for gas, groceries, and rent stop rising, that doesn't mean they will fall back to the levels they were at when Biden took office. Voters appear unhappy not only about inflation, but about the Federal Reserve Board's cure of higher interest rates, which has made it harder to purchase homes and cars and to finance credit-card debt. Biden also faces the challenge that some portion of his high disapproval rating is grounded not in dissatisfaction over current conditions, but in a belief that he's too old to handle the job for another term. Better economic news won't dispel that doubt.

For all of these reasons, while Biden may notch some improvement, many strategists in both parties believe that it will be exceedingly difficult for him to restore his approval rating to 50 percent. Historically, that's been viewed as the minimum for a president seeking reelection. But that may no longer be true. The ceiling on any president's potential job rating is much lower than it once was because virtually no voters in the other opposition party now ever say they approve of his performance. In that environment, securing approval from at least half of the country may no longer be necessary for an incumbent seeking reelection.

Jim Messina, the campaign manager for Barack Obama's 2012 reelection, reflected the changing thinking when he told me he does not believe that Biden needs to reach majority approval to win another term. "I don't think it's a requirement," Messina said. "It might be if we are dealing with an open race with two nonpresidents. People forget that they are both incumbents. Neither one of them is going to get to 50 percent in approval. What you are trying to drive is the choice."

For Biden, the key group could be voters who say they disapprove of his performance in office, but only "somewhat," rather than "strongly." The Democrats' unusually good showing among those "somewhat" disapproving voters was a central reason the party performed unexpectedly well in the 2022 midterm election. But in an NBC national survey released earlier this week, Trump narrowly led Biden among those disenchanted voters, a result more in line with historic patterns.

Biden may have an easier time recapturing more of those somewhat negative voters by raising doubts about Trump than by resolving their doubts about his own record. Doug Sosnik, the chief White House political adviser for Bill Clinton during his 1996 reelection campaign, told me that it would be difficult for Biden to prevail against Trump if he can't improve his approval ratings at least somewhat from their current anemic level. But if Biden can lift his own approval just to 46 or 47 percent, Sosnik said, "he can get the remaining points" he would need to win "pretty damn easily off of" resistance to Trump.

Current polling is probably not fully capturing that resistance, because Trump's plans for a second term have received relatively little public attention. On virtually every front, Trump has already laid out a much more militantly conservative and overtly authoritarian agenda than he ran on in 2016 or 2020. His proposals include the mass deportation of and internment camps for undocumented immigrants, gutting the civil service, invoking the Insurrection Act to quash public protests, and openly deploying the Justice Department against his political enemies. If Trump is the GOP nominee, Democratic advertising will ensure that voters in the decisive swing states are much more aware of his agenda and often-venomous rhetoric than they are today. (The Biden campaign has started issuing near-daily press releases calling out Trump's most extreme proposals.)

But comparisons between the current and former presidents work both ways. And polls show that considerable disappointment in Biden's performance is improving the retrospective assessment of Trump's record, particularly on the economy.

In a recent national poll by Marquette University Law School, nearly twice as many voters said they trusted Trump rather than Biden to handle both the economy and immigration. The Democratic pollster Stanley B. Greenberg released a survey last week of the nine most competitive presidential states, in which even the Democratic "base of Blacks, Hispanics, Asians, LGBTQ+ community, Gen Z, millennials, unmarried and college women give Trump higher approval ratings than Biden." Among all voters in those crucial states, the share that said they thought Trump did a good job as president was nearly 10 percentage points higher than the group that gives Biden good grades now.

Poll results such as those scare Democratic strategists perhaps more than any other; they indicate that some voters may be growing more willing to accept what they didn't like about Trump (chaos, vitriol, threats to democracy) because they think he's an antidote for what they don't like about Biden (his results on inflation, immigration, and crime.) Jim McLaughlin, a Trump-campaign pollster, told me earlier this year that because of their discouragement with Biden's record, even some voters who say "I may not love the guy" are growing newly receptive to Trump. "The example I had people use is that he is like your annoying brother-in-law that you can't stand but you know at the end of the day he's a good husband, he's a good father," McLaughlin said.

The problem for Trump's team is that he constantly pushes the boundaries of what the public might accept. Holding his strong current level of support in polls among Hispanics, for instance, may become much more difficult for Trump after Democrats spend more advertising dollars highlighting his plans to establish internment camps for undocumented immigrants, his refusal to rule out reprising his policy of separating migrant children from their parents, and his threats to use military force inside Mexico. Trump's coming trials on 91 separate criminal charges will test the public's tolerance in other ways: Even a recent New York Times/Siena College poll showing Trump leading Biden in most of the key swing states found that the results could flip if the former president is convicted.

Trump presents opponents with an almost endless list of vulnerabilities. But Biden's own vulnerabilities have lifted Trump to a stronger position in recent polls than he achieved at any point in the 2020 race. These polls aren't prophecies of how voters will make their decisions next November if they are forced to choose again between Biden and Trump. But they are a measure of how much difficult work Biden has ahead to win either a referendum or a choice against the man he ousted four years ago.
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I Still Get Called Daddy-Mommy

Lessons from 15 years as a stay-at-home father

by Shannon Carpenter




When I first became a stay-at-home dad, 15 years ago, people didn't know how to categorize me: I was called a babysitter, "that guy at story time," and even a woman a couple of times by shirttail relatives and friends. Their words were patronizing and unnecessarily feminizing, but they didn't diminish my love of being a father. Over time, I raised three kids while my wife advanced in the advertising world. She negotiated contracts; I negotiated naptime. She worked hard to bring in new clients; I worked hard to raise our children. The division of labor has benefited our individual strengths: We both agree that I'm more patient while she is more business-savvy.

Yet, after all this time, many people still can't compute that I'm my kids' primary caregiver. Several years ago, as I was fetching my youngest child from preschool, a kid asked the teacher why my son was always picked up by his father; the teacher explained that I was a "daddy-mommy." As I wrote this article, I learned that I'd missed the sign-up for the same child's parent-teacher conference because I never got the email. My wife did, even though she barely interacts with the school.

I wish I could be surprised that this kind of confusion hasn't gone away. I live just outside Kansas City, Missouri, in a rather progressive part of the Midwest where people tend to accept those who buck traditionally gendered roles. In 2021, the proportion of American fathers who were stay-at-home parents was 7 percent, up from 5 percent in 2020; dads account for 18 percent of all stay-at-home parents. Still, I've come to believe that a gradual increase in the number of stay-at-home dads alone won't alter people's perceptions. Two problems also need solving: policies that discourage men from being involved parents, and a cultural misunderstanding about men doing care work.

Let's start with paternity leave. Denmark offers a year of paid leave that is split between a child's parents. Swedish parents get 480 days of paid leave between them. These systems come with their own complications. But the American counterpart is paltry: The Family and Medical Leave Act provides only 12 weeks of unpaid time off, for mothers or fathers--and applies only to certain employees at certain companies. When new mothers aren't even guaranteed paid time off from work after birth, it's hard to imagine fathers taking time too--in some cases, they might need to provide the family's only income while a mother recuperates and cares for a newborn. The result is that fathers, from the very start of a child's life, tend to be seen as the secondary parent. This too often sends the message to new dads--and to other men--that child-rearing is not the father's main job.

For a rich country like the U.S., these parental-leave policies are a travesty. However, paid time off at a child's birth is the bare minimum required for fathers to be active in their kids' lives. We also need to address society's perception of what kind of labor can lead to a fulfilling life for men.

Read: The devaluation of care work is by design

A vehicle for this could be some of the many caregiving fields that have a labor shortage. Richard Reeves, a nonresident senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, the author of Of Boys and Men, and the president of the American Institute for Boys and Men, has advocated for a "massive national effort to get men to move into jobs in the growing fields of health, education, administration, and literacy." He argues that having more men in occupations like therapy, nursing, and teaching would not just fill jobs but provide a broader social good, by modeling that men can be caregivers. Reeves points out that federal funding has increased the number of women in STEM professions by providing grants, scholarships, and direct aid to women. The same funding could be provided to place men in fields such as nursing and teaching. The number of male nurses has increased by 59 percent over the past decade. But currently, only 12 percent of nurses are men, and 11 percent of elementary-school teachers are men.

To Reeves, there are real benefits to men when they are cared for or taught by other men. They may be more receptive to a male therapist, and thus more likely to get help, for instance. But doing care work rewards the giver, not just the receiver. Studies show that people who actively choose to provide care may experience a decrease in stress and a greater sense of social connectedness. Dads experience caregiving benefits in specific ways: One study found that when a group of fathers cradled their premature newborns against their bare chests for the first time, they experienced a decrease in both blood pressure and the stress hormone cortisol. In general, when men become fathers, their testosterone tends to decrease, a change that increases empathy while lessening aggression, writes Linda Nielsen, the author of Myths and Lies About Dads: How They Hurt Us All and a professor of adolescent and educational psychology at Wake Forest University. In short, it can be both psychologically and physiologically healthy for men to care for others.

My hope is that policy and societal changes will benefit all fathers in the long run, no matter the particular caregiving structure in their family. But for stay-at-home dads who might feel marooned or misunderstood in their experience now, the best recommendation I can offer is joining a dads' group. These are locally organized small associations of fathers--and not just at-home ones--who might meet regularly for playdates with kids or hangouts without them. The groups are an ideal way for men to bond over their parenting experiences and mentor one another: My group and I discuss everything from automobile engines to potty training. I have been a member for my entire time as a father; the community has both cared for me and taught me how to care for others. When I was in the hospital with my wife for the birth of my youngest son, one of the fathers in my group took care of my older kids, while other dads brought food over for the next month. Just recently, we discussed strategies for teaching my 16-year-old son to drive, ahead of his upcoming test.

Read: The stay-at-home dads who don't stay home

For all the chaos it created, the pandemic gave many fathers more unexpected family time, even if they weren't full-time caregivers like me. It opened many fathers' eyes to a new approach to parenting. But too many people still see men caring for others--be they one's own kids or a wider community--as an implausible vocation. I'd like friends, extended family, and our kids' teachers to recognize how fulfilling being a stay-at-home dad can be. And I'd like fathers to see that caregiving can be a joy for them, too.
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        The Case That Could Destroy the Government
        Noah Rosenblum

        This Wednesday, the Supreme Court will hear a case that poses the most direct challenge yet to the legitimacy of the modern federal government. The right-wing legal movement's target is the "administrative state"--the agencies and institutions that set standards for safety in the workplace, limit environmental hazards and damage, and impose rules on financial markets to ensure their stability and basic fairness, among many other important things. The case, Securities and Exchange Commission v. Jar...

      

      
        Life Really Is Better Without the Internet
        Chris Moody

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Before our first child was born last year, my wife and I often deliberated about the kind of parents we wanted to be--and the kind we didn't. We watched families at restaurants sitting in silence, glued to their phones, barely taking their eyes off the screens between bites. We saw children paw at their parents, desperate to interact, only to be handed an iPad to keep quiet. We didn't want to live like that. W...

      

      
        The CRISPR Era Is Here
        Sarah Zhang

        When Victoria Gray was still a baby, she started howling so inconsolably during a bath that she was rushed to the emergency room. The diagnosis was sickle-cell disease, a genetic condition that causes bouts of excruciating pain--"worse than a broken leg, worse than childbirth," one doctor told me. Like lightning crackling in her body is how Gray, now 38, has described the pain. For most of her life, she lived in fear that it could strike at any moment, forcing her to drop everything to rush, once ...

      

      
        Hipsters Were Always Hypocrites. Ask Frank Zappa.
        Daniel Felsenthal

        Frank Zappa was an unruly figure of 1960s rock, a free-speech advocate and devout parodist defined by his opposition to authority. His albums assembled the bones of rock and roll into an idiosyncratic style coursing with disbelief at just about every aspect of the American zeitgeist: hippies, cars, college, drugs, California, and, eventually, yuppies. He also hated record labels, government, and the police, positions stoked by a brief jail stint at age 24 due to charges of "conspiracy to commit p...

      

      
        Anything Can Become Gluten-Free Pasta
        Matteo Wong

        To my grandmother, who has lived her entire life in Italy, gluten-free pasta is "una follia"--nonsense, madness. A twirl of spaghetti or forkful of rigatoni should provide a familiar textural delight: a noodle that is both elastic and firm, holding a distinct, springy shape that your teeth can sink into with some, but not too much, resistance. That is all because of the gluten in wheat.Upon taste-testing some popular brands of pasta made from ingredients such as rice, corn, and chickpea flour, I u...

      

      
        This Is Not Justice
        Jake Tapper

        Updated: 2023-11-27 18:00:00 Editor's Note: As of November 27, 2023, C. J. Rice could be very close to freedom after a federal court overturned his conviction. The Philadelphia District Attorney's Office now has 180 days to decide whether to retry Rice's case or release him from custody. This article was featured in One Story to Read Today, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a single must-read from The Atlantic, Monday through Friday. Sign up for it here.      On Tuesday, September 20, 2...

      

      
        It Will Never Be a Good Time to Buy a House
        Annie Lowrey

        Earlier this year, I moved from San Francisco to New York with my dogs, kids, and husband. My family rented an apartment. And once we figured out that we liked it here and wanted to stay, we looked to buy a place.For roughly 11 minutes, before realizing that literally any other activity would be a better use of our time. Brooklyn has 1.1 million housing units. Just a dozen of them seemed to fit our requirements and were sitting on the market. All of the options were too expensive. And that was be...

      

      
        The Case for Challenging Music
        Anthony Tommasini

        On December 1, 1900, at an intimate concert hall in Vienna, a respected local baritone gave the premiere of some early songs for voice and piano by Arnold Schoenberg. Today this music, though written in an elusive harmonic language, comes across as exuding hyper-Wagnerian richness and Brahmsian expressive depth. But the audience in Vienna broke into shouts, laughter, and jeers. From that day on, as Schoenberg ruefully recalled two decades later, "the scandal has never ceased."The author Harvey Sa...

      

      
        The Plight of the Eldest Daughter
        Sarah Sloat

        This article was featured in One Story to Read Today, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a single must-read from The Atlantic, Monday through Friday. Sign up for it here.Being an eldest daughter means frequently feeling like you're not doing enough, like you're struggling to maintain a veneer of control, like the entire household relies on your diligence.At least, that's what a contingent of oldest sisters has been saying online. Across social-media platforms, they've described the stres...

      

      
        Dear Therapist: I Don't Want to See My Mom This Christmas
        Lori Gottlieb

        Editor's Note: On the last Monday of each month, Lori Gottlieb answers a reader's question about a problem, big or small. Have a question? Email her at dear.therapist@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear Therapist" in your inbox. Dear Therapist,I am struggling to set a much-needed boundary with my mom around Christmas.I'm a divorced mom of one, and my ex-husband and I split the holiday. My daughter is either with me on Christmas Eve and then goes to her dad's...

      

      
        Why America Abandoned the Greatest Economy in History
        Roge Karma

        If there is one statistic that best captures the transformation of the American economy over the past half century, it may be this: Of Americans born in 1940, 92 percent went on to earn more than their parents; among those born in 1980, just 50 percent did. Over the course of a few decades, the chances of achieving the American dream went from a near-guarantee to a coin flip.What happened?One answer is that American voters abandoned the system that worked for their grandparents. From the 1940s th...

      

      
        The Tech Giants' Anti-regulation Fantasy
        Richard R. John

        Today's Big Five digital platforms aren't the first tech giants to bristle at government scrutiny. Long before Amazon, Apple, Facebook, Google, and Microsoft began spending millions of dollars to fight antitrust rules and other measures that would challenge their business models, 20th-century behemoths such as AT&T and IBM were insisting that government interventions in their business would stifle innovation. In reality, one of the most important things the United States government has ever done ...

      

      
        Photos: The Growth of Solar-Power Stations
        Alan Taylor

        Construction of utility-scale renewable-power facilities around the world has been increasing rapidly in recent years. Although the total percentage of global power needs met by photovoltaic energy alone remains small, at about 6 percent, it is on the rise. Governments and large companies are building massive facilities to provide both solar thermal and photovoltaic energy, converting the sun's energy into electricity for millions of homes and businesses. Solar-panel farms are being installed on ...

      

      
        Have You Listened Lately to What Trump Is Saying?
        Peter Wehner

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In 2019, Kennedy Ndahiro, the editor of the Rwandan daily newspaper The New Times, explained to readers of The Atlantic how years of cultivated hatred had led to death on a horrifying scale."In Rwanda," he wrote, "we know what can happen when political leaders and media outlets single out certain groups of people as less than human."Ndahiro pointed out that in 1959, Joseph Habyarimana Gitera, an influential p...

      

      
        Travis Kelce Is Another Puzzle for Taylor Swift Fans to Crack
        Helen Lewis

        This Thanksgiving, America is divided: One half knows why the word squirle is funny, and one half does not. Are you in the latter group? Then you should know that earlier this month, a series of tweets surfaced by Taylor Swift's new boyfriend, the Kansas City Chiefs star Travis Kelce. In one of them, from 2011, he offered this observation: "I just gave a squirle a peice of bread and it straight smashed all of it!!!! I had no idea they ate bread like that!! Haha #crazy."Many more Kelce tweets like...

      

      
        The Tyranny of Stuff
        James Parker

        What is the opposite of poetry? What slows the spark and puts sludge in the veins? What deadens the language? What rears up before you with livid and stupefying power--in the middle of the night, in the middle of the day--to make you feel like you'll never write a good line again?Stuff.Not physical stuff, but mental stuff. You know: things you should have taken care of. The unanswered email. The unpaid bill. The unvisited dentist. The undischarged obligation. The unfinished job. The terrible ballas...

      

      
        Watching a Line Cook Flip Eggs for Six Hours
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        Dylan Longton really knows how to flip an egg. A 33-year-old line cook at an unassuming diner just outside Albany, New York, Longton can make an omelet do a backflip and land it smoothly right back into its pan cradle. And people love him for it. Not just people in Albany, or people in New York. People all around the world, sometimes more than a thousand at once, tune in on TikTok to watch Longton flip eggs, and reheat bacon and home fries on the grill.Longton has been doing this a long time--the ...

      

      
        How Biden Might Recover
        Ronald Brownstein

        A press release that President Joe Biden's reelection campaign issued last week offered a revealing window into his advisers' thinking about how he might overcome widespread discontent with his performance to win a second term next year.While the release focused mostly on portraying former President Donald Trump as a threat to legal abortion, the most telling passage came when the Biden campaign urged the political press corps "to meet the moment and responsibly inform the electorate of what thei...

      

      
        Quiet Competence Could Cost Joe Biden the Election
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.
	
		
			
			Joe Biden is both old and boring. The American voter has come to expect celebrity and excitement from the White House, and they pay little attention to policy.

			But first: Last year, Jake Tapper wrote about C. J. Rice, a Philadelphia teenager who was sentenced to decades in prison for a ...

      

      
        The Joys of Carole Lombard, Zadie Smith, and High-School Movies
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Jennifer Senior, a staff writer at The Atlantic and the winner of the 2022 Pulitzer Prize for Feature Writing. She has written for The Atlantic about one fam...

      

      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Case That Could Destroy the Government

What was once a fringe legal theory now stands a real chance of being adopted by the Supreme Court.

by Noah Rosenblum




This Wednesday, the Supreme Court will hear a case that poses the most direct challenge yet to the legitimacy of the modern federal government. The right-wing legal movement's target is the "administrative state"--the agencies and institutions that set standards for safety in the workplace, limit environmental hazards and damage, and impose rules on financial markets to ensure their stability and basic fairness, among many other important things. The case, Securities and Exchange Commission v. Jarkesy, threatens all of that. Terrifyingly, this gambit might succeed.

The case involves garden-variety securities fraud. George R. Jarkesy Jr., a right-wing activist and conservative-radio talk-show host, ran a pair of investment funds with $24 million in assets. But he misrepresented how the funds were run, paid himself and his partner exorbitant fees, and inflated the assets' value. As punishment, the SEC fined him several hundred thousand dollars and prohibited him from working in some parts of the securities industry--very standard stuff.

Jarkesy responded with what can be described only as chutzpah. He didn't just contest the SEC's ruling; he alleged that the SEC's entire process against him was unconstitutional. Among other things, he asserted that Congress never had the authority to empower the SEC and that the SEC adjudicator who punished him was too independent from presidential control.

In May of last year, Jarkesy's arguments were accepted by two judges on the conservative Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals. In a 2-1 decision, the court agreed with Jarkesy, all but ruling the SEC's entire existence unconstitutional. The opinion was so extreme that Judge W. Eugene Davis, twice appointed by Republican presidents--and elevated to the appeals court by Ronald Reagan--dissented vigorously.

Kimberly Wehle: The Supreme Court's extreme power grab

Jarkesy's most far-reaching constitutional argument is built on the "nondelegation doctrine," which holds that there may be some limits on the kinds of powers that Congress can give to agencies. Jarkesy argues that, when Congress gave the SEC the power to decide whether to bring enforcement actions in court or in front of an independent agency adjudicator, it gave away a core legislative function. It thus violated the doctrine and engaged in an unconstitutional delegation.

This is wild stuff. Not long ago, a lawyer would have been laughed out of court for making such nondelegation claims. Today, they'd have a good chance of destroying the federal government's administrative capacity--taking down its ability to protect Americans' health and safety while unleashing fraud in the financial markets.

Whether Congress's grant of authority to the SEC was constitutional should not be a close question. Congress has delegated expansive authority to government agencies since the dawn of the republic. Only twice in American history has the Supreme Court concluded that a delegation to an agency ran afoul of the Constitution--and both of those times, nearly 90 years ago, involved unusual statutes nothing like this one.

The SEC was created as an independent agency in 1934, after the financial crash of 1929, to thwart the sort of market manipulation that preceded the Great Depression; Congress has granted it additional powers over the years to continue protecting financial markets. Responding to catastrophes and guarding against market manipulation is exactly the kind of work that Congress should empower the executive branch to do. Requiring Congress to legislate in response to every new fraud some crook might dream up would not be a good use of its time. And there's no reason to think that delegating authority to police markets runs afoul of the Constitution.

This was, of course, irrelevant to the conservative judges who heard Jarkesy's appeal. The Fifth Circuit majority concluded that Congress acted "unconstitutionally" without "an intelligible principle" by letting the SEC choose where to bring its enforcement actions. But of course, statutes routinely leave prosecutors and other enforcement agencies the discretion over how to proceed in their cases, without raising delegation concerns. And for more than 75 years, the Supreme Court has recognized that other agencies can decide how to proceed in their policy-making activities--whether via case-by-case adjudications or general rule makings, for example--without even hinting at any delegation problems.

Jarkesy's second claim--that the internal adjudicator who first heard his case held too much independence--is especially galling. These adjudicators should be independent; the alternative would be to put their regulatory powers at the political whim of whichever administration might be in charge. They have long enjoyed some protection from removal, in order to insulate them from threats of reprisal. The Supreme Court has always recognized the need to maintain the independence of internal agency adjudicators: Even the conservative Chief Justice William Howard Taft, who wrote an opinion nearly 100 years ago extolling the benefits of presidential control of all government officers, was careful to carve out exceptions for adjudicator independence. But, apparently, Taft is no longer conservative enough.

Underlying the Fifth Circuit's ruling is a deep misunderstanding of American history. Of the three judges who decided the case, the two in the majority seem to believe that government regulation of any kind is somehow un-American. Their opinion invokes the opening language of the Constitution, "We the People," and then cherry-picks quotes from the Framers to support a stifling vision of federal power. For instance, they cite James Madison for the proposition that unless we keep the government's powers strictly separated among three different branches, we will inevitably fall into tyranny. But Madison goes on, in "Federalist No. 51," to recognize that "some deviations ... from the principle [of the separation of powers] must be admitted." And Alexander Hamilton, in "Federalist No. 66," goes further still, championing "partial intermixture." Besides, both Madison and Hamilton were interested first and foremost in establishing a powerful national government. That is, after all, why they had participated in what the legal historian Michael Klarman has called the "Framers' coup" to get rid of the Articles of Confederation.

The Fifth Circuit's claim that regulation and the separation of powers are incompatible is not simply bad history; like much of the rest of originalist jurisprudence, it is selective history served up to justify a preferred political outcome. In fact, as voluminous scholarship has decisively established, regulation was pervasive in the early republic. Congress has always depended on expansive delegations to govern the country. Separation of powers was not understood to be a bar to effective government. Indeed, for the drafters and ratifiers of the Constitution, such separation was a pragmatic principle to ensure free and efficacious government. That is why, far from impeding delegations, Congress made creative use of the separation of powers--such as in the establishment of the Sinking Fund Commission, enacted by the very first Congress, which mixed representation from the three branches to ensure the stability of the federal debt.

The Fifth Circuit's misuse of history is symptomatic of much of the originalism practiced by judges affiliated with the conservative Federalist Society, who now hold immense power across the federal judiciary. Originalism's ideology was born in sin; recent scholarship has argued that originalism first emerged to defend segregation following the Supreme Court's decision in Brown v. Board of Education. And, in any case, many conservative judges don't even bother to make substantial originalist arguments anymore. A lazy hand-waving suffices instead. They sprinkle in a few historical quotations, refuse to engage seriously with historians' findings, and then declare that their right-wing policy preferences are dictated by the authority of history.

Nicholas Bagley: The rise of the know-nothing judge

Thus, Jarkesy's challenge might succeed. Arguments like his have been rejected by federal courts many times already. But the federal judiciary has drastically changed in recent years, and the Supreme Court with it--opening the possibility of a new, friendly reception to these absurd legal claims. (The Court could also set aside these substantive questions and decide the case on other, more technical grounds.)

Were Jarkesy to win, he would help achieve what the conservative legal movement's members have long dreamed of: the destruction of the New Deal. The SEC, Jarkesy's target, is not just the most important regulator of the financial markets, it is also one of the crown jewels of the New Deal agencies. Republicans have had it in their crosshairs for nearly a century.

The consequences of Jarkesy's success would be disastrous, especially for the American economy. The SEC enforces the basic rules that make stock markets work. Without it, stock issuers and dealers would lie--with disastrous results. One needs only to examine the rampant fraud, contagion, and meltdown in crypto markets last year to see what an unregulated securities market looks like.

More generally, if Congress cannot delegate to agencies, it cannot govern. Congress could never and has never written rules specific enough to anticipate all eventualities. This is why Congress delegated power to the SEC in the first place.

Finally, and most dangerous, ending independence for internal agency adjudicators would undermine the rule of law. Without independence, adjudicators would be beholden to the politicians who oversee agencies. Unscrupulous presidents would use agencies to punish their opponents and reward their allies. This would do more than turn regulators into political handmaidens; it would destabilize markets, stifle growth, and inevitably lead to financial crises.

Of course, if Republicans want to pursue this terrifying course, they can try. The country is still a democracy. The right way to abolish the SEC and undo the New Deal is to win a majority and pass a statute. But Americans like having functional financial markets and bringing fraudulent hedge-fund managers to justice--just as they like eating unspoiled food and using effective and safe medication. The "administrative state"--that is, government regulation to protect the public--is rightly popular, as Republican presidential candidates, to their chagrin, keep discovering.

But Jarkesy, a fringe figure using fringe arguments, is trying to do an end run around the democratic process and win in the Court what right-wing activists have failed to achieve at the ballot box. The Supreme Court should reject this antidemocratic ploy rather than accept the Fifth Circuit's fake history.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/11/securities-and-exchange-commission-v-jarkesy-supreme-court/676059/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Life Really Is Better Without the Internet

What happened after my wife and I removed Wi-Fi from our home

by Chris Moody




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

Before our first child was born last year, my wife and I often deliberated about the kind of parents we wanted to be--and the kind we didn't. We watched families at restaurants sitting in silence, glued to their phones, barely taking their eyes off the screens between bites. We saw children paw at their parents, desperate to interact, only to be handed an iPad to keep quiet. We didn't want to live like that. We vowed to be present with one another, at home and in public. We wanted our child to watch us paying attention to each other and to him.

The reality, after our son was born, was quite different. In those sleep-deprived early days, I found myself resorting to my phone as a refuge from the chaos. I fell into some embarrassing middle-aged-dad stereotypes. I developed a bizarre interest in forums about personal finance and vintage hats. I spent up to four hours a day looking at my phone while right in front of me was this new, beautiful life, a baby we had dreamed about for years.

My wife, Cristina, felt abandoned in the isolation of new motherhood and complained of my near-constant phone use.

"When you look at your phone," she told me, "it's as though you disappear."

When it comes to having an unhealthy relationship with technology, I'm in good company. Most of us find that smartphones have made our lives better, but we struggle to use them in healthy ways. Nearly 60 percent of American adults told Gallup last year that they use their phones too often. American adults spend an average of four and a half hours on their phones each day, the research firm Insider Intelligence reported this summer. Almost all of us keep our smartphones within arm's reach during waking hours, Gallup found, and most of us do so when we sleep.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to break a phone addiction

Such easy and constant access to distraction is having an impact: Overuse harms our sleep and mental health. Constant distraction makes us less productive and can impair our ability to concentrate. Studies have shown that the mere presence of a smartphone can reduce our cognitive ability by taking attention away from other tasks--even if the phone is turned off. A majority of married couples report that their partner's divided attention has caused strife in their relationship.

On a warm Saturday afternoon this past spring, I reached a breaking point. I had been on my phone for hours a day for the past several weeks. I found myself reaching for the phone whenever there was an opportunity or brief pause in parenting responsibilities. Was this what life was going to be like for the next 30 years? Days filled with a series of small interruptions while I scrolled for scraps of trivia and news?

While our child napped that afternoon, I sat brooding on the porch. I told Cristina that I wasn't happy with the way we were living and that I didn't know what to do to get back on track.

"It sounds like we should get rid of the internet," she told me.

I knew she was right. For years, we had discussed raising our child in a tech-lite home, but we had become so overwhelmed with parenting that this priority had been pushed aside. We had tried half measures before: setting a timer on the Wi-Fi router that shut it off during evening hours, making "no phone" zones in the house. But these were too easy to get around. To achieve what we truly wanted--a home that served as a sanctuary for meaningful family time without distractions--this was the step we needed to take. We talked about how spaces that were once off-limits for technology seemed to dwindle by the day. Our National Parks, public restrooms, even places of worship are now game for digital connection. We felt it was important to have at least one space in our lives that would be set apart. We agreed that our home, the one place where we still had control, would be a fine option.

"When?" I asked.

"Now," she said.



As Millennials born in the mid-1980s, my wife and I are part of the last generation to have known life before the introduction of widespread home-internet access. We straddle both sides of the digital revolution. We remember answering the telephone without knowing who was calling, showing up at a friend's house unannounced, what it was like to be lost and bored. In my 20s, I traveled across Europe, Latin America, and Asia for months without a phone, relying only on guidebooks and advice from strangers. I hitchhiked across the American South with a flip phone. I did a stint on a commercial fishing crew in Alaska, which put me completely off the grid for five months without access to a phone or the internet.

Cristina and I had also gone off the grid together earlier in our marriage. In 2018, we moved into a 72-square-foot tiny house we built into a cargo van, where we lived for two years, mostly on public lands and without Wi-Fi. In the wilderness, cellular data were limited, so we logged on only for essentials when we popped back into civilization. It was on the fringes where we first tasted the joy of a life in which the internet was merely a tool.

Without distractions, the days seemed to expand. We learned to harvest time, an idea that came to us in national forests across the U.S. We realized that days undisturbed by digital interruptions made time slow down and improved the quality of our time together. Life was broken down to its most basic elements: Find a place to sleep; cook simple meals to eat; bathe in a river; explore. We promised ourselves that when our time in the van came to an end, we would continue living this way as best we could. (We didn't, of course; the pandemic started not long after our return to civilization, making the internet feel essential for work and social interaction.)

So yes, we'd had some practice with this before. Surely we could make it work.

But we did need to plan. We live in a log cabin beyond the reach of cell towers in North Carolina's rural High Country, and up until that point we had relied on Wi-Fi to make phone calls. We might be crazy enough to cut our home off from the internet, but we didn't want to be completely disconnected. We were trying to relive the '90s, sure, but not the 1890s. Opting out of the internet would require us to opt in to a landline, which raised even more questions: If we needed to call a doctor, how would we find the phone number? What if we needed an emergency plumber? Turns out, the Yellow Pages still exist. (They're actually called The Real Yellow Pages, as though dozens of imposter phone books are out there.)

Read: America gave up on the best home technology there is

When the technician from the phone company arrived to put in our landline, I asked him, "Do you install many landlines these days?"

"Mostly just for old people," he said.

I told him we were doing it in hopes of making our lives simpler. He just nodded as if to say, Sure, man, whatever.

With a couple of twists of his tools, the room filled with a sound I hadn't heard in ages: a dial tone. That long-forgotten but familiar pitch instantly brought me back to childhood: the anticipation of calling my best friend to ask if he wanted to come outside and play hockey in the street, or the nervous dread in middle school of calling a girl for the first time.

"You know," the technician said before walking out the door, "most people just use Wi-Fi calling."

I spent our final morning with internet service on a content binge. I scrolled Twitter. Using a family member's borrowed password, I pulled up one final movie on Netflix: This Is the End. Halfway through the first act, Seth Rogen and James Franco suddenly froze on the screen. The house went quiet. We were officially disconnected.



Like any form of withdrawal, the first days offline required adjustment. With nowhere to scroll, I developed a voracious appetite for words. I had downloaded digital versions of magazines to an iPad and loaded my nightstand with books from the library. I devoured them all, and started reading anything I could get my hands on.

Over time, the racing pace of a mind that had been hooked on content slowed down. I began to read deeply, sometimes for hours, consuming complex works that I would have struggled to focus on before.

While reading news articles, I still felt an old tug to share links through social media. But now there was no one to share them with. I was reading purely for reading's sake, sharing an intimate moment with no one but the author. It made reading and thinking a private act, without any temptation to be performative in sharing my opinions. Reading through entire publications, instead of finding stories through a social-media algorithm that fed me a narrow range of content it thought I would enjoy, exposed me to a broader range of opinions, viewpoints, and types of stories. It made me a better consumer of news.

At the end of the first week, my phone reported that my screen time had plummeted by 80 percent. I had reclaimed several hours a day, time that I used to play games with my son, cook elaborate meals, engage in uninterrupted work, and take long walks with my family. Sometimes I just sat and thought, a radical act in our hustle culture. I daydreamed, letting my mind travel where it pleased with no agenda or direction. I realized that it had been years since I'd last allowed myself to do, well, nothing.

Friends and family have responded with bewilderment and concerned amusement. "I could never do that," people often tell us, "but I wish I could." One friend--a former chief of staff for a Republican member of Congress--tried to sign me up for a print subscription to Hustler magazine. (This unsolicited gesture of concern for my sexual well-being failed because of a new anti-porn law in his state. And thank heavens for that: We rent our home from a Bible scholar and minister.) Other friends, knowing that our landline doesn't have caller ID, occasionally prank call us like we did when we were teenagers. (We welcome it; the calls lead to long, meaningful opportunities to catch up after years of texting.) When we aren't home, callers seem amused to leave a real voice message on our answering machine. It's fun to listen to younger people leave messages; they are adorably befuddled by what to say. When a friend in her 20s tried to call and got a busy signal, she figured the phone was broken: She'd never heard that sound before.

Of course, this has also come with trade-offs.

One night, while watching a DVD in our basement, Cristina and I saw a dark object flash across the screen. Did a bird get into the house? I stood up to turn on a light and saw another flying object with wide black wings silently swoop past my head.

"It's a bat!" Cristina yelled. She leaped off the couch onto the ground and threw me a blanket. "Cover your head!"

As our eyes adjusted to the light, we watched several bats stream out of our fireplace, flying in circles around our heads. On our bellies, we crawled up the stairs and fled into our bedroom, shutting the door behind us. In normal times, we would have pulled out our phones and started frantically searching for what to do when your house is infested with bats. But we didn't have that option. It was nearly midnight, too late to phone a friend, so we just had to pray that the bats hadn't made it into our bedroom. We covered the baby's crib with a mosquito net and tried to go to sleep.

The next morning, Cristina called her mother and asked her to search for information while I plunged into the phone book for the number of an exterminator. Over the phone, Cristina's mother read us information about how to handle bats and whether we'd need a rabies shot. She described in detail how to identify bat poop. My mother-in-law was literally reading us the internet. It felt ridiculous.

Beyond battling bats in our basement, not having access to the internet also makes working from home a unique challenge. As a journalist, being virtually unreachable has done wonders for my ability to write for long stretches without distraction. But I have to leave the house in search of Wi-Fi to finish some tasks, such as responding to emails from editors, participating in group calls on Zoom, or performing other collaborative work that can only be done online. I spend hours during the workday holed up in my office or the local library, time that otherwise could be spent with a laptop on my couch. When coordinating work calls, I have to give out two phone numbers, depending on whether I'm home or not. I sometimes have to hop in the car before bed and drive down the mountain to check a last-minute email. My job as a university lecturer requires me to be present in the classroom, so I aim to accomplish as much work as possible on campus.

Separating spaces for online work and home life has helped me draw a sharp dividing line between my responsibilities to family and employer. The rise of telecommuting, supercharged by the pandemic, seems to have been a mixed bag, even for employees who enjoy it. Workers have more flexibility, but they are now expected to be reachable beyond work hours. Burnout persists. Working from home with children in the house has its own challenges.

Shopping requires careful planning. Without Amazon, we buy most of our goods in person at stores in town. We still order things online, but we can't do it impulsively, and we buy fewer things as a result. While I was out shopping recently, I called Cristina at home to see if she needed anything at the store. "Just text me a list," I said, completely forgetting that she quite literally could not. So we made our list the old-fashioned way. We talked about what we needed and I wrote it on a piece of paper.

Read: The best thing about Amazon was never going to last

I acknowledge the immense privilege of being able to choose to opt out of a service that people rely on to get by in daily life. I also benefit from work that can be done partially on my own schedule and a job that provides parental leave, which was when we made this decision. But now that we have made this change in our lives, I will grieve if we ever have to return to the life we had before. Our tech-lite experiment will only become more difficult in the future, as more parts of our society require online connection to function. As our child grows, he will no doubt start to wonder why we don't have the same access his friends have. What if he attends a school that requires online homework? Will we be those parents who resist? My own work in the future might not be possible offline.

Still, we're not the only ones exploring ways to limit technology's role in our lives. England recently advised schools to impose complete bans on cellphone use, a move that is slowly being adopted by some American school districts. A subset of Americans who want more control over their digital life are trading their smartphones for old-fashioned flip phones; Gen Z teenagers are leading the charge. It's no mystery why vacationers are flocking to vacation rentals that offer "off-the-grid" properties without internet service as though it's a special luxury.

Most people won't--or can't--go as far as we did. But they can set aside space in their lives uncluttered by devices, or their insatiable demand for our attention. Establishing a space beyond tech's reach is a way of declaring independence from our unsettling reliance on technology. It reminds us that we can live and thrive without it--and happily so. Our family certainly has.

"I like you better without the internet," Cristina told me recently.

So do I.
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The CRISPR Era Is Here

The much-hyped technology for editing genes has fulfilled one of its biggest promises.

by Sarah Zhang




When Victoria Gray was still a baby, she started howling so inconsolably during a bath that she was rushed to the emergency room. The diagnosis was sickle-cell disease, a genetic condition that causes bouts of excruciating pain--"worse than a broken leg, worse than childbirth," one doctor told me. Like lightning crackling in her body is how Gray, now 38, has described the pain. For most of her life, she lived in fear that it could strike at any moment, forcing her to drop everything to rush, once again, to the hospital.

After a particularly long and debilitating hospitalization in college, Gray was so weak that she had to relearn how to stand, how to use a spoon. She dropped out of school. She gave up on her dream of becoming a nurse.

Four years ago, she joined a groundbreaking clinical trial that would change her life. She became the first sickle-cell patient to be treated with the gene-editing technology CRISPR--and one of the first humans to be treated with CRISPR, period. CRISPR at that point had been hugely hyped, but had largely been used only to tinker with cells in a lab. When Gray got her experimental infusion, scientists did not know whether it would cure her disease or go terribly awry inside her. The therapy worked--better than anyone dared to hope. With her gene-edited cells, Gray now lives virtually symptom-free. Twenty-nine of 30 eligible patients in the trial went from multiple pain crises every year to zero in 12 months following treatment.

The results are so astounding that this therapy, from Vertex Pharmaceuticals and CRISPR Therapeutics, became the first CRISPR medicine ever approved, with U.K. regulators giving the green light earlier this month; the FDA appears prepared to follow suit in the next two weeks. No one yet knows the long-term effects of the therapy, but today Gray is healthy enough to work full-time and take care of her four children. "Now I'll be there to help my daughters pick out their wedding dresses. And we'll be able to take family vacations," she told NPR a year after her treatment. "And they'll have their mom every step of the way."

The approval is a landmark for CRISPR gene editing, which was just an idea in an academic paper a little more than a decade ago--albeit one already expected to cure incurable diseases and change the world. But how, specifically? Not long after publishing her seminal research, Jennifer Doudna, who won the Nobel Prize in Chemistry with Emmanuelle Charpentier for their pioneering CRISPR work, met with a doctor on a trip to Boston. CRISPR could cure sickle-cell disease, he told her. On his computer, he scrolled through DNA sequences of cells from a sickle-cell patient that his lab had already edited with CRISPR. "That, for me, personally, was one of those watershed moments," Doudna told me. "Okay, this is going to happen." And now, it has happened. Gray and patients like her are living proof of gene-editing power. Sickle-cell disease is the first disease--and unlikely the last--to be transformed by CRISPR.



All of sickle-cell disease's debilitating and ultimately deadly effects originate from a single genetic typo. A small misspelling in Gray's DNA--an A that erroneously became a T--caused the oxygen-binding hemoglobin protein in her blood to clump together. This in turn made her red blood cells rigid, sticky, and characteristically sickle shaped, prone to obstructing blood vessels. Where oxygen cannot reach, tissue begins to die. Imagine "if you put a tourniquet on and walked away, or if you were having a heart attack all the time," says Lewis Hsu, a pediatric hematologist at the University of Illinois at Chicago. These obstructions are immensely painful, and repeated bouts cause cumulative damage to the body, which is why people with sickle cell die some 20 years younger on average.

Not everyone with the sickle-cell mutation gets quite so sick. As far back as the 1940s, a doctor noticed that the blood of newborns with sickle-cell disease did not, surprisingly, sickle very much. Babies in the womb actually make a fetal version of the hemoglobin protein, whose higher affinity for oxygen pulls the molecule out of their mother's blood. At birth, a gene that encodes fetal hemoglobin begins to turn off. But adults do sometimes still make varying amounts of fetal hemoglobin, and the more they make, scientists observed, the milder their sickle-cell disease, as though fetal hemoglobin had stepped in to replace the faulty adult version. Geneticists eventually figured out the exact series of switches our cells use to turn fetal hemoglobin on and off. But there, they remained stuck: They had no way to flip the switch themselves.

Then came CRISPR. The basic technology is a pair of genetic scissors that makes fairly precise cuts to DNA. CRISPR is not currently capable of fixing the A-to-T typo responsible for sickle cell, but it can be programmed to disable the switch suppressing fetal hemoglobin, turning it back on. Snip snip snip in billions of blood cells, and the result is blood that behaves like typical blood.

Sickle cell was a "very obvious" target for CRISPR from the start, says Haydar Frangoul, a hematologist at the Sarah Cannon Research Institute in Nashville, who treated Gray in the trial. Scientists already knew the genetic edits necessary to reverse the disease. Sickle cell also has the advantage of affecting blood cells, which can be selectively removed from the body and gene-edited in the controlled environment of a lab. Patients, meanwhile, receive chemotherapy to kill the blood-producing cells in their bone marrow before the CRISPR-edited ones are infused back into their body, where they slowly take root and replicate over many months.

It is a long, grueling process, akin to a bone-marrow transplant with one's own edited cells. A bone-marrow transplant from a donor is the one way doctors can currently cure sickle-cell disease, but it comes with the challenge of finding a matched donor and the risks of an immune complication called graft-versus-host disease. Using CRISPR to edit a patient's own cells eliminates both obstacles. (A second gene-based therapy, using a more traditional engineered-virus technique to insert a modified adult hemoglobin gene into DNA semi-randomly, is also expected to receive FDA approval  for sickle-cell disease soon. It seems to be equally effective at preventing pain crises so far, but development of the CRISPR therapy took much less time.)

In another way, though, sickle-cell disease is an unexpected front-runner in the race to commercialize CRISPR. Despite being one of the most common genetic diseases in the world, it has long been overlooked because of whom it affects: Globally, the overwhelming majority of sickle-cell patients live in sub-Saharan Africa. In the U.S., about 90 percent are of African descent, a group that faces discrimination in health care. When Gray, who is Black, needed powerful painkillers, she would be dismissed as an addict seeking drugs rather than a patient in crisis--a common story among sickle-cell patients.

For decades, treatment for the disease lagged too. Sickle-cell disease has been known to Western medicine since 1910, but the first drug did not become available until 1998, points out Vence Bonham, a researcher at the National Human Genome Research Institute who studies health disparities. In 2017, Bonham began convening focus groups to ask sickle-cell patients about CRISPR. Many were hopeful, but some had misgivings because of the history of experimentation on Black people in the U.S. Gray, for her part, has said she never would have agreed to the experimental protocol had she been offered it at one of the hospitals that had treated her poorly. Several researchers told me they hoped the sickle-cell therapy would make a different kind of history: A community that has been marginalized in medicine is the first in line to benefit from CRISPR.



Doctors aren't willing to call it an outright "cure" yet. The long-term durability and safety of gene editing are still unknown, and although the therapy virtually eliminated pain crises, Hsu says that organ damage can accumulate even without acute pain. Does gene editing prevent all that organ damage too? Vertex, the company that makes the therapy, plans to monitor patients for 15 years.

Still, the short-term impact on patients' lives is profound. "We wouldn't have dreamed about this even five, 10 years ago," says Martin Steinberg, a hematologist at Boston University who also sits on the steering committee for Vertex. He thought it might ameliorate the pain crises, but to eliminate them almost entirely? It looks pretty damn close to a cure.

In the future, however, Steinberg suspects that this currently cutting-edge therapy will seem like only a "crude attempt." The long, painful process necessary to kill unedited blood cells makes it inaccessible for patients who cannot take months out of their life to move near the limited number of transplant centers in the U.S.--and inaccessible to patients living with sickle-cell disease in developing countries. The field is already looking at techniques that can edit cells right inside the body, a milestone recently achieved in the liver during a CRISPR trial to lower cholesterol. Scientists are also developing versions of CRISPR that are more sophisticated than a pair of genetic scissors--for example, ones that can paste sequences of DNA or edit a single letter at a time. Doctors could one day correct the underlying mutation that causes sickle-cell disease directly.

Such breakthroughs would open CRISPR up to treating diseases that are out of reach today, either because we can't get CRISPR into the necessary cells or because the edit is too complex. "I get emails now daily from families all over the world asking, 'My son or my loved one has this disease. Can CRISPR fix it?'" says Frangoul, who has become known as the first doctor to infuse a sickle-cell patient in a CRISPR trial. The answer, usually, is not yet. But clinical trials are already under way to test CRISPR in treating cancer, diabetes, HIV, urinary tract infections, hereditary angioedema, and more. We have opened the book on CRISPR gene editing, Frangoul told me, but this is not the final chapter. We may still be writing the very first.
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Hipsters Were Always Hypocrites. Ask Frank Zappa.

Of the late musician's many records, <em>Over-Nite Sensation</em> best crystallized his cutting satire of our country's blank-eyed habits.

by Daniel Felsenthal




Frank Zappa was an unruly figure of 1960s rock, a free-speech advocate and devout parodist defined by his opposition to authority. His albums assembled the bones of rock and roll into an idiosyncratic style coursing with disbelief at just about every aspect of the American zeitgeist: hippies, cars, college, drugs, California, and, eventually, yuppies. He also hated record labels, government, and the police, positions stoked by a brief jail stint at age 24 due to charges of "conspiracy to commit pornography," after an undercover vice cop entrapped him into making a fake, audio-only sex tape. The experience changed his life: Zappa became as vehement in his morals as he was flamboyant in his presentation, a wide-eyed, comically bearded Lady Justice weighing the country's dark side against its silliness.

Of his 100-plus albums, none distills his sardonicism quite like the newly reissued Over-Nite Sensation, a 1973 LP with his band the Mothers of Invention. It's not Zappa's most influential work--his 1966 debut, Freak Out!, basically invented the concept album, incorporating consistent characters and ad-libs from a whiny teenage narrator Zappa treated as a symbol of American conformity. But Over-Nite Sensation is his most inviting listen, forging a muscular, funk-inflected sound that couches the denseness of his more avant-garde music in pop hooks. Meanwhile, Zappa's lyrics scrutinized his then-youthful fan base, caricaturing the counterculture with the cartoonish strokes of a melodic R. Crumb. Over-Nite Sensation is a triumph: a concentrated digest from perhaps the most popular stretch of his career, and a freeze-frame of his compositional flowering and ingenious lyrical ribaldry.

The young folks who populate these songs are not murderous world leaders, savage real-estate moguls, corrupt executives, or any of the other high-powered heels who Zappa pilloried when he became a television pundit during the last stretch of his life. They're urban scenesters who dream of moving to Montana because they want to grow dental floss, and woo-woo romantics who talk about amulets and tarot cards as a form of foreplay. Zappa was ensconced in a milieu of groupies, hangers-on, and general weirdos in his Los Angeles neighborhood of Laurel Canyon, and the characters in Over-Nite Sensation are equal parts risible and innocent, occupying a surreal world of youthful fantasy. The album's lyrics made a cutting statement about the flimsy values of its time--and the songs themselves were a tightly wound coil of Zappa's musical ideas.

Over-Nite Sensation leads with its sense of humor and its equally waggish arrangements. The speed of the Mothers' rhythms, and the fact that many of Zappa's busiest parts are played on atypical rock instruments such as the marimba or the vibraphone, can make his music itself sound funny--he sends up symphonic largesse with his thoroughly rehearsed yet gleefully preposterous ensemble. But the Mothers' melodies are gorgeous, and Zappa's lyrics lucid. There are vibrant allegories for the evils of television ("I'm the Slime") and songs that offer whimsical imagery to match the sparkling weave of electric guitar, reeds, horns, and pitched percussion ("Camarillo Brillo" and "Zomby Woof"). Zappa prods at a ludicrous cast of early-'70s hipsters, suggesting that their sense of authenticity is based on thin visions of consumerism. "Is that a real poncho?" he asks in a sultry baritone during the glammed-out "Camarillo Brillo," wherein a starry-eyed narrator recounts his one-night stand with a hippie lover. During so many of his ad-libs, Zappa sounds like a parody of sleazy TV presenters. Here, we can't tell whether he's playing himself or someone trying to gatekeep participation in the counterculture: "I mean, is that a Mexican poncho, or a Sears poncho?"

The madcap narrative of "Dinah-Moe Humm" is beloved by Zappa-tistas thanks to its bawdiness: A marvel of cracked logic, the track follows a woman who bets a man "a $40 bill" that he can't make her orgasm, losing the money when her sister hooks up with him instead. The song's honky-tonk piano feels like period Rolling Stones; Zappa's loping, singsong phrasing places it in the wide vernacular of Americana. But the lyrics mock everyone and everything--including the three lovers, Zappa's folksy argot, and, implicitly, those who respond positively to its pitch-perfect rock pastiche. Tina Turner and the Ikettes provide backing vocals, as campy as Turner's later appearance in the rock flick Tommy. "Got a spot that gets me hot," she sings, "and you ain't been to it."

Eventually, the scope of Zappa's satire widens: Both this track and the following one, "Montana," transform into an advertisement for an absurd consumer product (Zircon-encrusted tweezers). This zaniness evokes John Waters, a filmmaker with a shock value to match Zappa's. The latter, however, is much more likely to be mistaken for his characters, a symptom of the misconception that songwriting, unlike directing movies, is necessarily confessional. In this composer's case--and for so many musicians--reading autobiography into his lyrics is a mistake. Even Zappa's long hair and beard, which resembled a fermata, were conceivably more farcical than personally expressive. As layered as he was ostentatious, Zappa never wanted to let us into his mind. His dead seriousness about music didn't mean he filled it with his feelings or convictions--lyrically, his songs were like wind chimes in the crosscurrents of the American id, twinkling along to the country's breezes.

Today, it's easy to think of Zappa as a simple provocateur. Satire has become a tough gambit: Since Donald Trump's election, the type of authority figures who Zappa used to deride have become crushingly obvious and too scary for humorous scorn to land its punches. Scandalizing for its own sake has run its course, and comedic music seems like the province of very online teenagers or novelty acts (or both)--not the kind of material that a brilliant, if cheeky, composer excavates for their entire career.

Read: The Valley Girl, like, totally deserved better

But Zappa's satire is so effective because his music sharpened alongside it. In the 1980s, he stopped entertaining pop sensibilities as he turned to writing instrumental guitar compositions, symphonic pieces, and music for a digital synthesizer called the synclavier. Much of this work felt like an extension of the mischievous energy that Zappa had harnessed for decades, and it continued to unveil new degrees of his absurdity--and his righteous fury. Zappa accused racists and homophobes of enabling the AIDS pandemic on his courageous, often puerile 1984 fake Broadway cast recording, Thing-Fish, and he never targeted the young quite like he did those '70s kids. There were, to be sure, bigger fish to fry.

In the '80s, he also played a complicated role in public discourse: Zappa became a pop intellectual, like the devious offspring of the writers Gore Vidal or William F. Buckley, adapting to this role rather quickly because of the years he had already spent in the spotlight. Though his music was fastened to his sense of humor, Zappa was more of a moralist than a troll. He wanted to push society away from a cultural and civic stupidity based in valuing "the bottom line"--a condition that he felt had afflicted America long enough ago that the youths he lampooned on Over-Nite Sensation were born with it. Today, the country is speeding faster and faster in the direction that Zappa anticipated. Politics has grown progressively difficult to distinguish from reality TV, artists are underfunded, and the so-called culture industries have become even more brazen about valuing profit over quality.

Like much satire, Zappa's catalog endures because it both criticizes and stands outside clear-cut stances. His songs don't preach; he defined himself by what he found worth ridiculing, and he always worked in contrasts, swathing his acerbic, flippant lyrics within serpentine music. Zappa's best albums, among them Over-Nite Sensation, exposed a wider and more dangerous consciousness than his own, which listeners could disregard at their peril: the fickle, perverse mind of America as a whole.
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Anything Can Become Gluten-Free Pasta

More parmesan on your durian-seed rigatoni?

by Matteo Wong




To my grandmother, who has lived her entire life in Italy, gluten-free pasta is "una follia"--nonsense, madness. A twirl of spaghetti or forkful of rigatoni should provide a familiar textural delight: a noodle that is both elastic and firm, holding a distinct, springy shape that your teeth can sink into with some, but not too much, resistance. That is all because of the gluten in wheat.



Upon taste-testing some popular brands of pasta made from ingredients such as rice, corn, and chickpea flour, I understood my grandmother's doubts. The various noodles retained a firm, if not al dente, shape at the lower end of their packaging's recommended cook time. But approaching the upper end of the range, the pasta became soft and eventually collapsed; penne ripped in two by the time it was on my fork. Even when the noodles didn't turn limp, they were almost sticky against my teeth. And the pastas had faint aftertastes: of overcooked rice, of tortilla chips, of chalky chickpeas. When paired with a sauce, these defects were less noticeable--but that means the overall dish worked in spite of, not because of, the underlying noodle.



Yet gluten-free pasta is a billion-dollar industry, so mainstream that you can find multiple kinds in basically every supermarket. (I tasted products from Barilla, Banza, and Garofalo.) Millions of Americans who don't have celiac disease or gluten intolerance now opt for these products as a "healthier," higher-protein alternative. Although these products are hardly perfect, growing demand has made them significantly better than what was available a decade ago. Today's wheatless pasta could be considered a sort of scientific marvel. Ingredient lists don't reveal the carefully calibrated chemical interactions, and the high-tech extrusion and drying processes, used to manufacture gluten-free noodles at scale. And the future may get even weirder. Tucked away in research labs is a whole other universe of wheat alternatives that are only just beginning to reach grocery stores: pasta made with grape peels and durian seeds and green-mussel powder and artichoke flour and more.



In wheat-based pastas, gluten acts as a scaffold. It forms when two proteins, gliadin and glutenin, bond to create a firm, elastic molecular network. When a noodle cooks, its starches absorb water and expand inside of the gluten to create a plump, toothsome bite. Absent gluten, the starch softens without retaining any structure. "That's where you get pasta that falls apart," Viral Shukla, a food scientist at Cornell University, told me, in some cases resembling a polenta-like mush more than a noodle made from traditional semolina wheat.



The task for food engineers, then, has been to approximate the magic of gluten without any wheat. Common alternative flours, such as corn and rice, have little protein of their own and can become more of a paste when they cook. In the 2000s, many gluten-free pasta options were so structureless, they sometimes came already cooked, because they otherwise fell apart upon contact with boiling water. But then gluten avoidance became a health trend and has since stuck around. Only something like 1 percent of Americans has celiac disease, but a growing portion has a gluten sensitivity, and as much as 20 to 30 percent of the country avoids or would like to avoid gluten.



With increased demand came better pastas. "Over the last decade, we've seen so many food researchers develop products that aren't garbage," Kurt Rosentrater, a food engineer at Iowa State University, told me. Barilla started selling gluten-free pasta in 2013, Banza the following year. Gluten-free pasta products are by now endless. In addition to corn and rice as substitutes for wheat, various chemicals and additives, such as xanthan gum and monoglycerides, can help give a noodle more structure and are used in many popular gluten-free pastas. Precooking the ingredients can help too: Heating rice or corn flour beforehand, or the resulting dough while it is extruded through a machine to mold the pasta shape, creates a starch network that approximates the properties of gluten. Heat treatment is part of what makes rice noodles, such as those used in Thai, Vietnamese, and Chinese dishes, bouncy and satisfying to chew without gluten.



Some of the end products have graduated from tolerable to genuinely decent. My best experience came the day after my at-home taste test, when I headed to Senza Gluten, a gluten-free Italian restaurant in Manhattan that imports its noodles from an Italian manufacturer that uses corn flour. "You have to cook it slightly differently to make it al dente; you have to be more careful to make sure the pasta doesn't break," Teona Khaindrava, the owner and a co-founder, told me. Those skills showed: The restaurant's fettuccine Bolognese retained a surprising chew, and the meat-forward sauce masked any aftertaste. The noodles were a bit softer, and broke apart more easily than those made with semolina, but they were better than the gluten-free pasta boiled in my kitchen. Many consider the restaurant's pasta a proper al dente.



Another common technique to improve wheatless pasta is to add protein. Whereas corn and rice flour have long been staples of wheatless pasta, the past several years have seen the rise of products containing chickpeas, red lentils, egg whites, peas, quinoa, and a bunch of other ingredients that aren't standard wheat replacements. Because gluten is made of protein, adding different proteins as a substitute for gluten can help give the noodles more structure.



In addition to improving mouthfeel, a lot of that experimentation "is to enhance the nutritional properties, because gluten-free products are missing protein," Joan King, a food scientist at Louisiana State University, told me. America's love of protein and loathing for carbohydrates, in other words, is changing the pastas on grocery-store shelves--and has paradoxically targeted wheat's major protein source. "Now people are like, 'Oh, I don't want gluten, but I want high protein.' Well, gluten is the protein," Shukla said. "So how do we remove gluten and add in more protein?" Chickpeas. Lentils. Peas. Beans. In one study, King found that telling people that one rice-flour pasta was high in protein increased their intent to purchase by as much as 14 percent.



One of the most visible gluten-free pasta brands, Banza, doesn't prominently advertise itself in terms of gluten. The company's bright-orange boxes emphasize the main ingredient, chickpeas, as high-protein, high-fiber, and low-carb. That's intentional, Brian Rudolph, the company's CEO and a co-founder, told me: "One of the lowest reasons to purchase is gluten-free," he said. "Usually it's about nutrient density." Those are among the very reasons Rudolph turned to chickpeas when he began developing a gluten sensitivity: They are nutritious and, like many legumes, great for the soil. Given these health and environmental benefits, many consumers can "forgive a 10 percent gap or whatever that you don't notice in sauce," Rudolph said. And the company is constantly trying to close that gap in flavor and texture, upgrading its pasta every six to 12 months, he said.



Legumes may soon seem like the least outlandish ingredient making its way into pasta: Can I interest you in pumpkin-seed, broccoli, or yellow-passion-fruit noodles? These and other unorthodox flours, which researchers around the world are testing in noodle recipes, use food by-products that would otherwise go into animal feed or landfills; those by-products can add fiber, protein, and other nutrients into gluten-free pasta, Gabriel Davidov-Pardo, a nutritional food scientist at California State Polytechnic University, in Pomona, told me. Many of those experimental noodles are stuck in labs, difficult to produce at scale and even harder to process through traditional pasta-making factory equipment. Most "will not get adopted into our homes or into the mass market," Shukla said.



But some might. Banza's chickpea noodles, for instance, were once stuck in a similar manufacturing quagmire. Chickpea flour requires very different processing techniques from wheat, or even corn and rice. In 2013, when Rudolph was making chickpea pasta in his kitchen, no comparable products were on the market, and early on, the company struggled to replicate the noodles at industrial quantities. A decade later, Banza is a supermarket staple. And if the experimental food by-products do reach grocery-store pasta aisles, the average person might not even notice. "It usually looks a little different on the packaging," Shukla said. "So we might say 'grape-peel extract,' or maybe it would just be 'vegetable fiber.'" Okara flour, for instance--a gluten-free pulp by-product of soy milk and tofu--is starting to make its way to grocery stores, Davidov-Pardo said.



Incorporating desiccated mussels and pumpkin seeds into pasta, of course, could introduce aftertastes much stronger than that of corn or chickpeas. The last thing you want is a bowl of carbonara that has a sulfurous whiff of asparagus. Aside from improving structure and texture, another step in the quest for a better gluten-free pasta will be to eliminate those flavors, Davidov-Pardo told me. Food scientists will need to "find ways through fermentation and other techniques to reduce the intrinsic taste of some of these products," he said, "so that you can have a pasta made out of chickpea flour or lentils that does not taste like hummus or a lentil soup." This work of designing and manufacturing wheatless pasta isn't cheap: One recent study found that gluten-free products cost 183 percent more than similar wheat-based ones. Pasta and bread are so essential to the Italian diet that the country's government gives people with celiac food vouchers.



Yet so many considerations other than flavor, texture, or even cost--protein content, what diet is in vogue, maybe even the environment--have determined the direction of gluten-free pasta that the next hit ingredient might depend less on any clear metric, such as rigidity and affordability, than Americans' notoriously fickle palates. "This is the year of millets; a couple of years ago was the year of quinoa," Rosentrater, from Iowa State, said. Shortly before then began the rise of chickpeas. Many consumers already opt for products that probably make for less enjoyable meals than wheat pasta, and will likely continue to do so. Maybe rejecting semolina is not folly but a sign of shifting priorities. The ingredients in gluten-free pasta, like those of many snack foods, can more quickly adapt to health fads than those in wheat pasta. Nevertheless, a heaping plate of durian-seed rigatoni is unlikely to change my grandmother's mind.
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This Is Not Justice

A Philadelphia teenager and the empty promise of the Sixth Amendment

by Jake Tapper




This article was featured in One Story to Read Today, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a single must-read from The Atlantic, Monday through Friday. Sign up for it here.      

On Tuesday, September 20, 2011, a young patient walked haltingly into a medical office in South Philadelphia to have his bullet wounds examined.

The patient was a 17-year-old named C. J. Rice, who lived in the neighborhood. The doctor was a pediatrician named Theodore Tapper.

My father had been working as a physician in South Philadelphia for more than four decades and had known Rice since he was a child. Rice had been brought in for a checkup soon after he was born, and as a doctor my father had seen Rice several times a year, along with other members of the family. Two weeks and three days before his September appointment, Rice had been shot while riding his bike, in what he believed was a case of mistaken identity. To remove one of the bullets, a surgeon had made a long incision down the middle of Rice's torso. The wound was then closed with a ridge of staples--more than two dozen. After his discharge, Rice was in severe pain and could barely walk. He needed help to get dressed in the morning and help to go up and down stairs.

When Rice arrived at my father's office, the wound was still stapled together. Rice slowly lifted himself onto the examination table and winced as he laid himself down. When the exam was over, he slowly pushed himself back up. My father recalls Rice walking out of the office bent over and with short, choppy steps, like an old man.

The timing of that visit is significant because, six days later, the Philadelphia police announced that they were seeking Rice and a friend of his, Tyler Linder, in connection with a shooting that had occurred in South Philadelphia on the evening of September 25 and left four people wounded, including a 6-year-old girl. No guns were recovered and no physical evidence linked anyone to the crime. On the night of the shooting, the victims told the police they had no idea who was responsible. Then, the next day, one of the victims said she had seen Rice sprinting away.

Rice was still recuperating. Thinking the matter would be cleared up quickly, he turned himself in.

I first met C. J. Rice, by Zoom, in February 2022. But I felt I had gotten to know him over the preceding few years through his letters from prison to my father.

Whatever Rice's expectations, the matter had not been cleared up quickly. To represent him, the court had appointed a lawyer whose attention was elsewhere and whose performance would prove dangerously incompetent. Despite the weakness of the case, Rice was convicted of attempted murder and sentenced to 30 to 60 years in prison. Eventually, seeking evidence for an appeal, Rice wrote to my father and asked for help obtaining his hospital records--documents that Rice's original lawyer appears never to have sought, but which could have underscored his physical condition at the time. My father obtained the records, and the two men kept writing to each other. The correspondence has become important to both of them.

Read: C. J. Rice's Narrow Path to Freedom

Writing helps Rice pass the time at the State Correctional Institution-Coal Township, the Pennsylvania prison where he is incarcerated. In an angular hand on notebook paper, he reflects on the gravitational pull of what he calls "19148": the zip code of his old neighborhood in South Philadelphia.

In one letter, he described his childhood:

At the age of 7 you make your first drug sale, oblivious to what you're actually doing, you're just following directions to count 13 bags and once you get the money, count out $110 (receiving $10 for yourself). So, imagine that this is all you see, and having it all around you endlessly, could you understand or begin to think that it's wrong? How can you, when it seems everyone's doing it in some form or fashion. It seems normal. It is normal. This is how life is lived. This is how money is made. That's what you think.

In another letter, he imagined a playground scene in which he and his contemporaries were all 7 years old, then went on to describe what happened to that cohort year by year. Violence and crime were rife in 19148, and few were untouched by it. Rice concluded with a summary:

Mir, Sha, NaNa, DaDa, Quan, Keem, Trey, Bird, Heads, Wooka, Jamil, Weeb, Fee, Ovie, E-Man, Veronica, Ern, Mango, Johnny T, Ant, Jeff, Big J, Tez, A.J., Cheese, Zy, Quan (different Quan)--That's the names that I can think of now (they're all dead), out of the 27 of them, maybe only 4 of them were older than 25 years old. Maybe another 80 (including myself) who were all struck by gunfire but survived, (all before 21 years old) (some before 18 years old.)

Rice's father was addicted to heroin and was in and out of prison. By the time Rice was a teenager, he himself was selling heroin and smoking marijuana. Rice was arrested for marijuana possession in 2009, at age 15, and then again in 2010. After one of these encounters with the law, his mother sent Rice to live with his aunt in North Philadelphia for a period of time to get him out of the neighborhood. Despite the chaos around him, Rice did well in school. He had always been bright--in kindergarten, he was reading well above grade level--and by September 2011, at the start of his senior year, he needed only a handful of credits to graduate from high school. He had visited Howard University and sat in on classes at Temple. He thought he might want to become an accountant.

Read: An interview with Fulton Leroy Washington about the November issue cover art

My father, who is now 82, came of age during the 1960s and has always been something of an activist. A graduate of Harvard Medical School, he chose to do his pediatric residency at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, and returned there after a period with the public-health service in New York City. He became involved with the Medical Committee for Human Rights--a group founded to provide medical care for people injured in civil-rights protests--and served as the head of its Philadelphia chapter. On the side, he treated sick children at a clinic sponsored by the Black Panthers. In time, he set up his own practice in South Philadelphia. This area is also where he and my mother bought a house, in 1969, when I was three months old. My brother and I grew up there through the 1970s, housing projects half a block away.

My father is an idealist. He is generous with his time. When he makes donations, he usually does so anonymously, on principle. But he is not naive. Having worked in South Philly for more than 40 years, until his retirement, he knows all too well that teenagers, even polite and intelligent ones, are capable of horrific acts. And he knows that Rice's record is far from spotless. But as a doctor, he believes that Rice's involvement in the crime for which he was convicted was physically impossible. Over the years, he has supported efforts through a variety of channels--state courts, the district attorney's office, the governor's office, federal court--to get Rice's case reconsidered. Some of these efforts have been exhausted. Some continue. In 2020, as I learned more about the case, I related several of the facts as I knew them in a Twitter thread. Then I began to look deeply into the case myself.


Clockwise from left: A letter from Rice to Theodore Tapper; Rice in the prison yard; Rice at age 7, playing near his grandmother's home in South Philadelphia (Courtesy of Theodore Tapper; Courtesy of Crystal Cooper)



In my first conversation with Rice, he appeared on the Zoom screen wearing a dark-red jumpsuit. He smiled often, and even with a beard his face looked young, though from the neck down, his body was a fortress of prison muscle. He was seated in a visitation booth. In his right hand, he held a phone on a cord, which in normal times connects to a phone for a visitor on the opposite side of a plexiglass window. Now, with an open laptop sitting in place of a visitor, the phone served as the audio conduit for the call.

Our conversation was easy, congenial. But when I began to ask Rice about his case, his speech became staccato and impassioned. He recited police-badge numbers from memory. He provided page numbers for specific passages of testimony in trial transcripts. He recalled each of the very few moments spent with his lawyer. Rice has had more than a decade to think about the steps that led to his imprisonment. He had a lot to say.

Read: The Supreme Court doesn't necessarily care if your lawyer is unethical

The story told here centers on Commonwealth v. Charles J. Rice and the events around that case. Readers will draw their own conclusions about what happened on the night of September 25, 2011. My father and I have drawn ours. There is certainly reasonable doubt--an excess of reasonable doubt--that Rice committed the crimes of which he was accused. But what happened after that night is not open to argument: Rice lacked legal representation worthy of the name. And as he has discovered, the law provides little recourse for those undermined by a lawyer. The constitutional "right to counsel" has become an empty guarantee.

The night of September 25 was unseasonably warm. When Latrice Johnson saw two figures walking up Fernon Street toward South 18th wearing hoodies and long pants, she should have known something was wrong--that's what she told herself later. The time was about 9:30 p.m. The two figures had their hoods up, the strings drawn tight. On the front stoop of her parents' house, Johnson was waiting for a food delivery. Her son Kalief Ladson, age 17, sat next to her, cradling her niece, 6-year-old Denean Thomas. Three of her other seven children were perched around them. Latoya Lane, her 23-year-old stepdaughter, was across the street with two more of Johnson's children and two of their cousins. Some of them were playing basketball. Down the street, on the opposite side, the two figures in hoodies drew handguns and opened fire.

From the January/February 2018 issue: Can you prove your innocence without DNA?

Johnson dove on top of the children and shielded them with her body. Bullets ricocheted off the brick facade of the house. At least 12 shots were fired. Then, according to both Johnson and Lane, the shooters ran off. Looking down at Denean, Johnson saw that her niece was bleeding from one of her legs. Some of the children shouted, "Denean is gonna die!"

In a 911 call, placed at 9:36 p.m., Johnson's desperation is evident from the audio recording. "My niece just got shot!" Johnson yells. Screams are audible in the background. A dispatcher requests an address and then asks, "Ma'am, the person that shot her--what did he look like? Black male? White male?" Johnson replies, "They got on hoodies! They're Black!"

Police officers arrived within minutes. By then, Johnson knew that not only Denean but also Ladson and Lane had been shot. With no time to wait for an ambulance, Officer Charles Forrest loaded Denean and Johnson into his squad car and sped to Children's Hospital. As Forrest later testified, he asked Johnson if she knew who had shot Denean and the others. Johnson said only what she had told the dispatcher. She did not identify the shooters.

No physical evidence tied the crime to any individual. An eyewitness identification would carry immense weight.

Arriving at the hospital, Johnson realized that she, too, had been injured; shrapnel had caused lacerations on the lower part of her body. Forrest took her to the adjacent Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania, where he again asked if she knew who the shooters were. Johnson's answers suggested, once more, that she had no idea who either shooter was: "One Black male wearing a gray hoodie and the other with a black hoodie, and they both had black sweatpants."

Kalief Ladson and Latoya Lane, meanwhile, had also been brought to a hospital. They were visited later that evening by a police officer, Lynne Zirilli. As Zirilli later testified, she asked them if they could describe the shooters. Ladson said only that he had seen "two to three Black males in dark hoodies." Lane said she had seen "two to three Black males." They made no identification.

Overnight, however, everything changed. According to the police, a confidential informant relayed a tip: A teenager named C. J. Rice may have been involved. By evening, Johnson and Lane would change their stories. One of them would say she had seen Rice at the scene, and the other would say she had seen his friend Tyler Linder.

For different reasons, both the prosecution and C. J. Rice would contend that the September 25 shooting had to be seen in the context of the shooting three weeks earlier, on September 3, that had sent Rice to the operating room. That afternoon, Rice and Linder had been gambling with friends at an apartment in South Philly. Around 7 p.m., the two boys mounted their bikes and began pedaling toward Rice's home. Soon, a black Oldsmobile with tinted windows pulled up behind them. By their own accounts, neither Rice nor Linder recognized the car. From a window, shots were fired. Rice was hit three times, in his abdomen and in his left flank and buttock. He recalls feeling as if the left side of his body had been pinched, then bludgeoned by a crowbar. An ambulance rushed him to Thomas Jefferson University Hospital, where a surgeon named Murray Cohen cut into Rice's abdomen, from the sternum down to a few inches below the navel. Cohen eventually found and extracted a bullet. Fragments of the others remained inside. One bullet had struck Rice's pelvis, causing fractures. While still in the hospital, Rice contracted pneumonia. Because of other complications, his wound had to be reopened, drained, and closed again. When he was finally discharged, after eight days, he went to stay with his godmother, Deania Duncan, and her family in West Philadelphia, away from the scene of the shooting.

Who had been in the Oldsmobile? Rice's mother, Crystal Cooper, told police about a rumor that the perpetrator was someone named "Noodle." Investigators noted in a report that "the reliability of this information is questionable." On September 16, Duncan drove Rice--mainly housebound, barely able to walk--from her home to a police station in South Philadelphia. Cooper, who worked in the district attorney's office and knew many officers on the force, hoped that her son would give a statement. But the relationship between youths in the neighborhood and the Philadelphia police force has long been one of deep hostility. The kids Rice grew up with had an unwritten rule: When you saw the police, you ran. Rice declined to say anything, explaining that he didn't know who had shot him and wouldn't tell the police anyway; if he'd done so, he told me later, he "might as well just pack up and move to Texas." The police report notes that Rice had come downtown only "because his mother dragged him there." Rice remembers a detective named Robert Spadaccini--who had worked with his mother for years--telling him that the "word on the street" was that Kalief Ladson had been the shooter, and cautioning Rice, with a wave at the squad room, that "if anything happens to him or to his family or anyone close to him, they're going to come for you first." Rice recalls pulling up his shirt, showing Spadaccini his stapled wound, and saying, "I won't be doing anything." (Detective Spadaccini could not be reached for comment.)

Rice told me that, other than the trip to the police station, he rarely left Duncan's home. He remembers once visiting his girlfriend, whose mother had just died. And he made the trip to my father's office, to have his wound looked at.

Rice was in constant pain, but as my father recalls, he was adamant about not taking painkillers--he had an aversion to them. Both men recount their conversation in his office the same way:

"You're due for a refill," my father said, referring to the prescription for Percocet the hospital had provided.

"I'm not taking the pills," Rice replied. He hadn't taken any since the second day of the prescription; he didn't need a refill.

"Why not?" my father asked.

"I don't like the way they make me feel," Rice said--lazy and spaced-out.

"If you're feeling enough pain, I think you should take them," my father urged. But Rice said he was going to tough it out.

It wasn't just the evident pain that made my father believe that Rice couldn't have sprinted from the scene of the shooting. My father wasn't yet aware of the fractures in Rice's pelvis--that information was in hospital records, which he hadn't seen--but in his view as a doctor, the totality of Rice's condition argued against the capacity for strenuous exertion. Rice had just recovered from pneumonia. He had lost muscle strength because of prolonged immobility. And he still had staples in place on the long abdominal incision--they weren't due to be removed for another week. "I don't think it would have been physically possible," my father told me. "He could not have run away." In the hands of competent counsel, the issue of Rice's physical capability by itself would have raised serious questions about his involvement.

But the September 3 ambush would also become central to the police narrative, though no evidence to support that narrative was ever presented in court: In the eyes of the police, if the "word on the street" was credible--if Kalief Ladson had staged the ambush--then Rice and Linder had a possible motive to strike back.

The September 25 shooting received significant media attention, and not only because one of the wounded was young. Philadelphia was on track to finish 2011 with the highest per capita murder rate among large American cities. Although no one was killed in this shooting, people were concerned about guns, gangs, and drugs. The Philadelphia police were under intense pressure to clear cases and take shooters and their weapons off the streets.

Nothing is known about the confidential informant who conveyed the tip pointing to C. J. Rice, or about exactly when the tip was received or what the informant alleged. On September 26, after receiving the tip, the police ran Rice's name and the names of the victims through their "shooting database." The database noted that Rice, while on his bike with Tyler Linder, had been shot a few weeks earlier. According to the database, Rice was a purported member of the so-called 7th Street gang. Ladson was a purported associate of the rival 5th Street gang. He also was mentioned as a suspect in the earlier shooting. Had they all been involved in a gang feud? If so, maybe Ladson had been the target of a retaliatory hit; Johnson, Lane, and Denean just happened to get in the way. This idea is floated in the police investigation of the September 25 shooting. But the investigation documents contain no supporting evidence for any of this, and none would be presented at trial. Whatever the police may have said to Rice regarding the attack on him--and whatever the police may have thought--no speculation appears in the official investigation of the events of September 3.


Rice, age 10, visits his father, Charles Rice, at a county jail in Philadelphia. The elder Rice was incarcerated throughout much of
 C.J.'s early life. He died in 2013. (Courtesy of Crystal Cooper)



Nonetheless, they had a theory. Detectives John Craig and Neal Aitken printed photo arrays that included pictures of Rice and Linder. At the time, the Philadelphia Police Department was still three years from adopting what has become a widely accepted best practice for reducing bias in witness identifications--the "double blind" method. Made official policy under Police Commissioner Charles Ramsey in 2014, the double-blind method ensures that the officers showing witnesses possible perpetrators, either in photographs or in a traditional lineup, are unaware of which individual is the suspect. In this instance, Craig and Aitken knew exactly whom they were looking for--they were the officers on the case.

The day after the shooting, the detectives visited Latoya Lane and then Latrice Johnson. The interviews, conducted at the Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania, were crucial to the investigation. Because the guns used in the shooting were never found and no physical evidence tied the crime to any individual, an eyewitness identification of a potential suspect would carry immense weight in court. Indeed, it would be the only evidence. Although Lane and Johnson had said to police on multiple occasions that they did not recognize either shooter, they responded differently during the hospital interviews. Eyewitness accounts do change; fear or trauma may color initial statements. Judging from the interview record, explanations for the new accounts by Lane and Johnson went unexplored. The document invites questions.

Barbara Bradley Hagerty: The other police violence

There are no verbatim transcripts of the interviews because there were never any audio recordings. The conversations were only partially preserved, in handwritten notes. From passing references--an allusion to something that occurred in the interview but that is not actually recounted in the notes--it is clear that things were said that were never written down. Detective Craig, who took the notes, later acknowledged that they are imperfect and incomplete.

Craig and Aitken started with Latoya Lane, who was still receiving inpatient hospital care. Craig's notes contain no information about a preliminary exchange, though there must have been at least an introduction. The notes officially begin with a question from the detectives about what had happened the night before. Lane said that when she'd heard the shots, she'd turned to run toward the stoop. "That's when I saw Tyler," she said. "I seen the spark coming from his hand." Neither Lane nor the detectives ever use Tyler Linder's last name, and the detectives never ask for it--it's as if Linder had already been discussed in a missing earlier part of the interview. It is not known how his name was first brought up. As it happens, Lane knew Linder; he was a friend of a cousin. She said she had seen another person running across the street, also wearing a dark hoodie, but hadn't glimpsed his face. Later in the interview, the detectives handed Lane a photo array and asked, "Do you see Tyler here?" She replied, "Right here"--not surprising, because she knew him. With a pen, she circled a headshot of Linder in the top row of the grid, second from the left, and signed her name.

Next, about three hours later, the detectives interviewed Johnson. She had been released from the hospital but had returned to visit Lane, and the detectives met with her there. Before the detectives arrived, Lane and Johnson had talked about the case, and Johnson knew that her stepdaughter had given the detectives Linder's name.

In the interview with the detectives, Johnson, like Lane, changed her story. The police notes indicate that Johnson was shown a photo array before the interview began, but they contain no account of that process. She circled and signed the bottom-right headshot, a picture of C. J. Rice. As had been the case with Lane, Johnson knew the person whose picture she circled. Rice had gone to school with her son Kalief; she and Rice were friends on Facebook. It is not recorded what question from the detectives prompted her to circle his photo. The written account is at times both precise and slightly mysterious. It begins with "My name is Det. Craig & this [is] Det. Aitken," as if the detectives had not introduced themselves during the earlier, missing part of the interview, when they showed Johnson the photo array. In any case, Johnson thought back to the night before, placing herself on the stoop and describing how she'd watched two hooded figures approach. "Then I saw C.J. shooting in our direction," she said, according to the notes. "It was loud as shit."

Johnson insisted to Craig and Aitken no fewer than six times that Rice was the person who had shot her. She did not explain why, when asked on three previous occasions, she'd failed to identify someone she had known for years. Aitken, since retired and recalling the two interviews a decade later, had only a hazy memory of them. According to the notes, Aitken and Craig did not press Johnson or Lane about how their inability to identify the perpetrators had become a solid identification overnight. (A spokesperson for the Philadelphia Police Department suggested that it was not uncommon for eyewitnesses to hesitate before cooperating with police but declined to comment on other aspects of the interviews.) Aitken told me that Johnson's identification of Rice fit the narrative the detectives were already working with--that the more recent shooting was related to the earlier one and had been spurred by revenge.

The police had the eyewitnesses they needed and secured arrest warrants for Rice and Linder. The pair had acted together, as a team--that was the official theory.

Crystal Cooper learned that her son was wanted for attempted murder on the following day, September 27. Cooper called Deania Duncan, who drove Rice back to the police station in South Philadelphia; Cooper met them there. Rice walked into the building with what Cooper told me were "baby steps." Outside the station, she called a former colleague, Sandjai Weaver, then working as a defense attorney. As Cooper listened on speakerphone, Weaver cautioned that Rice should say nothing to the police without her present. She promised to hurry over.

As he was booked, Rice made a point of showing his wound to a detective, the staples still sealing the incision. He handed over his cellphone, believing its location data would prove that he hadn't left West Philadelphia on the day of the shooting. Duncan explained to the police that she had information about Rice's whereabouts at the time of the shooting and hoped to make a statement.

The intended statement was straightforward, and her family could vouch for it: Rice had spent all of September 25 with Duncan's son Quadifi, then 14, watching the Jamaican gangster film Shottas over and over again; at the actual moment of the shooting, Rice had been at home with Quadifi, Duncan's father, and her 7-year-old son, Rickey. The arrest, she said, had been a mistake. "He had to keep a pillow on his abdomen," Duncan told me later. "His wounds had to be cleaned and changed daily. The way my house is, it was too many steps for him to be able to walk. It made his wound bleed out more, and he could barely stand up or even walk."

But no one took a statement from Duncan. She says an officer at the station told her she wasn't needed and sent her on her way. Waiting for Weaver, and following her instructions, Rice said nothing, not even explaining his alibi. And he never got the chance, because for whatever reason, Weaver failed to show up. In the middle of the night, Rice was transferred to the Philadelphia Industrial Correctional Center.

Like Rice, Tyler Linder had an alibi; unlike Rice, he had video to support it and people in his corner, including a lawyer, who made sure the alibi was formally recorded. On the night of the shooting, Linder and his brother had been helping their mother clean a facility in Northeast Philadelphia. He had swept and mopped until at least 10 o'clock, he said, and security video could probably prove it. Linder's mother had enough money to enlist the services of Raymond Driscoll, a defense attorney at Levant, Martin & Tauber, a small practice in the city. Eventually, Linder made bail. He and his mother and brother had sat for alibi interviews with the police soon after the arrest. A month later, Linder's mother and Driscoll pressed to arrange a second round of interviews with the D.A.'s office.

Cooper lacked the money to make bail for Rice, so he would remain confined while awaiting trial like any other criminal defendant without resources--one of hundreds of thousands in this situation at any moment. Rice would not go on trial for more than a year. For legal counsel, Cooper looked to Weaver. "Sandjai worked in the office next to my mom's since I was 5 or 6," Rice told me. "I knew Sandjai almost my whole life." In 2005, Weaver had mounted an unsuccessful bid for election as a Court of Common Pleas judge. A 12-year-old Rice had handed out campaign flyers. Cooper doubted she could afford Weaver's services for very long, but in December, Weaver was granted a formal court appointment to represent Rice, allowing her to be compensated with public funds.

From the June 2022 issue: Can forensic science be trusted?

She met with him for the first time that same month, in advance of his preliminary hearing. Determined to participate in his own defense, Rice asked Weaver to send him copies of the pretrial discovery documents--all of the evidence that the prosecution intended to present. Rice wasn't sure what to look for, but an older man detained with him had advised that the discovery was everything: If there was something that could clear his name, it was bound to be in those documents. Later, Rice also asked Weaver to subpoena his Cricket Wireless phone records. The location data, he said, would back up his alibi. Weaver promised that she would do both.

The formal appointment of Weaver as counsel may have seemed like a blessing. Rice and his mother did not know that Weaver was in deep financial distress and seemed to be taking all the freelance work from the courts that she could get.

Court-appointed private lawyers and public defenders are not the same thing. Public defenders are salaried professionals who make a career representing the indigent. In Philadelphia, public defenders handle one out of every five murder trials. Courts must appoint private attorneys to take on the remaining 80 percent. Philadelphia is by no means an outlier: The great majority of people in the U.S. live in jurisdictions that rely on both the public-defense bar and appointed private attorneys. In Philadelphia in 2011, court-appointed lawyers received flat fees: $2,000 for preparation if a case went to trial, and $1,333 if it didn't. For each day after the first day of trial, court-appointed lawyers received $400 a day if they spent more than three hours in the courtroom and $200 if they spent fewer.

These rates were extremely low, especially for cases involving murder or attempted murder, which are among the most challenging a lawyer can take on. Such meager compensation shrinks the pool of available attorneys and reduces its quality. Research suggests that, on everything from conviction rates to severity of sentences, appointed lawyers are far less successful than public defenders. The flat fees also create a perverse incentive. Whether attorneys spend 10 hours preparing for trial or 10,000 hours, they'll be paid the same small amount. It's in their interest to maximize their caseload and minimize their prep time.

Weaver was profoundly subject to these pressures. Nine months before her appointment as Rice's lawyer, she had filed for Chapter 13 bankruptcy. On March 16, 2011, Weaver declared that she had only $400 in her two bank accounts. She owed creditors nearly $130,000, not including her mortgage, which she was behind on. As a condition for debt relief, Weaver was required to submit a rigorous accounting of her anticipated income and expenses--her "Chapter 13 Plan"--which would determine how much she paid back to a bankruptcy trustee each month. In her first proposed plan, Weaver declared $4,000 in monthly income and $3,245 in expenses, and she proposed paying creditors $750 a month for 60 months. That wasn't good enough, so Weaver submitted a second plan, agreeing to pay $1,261 every month. To make these payments, she would have to earn more money than she had initially thought possible.

A judge approved Weaver's Chapter 13 Plan on September 20--the same day Rice came into my father's office, and just a week before his arrest.

Between the preliminary hearing and the opening day of the trial--a period of 14 months--Weaver met with Rice only twice. Both meetings took place at the Philadelphia Industrial Correctional Center. Neither lasted longer than 15 minutes. Rice tried frequently to reach Weaver by phone, initiating all the calls himself; she had no answering service, and he succeeded in reaching her only three times, again speaking to her for no more than 15 minutes on each occasion.

Weaver did not bring Rice a copy of his discovery, but she did come to the meetings carrying what looked to be a large stack of other people's case files--Rice suspects she had arranged for a marathon series of client meetings at the prison. Rice's two meetings with Weaver were too brief for any meaningful discussion of trial strategy. Rice reminded her to send over his discovery and get his phone records, which she had not yet done. They were essential. She promised that she would.

Not until April 26, 2012--seven months after her client's arrest--did Weaver submit a notice of alibi for Rice to the district attorney's office. In it, she listed all the members of Deania Duncan's family who lived at her home in West Philadelphia. She stated that Rice had always been at home, with at least one of them, on the day of the shooting. She provided their phone numbers. But unlike Tyler Linder's attorney, Weaver didn't make arrangements for alibi witnesses to be interviewed. The burden thus fell on the D.A.'s office to find the alibi witnesses.

When I obtained a copy of Weaver's notice of alibi, it had been heavily annotated by someone at the D.A.'s office. In the margins, notes in looping cursive recorded a call to the Duncans' home phone on May 15; there was no answer and no answering machine. The office tried the next day and reached a man--in all likelihood, Duncan's father--who said he was going to a doctor's appointment and would call back. The office tried three more times, then seems to have given up. Duncan told me that Weaver made no effort of her own to contact her or other family members in order to take their testimony. As a result, the first time an alibi witness provided an official statement of any kind in support of Rice was in the courtroom, 16 months after the shooting. This negligence would be used by the prosecution to cast doubt on the alibi itself.

In the meantime, the official theory of the case hardened. The September 3 shooting that had sent Rice to the hospital remained unsolved, but the police embraced the assumption that Latrice Johnson's son Kalief Ladson was the shooter in the Oldsmobile. A further assumption was that Ladson had been retaliating for some previous event. As prosecutors saw it, the tit-for-tat scenario gave Rice and Linder a motive to come after Ladson. Both men dispute the idea that Ladson was the shooter. They were all friends from school, Rice told me. He thinks the shooting was a mistake--that he and Linder had ridden their bikes into the center of some unrelated beef. Medical notes from his hospitalization immediately after the September 3 shooting record that Rice told a nurse that he "does not think he was the intended target." Rice and Linder also deny that they were members of a gang. "The way they classified it," Rice told me, referring to the police, "a gang was everybody you went to school with or everybody that you might have played basketball with." But there were indeed gangs, and for youths in some neighborhoods they could be hard to avoid. What is certain is that official police files and backup documents furnished in discovery contain no supporting evidence for the gang-feud theory that drove the investigation, or for Ladson's involvement in the September 3 shooting. No evidence for any of this was ever presented in court.


Clockwise from left: Fernon Street and South 18th Street, in South Philadelphia, the scene of the shooting on September 25, 2011; a portion of a page from Detective John Craig's notes of his interview with Latrice Johnson; a poster for one of the unsuccessful campaigns by Sandjai Weaver, Rice's lawyer, for a judgeship (Andrew Aoyama; Philadelphia Police Department; Sandjai Weaver's Facebook page)



As the trial date approached, Eric Stryd, the assistant district attorney assigned to the case, privately expressed doubts about the police theory that Rice and Linder had acted as a team. As explained in an internal memo I obtained, the case against Linder could prove hard to make.

Video footage largely backed up Linder's story. It had shown him cleaning a facility in Northeast Philly until at least 8:45 on the night of the shooting. He and his mother said they had then gone on to clean another building; it had no security camera. Additional video evidence showed an SUV matching the description of his mother's leaving the area at 9:53, though the video was inconclusive because a license plate was not visible. Linder might have skipped out at 8:45 and gotten a ride to the crime scene in South Philly, and his mother and brother could have been covering for him. But accepting the whole scenario could be a lot to ask of a jury. Rice's alibi, however, was still unverified, and likely to be less sturdy.

Read: How two newspaper reporters helped free an innocent man

In a summary of the overall case, under the rubric "Additional Facts," the internal memo states, "Victims could not tell the police at the scene who did the shooting." Under the rubric "Problems," the memo states, "Victims both can ID only one of the two defendants and they do not tell police/nurses immediately who shot them."

Coming back, in a different document, to the potential difficulty of proving Linder's involvement, Stryd asked, "Is there strategic value to getting rid of the weaker case and just go forward on the stronger one?" Stryd said he was "torn about what the best way is to proceed."

In the D.A.'s office around that time, there was a phrase prosecutors sometimes used: "Just put it up." In other words, just prosecute and let the jury decide. Whatever the thinking, in the end, the D.A.'s office elected to put both Linder and Rice on trial.

Eric Stryd today works in the office of the state attorney general. In an emailed response to questions, he said he was unfamiliar with the phrase "Just put it up." He confirmed his uncertainty about the case against Linder.

Of course, giving credence to Linder's alibi would have called into question the police theory that Rice and Linder had been partners, acting out of revenge. If Rice was one of the shooters, then his partner must have been someone else.

In his emailed response, Stryd wrote, "I was instructed to proceed to trial." His supervisors, he noted, were "more senior and more experienced than I was."

C. J. Rice and Tyler Linder were tried together, but they were represented by different lawyers. The case against both was thin. As much as anything else, Rice was up against the performance of Sandjai Weaver.

Right off the bat, Weaver had failed to move to decertify the case to juvenile court, even though Rice was a minor who had no prior violent offenses. (Linder was 19, and did not have this option.) On the trial's first day, Weaver was admonished by Judge Denis Cohen for arriving in court with unlabeled exhibits and no copies for the bench.

Because there was no physical evidence, the prosecution's case against Rice rested entirely on the testimony of Latrice Johnson, the sole eyewitness to place him at the scene. That she had not identified him when initially asked, on three separate occasions, opened an array of avenues that Weaver could have exploited, but did not.

To begin with, Weaver could have challenged the way the photo arrays were presented during the hospital interview. More crucially, she could have raised significant doubts about Johnson's ability to see Rice from the stoop where she was sitting--if she'd been familiar with the crime scene. Johnson affirmed on the stand that the sidewalk where the shooters had stood was approximately 20 feet from the stoop, and that her view of the perpetrators in the darkness was aided by a streetlight. In fact, the distance was more than 60 feet. And there was no streetlight at the spot where the shooters were said by the witnesses to be standing; the closest one was across the street. There would have been ambient light from other sources, but the physical distance was a real problem: From the stoop, it's difficult to make out someone on the corner--a person looks very small--and it would have been harder at night with a hood drawn tight around the person's face. There were also two cars obstructing the view of the corner from the stoop. The crime-scene diagram created by the police, which was included in the first few pages of the discovery documents, made most of this clear. A few measurements would have filled in the gaps. But Weaver said nothing, so jurors never knew. Left uncorrected, Johnson's erroneous description of the crime scene was the crime scene.

By contrast, when Raymond Driscoll, Linder's attorney, cross-examined Latoya Lane--the only eyewitness placing Linder at the scene--he so vigorously challenged the inconsistencies in her testimony that she broke down, collapsing in tears after saying, "When I was in the hospital, when they came, I was on medication, so, like ..." The judge had to call a recess, and ultimately stopped the trial for the day.

Although jurors give significant weight to eyewitness identification, experts agree that eyewitness testimony is highly unreliable. More than two-thirds of the Innocence Project's 375 DNA exonerations involve eyewitness testimony now proved to have been wrong.

At the time of Rice's trial, defense attorneys in Pennsylvania were legally prohibited from calling experts to testify about the unreliability of eyewitness testimony--a prohibition lifted by the state supreme court only in 2014. Still, a 1954 case in Pennsylvania, Commonwealth v. Kloiber, allowed attorneys to ask a judge to explain the limits of an eyewitness's identification in situations where a witness did not have an opportunity to clearly view a perpetrator, had struggled to identify him or her, or had a problem making an identification in the past. Given the circumstances--the hood, the darkness, the distance--and the fact that Johnson had failed to identify Rice the first three times she was asked, her testimony could have merited a "Kloiber instruction." Weaver never requested one.

Instead, she got into a long and meaningless exchange with Johnson, consuming pages of transcript, about where to locate a basketball hoop on a whiteboard diagram. At one point, confused and frustrated, Weaver seemed ready to throw in the towel: "Sorry, Ms. Johnson, I'm not familiar with your area," she said.

At the defense table, Rice remembers covering his face with one of his hands. Weaver, he now understood, had never visited the street where the shooting took place. And he himself lacked the knowledge to correct her--despite her promise on two occasions, Weaver still hadn't provided him with the discovery documents. He says he got them only after the trial, and only after Weaver had sent him another client's discovery by mistake.

My father testified on Rice's behalf on the penultimate day of the trial. He had testified in other cases, and those experiences had almost always entailed long preparatory conversations with an attorney. This time was different. He'd had a single, brief conversation with Weaver by phone--a call in which she did nothing more than ask him to testify and give him a date. My father met Weaver in person for the first time in the hallway outside the courtroom. He says she gave him no instructions.

On the stand, my father articulated what he would repeat to me a decade later. From the transcript: "The amount of pain that I saw him with and the inability to stand and get onto and off the table in my office on the 20th of September makes me very dubious as to whether he could walk standing up straight, let alone run with any degree of speed, five days after I saw him." But Weaver did not present Rice's condition in all its dimensions--his hospital illness, his weakened muscular state. She did not explore what the stress of exertion might have done to a stapled wound if Rice had in fact started running.

Weaver's lack of knowledge and preparation made my father's testimony essentially a wash.

And she missed something else. My father was there to testify specifically about the doctor's-office encounter. But Weaver seems never to have obtained or reviewed Rice's full hospital records. She certainly never introduced any such records in court. And she never called any other medical expert to testify. Had an expert witness been able to review the relevant records from the hospital--all 300 pages--he or she would have learned that Rice was dealing not only with the incision in his abdomen but also with that fractured pelvis. My father discovered references to the fractures only later, when he obtained the records on Rice's behalf and read them for himself. The information was never introduced at the original trial, though it was certainly germane. It is impossible to say, at a remove of more than a decade, what effect these unhealed fractures would have had on the mobility of a specific individual, or how painful running might have been. Rice did tell me that, although he has learned to compensate, one of his legs is today shorter than the other.

Because Weaver had not made time to talk with my father before the trial, she was also unaware of information that might have been used to blunt a line of questioning by the prosecution. Weaver had no knowledge of my father's conversation with Rice about painkillers, and Rice's unwillingness to take them or to refill his prescription. So she was helpless when Eric Stryd began his cross-examination. "You find it extremely unlikely that he could actually run down the street?" the prosecutor asked. My father answered affirmatively. "Your conclusion is because of the amount of pain he would have been in?" the prosecutor went on. My father again answered affirmatively. "But you don't know how many Percocets he may have taken on the 24th, 25th, or 26th?" Stryd asked. My father could only state the truth: "I have no way of knowing." My father was certain that Rice had not been taking painkillers--hence the distress he saw in the examination room. But he could not say that something was completely impossible if it were not truly so. Reading the trial transcript, I realized that Weaver's lack of knowledge and preparation had made my father's testimony essentially a wash.

Weaver's next witness was Deania Duncan, whose testimony was intended to support Rice's alibi. Duncan's son Quadifi had testified earlier in the trial that he had been at home with Rice and his grandfather all day, but his testimony had been turned against Rice. Stryd asked Quadifi why he hadn't recorded a witness statement or said anything at all about an alibi until this very moment in court; he was able to present what should have been evidence of Weaver's negligence--she hadn't collected any alibi statements, despite having had almost a year and a half to do so--as evidence of Quadifi's deceit. "Today is the first day that you're telling anybody other than the lawyer about this?" the prosecutor asked. Quadifi assented. "He's like your brother; you don't want to see him get in trouble, do you?" the prosecutor continued. Quadifi assented again. "Judge, I have nothing further," the prosecutor said.

Calling Duncan to the stand undermined Rice's case further. In one of their two 15-minute meetings during the 14 months before his trial, Rice says he told Weaver that Duncan herself wasn't in the house at 9:30 p.m.--the time of the shooting. He gave Weaver her name because Duncan would know everyone who had been in the house throughout the day. Although not an alibi witness herself, she'd be able to connect Weaver with everyone who could be. This distinction seems to have been lost on Weaver. As a result, when Duncan admitted under cross-examination that she hadn't been in the house at the time of the shooting, she inadvertently left the strong impression that Rice had no alibi at all.

One piece of independently verifiable alibi evidence that could have made a difference was the location data from Rice's cellphone. Rice had asked Weaver to retrieve the phone data, and she had promised that she would. But Weaver never did seek the data. There is nothing to be done now: After Cricket Wireless was purchased by AT&T in March 2014, records containing Rice's data were deleted.

Speaking with me recently, Raymond Driscoll, Tyler Linder's lawyer, recalled watching Weaver make decisions with which he disagreed--not just in terms of how those decisions might affect his own client, but how they hurt hers. Rice, Driscoll said, had what should have been strong arguments in his defense--medical incapacity, a dubious identification, no physical evidence linking him to the crime.

The strong arguments proved unavailing. On February 8, 2013, after two days of deliberation, the jury returned a verdict. Tyler Linder, represented by Driscoll, was acquitted on all counts. C. J. Rice, represented by Weaver, was found guilty on four counts of attempted murder and other associated charges. The judge ultimately banged down the gavel on a sentence of 30 to 60 years and said, "Good luck, Mr. Rice."

In October 2016, as Rice pursued an appeal, a judge brought Weaver's bankruptcy case to a conclusion, relieving her of her remaining debts. By then, Rice had found a new lawyer, a Philadelphia attorney named Jason Kadish, who hoped to call Weaver as a witness. After Weaver did not respond to a subpoena to appear at the evidentiary hearing, Kadish sought more information and made contact with Weaver's daughter. He later explained to the court that Weaver was suffering a medical crisis that left her "both physically and cognitively unavailable for the purposes of today's hearing" as well as "unavailable to provide competent testimony." Kadish went on to note that "the prognosis is not good" and that "it does not look as if it will improve." Weaver died in 2019.

I can remember my father saying from the time I was young, "We have a legal system, Jacob. We don't have a justice system." In 1971, when I was 2 years old, Philadelphia magazine ran a story that profiled my father and a number of other physicians working in poor communities in the city. It described a house call my father made, the conditions in which he worked, and the feats of organization required to bring medical care to neighborhoods that otherwise would have had none. "I wanted to work with the people," the article quoted him as saying. "That's why I got involved in this whole thing."

To his patients, my father is a caring and respected physician. He is also complicated, and sometimes angry. His furrowed-brow fury has mostly been aimed from a distance--at politicians, and those who foment violence and racism, and those who display hypocrisy. My brother and I still talk about the way he yelled at the TV when a patronizing George H. W. Bush debated Geraldine Ferraro during the 1984 campaign. Under his tutelage, and at crayon-wielding age, I once drew a political cartoon of the racist Democratic mayor of Philadelphia, Frank Rizzo, consisting of his face and the words bad Rizzo bad Rizzo bad Rizzo.

For my father, C. J. Rice is not a distant cause--it is close to home. My father consults frequently with Jason Kadish, the lawyer who now represents Rice in most matters, and whom Rice's family has found money to pay. He has marshaled medical evidence to bolster an ongoing commutation petition. He was instrumental in finding a specialist lawyer, Karl Schwartz, to handle Rice's habeas appeal in federal court and, I suspect, has paid Schwartz himself, though he won't say. Through my CNN colleague Van Jones, with whom I connected him, he has also helped to interest Erin Haney of the Reform Alliance in Rice's case. Reform is a group dedicated to changing probation and parole systems around the country.

And, of course, my father and Rice write to each other. My father's letters to Rice cover many topics. He recounts conversations he has had with Kadish. He discusses the appeals process and the efforts of Philadelphia's district attorney, Larry Krasner, elected in 2017, to seek relief for people in circumstances similar to Rice's. He recommends books, such as the lawyer and activist Bryan Stevenson's memoir, Just Mercy. He brings up the Philadelphia 76ers, a subject that arouses passionate hometown feelings.


C. J. Rice on a Zoom call from State Correctional Institution-Coal Township, April 2022 (Malike Sidibe for The Atlantic)



Rice told me in a recent call that as a 17-year-old, he had long hair and couldn't grow a beard. "Now I'm going bald in the middle, and I've got all this facial hair." In 2011, he was not yet 6 feet tall and weighed 160 pounds. In prison, he says he has grown a few inches and gained 70 pounds of muscle from lifting weights. Deania Duncan's daughter Promise was a month old when Rice was arrested; he could hold her in the cup of his hands. These days, she merges phone lines for him when he calls on the weekend.

Rice earned his high-school degree while he was detained and awaiting trial; once he was sentenced, he was able to get a tutoring job, helping other inmates earn their GED. At Coal Township, he has become the experienced inmate, the jailhouse mentor who advises new detainees to get a copy of their discovery as soon as possible. He likes to read, usually nonfiction, often books about business or self-improvement. Sometimes he'll wash his clothes by hand in the sink, just to occupy himself for 45 minutes--anything to pass the time.

Rice says that he has written Latrice Johnson at least 70 letters. In them, he has explained that he doesn't hold her testimony against her, that he isn't bitter. He has urged her to contact his lawyer, in the hope that something might be done on his behalf. He has never received a reply, but the letters haven't been sent back with a return to sender label, so he believes she has been receiving them. My own luck with Johnson was no better than Rice's. "I don't want to relive it," she said when I called her. "I don't want to discuss it." She ended the conversation. One morning in August, I stopped by her parents' house on South 18th, looking for Johnson or anyone else who might remember the night of the shooting. The door was eventually opened by a woman who knew Johnson and may have been her mother, but who would not identify herself and whose response to every question was simply "Goodbye, sir." A message left at another house eventually produced a return call from Johnson. "I'm the person you're going to all of these houses looking for," she said. "I don't have any information for you." She asked not to be contacted again.

Fighting to have your case overturned from a prison cell is nearly impossible. The arguments in Rice's favor remain as strong as ever, but the nature of the case against him is an obstacle: It's hard to call evidence into question when there was virtually no evidence to begin with. DNA wasn't a factor. Impropriety by the police didn't play a role.

The passage of time can have a flattening effect--perspective can get lost and key facts forgotten. Murray Cohen, the surgeon who operated on Rice, never testified at the original trial. During Rice's appeal, in 2019, he was called to testify for the commonwealth, and against Rice. Cohen had not evaluated Rice's condition, weeks after the operation, as my father had; after the hospital stay, Cohen and Rice came face-to-face again only in court during that appeal, seven years later. Cohen did not believe that running would have made staples or sutures come loose--"not my staples and not my suture." He described the surgery and what he thought would be Rice's condition on the day of the shooting: "It was a laparotomy with no internal injury," Cohen stated, meaning that the bullet had not damaged the intestines. "He was 21, 22 days post-op. I didn't observe the patient that day, but a typical 17-year-old would be able to run." But Rice was not a typical 17-year-old; among other things, a bullet had fractured his pelvis. According to the Hospital for Special Surgery, patients with a fractured pelvis may require six to 12 weeks for full restoration of function. (Cohen could not be reached for comment.)

What of the argument that Rice was represented by ineffective counsel? It's a powerful one, at least in the eyes of an ordinary person looking at the facts. That doesn't mean it carries any weight in a legal system set up in so many ways to protect itself.

The Sixth Amendment guarantees defendants the right to counsel. In a 1984 case, Strickland v. Washington, the U.S. Supreme Court took up the question of just how bad lawyers need to be before their performance proves constitutionally defective. Writing for the majority, Justice Sandra Day O'Connor established a two-part test: A lawyer's performance falls short of the Sixth Amendment's right to counsel if (a) it is deficient and (b) that deficiency prejudices the defense, depriving the defendant of a fair trial. The opinion went on to define a deficient counsel as one who "made errors so serious that counsel was not functioning as the 'counsel' guaranteed the defendant by the Sixth Amendment"--a definition that is not only vague but circular. The inadequacy of the standard has allowed a patchwork of different rules to proliferate across the country. A lawyer can sleep during part of a client's cross-examination, or be arrested for drunk driving on the way to court, or be mentally unstable, or have been disbarred midway through a trial without sinking to the level of constitutionally defective performance--all of these instances have been adjudicated in various jurisdictions. This spring, the Supreme Court further restricted the right to claim ineffective counsel as the basis for an appeal. Justice Sonia Sotomayor, writing in dissent, declared that the decision "reduces to rubble" a defendant's Sixth Amendment guarantee. Most of the largest counties across the country have a system like Philadelphia's, where court-appointed attorneys such as Sandjai Weaver are among the only options for defendants like C. J. Rice.

Justice Thurgood Marshall, the sole dissenter in the Strickland case, faulted the ruling for a "debilitating ambiguity" that compelled judges to rely on "intuitions" about what constitutes ineffective counsel. Under Pennsylvania's Post Conviction Relief Act, the person whose intuition matters is the original trial judge--this is the person who first considers an appeal. When the matter came before him, Denis Cohen, the judge who had wished Rice good luck, found that Weaver was not deficient counsel. (Through a spokesperson for the Philadelphia courts, Cohen declined to comment, referring to his opinions in Rice's case.) Rice appealed Cohen's judgment to the Pennsylvania Superior Court. He was again disappointed: The Superior Court affirmed Cohen's ruling. Pennsylvania's Supreme Court would not take up the case.

For a while, Rice and his allies had looked hopefully to the creation of a much-publicized Conviction Integrity Unit--one of Larry Krasner's first acts as D.A. The job of the CIU is to review past cases, looking for those in which convictions were unwarranted or sentences were too harsh. In 2021, the CIU issued a report that made reference to "a vicious system that lacked transparency and accountability" and highlighted the unit's successes. But success in this context has meant the exoneration of only 25 individuals out of more than 800 reviewed cases as of August 2022. As fears about crime heighten in cities across the country, efforts such as the CIU face ferocious opposition from police associations, and from some courts and politicians. D.A.s find themselves treading carefully, mindful of cautionary examples like that of Chesa Boudin, the San Francisco prosecutor who was turned out of office in June. Virtually all of the CIU's exonerations have involved open-and-shut cases of police or prosecutorial misconduct--that's the threshold that needs to be met. The greater damage done by the "vicious system" functioning as usual will apparently not get a second look.

When I began reporting this story, in 2020, the Conviction Integrity Unit had some 1,400 cases pending review. In April, the D.A.'s office told me that Rice's case was no longer being considered. In an emailed statement, a spokesperson said that the CIU had decided that there was an "insufficient legal and factual basis to warrant the Commonwealth intervening to vacate his conviction." The spokesperson emphasized that the decision was "not confirmation that his conviction was sound."

Rice's remaining options are few. Barring some new development, he will have to serve at least 20 and as many as 50 more years in prison. A federal habeas petition will soon be filed, but the record in cases like this one is not grounds for optimism. A petition to the state Board of Pardons is being prepared on Rice's behalf. A commutation or pardon is in the hands of the board's five members. They include the lieutenant governor, John Fetterman, a candidate for the Senate this year, and the attorney general, Josh Shapiro, a candidate for governor.

In September 2011, the month C. J. Rice was arrested, the state legislature of Pennsylvania released its "Report of the Advisory Committee on Wrongful Convictions." The 316-page document ticked off many failures, including lack of state funding for the defense of people without means--Pennsylvania provides none to public defenders at all--as well as the unreliability of eyewitness testimony and suspect lineups. It offered a long list of recommendations, almost none of which have been adopted.

The reality is that Commonwealth v. Charles J. Rice represents nothing out of the ordinary. The Conviction Integrity Unit's caseload captures the situation in a single city, but the same reality exists everywhere. Reforms, even if enacted, would scarcely touch the deeper dysfunction--not just of the criminal-justice system but of neighborhoods and schools. In too many cases, "reform" simply allows dysfunction to remain functional. Rice's story has produced no bumper stickers or T-shirts or movies. There is no corrupt cop or evil prosecutor. There is only doubtful evidence, deficient counsel, and the relentless grind of the criminal-justice system itself. Rice's story is meaningful precisely because it is not unusual. Change the details, and it is the story of tens of thousands of poor defendants and the accumulation of large and small injustices that define their lives.

The only unusual thing about Rice's story is the quirk of fate--his doctor is the father of a journalist--that has gained it any attention at all. To examine his case is to watch a conveyor belt leading in a single direction, with escape routes slamming shut the moment each is glimpsed: a public defender rather than a court-appointed attorney; a routine check of cellphone data; a timely notice of alibi; the right questions put to a dubious eyewitness; a Kloiber instruction by the judge; a request for hospital records; the testimony of an independent medical expert; a defense counsel familiar with the crime scene; a Sixth Amendment that is taken seriously.

Let me state the obvious, in personal terms: With evidence as meager as that against Rice, no prosecutor in the country would even have charged me, a white man with resources. If it had--and if I'd had legal representation worthy of the name--no jury would have brought a conviction.



Andrew Aoyama contributed reporting. This article appears in the November 2022 print edition with the headline "'Good Luck, Mr. Rice.'" 
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It Will Never Be a Good Time to Buy a House

Maybe in 2030?

by Annie Lowrey

Earlier this year, I moved from San Francisco to New York with my dogs, kids, and husband. My family rented an apartment. And once we figured out that we liked it here and wanted to stay, we looked to buy a place.

For roughly 11 minutes, before realizing that literally any other activity would be a better use of our time. Brooklyn has 1.1 million housing units. Just a dozen of them seemed to fit our requirements and were sitting on the market. All of the options were too expensive. And that was before factoring in the obscene cost of a mortgage.

New York, in housing as in many things, is an extreme example. But the brutal mathematics is much the same across the country. At this time 15 years ago, real-estate agents had 2.2 million vacant housing units available to show prospective buyers. That number has dwindled and dwindled and now sits at just 732,000, despite the country having added 30 million people to its population. The Case-Shiller index of home prices sits near its highest-ever inflation-adjusted level; houses are unaffordable for middle-class families across the country. Rural areas are expensive. Suburbs are expensive. Cities are absurdly expensive. Nowhere is cheap. That's in part thanks to mortgage rates. The monthly payment on a new home has increased by more than 50 percent in the past three years, as 30-year mortgage rates have climbed from less than 3 percent to nearly 8 percent.

It's a terrible time to buy a house. But that news, bad as it is, seems to convey some promise: Someday, things will change and it will once again be a good moment to buy. You just have to wait. I'm sorry to tell you that the bad news is even worse than it sounds. It's not going to be a good time to buy a house for a really long time. How long? I put that question to a few housing economists and real-estate experts. Their response? Who knows. A decade. "Maybe in 2030, we would start to see some relief," Daryl Fairweather, the chief economist of Redfin, told me, before noting that 2030 was so far in the future that she could not make any kind of informed prediction.

The problem is twofold. We have a long-standing housing shortage. And we have a frozen housing market. The latter is making the former worse, and it will take years for things to even out and ease up.

The fundamental issue is that the country does not have enough homes where people want them, a consequence of a decade-plus of underbuilding after the Great Recession. Freddie Mac has estimated that the country is short 3.8 million starter homes; Realtor.com puts the deficit at 2.3 to 6.5 million total housing units; the National Association of Realtors and Rosen Consulting say it's 5.5 million. Whatever the number, it is big. The shortage has driven up costs for buyers and renters alike--most spectacularly in megacities such as Los Angeles and New York, but pretty much everywhere at this point.

Enter the pandemic. When COVID hit, the Federal Reserve pushed interest rates down to scratch. This led to a huge surge of home sales, with the volume of deals hitting its highest level since the collapse of the real-estate bubble. Buyers scrambled to take advantage of low mortgage rates. Sellers scrambled to take advantage of soaring prices. (Many sellers, of course, are buyers too. People trade up or downsize, and are more likely to do so when borrowing costs are low.) Folks relocated to take advantage of their employers' new work-from-home policies.

Enter inflation. Prices for everything went up because of ample demand (families were spending their "stimmies") and stifled supply (COVID-related supply-chain problems were causing shortages of everything from couches to semiconductors). The Federal Reserve jacked up interest rates to cool down the rate of price growth. This led to a huge run-up in mortgage rates and a crash in home sales. Would-be buyers decided to rent instead of buy. Would-be sellers decided to stay put instead of moving, because why give up a 3 percent mortgage rate for a 7 percent mortgage rate? Very few units hit the market, so prices stayed high.

This is the uncomfortable equilibrium the market finds itself in today. Nobody's selling because nobody's buying. Nobody's buying because nobody's selling. Nobody can afford to sell. Nobody can afford to buy. Prices are high; mortgage costs are high. Rents are high, too, and there's not a huge amount of rental inventory. Everyone's stuck and paying more than they want to.

Things should calm down when the Fed eases up on borrowing costs, right? Wrong. Things will not calm down. "Once mortgage rates drop, that will reactivate the housing market, leading to more demand. With a limited supply, that would only lead to higher prices," Fairweather told me. In other words, millions of would-be homebuyers will flood into the market, bidding one another up and pushing poorer purchasers out. More homeowners will feel motivated to sell, giving up their 3 percent mortgage rates for offers above their imagined asking prices. But nobody expects the return of a buyer's market or anything like it.

The underlying problem remains the underlying problem. The housing shortage persists. High borrowing costs have intensified it, because so many developers and home builders take out loans to complete their projects. Until housing production ramps up for an extended period of time, until there's considerably more supply relative to demand, things are not going to feel good. They can't.

Many states and municipalities have passed laws to promote housing development in the past three years--easing zoning restrictions, allowing high-rises near transit hubs, and preventing owners from stopping development to protect their own home's value. "They probably are going to move the needle on housing supply," Fairweather told me. But building those new units will take time, time in which demand for new homes will keep growing too.

What is a family looking to buy a place to do? Buy in cash, if you happen to be rich enough to do that. (A bananas statistic: This spring, two out of every three buyers in Manhattan paid cash.) Buy and refinance when you can, if you happen to have the risk tolerance and financial room to do that. Buy with as large a down payment as you can muster to cut your mortgage costs. Or just rent. For the next decade. Forever.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/11/buying-house-market-shortage/676088/?utm_source=feed
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The Case for Challenging Music

Why in classical contemporary music do so many people equate <em>challenging</em> with <em>intimidating</em>--or even <em>infuriating</em>?

by Anthony Tommasini




On December 1, 1900, at an intimate concert hall in Vienna, a respected local baritone gave the premiere of some early songs for voice and piano by Arnold Schoenberg. Today this music, though written in an elusive harmonic language, comes across as exuding hyper-Wagnerian richness and Brahmsian expressive depth. But the audience in Vienna broke into shouts, laughter, and jeers. From that day on, as Schoenberg ruefully recalled two decades later, "the scandal has never ceased."

The author Harvey Sachs relates this story, and describes the songs sensitively, in his new book, Schoenberg: Why He Matters. As Sachs makes clear, the "scandal" only got worse. In 1908, Schoenberg premiered the Second String Quartet, his boldest step thus far toward breaking the tethers of tonality--the musical language of major and minor scales and keys that had been around for centuries. Plush with wayward harmonies and arching vocal lines, the music is dark, moody, and entrancing. But most of the audience heard only piercing dissonance and rambling stretches of ugly sounds. One reviewer deemed the piece not a composition but a "pathological case," a "worthless assault" on the ears of listeners, for which the composer should be "declared a public nuisance."

Sachs's book, targeted to music-loving general readers, is less an impassioned defense of an indisputably influential composer than an earnest attempt by an engaging writer and insightful music historian to explain Schoenberg's significant achievements and understand the lingering resistance to his works. These scores still "fascinate many people in the profession," Sachs asserts, but "continue to meet with apathy, and often downright antipathy, on the part of most listeners."

Sachs, the author of the critically acclaimed biography Toscanini: Musician of Conscience, admits to being an unlikely candidate to take on this task. He calls himself "Schoenberg-curious rather than a Schoenberg expert." But this, he hoped, might make him more trustworthy to countless Schoenberg skeptics among classical-music devotees. If they find Schoenberg's music baffling, off-putting, and excessively challenging, Sachs understands why and doesn't really disagree.

But by maintaining that "most listeners" still cling to this perception of Schoenberg and those who followed in his path, Sachs winds up compounding the problem, at least to this admitted Schoenberg lover. The stigma is reinforced. Also, he only glances at a larger related issue that has consistently nagged at me.

The early 20th century was an era of fervent experimentation and radical ventures in all of the arts. Think of what emerged in other fields during the early 1920s when Schoenberg was writing his first 12-tone pieces. For a decade or more, cubist paintings such as Picasso's 1921 Three Musicians had been literally shattering norms of representation by breaking up and reassembling shards of images into abstract configurations. James Joyce's Ulysses, published in 1922, was banned in the United Kingdom for content deemed obscene when the real shocker was pages upon pages of seemingly stream-of-consciousness writing. Pirandello's Six Characters in Search of an Author opened in 1921 and overturned notions of what narrative drama could be. T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land at once rattled and riveted readers of poetry in 1922.

Read: Can classical music make a comeback?

A century later, one has to reserve a timed ticket to get into a Picasso exhibit at most museums, or a retrospective of Kandinsky. Culturally curious people, young and old, seem to accept that a "challenging" painting--or modern dance work, or play, or independent film--can be exciting, mind-expanding, really cool, and sort of out there precisely because it's challenging. Why in classical contemporary music do so many people equate challenging with intimidating--or even infuriating?

Classical music was deemed, even by some musicians (though a minority, I'd argue), to have gone wrong in the middle decades of the 20th century. And Schoenberg is still seen as the main culprit.

Sachs genuinely comes across as trying to make a strong case for Schoenberg as a challenging, yes, but consequential composer. He does an admirable and efficient job telling the story of Schoenberg's life, career, and struggles (the book is just more than 200 pages), and shows how early experiences fortified his later resolve to radically shake up contemporary music.

Born in 1874 in Vienna to a lower-middle-class Jewish family (his father kept a shoe shop), Schoenberg was drawn early to music. At around 16, he had to take a job as a bank clerk after his father died. But he made musical friends and became ever more focused and ambitious. His tenaciousness paid off. A composer who in his youth was compelled to teach himself compositional forms by subscribing to an encyclopedia's instruction guide, he eventually wrote two books on harmony that are still in use and is considered among the century's most significant teachers. At 23, in 1898, Schoenberg converted to Lutheranism, and his iconoclasm played out here as well. When Hitler came to power in Germany in 1933, he reconverted to Judaism at the most dangerous moment, becoming an outspoken advocate of Jewish solidarity and defiance. In 1933, he emigrated to America, where he wound up living in Los Angeles, across the street from Shirley Temple, and found a friend, and tennis partner, in George Gershwin.

Those early years in Vienna, when he faced disdain, left him both defensive and determined, and ready to try on the role of visionary prophet in contemporary music. Schoenberg "would see himself as a lonely David using his slingshot to fend off hordes of cultural Philistines who were incapable of grasping, or unwilling to grasp, the beauty and the importance of his ideas and his work," Sachs writes.

That attitude emboldened Schoenberg as he confronted what he saw as the "crisis" of tonality that came to a head in the early 20th century. The musical system that listeners were comfortable with (think of Maria teaching the von Trapp children do, re, mi) was a kind of harmonic hierarchy in which melodic lines and chords could wander off and become ambiguous as long as the music never lost complete touch with the main key of any piece, or passage, of music. But the music of the late 19th and early 20th centuries had grown so harmonically unmoored that Schoenberg felt, with some justification, that the functionality of major and minor keys had seriously dissipated.

He dared to cut the bonds, to write pieces that embraced this ambiguity and took it further, radically so. For some years, he wrote freely atonal pieces, in which extreme harmonic ambiguity became for him a new norm. Finally, he thought, if composers, he especially, were writing music that didn't revolve around one key but gave equal weight to all 12 notes, why not systematize this?

He devised a system based on invented "tone rows," as he called them, a series of all 12 notes put in an order without an established central key; the music would progress without any one note repeated until its turn came up again. This may seem a terribly cerebral conceit. (Sachs wisely doesn't go into the details.) But two points are crucial. First, the technique actually allowed for all kinds of permutations, because the rows could be gone through forward or backwards, or inverted, or transcribed, and much more. Second, Schoenberg wanted audiences to forget about the methodology and just listen, even if the notes in a piano piece seemed all skittish and jumpy, if the sonorities sounded ungrounded, flinty and dissonant; listeners should give themselves over. Once he devised the technique, he felt liberated. In 1921, still swept up in a flush of nationalism he would later regret, Schoenberg boasted to a friend that he had discovered something that would assure "the dominance of German music for the next century."

That's where he was wrong. He had not discovered the next stage of music, because, it can be argued, there's been no next stage. Music can change, even dramatically, without progressing to some higher, complex realm. And tonality was not in such a crisis after all, as Stravinsky, Bartok, Prokofiev, Britten, Shostakovich, Copland, and a whole roster of composers would prove as the 20th century unfolded.

Rather, 12-tone music was an exhilarating leap into the beyond, an invitation to let go, to dispense, at least for a while, for the duration of a piece, with what Leonard Bernstein in his Norton Lectures at Harvard maintained was an inherent need in human beings from all cultures for music that loosely adheres to some kind of tonal harmonic mooring.

My strongest objection to Sachs's account of what happened comes up for the first time in the book's prologue, when he writes that Schoenberg's 12-tone compositional technique and its offshoots, which were "virtually obligatory among composers struggling for recognition in the third quarter of the twentieth century," have been "either abandoned or drastically altered, often beyond recognition" by most younger composers. He adds that atonality and the 12-tone technique "have proved to be dead ends for most listeners and for many--perhaps even most--professional performing musicians as well."

This seems unfair and too sweeping. Did cubism prove a dead end because few painters today emulate Picasso's specific approach and technique? For a couple of decades, abstract expressionism seemed to dominate and drive contemporary painting. Some influential critics maintained that this approach defined modern art. Similar claims were made by influential, if regrettably dogmatic, 12-tone composers in the 1960s and '70s who held teaching posts at universities. They dominated the intellectual high ground over their timid colleagues who, as they saw it, still hewed to various kinds of tonality.

All such pronouncements were wrong. Abstract expressionism remains an exhilarating development that still influences painters whose works look little like those of Willem de Kooning or Jackson Pollock. And the impact of the bold experiments pioneered by Schoenberg is ever present.

Go to a contemporary music concert at any conservatory or university. It's safe to say that none of the young composers on the programs are writing anything close to strict 12-tone works. Still, in almost every piece, you hear intrepid elements of atonality, pointillist riffs, the tart harmonic twang and flighty figurations characteristic of Schoenberg & Co., even when the overall musical language may be drawing from many styles--tonality in the manner of Copland or Britten, minimalism, folk music, jazz, electronica, whatever. And film scores for decades have been thick with stretches of gnarly, 12-tonish sounds to convey mystery, angst, and intensity. Looked at this way, Schoenberg's atonal and 12-tone works, far from being dead ends, were door openers.

Even in his own time, as Sachs shows, Schoenberg was not as dismissed as is generally assumed. He did have powerful champions and his share of gratifying successes. In a compelling chapter, Sachs discusses the ecstatically received 1912 Berlin premiere of Pierrot Lunaire, a piece that boldly blends modernist atonal music with Berlin cabaret. Written for an actress and a small instrumental ensemble, the piece sets 21 poems by Albert Giraud (translated into German) relating the exploits of the timeless Pierrot character, who appears in a moon-drunk state, singing of lust, violence, nightmares, and heresy. The voice part, tailored to the actress's talent, is written in a kind of song-speech that Schoenberg called "Sprechstimme." The music "'fulfills' the words and adds dimensions to them," Sachs writes, "to such a degree that one feels as if the words have grown out of the music itself, in a sort of onomatopoeic symbiosis, which of course is not the case."

Sachs explains the dearth of prominent orchestras' performances of major Schoenberg works by pointing to the inherent complexities and awkward technical difficulties of the scores. Sachs writes admiringly of the brilliant violinist Hilary Hahn's recording of Schoenberg's Violin Concerto, but points out, quoting Hahn, that she needed a couple of years to train her hands to play it and to uncover the music's "grace, wit, lyricism, romanticism and drama."

But I could imagine many superb violinists devoting two years to mastering the concertos by Tchaikovsky or Brahms, among the most difficult in the canon. In 1970, on Beethoven's 200th birthday, I heard Rudolf Serkin play a monumental performance of Beethoven's daunting Hammerklavier sonata at Carnegie Hall. Some weeks later, I was able to congratulate him in person for that unforgettable Hammerklavier. He looked at me and said, "It took me 50 years."

Also, assessing the significance of a composer's works by the current popularity of his pieces is not quite right. The stigmatization of Schoenberg has stuck, unfortunately. Yet I find that with just a little help, open-minded listeners respond. In classes I've taught, I've won over the Schoenberg-averse by playing a Bach musette and then the musette from Schoenberg's Suite for Piano, Op. 25, which is almost like a 12-tone transformation of a Bach suite. Except for the way the pitches were picked, the Bach and the Schoenberg are strikingly similar, the same short-short-long dance rhythm, the same skipping, impish character.

Read: Is old music killing new music?

The argument that classical music has never recovered from the wrong turn taken in the middle decades of the 20th century seems dated and downright wrong. Judging by the reactions of audiences I've been part of over the past 20 years, even just in New York, the climate for contemporary music has gotten more and more welcoming. It seemed an apt reading of the cultural moment when in 2020 the New York Philharmonic largely eschewed commemorating the 250th birthday of Beethoven and instead inaugurated Project 19, a series of works commissioned from 19 women composers to commemorate the centennial of the Nineteenth Amendment. The Metropolitan Opera has given New York premieres in recent seasons of unapologetically challenging--yes, that word--but arresting operas, including Kaija Saariaho's L'Amour de Loin and Thomas Ades's The Exterminating Angel. This season, in an inventively contemporary and vibrantly choreographed production, the Met is presenting its house premiere of Anthony Davis's X: The Life and Times of Malcolm X, a long-overdue hearing of a breakthrough work from this Pulitzer Prize-winning composer. Davis has written that he attempted to blend "the improvised and subversive spirit of the blues" with the form and structure of "the post-tonal harmonic language of Berg and Stravinsky."

Despite what you may hear, many works by Schoenberg and his circle, especially his devoted student Alban Berg, written during those tumultuous decades of change, have been embraced by audiences. In the fall of 2021, when an ailing Michael Tilson Thomas heroically conducted a program with the New York Philharmonic ending with Beethoven's Eroica symphony, the high point, for me and for many, was a magnificent performance of Berg's 1935 Violin Concerto, with Gil Shaham as a soloist. This wrenching, sublime piece folds passages of tonal music, including strands of a plaintive Bach chorale, into the complex musical language that Schoenberg pioneered.

The performance received a long, ardent ovation from an audience of attentive listeners who didn't seem to know that they were supposed to find 12-tone music alienating.
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The Plight of the Eldest Daughter

Women are expected to be nurturers. Firstborns are expected to be exemplars. Being both is exhausting.

by Sarah Sloat




This article was featured in One Story to Read Today, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a single must-read from The Atlantic, Monday through Friday. Sign up for it here.

Being an eldest daughter means frequently feeling like you're not doing enough, like you're struggling to maintain a veneer of control, like the entire household relies on your diligence.

At least, that's what a contingent of oldest sisters has been saying online. Across social-media platforms, they've described the stress of feeling accountable for their family's happiness, the pressure to succeed, and the impression that they aren't being cared for in the way they care for others. Some are still teens; others have grown up and left home but still feel over-involved and overextended. As one viral tweet put it, "are u happy or are u the oldest sibling and also a girl"? People have even coined a term for this: "eldest-daughter syndrome."

That "syndrome" does speak to a real social phenomenon, Yang Hu, a professor of global sociology at Lancaster University, in England, told me. In many cultures, oldest siblings as well as daughters of all ages tend to face high expectations from family members--so people playing both parts are especially likely to take on a large share of household responsibilities, and might deal with more stress as a result. But that caregiving tendency isn't an inevitable quality of eldest daughters; rather, researchers told me, it tends to be imposed by family members who are part of a society that presumes eldest daughters should act a certain way. And the online outpour of grievances reveals how frustratingly inflexible assumptions about family roles can be.

Research suggests some striking differences in the experiences of first- and secondborns. Susan McHale, a family-studies professor emeritus at Penn State University, told me that parents tend to be "focused on getting it right with the first one," leading them to fixate on their firstborn's development growing up--their grades, their health, the friends they choose. With their subsequent children, they might be less anxious and feel less need to micromanage, and that can lead to less tension in the parent-child dynamic. On average, American parents experience less conflict with their secondborn than with their first. McHale has found that when firstborns leave home, their relationship with their family tends to improve--and conflict then commonly increases between parents and their younger children, because the spotlight is on them. Birth order can also create a hierarchy: Older siblings are often asked to serve as babysitters, role models, and advice-givers for their younger siblings.

Read: The longest relationships of our lives

To be clear, birth order doesn't influence personality itself--but it can influence how your family sees you, Brent Roberts, a psychology professor at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, told me. Eldest kids, for example, aren't necessarily more responsible than their siblings; instead, they tend to be given more responsibilities because they are older. That role can affect how you understand yourself. Corinna Tucker, a professor emerita at the University of New Hampshire who studies sibling relationships, told me that parents frequently compare their children--"'This is my athlete'; 'this is my bookworm'; ... 'so-and-so is going to take care of me when I'm old'"--and kids internalize those statements. But your assigned part might not align with your disposition, Roberts said. People can grow frustrated with the traits expected of them--or of their siblings. When Roberts asks his students what qualities they associate with firstborns, students who are themselves firstborns tend to list off positives like "responsible" and "leadership"; those who aren't firstborns, he told me, call out "bossy" and "overcontrolling."

Gender introduces its own influence on family dynamics. Women are usually the "kin keepers," meaning they perform the often invisible labor of "making sure everybody is happy, conflicts are resolved, and everybody feels paid attention to," McHale told me. On top of that emotional aid, her research shows, young daughters spend more time, on average, than sons doing chores; the jobs commonly given to boys, such as shoveling snow and mowing the lawn, are irregular and not as urgent.

Daughtering is the term that Allison Alford, a Baylor University communication professor who researches adult daughters, uses to describe the family work that girls and women tend to take on. That can look like picking up prescriptions, planning a retirement party, or setting aside money for a parent's future; it can also involve subtler actions, like holding one's tongue to avoid an argument or listening to a parent's worries. Daughtering can be satisfying, even joyful. But it can also mean caring for siblings and sometimes for parents in a way that goes above and beyond what children, especially young ones, should need to do, Alford told me.

Read: When kids have to act like parents, it affects them for life

Research on eldest daughters specifically is limited, but experts told me that considering the pressures foisted on older siblings and on girls and women, occupying both roles isn't likely to be easy. Tucker put it this way: Women are expected to be nurturers. Firstborns are expected to be exemplars. Trying to be everything for everyone is likely to lead to guilt when some obligations are inevitably unfulfilled.

Of course, these conclusions don't apply to all families. But so it is with eldest daughters: Although not all of them are naturally conscientious or eager to kin-keep, our cultural understanding of family roles ends up shaping the expectations many feel the need to rise to. The people describing "eldest-daughter syndrome" are probably all deeply different, but talking about what they share might make their burdens feel a little lighter. And the best-case scenario, Alford told me, is that families can start renegotiating what daughtering looks like--which should also take into account what eldest daughters want for themselves.
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Dear Therapist: I Don't Want to See My Mom This Christmas

She ruins the day, but guilt-trips me when I try to opt out.

by Lori Gottlieb




Dear Therapist,

I am struggling to set a much-needed boundary with my mom around Christmas.

I'm a divorced mom of one, and my ex-husband and I split the holiday. My daughter is either with me on Christmas Eve and then goes to her dad's on Christmas afternoon or vice versa, depending on the year. We've been divorced since she was little, so we've been doing this for years.

Our parents live near each other, about three and a half hours away, and we both go down to see our own moms for Christmas. My mom is toxic and guilt-trips me big-time whenever I inform her that I don't want to come visit. Last year her reaction was so bad that I became physically ill: ocular migraine, anxiety so intense I could barely speak, etc. I caved because I just couldn't handle her nonsense.

My daughter will be 13 this year. I've always dreamed of a Christmas Day we could just enjoy at home, creating our own traditions. I've never really been able to do this, because of the split household and the lack of boundaries with my mom. This year my ex-husband has a work gig on Christmas Day, which has presented me with the opportunity to stay home and enjoy the day with just my daughter and our cats. My daughter is getting older and the years of having her at home are numbered. As of right now, my mom thinks we will be down on Christmas for our "fancy dinner."

I buckle because I'm a people pleaser and can't handle the guilt trip. Last year she said, "I guess adopted children just love differently" in response to my saying I'd like to stay home and maybe hang with a friend instead. I'm 42 and I struggle to say no. So how in the world can I set this much-needed boundary with my mom? I have zero desire to visit. It ruins the day, and I love Christmas.



Dear Reader,

Many people struggle to express what they want to their family members, and this is especially true during the holiday season, which comes with heightened expectations layered upon old patterns and wounds. Issues around gift-giving, visiting, travel, and hosting tend to be not just about the question at hand, but about feelings related to how individuals in the family have felt loved, prioritized, controlled, or appreciated. Because of this history, often there's a fear of how unpleasant the conversation might be, so people either avoid having it entirely (which creates more resentment), or initiate it in a way that sounds uncaring (which creates more conflict).

For this reason, before I suggest how to set this boundary, let's consider the way you've framed your holiday dilemma. You describe your mom as "toxic" and her expression of perceived rejection as "nonsense." You might understandably find her behavior frustrating, but as soon as we begin labeling people and their reactions, any compassion for their experience diminishes and we become dismissive of their feelings. This doesn't mean that your mom's feelings should supersede yours. It just means that you will get better at stating your wishes when you can make space for both.

To do this, you'll need to hold two things at once. First, as an adult, you absolutely have the freedom to spend Christmas as you wish. Second, it's natural that your mom would want to spend this day with her daughter and granddaughter, and that she would feel especially disappointed not to at a time when it seems as if most people will be with family. For her, the "fancy dinner" tradition might be something she never had as a child and wanted to create with her own daughter (like your wanting to create a tradition with yours). Or Christmas might have been a happy time that she looked forward to every year, and looks forward to even more now that her family has moved away.

In addition to whatever personal associations your mom has with family holidays, in our culture the holidays take on extra significance because their commercialization makes them inescapable--the seasonal music at the grocery store and the mall, the ads during a TV show you were enjoying, the decorations on neighbors' homes as you walk down the street. If your holiday isn't coming together in the way you'd hoped, it's easy to feel left out of something that seems to include every other person.

Given her comment about adopted children and parental love, she might also have her own long-standing feelings of "otherness" for not being able to have a biological child, if that was the case (many adoptive parents are made to feel "othered" by society), and those feelings may inform her perception of being othered once more ("Everyone else is spending Christmas with their families--yet again, I'm different"). The point is that there are many reasons she might feel anything from sad to excluded to abandoned at the idea of not spending Christmas with you and your daughter.

Read: The new question haunting adoption

To be clear, none of this is your responsibility--asking you to consider her feelings isn't the same as guilt-tripping. What I'm encouraging instead is the practice of what's called mentalizing: imagining her internal experience while also being able to hold on to your own.

Why does this matter? It's easy to fall into the trap of viewing a parent in a binary way--they're good or bad, healthy or toxic--and in doing so, we become narrow-minded ourselves. In reality, her feelings are reasonable, and so are yours. By acknowledging this, you might still disappoint her, but you can approach her with empathy so that your boundary is presented less as a rejection and more as an invitation to connect with some flexible alternatives that you can both enjoy.

Considering your mother's feelings and your own together can help you come up with an arrangement that works for you and, with that clarity, set a compassionate boundary. You might, for example, decline the usual celebration but offer to visit her the week after. Or you might decide to go for New Year's (or, in the future, for Thanksgiving) instead of Christmas. Or you might do neither, and send her something that arrives on Christmas so she doesn't feel forgotten, along with a heartfelt card: "Merry Christmas! We love you and are thinking of you! We'll FaceTime you later!"

As you decide what feels comfortable, don't forget to check in with your daughter--does she enjoy the "fancy dinner" with her grandma, or does she want to stay home with just you?  She's old enough to have a preference, and by including her in this decision, you'll be modeling for her that you care about how she wants to spend the holidays, and that she's not there just to satisfy your needs. Remember to frame this without complaining about her grandma, which puts her in an awkward bind between two family members. It can be as simple as "Because your dad's away this year, I thought it might be fun to relax at home this Christmas, and we can see Grandma on such-and-such date instead. Does that sound good to you, or would you rather go to Grandma's that day?"

Read: The unspoken wedge between parents and grandparents

Now, as for setting the boundary with your mom, you could send an email that goes something like this (I'll call your daughter Jane for simplicity):

Hi, Mom. 

I want to let you know that this holiday season, Jane's dad will be away, and we have the opportunity for the first time since the divorce to stay in one place and not juggle homes this year. We haven't spent a single Christmas together in our own home, just the two of us, without the usual three-hour drive and splitting Jane's time. Jane is 13, and I only have a few more years with her here, so we're going to spend Christmas at home, the two of us.

I know you feel disappointed, and I completely understand that. As a mom myself, I imagine I'd feel the same way if Jane wanted to spend Christmas away from home. But as difficult as that would be for me, I'd also want Jane to spend the holiday in a way that works best for her. You once said something that surprised me--that "adopted daughters love differently"--and I found that comment confusing because that's not how I feel, and my being adopted has no bearing on how I decide to spend the holidays. At some point in her life, Jane will choose to spend Christmas with her partner's family, or with her dad, or with her friends, and despite how much I'd want to see her, I'll know that I'm giving her my love by supporting her wishes, and that she'll feel closer to me because of that. That's what I hope happens with you and me--that you can love me by honoring my wishes, and know that loving me in this generous way makes me feel closer to you.

Of course, we would still like to see you, and wonder if we can find another time to come visit the following week to celebrate together. Let me know your schedule, and we'll figure something out. 

With love,

[Name]

Once your boundary is communicated, your job is to manage your own response, not the other person's. Your mom might send her usual dose of guilt, but remember: Just because someone sends you guilt, doesn't mean you have to accept delivery. You can reply, "Mom, I know you're disappointed, but I'm not discussing this further--let me know another day we can come visit the following week, otherwise I have to go now." Alternatively, she might show her hurt by not responding, or talking badly about you to relatives, but that's beyond your control. Part of setting a boundary is deciding how you will respond, and if you stay home with your daughter but still feel guilty, that's something you're doing to yourself. Instead, I hope that you'll give yourself a long-overdue gift for Christmas this year: a beautifully wrapped box of self-compassion.



Dear Therapist is for informational purposes only, does not constitute medical advice, and is not a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always seek the advice of your physician, mental-health professional, or other qualified health provider with any questions you may have regarding a medical condition. By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it--in part or in full--and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2023/11/not-spending-christmas-holiday-with-family-mom/676055/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Why America Abandoned the Greatest Economy in History

<span>Was the country's turn toward free-market fundamentalism driven by race, class, or something else? Yes.</span>

by Roge Karma




If there is one statistic that best captures the transformation of the American economy over the past half century, it may be this: Of Americans born in 1940, 92 percent went on to earn more than their parents; among those born in 1980, just 50 percent did. Over the course of a few decades, the chances of achieving the American dream went from a near-guarantee to a coin flip.

What happened?

One answer is that American voters abandoned the system that worked for their grandparents. From the 1940s through the '70s, sometimes called the New Deal era, U.S. law and policy were engineered to ensure strong unions, high taxes on the rich, huge public investments, and an expanding social safety net. Inequality shrank as the economy boomed. But by the end of that period, the economy was faltering, and voters turned against the postwar consensus. Ronald Reagan took office promising to restore growth by paring back government, slashing taxes on the rich and corporations, and gutting business regulations and antitrust enforcement. The idea, famously, was that a rising tide would lift all boats. Instead, inequality soared while living standards stagnated and life expectancy fell behind that of peer countries. No other advanced economy pivoted quite as sharply to free-market economics as the United States, and none experienced as sharp a reversal in income, mobility, and public-health trends as America did. Today, a child born in Norway or the United Kingdom has a far better chance of outearning their parents than one born in the U.S.

This story has been extensively documented. But a nagging puzzle remains. Why did America abandon the New Deal so decisively? And why did so many voters and politicians embrace the free-market consensus that replaced it?

Since 2016, policy makers, scholars, and journalists have been scrambling to answer those questions as they seek to make sense of the rise of Donald Trump--who declared, in 2015, "The American dream is dead"--and the seething discontent in American life. Three main theories have emerged, each with its own account of how we got here and what it might take to change course. One theory holds that the story is fundamentally about the white backlash to civil-rights legislation. Another pins more blame on the Democratic Party's cultural elitism. And the third focuses on the role of global crises beyond any political party's control. Each theory is incomplete on its own. Taken together, they go a long way toward making sense of the political and economic uncertainty we're living through.

"The American landscape was once graced with resplendent public swimming pools, some big enough to hold thousands of swimmers at a time," writes Heather McGhee, the former president of the think tank Demos, in her 2021 book, The Sum of Us. In many places, however, the pools were also whites-only. Then came desegregation. Rather than open up the pools to their Black neighbors, white communities decided to simply close them for everyone. For McGhee, that is a microcosm of the changes to America's political economy over the past half century: White Americans were willing to make their own lives materially worse rather than share public goods with Black Americans.

From the 1930s until the late '60s, Democrats dominated national politics. They used their power to pass sweeping progressive legislation that transformed the American economy. But their coalition, which included southern Dixiecrats as well as northern liberals, fractured after President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Richard Nixon's "southern strategy" exploited that rift and changed the electoral map. Since then, no Democratic presidential candidate has won a majority of the white vote.

Crucially, the civil-rights revolution also changed white Americans' economic attitudes. In 1956, 65 percent of white people said they believed the government ought to guarantee a job to anyone who wanted one and to provide a minimum standard of living. By 1964, that number had sunk to 35 percent. Ronald Reagan eventually channeled that backlash into a free-market message by casting high taxes and generous social programs as funneling money from hardworking (white) Americans to undeserving (Black) "welfare queens." In this telling, which has become popular on the left, Democrats are the tragic heroes. The mid-century economy was built on racial suppression and torn apart by racial progress. Economic inequality was the price liberals paid to do what was right on race.

The New York Times writer David Leonhardt is less inclined to let liberals off the hook. His new book, Ours Was the Shining Future, contends that the fracturing of the New Deal coalition was about more than race. Through the '50s, the left was rooted in a broad working-class movement focused on material interests. But at the turn of the '60s, a New Left emerged that was dominated by well-off college students. These activists were less concerned with economic demands than issues like nuclear disarmament, women's rights, and the war in Vietnam. Their methods were not those of institutional politics but civil disobedience and protest. The rise of the New Left, Leonhardt argues, accelerated the exodus of white working-class voters from the Democratic coalition.

David Leonhardt: The hard truth about immigration

Robert F. Kennedy emerges as an unlikely hero in this telling. Although Kennedy was a committed supporter of civil rights, he recognized that Democrats were alienating their working-class base. As a primary candidate in 1968, he emphasized the need to restore "law and order" and took shots at the New Left, opposing draft exemptions for college students. As a result of these and other centrist stances, Kennedy was criticized by the liberal press--even as he won key primary victories on the strength of his support from both white and Black working-class voters.

But Kennedy was assassinated in June that year, and the political path he represented died with him. That November, Nixon, a Republican, narrowly won the White House. In the process, he reached the same conclusion that Kennedy had: The Democrats had lost touch with the working class, leaving millions of voters up for grabs. In the 1972 election, Nixon portrayed his opponent, George McGovern, as the candidate of the "three A's"--acid, abortion, and amnesty (the latter referring to draft dodgers). He went after Democrats for being soft on crime and unpatriotic. On Election Day, he won in the largest landslide since Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1936. For Leonhardt, that was the moment when the New Deal coalition shattered. From then on, as the Democratic Party continued to reflect the views of college graduates and professionals, it would lose more and more working-class voters.

McGhee's and Leonhardt's accounts might appear to be in tension, echoing the "race versus class" debate that followed Trump's victory in 2016. In fact, they're complementary. As the economist Thomas Piketty has shown, since the'60s, left-leaning parties in most Western countries, not just the U.S., have become dominated by college-educated voters and lost working-class support. But nowhere in Europe was the backlash quite as immediate and intense as it was in the U.S. A major difference, of course, is the country's unique racial history.

The 1972 election might have fractured the Democratic coalition, but that still doesn't explain the rise of free-market conservatism. The new Republican majority did not arrive with a radical economic agenda. Nixon combined social conservatism with a version of New Deal economics. His administration increased funding for Social Security and food stamps, raised the capital-gains tax, and created the Environmental Protection Agency. Meanwhile, laissez-faire economics remained unpopular. Polls from the '70s found that most Republicans believed that taxes and benefits should remain at present levels, and anti-tax ballot initiatives failed in several states by wide margins. Even Reagan largely avoided talking about tax cuts during his failed 1976 presidential campaign. The story of America's economic pivot still has a missing piece.

According to the economic historian Gary Gerstle's 2022 book, The Rise and Fall of the Neoliberal Order, that piece is the severe economic crisis of the mid-'70s. The 1973 Arab oil embargo sent inflation spiraling out of control. Not long afterward, the economy plunged into recession. Median family income was significantly lower in 1979 than it had been at the beginning of the decade, adjusting for inflation. "These changing economic circumstances, coming on the heels of the divisions over race and Vietnam, broke apart the New Deal order," Gerstle writes. (Leonhardt also discusses the economic shocks of the '70s, but they play a less central role in his analysis.)

Free-market ideas had been circulating among a small cadre of academics and business leaders for decades--most notably the University of Chicago economist Milton Friedman. The '70s crisis provided a perfect opening to translate them into public policy, and Reagan was the perfect messenger. "Government is not the solution to our problem," he declared in his 1981 inaugural address. "Government is the problem."

Part of Reagan's genius was that the message meant different things to different constituencies. For southern whites, government was forcing school desegregation. For the religious right, government was licensing abortion and preventing prayer in schools. And for working-class voters who bought Reagan's pitch, a bloated federal government was behind their plummeting economic fortunes. At the same time, Reagan's message tapped into genuine shortcomings with the economic status quo. The Johnson administration's heavy spending had helped ignite inflation, and Nixon's attempt at price controls had failed to quell it. The generous contracts won by auto unions made it hard for American manufacturers to compete with nonunionized Japanese ones. After a decade of pain, most Americans now favored cutting taxes. The public was ready for something different.

Eric Posner: Milton Friedman was wrong

They got it. The top marginal income-tax rate was 70 percent when Reagan took office and 28 percent when he left. Union membership shriveled. Deregulation led to an explosion of the financial sector, and Reagan's Supreme Court appointments set the stage for decades of consequential pro-business rulings. None of this, Gerstle argues, was preordained. The political tumult of the '60s helped crack the Democrats' electoral coalition, but it took the unusual confluence of a major economic crisis and a talented political communicator to create a new consensus. By the '90s, Democrats had accommodated themselves to the core tenets of the Reagan revolution. President Bill Clinton further deregulated the financial sector, pushed through the North American Free Trade Agreement, and signed a bill designed to "end welfare as we know it." Echoing Reagan, in his 1996 State of the Union address, Clinton conceded: "The era of big government is over."

Today, we seem to be living through another inflection point in American politics--one that in some ways resembles the '60s and '70s. Then and now, previously durable coalitions collapsed, new issues surged to the fore, and policies once considered radical became mainstream. Political leaders in both parties no longer feel the same need to bow at the altar of free markets and small government. But, also like the '70s, the current moment is defined by a sense of unresolved contestation. Although many old ideas have lost their hold, they have yet to be replaced by a new economic consensus. The old order is crumbling, but a new one has yet to be born.

The Biden administration and its allies are trying to change that. Since taking office, President Joe Biden has pursued an ambitious policy agenda designed to transform the U.S. economy and taken overt shots at Reagan's legacy. "Milton Friedman isn't running the show anymore," Biden quipped in 2020. Yet an economic paradigm is only as strong as the political coalition that backs it. Unlike Nixon, Biden has not figured out how to cleave apart his opponents' coalition. And unlike Reagan, he hasn't hit upon the kind of grand political narrative needed to forge a new one. Current polling suggests that he may struggle to win reelection.

Franklin Foer: The new Washington consensus

Meanwhile, the Republican Party struggles to muster any coherent economic agenda. A handful of Republican senators, including J. D. Vance, Marco Rubio, and Josh Hawley, have embraced economic populism to some degree, but they remain a minority within their party.

The path out of our chaotic present to a new political-economic consensus is hard to imagine. But that has always been true of moments of transition. In the early '70s, no one could have predicted that a combination of social upheaval, economic crisis, and political talent was about to usher in a brand-new economic era. Perhaps the same is true today. The Reagan revolution is never coming back. Neither is the New Deal order that came before it. Whatever comes next will be something new.
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The Tech Giants' Anti-regulation Fantasy

Major internet companies pretend that they're best left alone. History shows otherwise.

by Richard R. John




Today's Big Five digital platforms aren't the first tech giants to bristle at government scrutiny. Long before Amazon, Apple, Facebook, Google, and Microsoft began spending millions of dollars to fight antitrust rules and other measures that would challenge their business models, 20th-century behemoths such as AT&T and IBM were insisting that government interventions in their business would stifle innovation. In reality, one of the most important things the United States government has ever done to advance technology is regulate it. Microsoft was the beneficiary of antitrust litigation aimed at IBM, once the country's dominant computer maker; Amazon, Google, and Facebook have flourished because a 1996 law granted them extraordinary protection from legal liability for the content they circulate; Apple is a beneficiary of a strong patent regime.

The advent of smartphones, one-click shopping, and an avalanche of digital stimuli doesn't change the fact that, when any industry stands astride the economy and reaches into most Americans' homes, lawmakers should assess whether the public interest is being protected. But the reality that the tech giants have long been entwined with government policy somehow got lost in the age of "Move fast and break things"--a mantra that the Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg coined more than a decade ago--and public officials are only now returning to the question of how best to regulate the biggest platforms.

Rob Reich, Mehran Sahami, and Jeremy M. Weinstein: Democracy is losing its race with disruption

As tech platforms have come under growing scrutiny in recent years for their alleged antitrust violations, their data surveillance, and even their potential role in the deteriorating mental health of teenage girls, the Big Five have achieved the remarkable feat of antagonizing influential lawmakers in both major political parties. Senators Lindsey Graham and Elizabeth Warren make unlikely allies. Yet the Republican from South Carolina and the Democrat from Massachusetts stand together in criticizing the tech giants' high-handedness and lack of accountability. "Nobody elected Big Tech executives to govern anything," they declared in a July New York Times essay.

Graham and Warren follow the example of the lawmakers who, in 1887, established the Interstate Commerce Commission to prevent the railroads from defying the public interest. The two senators propose the establishment of a new regulatory agency--the Digital Consumer Protection Commission--to forestall online harms, protect free speech, foster competition, safeguard privacy, and protect national security.

In 2019, the policy insiders Karen Kornbluh and Ellen P. Goodman recommended the establishment of a Digital Democracy Agency to combat disinformation and support local journalism. In 2020, the former Federal Communications Commission chief Tom Wheeler, the former FCC senior counsel Philip Verveer, and the consumer-protection advocate Gene Kimmelman called for an expert-led Code Council that would establish digital norms akin to building and fire codes and work in conjunction with a legislatively mandated Digital Platform Agency, which would be "oriented towards risk management rather than micromanagement." These proposals differ in their particulars--Wheeler, Verveer, and Kimmelman imply that their plan would allow regulators in the quickly evolving digital world to move faster and with greater sophistication than the lumbering FCC--but all of them envision oversight of digital platforms by institutions created via the democratic process and accountable to the public.

Amba Kak and Sarah Myers West: The AI debate is happening in a cocoon

The American tech industry has never been an entrepreneurial free-for-all. Much of the country's information infrastructure was built atop a telephone system that depended on local, state, and federal regulation. When the first local telephone-operating company opened in New Haven, Connecticut, in 1878, it had a municipal franchise--a type of agreement that helped promote the build-out of lines and became a cornerstone in the regulatory framework of the Bell System, which was the dominant network provider from the 1900s until its court-ordered dismantling in 1984. Municipal-franchise law powerfully shaped the business strategy of telephone-network providers from day one--including the rates they charged, the markets they served, and even the equipment they used. Not the absence of regulation, but its pervasiveness, made the mid-20th-century U.S. telephone network the envy of the world.

For decades, though, Bell's formidable public-relations machinery touted the phone company's technical virtuosity and economic sophistication while downplaying the regulatory environment that structured the Bell System. Not until after the system's dismantling would the full significance of Bell's PR wizardry come to light, a topic that I explore in more detail in my 2010 book, Network Nation.

Government intervention has also shaped other essential communications networks dominated by private companies. U.S.-style broadcast regulation originated during World War I with the Navy's commandeering of the formidable wireless-telegraph patent portfolio that the Italian inventor and entrepreneur Guglielmo Marconi had assembled. Today's digital platforms did not spring fully formed from the brow of some geeky teenager holed away in his parents' garage. Rather, they are a second-order overlay on a massive, decades-long Cold War government project to build an information infrastructure robust enough to enable the United States to prevail against the Soviet Union in a nuclear war. The vigorous regulation of Big Tech through antitrust prosecutions has almost always promoted the common good--indeed, the government breakup of the Bell System opened the way for our current digital platforms.

Today's tech giants, like their 20th-century counterparts, seek to avoid outside scrutiny of their internal operations. Regulatory oversight generates useful information that companies can't control. The commercialization of the transistor speaks to the benefits of transparency. Although the FCC mostly left the regulation of the Bell System to the states, it would, in the 1930s, authorize a large, unprecedented, and unusually well-funded investigation of the telephone industry that showed how the company was using its market power to block rival network providers and thwart outside equipment manufacturers. Following World War II, this knowledge jump-started an antitrust suit that opened up Bell's jealously guarded patent vaults, forcing the company to license the transistor (Bell's most valuable patent). That in turn fueled the rise of consumer electronics and computing, as well as the digitization of many sectors of the global economy. As the business historian Alfred D. Chandler Jr. contended in 2001, the "gods" who ushered in the "electronic century" were neither entrepreneurs nor elected officials; they were the unsung "middle-level bureaucrats" in the Justice Department's antitrust division who forced tech giants such as Bell, RCA, and IBM to release vital inventions that they had tried to lock down.

The regulatory triumphs of an earlier era should provide clear inspiration to today's lawmakers, many of whom have expressed frustration with the tech giants but struggled to articulate a rationale for their regulation. Goals could include demanding transparency about  how the major platforms operate, promoting competition by keeping the biggest platforms from buying up their potential rivals, and holding the platforms accountable for harms they caused--including data breaches and the sale of stolen goods.

The regulation of tech giants need not end at America's shorelines. Amazon ships worldwide; Apple manufactures millions of iPhones in China; Google's search algorithm crunches data wherever they can be found; Facebook boasts that, on any given day, 90 percent of its users are outside the United States; Microsoft leases its software to clients in dozens of countries.

Evelyn Douek: The cold dose of reality awaiting Elon Musk

Because digital platforms today are global in reach, some aspects of their regulation should be as well. In a variety of areas, the United States has accepted the benefits of international governance. As far back as the Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln supported the convening in Paris of the world's first international postal conference. Following a brief hiatus, this U.S.-backed project would culminate in the establishment of one of the first international standard-setting bodies--which, in 1878, would proclaim itself the Universal Postal Union. Today, decisions by authorities in some big markets radiate outward to other markets. European Union rules requiring smartphone makers to use USB-C chargers nudged Apple to adopt that standard--rather than keep using an old proprietary plug--for the newest iPhones now being sold in the United States. American regulators may not agree on all matters with their counterparts in other major markets, but international standards can help guarantee that the tech giants abide by the global public's desires, rather than the other way around.

Claims that government regulation of the tech giants will stifle innovation are simply wrong. As the historical record makes clear, past regulatory initiatives in the United States have promoted fair trade; fostered worthwhile innovation; checked irresponsible, dangerous, and illegal business behavior; and protected not only consumers but also the country from a multitude of harms.
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        Photos: The Growth of Solar-Power Stations
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            Construction of utility-scale renewable-power facilities around the world has been increasing rapidly in recent years. Although the total percentage of global power needs met by photovoltaic energy alone remains small, at about 6 percent, it is on the rise. Governments and large companies are building massive facilities to provide both solar thermal and photovoltaic energy, converting the sun's energy into electricity for millions of homes and businesses. Solar-panel farms are being installed on hillsides, rooftops, and pastures, and, more and more, in floating arrays in harbors or reservoirs. Gathered below are images of some of these new solar-power installations around the world.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An array of hundreds of solar panels covers a hillside, with a single tree visible in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An array of solar panels, spread over about 500 acres in the mountainous Alpes-de-Haute-Provence region, in Les Mees in Southern France.
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                [image: Workers install solar panels inside a large satellite dish.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Employees of the Swiss electricity producer and supplier CKW, part of Axpo, install solar panels in a disused satellite dish at the Leuk Teleport and Data Center in Leuk, Switzerland, on October 18, 2023.
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                [image: Photovoltaic solar panels cover several hills in a rural area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photovoltaic solar panels cover several hills in China's Fujian province.
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                [image: A tall tower stands in a field with many reflected rays of sunlight pointing at it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Reflected sunlight is directed at the tower of the Abengoa solar plant at Solucar solar park in Sanlucar la Mayor, near the Andalusian capital of Seville, in southern Spain, on November 13, 2015.
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar tower surrounded by a broad array of reflecting mirrors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the tower of the Cerro Dominador concentrated solar and photovoltaic power plant in the Atacama Desert on August 28, 2022, in Maria Elena, Chile. The plant uses an array of 10,600 mirrors (heliostats) that track the sun, reflecting solar radiation to a receiver on the upper part of a 250-meter tower.
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                [image: Three people paddle a raft past many solar panels on struts in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers inspect solar panels at a fishing-solar photovoltaic power generation base in Taizhou, in China's eastern Jiangsu province, on July 12, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of several large arrays of solar panels floating on a reservoir's surface]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A newly built floating solar-power plant that can generate 192 megawatts of peak electricity, on the surface of the Cirata Reservoir in West Java, Indonesia, on November 9, 2023
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                [image: A broad array of hundreds of solar panels cover a flat area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A field of solar panels in Yinchuan, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, China, on April 18, 2017
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                [image: A shepherd lies near a small solar panel as he plays with his phone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shepherd lies near a small solar panel as he plays with his phone on grassland in the Karacadag region of the Siverek district in Sanliurfa, Turkey, on April 22, 2017.
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                [image: A farmer drives a combine harvester under hanging solar panels.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer drives a combine harvester to collect soybeans under hanging solar panels on an agrivoltaic site in Amance, France, on October 12, 2022. This experimental project is equipped with an "agricultural canopy," a large shade house equipped with rotating solar panels fixed on cables five meters above the fields.
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar-power station, with thousands of mirrors surrounding a tall tower in a desert]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Ashalim concentrated-solar-power station, lit by sunlight reflected by 50,600 computer-controlled heliostats, in Beersheba, Negev Desert, Israel, on August 5, 2023.
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                [image: A solar tower is reflected in a large mirror.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tower is reflected in heliostats at the Khi Solar One plant, operated by Coxabengoa, in Upington, South Africa, on November 21, 2023. About 4,000 heliostats (mirrors) pivot according to the sun's position to reflect and concentrate sunlight onto the tower, which heats water to evaporation, which is then directed to turbines to generate power.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Emmanuel Croset / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A solar-panel installation covers most of a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A solar-panel installation in Ruicheng County, in central China's Shanxi province, on November 28, 2019
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                [image: Workers use a boat to check on solar panels in a pond.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Electrical workers use a boat to check on solar panels at a photovoltaic power station built in a fishpond in Hai'an, in China's eastern Jiangsu province, on July 19, 2021.
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                [image: Workers give finishing touches to solar panels installed above a canal.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers give finishing touches to installed solar panels covering the Narmada Canal at Chandrasan village, outside Ahmedabad, India, on April 22, 2012. The project was devised to bring water to hundreds of thousands of villages in the dry, arid regions of western India's Gujarat state.
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                [image: An aerial view of a large array of solar panels floating on a reservoir]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An array of solar panels floats on a water-storage pond in Sayreville, New Jersey, on April 10, 2023. Floating solar-panel farms are beginning to boom in the United States after rapid growth in Asia. They're attractive not just for their clean power and lack of a land footprint but because they also conserve water by preventing evaporation.
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                [image: A flock of sheep grazes among solar panels in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep graze between the panels of a solar park in Rogane, Kosovo, on May 1, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar-power tower and array of mirrors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the solar-power tower at Atlantica Yield solar plant in Sanlucar La Mayor, on December 23, 2022
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                [image: An aerial view of multiple large arrays of solar panels, floating in a bay]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on February 23, 2022, shows floating solar panels for the Sirindhorn Dam hydro-solar farm run by the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand in Ubon Ratchathani.
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                [image: A large grid of solar panels, arranged to form the outline of a horse]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A grid of solar panels, arranged to form the outline of a horse, in the Kubuqi Desert in Ordos, in the Inner Mongolia autonomous region of China, on July 17, 2022. The facility consists of 196,320 solar panels, occupying about 345 acres (1.398 million square meters).
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                [image: An aerial view of solar panels installed on a mountainside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of solar panels installed at a wind-and-solar hybrid power-generation plant on a mountain in Chongqing, China, on October 30, 2023
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar-power plant under construction, with hundreds of poles sticking out of shallow water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fishery-solar hybrid photovoltaic power plant under construction at Yueqing Bay in Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province, China, on November 22, 2023
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                [image: A top-down view of solar panels covering most of a water-treatment facility]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on August 4, 2022, shows solar panels built over a sewage-treatment plant. The plant, in Zhengzhou, in China's central Henan province, uses photovoltaic power to partly replace coal power.
                #
            

            
                
                
                AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Panels of a photovoltaic-power station cover most of a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A photovoltaic power station covers most of a hillside in Zaozhuang, Shandong, China, in November of 2020.
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                [image: Rows of photovoltaic panels stretch to the horizon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photovoltaic panels stretch to the horizon at the Al Dhafra Solar Photovoltaic project in the United Arab Emirates, south of the capital Abu Dhabi, on November 13, 2023. On November 16, the UAE inaugurated one of the world's biggest solar plants, with nearly 4 million solar panels covering 20 square kilometers of desert.
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                [image: Rows of three-story houses topped with solar panels]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on July 4, 2023, shows solar panels on roofs at the Solar Settlement Gelsenkirchen-Bismarck in Gelsenkirchen, Germany. As the first solar settlement in the Ruhr area, it consists of 71 houses built by two different developers as part of the funding program 50 Solar Settlements in NRW (North Rhine-Westphalia).
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                [image: An aerial view of many rows of solar panels in a rural area]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmers raise sheep among the panels of a photovoltaic-power station in Yangjiang, Guangdong, China, photographed on December 12, 2019.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Have You Listened Lately to What Trump Is Saying?

He is becoming frighteningly clear about what he wants.

by Peter Wehner




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

In 2019, Kennedy Ndahiro, the editor of the Rwandan daily newspaper The New Times, explained to readers of The Atlantic how years of cultivated hatred had led to death on a horrifying scale.

"In Rwanda," he wrote, "we know what can happen when political leaders and media outlets single out certain groups of people as less than human."

Ndahiro pointed out that in 1959, Joseph Habyarimana Gitera, an influential political figure within the largest ethnic group in Rwanda, the Hutus, had openly called for the elimination of the Tutsi, the second-largest of Rwanda's ethnic groups. Gitera referred to the Tutsi as "vermin."

"The stigmatization and dehumanization of the Tutsi had begun," Ndahiro wrote. It culminated in a 100-day stretch in 1994 when an estimated 1 million people were killed, the majority of whom were Tutsi. "The worst kind of hatred had been unleashed," Ndahiro wrote. "What began with dehumanizing words ended in bloodshed."

I THOUGHT ABOUT the events that led up to the Rwandan genocide after I heard Donald Trump, in a Veterans Day speech, refer to those he counts as his enemies as "vermin."
 
 "We pledge to you that we will root out the Communists, Marxists, fascists, and the radical-left thugs that live like vermin within the confines of our country--that lie and steal and cheat on elections," Trump said toward the end of his speech in Claremont, New Hampshire. "They'll do anything, whether legally or illegally, to destroy America and to destroy the American dream." The former president continued, "The threat from outside forces is far less sinister, dangerous, and grave than the threat from within. Our threat is from within."

When Trump finished his speech, the audience erupted in applause.

Trump's comments came only a few weeks after he had been asked about immigration and the southern border in an interview with the host of a right-wing website. "Did you ever think you would see this level of American carnage?" Trump was asked.

"No. Nobody has seen anything like this," Trump responded. "I think you could say worldwide. I think you could go to a banana republic and pick the worst one and you're not going to see what we're witnessing now." The front-runner for the Republican nomination warned that immigrants pose an immediate threat. "We know they come from prisons. We know they come from mental institutions and insane asylums. We know they're terrorists. Nobody has ever seen anything like we're witnessing right now. It is a very sad thing for our country. It's poisoning the blood of our country."

In a September 20 speech in Dubuque, Iowa, Trump said, "What they're doing to our country, they're destroying it. It's the blood of our country. What they're doing is destroying our country."

Trump's rhetoric is a permission slip for his supporters to dehumanize others just as he does. He portrays others as existential threats, determined to destroy everything MAGA world loves about America. Trump is doing two things at once: pushing the narrative that his enemies must be defeated while dissolving the natural inhibitions most human beings have against hating and harming others. It signals to his supporters that any means to vanquish the other side is legitimate; the normal constraints that govern human interactions no longer apply.

Dehumanizers view their targets as having "a human appearance but a subhuman essence," according to David Livingstone Smith, a philosophy professor who has written on the history and complicated psychological roots of dehumanization. "It is the dehumanizer's nagging awareness of the other's humanity that gives dehumanization its distinctive psychological flavor," he writes. "Ironically, it is our inability to regard other people as nothing but animals that leads to unimaginable cruelty and destructiveness." Dehumanized people can be turned into something worse than animals; they can be turned into monsters. They aren't just dangerous; they are metaphysically threatening. They are not just subhuman; they are irredeemably destructive.

THAT IS THE WICKEDLY SHREWD rhetorical and psychological game that Trump is playing, and he plays it very well. Alone among American politicians, he has an intuitive sense of how to inflame detestations and resentments within his supporters while also deepening their loyalty to him, even their reverence for him.

Trump's opponents, including the press, are "truly the enemy of the people." He demanded that the parent company of MSNBC and NBC be investigated for "treason" over what he described as "one-side[d] and vicious coverage." He insinuated on his social network, Truth Social, that the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Mark Milley, deserved to be executed for committing treason. At a Trump event in Iowa, days after that post, one Trump supporter asked why Milley wasn't "in there before a firing squad within a month." Another told NBC News, "Treason is treason. There's only one cure for treason: being put to death."

Trump has taken to mocking the violent attack on Nancy Pelosi's husband, which left him with a fractured skull that required surgery and other serious injuries. Special Counsel Jack Smith, who has brought two indictments against the former president, is a "Trump-hating prosecutor" who is "deranged" and a "disgrace to America"--and whose wife and family "despise me much more than he does." The former president posted the name, photo, and private Instagram account of a law clerk serving Judge Arthur Engoron, who is currently presiding over Trump's civil fraud trial and whom Trump despises and has repeatedly attacked, describing him as "CRAZY" and "CRAZED in his hatred of me." (Trump later deleted the Truth Social post targeting the law clerk, whom he called a "Trump Hating Clerk," but not until after it had been widely disseminated.)

And in the first rally of his 2024 campaign, held in Waco, Texas, Trump lent his voice to a recording of the J6 Prison Choir, which is made up of men who were imprisoned for their part in the riot at the United States Capitol on January 6, 2021. The song "Justice for All" features Trump reciting the Pledge of Allegiance mixed with a rendition of the national anthem.

"Our people love those people," Trump said at the rally, speaking of those who were jailed. "What's happening in that prison, it's a hellhole ... These are people that shouldn't have been there."

The Washington Post "identified five of the roughly 15 men who are featured in the video. Four of them were charged with assaulting police, using weapons such as a crowbar, sticks and chemical spray, including against Officer Brian D. Sicknick, who died the next day."

At the Waco rally, Trump declared, "I am your warrior. I am your justice." He added, "For those who have been wronged and betrayed, of which there are many people out there that have been wronged and betrayed, I am your retribution." Trump has described 2024 as "our final battle." He means it; so do tens of millions of his supporters.

TRUMP'S RHETORIC IS CLEARLY fascistic. These days, Trump is being "much more overt about becoming an authoritarian and transforming America into some version of autocracy," Ruth Ben-Ghiat, a historian at NYU, told PBS NewsHour. That doesn't mean that if Trump were elected president in 2024, America would become a fascistic state. Our institutions may be strong enough to resist him, though it's an open question. But Trump can do many things short of imposing fascism that can do grave harm to America.

Trump, after all, has been impeached twice, indicted four times on 91 counts, and found liable for sexual abuse and defamation. Courts in New York have found that he or his companies have committed bank fraud, insurance fraud, tax fraud, and charity fraud. Trump tried to overturn the 2020 election. He was the catalyzing figure that led to a violent attack on the Capitol. And he has argued for "the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution."

In our nation's history, according to former Vice President Dick Cheney, who served in four Republican administrations and was part of the Republican leadership in the House, "there has never been an individual who is a greater threat to our republic than Donald Trump."

That Trump would say what he's said and done what he's done is no surprise; he is a profoundly damaged human being, emotionally and psychologically. And he's been entirely transparent about who he is. The most troubling aspect of this whole troubling drama has been the people in the Republican Party who, though they know better, have accommodated themselves to Trump's corruptions time after time after time. Some cheer him on; others silently go along for the ride. A few gently criticize him and then quickly change topics. But they never leave him.

By now I know how this plays out: For most Republicans to acknowledge--to others and even to themselves--what Trump truly is and still stay loyal to him would create enormous cognitive dissonance. Their mind won't allow them to go there; instead, they find ways to ease the inner conflict. And so they embrace conspiracy theories to support what they desperately want to believe--for example, that the election was stolen, or that the investigation into Russian ties to the 2016 Trump campaign was a "hoax," or that Joe Biden has committed impeachable offenses. They indulge in whataboutism and catastrophism--the belief that society is on the edge of collapse--to justify their support for Trump. They have a burning psychological need to rationalize why, in this moment in history, the ends justify the means.

As one Trump supporter put it in an email to me earlier this month, "Trump is decidedly not good and decent"--but, he added, "good and decent isn't getting us very far politically." And: "We've tried good and decent. But at the ballot box, that doesn't work. We need to try another way."

This sentiment is one I've heard many times before. In 2016, during the Republican primaries, a person I had known for many years through church wrote to me. "I think we have likely slipped past the point of no return as a country and I'm desperately hoping for a leader who can turn us around. I have no hope that one of the establishment guys would do that. That, I believe, is what opens people up to Trump. He's all the bad things you say, but what has the Republican establishment given me in the past 16 years? First and foremost: BHO," they said, using a derogatory acronym for Barack Obama that is meant to highlight his middle name, Hussein.

If I had told this individual in 2016 what Trump would say and do over the next eight years, I'm confident he would have laughed it off, dismissing it as "Trump Derangement Syndrome"--and that he would have assured me that if Trump did do all these things, then of course he would break with him. Yet here we are. Despite Trump's well-documented depravity, he still has a vise grip on the GOP; he carried 94 percent of the Republican vote in 2020, an increase from 2016, and he is leading his closest primary challenger nationally by more than 45 points.

White evangelical Protestants are among the Republican Party's most loyal constituencies, and in 2020, according to the Pew Research Center, more than eight in 10 white evangelical Protestant voters who frequently attend religious services voted for Trump, as had 81 percent of those who attend less frequently. That's an increase over 2016. Trump's support among white evangelicals is still extremely high: 81 percent hold a favorable view of him, according to a poll taken in June--after Trump was indicted for a second time.

The evangelical movement in America has been reshaped by the sensibilities of Trump and MAGA world. For example, in one survey, nearly one-third of white evangelicals expressed support for the statement "Because things have gotten so far off track, true American patriots may have to resort to violence in order to save our country."

It is a rather remarkable indictment of those who claim to be followers of Jesus that they would continue to show fealty to a man whose cruel ethic has always been antithetical to Jesus's and becomes more so every day. Many of the same people who celebrate Christianity's contributions to civilization--championing the belief that every human being has inherent rights and dignity, celebrating the teachings of the Sermon on the Mount and the parable of the Good Samaritan, and pointing to a "transcendent order of justice and hope that stands above politics," in the words of my late friend Michael Gerson--continue to stand foursquare behind a man who uses words that echo Mein Kampf.

It doesn't have to be this way. Taking a stand for conscience, even long after one should have, is always the right thing to do.

"When we engage in dehumanizing rhetoric and promote dehumanizing images," the best-selling author Brene Brown has written, "we diminish our own humanity in the process." We are called to find the face of God in everyone we meet, she says, including those with whom we most deeply disagree. "When we desecrate their divinity, we desecrate our own, and we betray our humanity."
 
 Far too many Christians in America are not only betraying their humanity; they are betraying the Lord they claim to love and serve.
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Travis Kelce Is Another Puzzle for Taylor Swift Fans to Crack

The pop star's relationship with an NFL player gives fans a peculiar form of gratification.

by Helen Lewis




This Thanksgiving, America is divided: One half knows why the word squirle is funny, and one half does not. Are you in the latter group? Then you should know that earlier this month, a series of tweets surfaced by Taylor Swift's new boyfriend, the Kansas City Chiefs star Travis Kelce. In one of them, from 2011, he offered this observation: "I just gave a squirle a peice of bread and it straight smashed all of it!!!! I had no idea they ate bread like that!! Haha #crazy."

Many more Kelce tweets like this soon emerged, rife with spelling near misses, extravagant punctuation, and a charmingly retro belief in the power of hashtags. They were indeed #crazy, but also sweet, funny, and sincere. This might be the first recorded instance of "offense archeology"--the writer Freddie deBoer's term for digging through someone's old posts--that enhanced the subject's reputation. Yes, Kelce had written tweets about "fat people falling over"--the kind of thing that any 20-something dude might have said online in the early 2010s, unaware that he would one day be the subject of presidential-level vetting--but the majority of Kelce's posts were adorable in their straightforward joie de vivre. In my own personal favorite, now deleted, he celebrated Easter by giving a "shoutout" to Jesus for "takin one for the team.... haha" (not just the son of God, but the tight end of the apostles). Kelce's tweets were so wholesome that even the inevitable "brandter" from companies he mentioned, including Olive Garden, Chipotle, and Taco Bell--"karma is a crunchwrap coming straight home to me," shoot me now--could not ruin my enjoyment of Kelce's existence. "i understand taylor swift now," one X user wrote in a viral post. "it's every girl's biggest dream to be able to text their dog. and that's sort of the vibe travis kelce is bringing to the table."

Devin Gordon: Taylor Swift is too famous for this

Since the squirle revelations, I've realized that my long-standing casual interest in Taylor Swift's love life has developed into a full-blown obsession. Many of my friends have confessed to the same problem, and judging by social media, millions of Americans also worship Travlor. (Swiftce? Swelce? Tayvis? Let's keep workshopping this.) At first, I wondered if this was evidence of a deep seam of anti-feminism--we just want to marry off Swift, as if that's the only way for her to be happy--but now I understand the whole phenomenon as a performance-art project. Swift is the hottest pop star in America right now because she understands fame better than anyone else. She has made peace with the constant speculation over the autobiographical nature of her songs. "I realized very early on that no matter what, that was going to happen to me regardless," she told Rolling Stone in 2019. "So when you realize the rules of the game you're playing and how it will affect you, you got to look at the board and make your strategy."

In her new book, Toxic, the British journalist Sarah Ditum writes about nine women bulldozed by fame in the 2000s. Britney Spears is a classic example: The culture liked her as a sexy teenage virgin and wanted to freeze her there. Spears also had the misfortune to become well known just as gossip bloggers such as Perez Hilton and high-velocity outlets such as the recently defunct Jezebel were emerging. Although the amount of commentary was enormous, Spears was supposed to be a passive figure at the center of it. Eventually, Spears lost control of her image--remember her attacking that car with an umbrella?--her children, her money, and, under her father's conservatorship, her entire life. The next generation of female stars learned from that experience. In Swift's Rolling Stone interview, she emphasizes that being a pop star is a different job from being a musician. She is proud to be both a creative artist and one of America's great businesses, even if that threatens people: "People don't want to think of a woman in music who isn't just a happy, talented accident."

Swift and Beyonce, the only other Millennial performer as polished as her, are the most successful artists of their generation because they have cracked the code of modern fame. Their relationship with their fans is simultaneously intimate and strongly circumscribed. Both release work that alludes to rumored incidents in their personal lives (such as Jay-Z's affair, in the case of Beyonce's album Lemonade) and then don't submit to many traditional interviews, the kind in which they would be pressed for the gory details. They are flirting: giving fans a glimpse into something secret, but not the whole picture. That gap is where desire lives. Their fans always want more. That's why scrutinizing their lyrics has become a cottage industry. Trying to work out whom Beyonce is describing as "Becky with the good hair" or whom Swift is targeting in "Vigilante Shit" (Kanye West, the record executive Scooter Braun, someone else entirely?) is a massively multiplayer online game. It is the Millennial version of QAnon.

Caroline Mimbs Nyce: Weirdly, Taylor Swift is extremely close to creating a true metaverse

Both women also understand, as the late Queen Elizabeth II did, that they need to be seen to be believed. Hence the tours--which also offset the poor returns on streaming compared with old-fashioned album sales--and, in Swift's case, an extremely tactical attitude toward having dinner. For a recent article in Vulture, the writer Rachel Handler trudged around New York looking for traces of Swift in buzzy hangouts where the singer had recently eaten. "What motivates this militaristically busy, perennially stalked international superstar to put on a good outfit and leave the luxe confines of her Tribeca condo," Handler asked, "to dine alongside the unwashed masses and staked-out paparazzi, many of whom instantaneously sell her out to 'Page Six' and DeuxMoi?" Really, Handler had answered her own question. Taylor Swift gives us something--pictures of her dining with the British actor Sophie Turner--and we supply the rest. (Turner is currently divorcing Joe Jonas, an ex-boyfriend of Swift's and the rumored subject of songs including "Mr. Perfectly Fine," so the paparazzi pictures can be read as a sisterly show of support, their mutual revenge, or a warning shot across the bow of whoever had previously leaked stories about Turner being a bad mother.) When you are as famous as Taylor Swift, you can communicate with the smallest gestures.

The stage management of her relationship with Kelce has, unsurprisingly, been sublime. Swift has attended four of his games, always decked out in red Chiefs merch, and he flew out to see her in Argentina on the South American leg of her tour. (That leg has otherwise been a somber one, marked by postponements due to extreme weather, questions over the stadiums' ability to deal with that weather, and the deaths of two fans.) The first footage of the pair kissing--she runs offstage, he's standing there with his hands behind his back, she goes straight in without hesitation--was analyzed like the Zapruder footage. Kelce's posture was hesitant, fans theorized, so that she could decide whether to go public with their relationship. He had passed the vetting process.

That wasn't guaranteed. Swifties like to assign a persona to each of the men in her life, and Kelce has been deemed to be the perfect gentleman, in contrast with Joe Alwyn (reclusive plus-one); Tom Hiddleston (alarming fanboy); and John Mayer, Calvin Harris, and Jake Gyllenhaal (the enemy). Kelce had an advantage, which is that he had already begun to develop his wagging-tail-Labrador persona before dating Swift. "Killatrav" talks about his family a lot. A recent profile by Prince Harry's ghostwriter in The Wall Street Journal notes how easily he cries. In March, he appeared in a Saturday Night Live skit as a "straight male friend"--the simple beer- and sports-loving creature any gay guy needs when he's exhausted by women's gossip and emotions. Kelce's public persona is a sensitive alpha--the modern update on the famous poster of a ripped and shirtless man cradling a baby.

Modern culture uses celebrities to work out conflicts and tensions; they become shorthands for arguments we want to have. Swift has been the vector for several of these conversations already: She sings her early country songs in a noticeable twang--what does authenticity mean in music? Her 2020 Netflix documentary, Miss Americana, shows her torn between her Nashville connections and her desire to publicly oppose Donald Trump--how political should a pop star be? Why do so many people, including other women, still see female ambition as inherently suspicious? After Kim Kardashian called her a snake--amid a public feud between Swift and Kanye West, Kardashian's then-partner--Swift reclaimed the image in a video and in her tour props, turning the insult into a sign of defiance.

At 33, Swift is deep in an international tour that has grossed hundreds of millions of dollars. Former enemies such as West and Braun have been utterly vanquished. She is triumphant. But a new narrative has emerged, because that same victory is threatening to the reactionary online right, the type of commentators who are always talking about birth rates. Some people have become invested in the idea that the price of feminist success is loneliness, that the modern, liberated woman can't find a man, or at least can't find one to play second fiddle to her. Or even if she does find a man who will put her career first, an alpha woman wouldn't want to be with that kind of a beta male anyway. Feminism, huh? Not so great now, is it?

Part of the fandom's investment in Travis Kelce is that he neatly solves this problem. He is an undoubted star in the NFL, rather than a less successful competitor to Swift in the entertainment industry. He's a multimillion-dollar brand in his own right: He wouldn't be swallowed up as "Mr. Swift." At 34, he is also nearing the end of his playing career, so in our strange little fantasy world, he will soon have plenty of time to make her breakfast and dance in loud shirts at her live shows.

Read: Taylor Swift's Tinder masterpiece

Never mind, of course, that many of Swift's best songs are about not settling down, not doing the expected thing, not taking the picket fence and the small-town life and everything else people tell you that you would be lucky to have. My favorite Swift song is "Champagne Problems," a track about a breakup, unusually told from the perspective of the dumper rather than the dumpee. (The song was co-written by Alwyn, under a pseudonym, while he and Swift were still dating.) Like many Swift tracks, it laces together the idea of moving on from a relationship and wanting to escape a community where the narrator doesn't fit in. "Your hometown skeptics called it," she sings, before acknowledging that the decision has also broken up her group of friends. Swift's most recent album, Midnights, meanwhile, starts with "Lavender Haze," in which the singer complains about "the 1950s shit they want from me." You have to admit, these do not sound like the sentiments of a woman who is desperate to get wifed up and knocked up.

All of this is why, despite my enthusiasm, I won't feel cheated if the Travlor relationship fizzles out like the one with Tom Hiddleston did after he wore that I [?]TS tank top. (Perhaps it fizzled because he wore that I [?]TS tank top.) It also explains why every time a new Swift romance is announced, fans begin to salivate over how good a breakup album she will get out of its eventual demise. We understand that she is creating a puzzle for us, to keep her true self protected. Modern pop consumers are more sophisticated than they get credit for, operating on a plane of irony and self-reference that often gets missed because many of them are young women. Whatever is really happening between Taylor Swift and Travis Kelce has nothing to do with the rest of us. One of them has given us some of the century's best pop songs; the other has two Super Bowl rings and has given us the word squirle. We are not entitled to anything else. Enjoy the show.
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The Tyranny of Stuff

The letters of Seamus Heaney reveal that he was bedeviled by the same problem that overwhelms all of us.

by James Parker




What is the opposite of poetry? What slows the spark and puts sludge in the veins? What deadens the language? What rears up before you with livid and stupefying power--in the middle of the night, in the middle of the day--to make you feel like you'll never write a good line again?

Stuff.

Not physical stuff, but mental stuff. You know: things you should have taken care of. The unanswered email. The unpaid bill. The unvisited dentist. The undischarged obligation. The unfinished job. The terrible ballast of adulthood.

"In the last two days I have written thirty-two letters ... The trouble is, I have about thirty-two more to write: I could ignore them but if I do the sense of worthlessness and hauntedness grows in me, inertia grows and, fuck it, I'm going to get rid of them before I board the plane on Thursday." This is Seamus Heaney in 1985, writing to his friend Barrie Cooke. Heaney, at this point in his career, in his life, is a poet of established greatness, a professor of rhetoric and oratory at Harvard, and his situation vis-a-vis stuff has clearly become acute.

The 700-plus pages of The Letters of Seamus Heaney, beautifully edited by Christopher Reid, contain numerous fascinating themes and subplots. We see the poet, for example, first getting his hands on a copy of P. V. Glob's The Bog People, the book whose account of exhumed Iron Age bodies in Denmark would trigger "The Tollund Man" and, in time, half of the poems in North. We see him dealing--infuriated, shocked into vulnerability--with a snooping biographer. ("This text which you propose ... it actually interferes with the way I possess my own generative ground and memories; is therefore potentially disabling to me in what I could still write.") And we see him ruing the difficulty of his commission to translate Beowulf, a daily wrangle with "ingots of Anglo-Saxon, peremptorily dumped clang-lumps of language."

Mostly, however, we see him assaulted by stuff. I might be projecting here--I have my own problems with stuff, as you can possibly tell--but this is a constantly renewed theme in the Letters. What he identifies in an early missive as "the bog of unfulfilled intentions" is always sucking at the Heaney ankles.

"I've farted about from broadcast to broadcast to occasional reviews," he complains in May 1975, "and spent days this year in a torpor of aspiration without action." January 1978 finds him "unwriting, doomed to lectures that I have not written and broadcasts that I have no stomach for." To his Polish translator, in 1982, he laments his own "lethargy and inefficiency." To Ted Hughes, more bardically, he refers to himself as a "torpid swamp-creature." To Roger Garfitt-- slightly less bardically --"a procrastinating fucker."

When you're a famous poet, stuff comes in the mail: People send you stuff, in the form of poems and, worse, books to read and comment upon. "The book and my not having written about it to you," Heaney explains painfully to John Wilson Foster, who had sent him his Fictions of the Irish Literary Revival: A Changeling Art, "became a neurotic locus in my life ... Opening new books begins to build up a resistance factor, especially when they represent all the procrastination and self-sourness that afflicts one."

Leave Seamus alone! is the reader's thought at many points in the Letters. Stop poking around, importuning him, making requests he is too nice to ignore, sending him your book about the Irish literary revival, heaping stuff upon him. Heaney himself, a cradle Catholic, had a fatal touch of scrupulosity in this area: He seems to have really felt bad, guilty, if he wasn't making headway with the stuff pile.

Read: Seamus Heaney's journey into darkness

The obvious comparison here is with 2007's Letters of Ted Hughes, also edited by Christopher Reid. Hughes was Heaney's friend, peer, collaborator (on the anthologies The Rattle Bag and The School Bag), and fellow Faber poet. His correspondence was similarly massive, similarly global, and he had his moments of stuff affliction: "I'm up to my neck in deferred things and pressing things, and always the real thing gets shelved." But Hughes was not, to use a line of Reid's about Heaney, "heroically put-upon." The thousand nibblings of obligation did not seem to do him in to quite the same extent. He was too busy negotiating the crosscurrents of his unconscious, placating or irritating the White Goddess, and keeping an eye on the zodiac. (One letter even finds him sending a privately prepared horoscope to that noted astrologer Philip Larkin.)

No doubt Heaney was engaged in his own version of this battle for poetic resources. And clearly, for all the encroachments and the trespasses upon his time, he was not to be distracted or deterred from his real work: The work itself, my God, testifies powerfully enough to that. Stuff or no stuff, he did what he was here to do.

But just once, along the broad and dutiful road of his letters, I would have liked to find him telling somebody to take their manuscript, invitation, complaint, blurb request, and shove it.
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Watching a Line Cook Flip Eggs for Six Hours

TikTok has become a home to people broadcasting themselves live at work. Viewers are captivated.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Dylan Longton really knows how to flip an egg. A 33-year-old line cook at an unassuming diner just outside Albany, New York, Longton can make an omelet do a backflip and land it smoothly right back into its pan cradle. And people love him for it. Not just people in Albany, or people in New York. People all around the world, sometimes more than a thousand at once, tune in on TikTok to watch Longton flip eggs, and reheat bacon and home fries on the grill.

Longton has been doing this a long time--the egg-flipping, that is. He has worked at the diner, Windowbox Cafe, since he was 12. The livestreaming-to-thousands-of-strangers part is new. In 2020, Longton started to play around with TikTok and amassed a modest following by posting prerecorded videos, the style the platform's best known for. Then, about a year ago, after seeing a wedding DJ stream a dance party, Longton set up his iPhone in a car mount above his grill workstation and invited random people on the internet to watch him work. And they did. "I'm like, Are these numbers even real? Is it right?" he told me.

Longton now goes live for hours at a time, often starting at 8 a.m. after some prep work and staying on until his shift winds down at 2 p.m. (If he has to go to the bathroom, he runs out quickly with the camera still on.) His streams have a much different feel from the chaotic stress of competitive cooking shows such as Top Chef. They're laid-back, calming even. Longton is a friendly, undemanding host. It's just him, fulfilling order after order, occasionally lifting up a plate of standard diner fare to the camera and describing it to eager viewers. "Sau-siege," he says, holding a plate with two sausages. Then he moves it off camera. Later, he makes some scrambled eggs. "Just some scrammies," he says, holding it up. "Some typical scrams."

Livestreaming remains a relatively niche subsection of TikTok, but since TikTok Live's launch in 2019, it's grown into a billion-dollar economy of its own. It is full of people doing everything and anything for attention. That everything includes working ordinary gigs--workstreaming, if you will. At any given moment on the app, you might encounter a fast-food worker assembling burgers, a fruit seller chopping coconut, a factory worker grabbing parcels, a nail tech giving a manicure, or a pet groomer shaving down a dog's knotted fur.

These streamers aren't necessarily influencers, on the scale that Bella Poarch or the D'Amelio sisters are, with millions of followers. A TikTok account needs only 1,000 followers to livestream. Even so, some get pretty popular: Last week, I watched one man chop fruit before more than 22,000 viewers. During the streams, viewers ask questions of the host and talk to one another in a chat that the host can follow. Sometimes the streamers talk back; other times the viewer is just invited to watch quietly as they work. People can give streamers cartoon gifts, like a rose, which through a complicated system basically function as tips, though TikTok takes a cut of each payment.

Longton told me livestreaming is enjoyable and a good source of extra cash. His work is "way more fun" now that he streams it, he said. Sometimes he pretends to freeze in order to trick his audience. Once, a piece of bacon got stuck half off, half on his grill, and the chat blew up asking him to rescue it. Now he hangs one like that every day, and his audience has named it Antonio. Longton declined to tell me exactly how much he makes from TikTok Live, but noted that his earnings vary from day to day. He compared it to "having a good second income." But, he said, "I can't quit my day job." For now, he's still obligated to make people their scrammies.

The appeal of Longton's stream is not particularly complicated. His videos are pleasant. Many have a certain ASMR quality, a comforting, low-stakes warmth that comes with the familiarity and repetition of the work at hand. Longton's digital "breakfast club" has regulars who tune in and chat among themselves. On one of these streams last week, viewers told me that they find it hypnotic, relaxing, and mesmerizing. It helps that Longton is an endearing host.

The nature of videos like Longton's does seem like a perfect fit for their very modern medium. TikTok Live is an especially chaotic section of the app, where people work nonstop to keep the audience's attention. Livestreams that feature recurring actions done over and over seem to do particularly well. They're simple and easy to understand. Many livestreams are cross-promoted in TikTok's main feed, its "For You" page. A viewer scrolling TikTok could be teased with a clip from a random livestream and decide to pop over if they're intrigued by what they see. "You can drop in at any moment," Christine Tran, a researcher of digital cultures and livestreaming at the University of Toronto, told me. "It doesn't require continuity."

These streams also leverage a kind of backstage access, and in doing so, scratch a curiosity itch. In some cases, the videos seem to deepen people's appreciation of the skills and dedication that can go into these jobs. When a user on Reddit posted a TikTok Live recording of an Amazon factory worker grabbing various items to ship, they noted that the video made them more appreciative of that labor. But not everything is cheery. The videos can lay unglamorous jobs bare for everyone to see. Last week, I watched a Burger King worker tell 2,000 people on TikTok Live that she no longer wished to work in fast food, as she assembled burgers. Workers have claimed that they've been fired for disclosing too much on TikTok. The app's Live section presents a challenge for corporate oversight because, unlike regular TikTok posts, the videos are relatively ephemeral. (Though such videos can be screenshotted or recorded by a tech-savvy viewer, and still make the rounds.)

Employers seem to have mixed feelings about behind-the-scenes footage being posted on TikTok. Some bigger brands have hoped to capitalize on the attention offered by the platform: Chains like Dunkin' have gone so far as to hire employees to post videos of themselves on the job as a form of marketing. Longton, for his part, says he's brought in new customers via TikTok, so his boss tolerates it. He thinks he works even better while livestreaming because of the scrutiny that comes from being watched by hundreds if not thousands of people while doing your job. "If I break a yolk, I'm like, Oh shit," he said.

Longton is, after all, working. When watching him, it can be easy to forget that he's doing his actual job while also performing it. Streamers who take this approach have the benefit of getting double-paid for a single shift, points out Sophie Bishop, a professor of media and communication at the University of Leeds. But, she told me, workstreaming could also be seen as a symptom of "influencer creep"--a term Bishop coined to describe the pressure even noninfluencers feel to post thoughtfully and curate an online persona. Diner workers and truckers and Dollar General employees may now feel obligated to think about their digital presence. On TikTok, every moment is an opportunity to make content and to make extra money. Even during the boring workday.

Longton doesn't profess to feel any burden. In the Windowbox Cafe, though, the influencing is indeed creeping. Audiences were curious about his grill-mate, Matt Taylor, who lurked in the background of his stream. So they set up a second camera. Now it's not just eggs. "Everyone's like, 'We want to see the pancakes and the French toast, too,'" Longton said. "So then we got all sides going."
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How Biden Might Recover

The president just revealed his plan to win a second term.

by Ronald Brownstein


Joe Biden departs after delivering remarks in the State Dining Room of the White House in Washington, D.C., on Tuesday, March 23, 2021. (Stefani Reynolds / Bloomberg / Getty)



A press release that President Joe Biden's reelection campaign issued last week offered a revealing window into his advisers' thinking about how he might overcome widespread discontent with his performance to win a second term next year.

While the release focused mostly on portraying former President Donald Trump as a threat to legal abortion, the most telling passage came when the Biden campaign urged the political press corps "to meet the moment and responsibly inform the electorate of what their lives might look like if the leading GOP candidate for president is allowed back in the White House."

That sentence probably says as much as any internal strategy memo about how Biden's team plans to win a second term, especially if the president faces a rematch with Trump. With that exhortation the campaign made clear that it wants Americans to focus as much on what Trump would do with power if he's reelected as on what Biden has done in office.

It's common for presidents facing public disappointment in their performance to attempt to shift the public's attention toward their rival. All embattled modern first-term presidents have insisted that voters will treat their reelection campaign as a choice, not a referendum. Biden is no exception. He routinely implores voters to compare him not "to the Almighty" but "to the alternative."

But it hasn't been easy for modern presidents to persuade large numbers of voters disenchanted with their performance to vote for them on the theory that the electorate would like the alternative less. The other recent presidents with approval ratings around Election Day as low as Biden's are now were Jimmy Carter in 1980 and George H. W. Bush in 1992. Both lost their bids for a second term. Continued cooling of inflation might allow Biden to improve his approval rating, which stands around 40 percent in most surveys (Gallup's latest put it at only 37 percent). But if Biden can't make big gains, he will secure a second term only if he wins more voters who are unhappy with his performance than any other president in modern times.

The silver lining for Biden is that in Trump he has a polarizing potential opponent who might allow him to do just that. In the 2022 and 2023 elections, a crucial slice of voters down on the economy and Biden's performance voted for Democrats in the key races anyway, largely because they viewed the Trump-aligned GOP alternatives as too extreme. And, though neither the media nor the electorate is yet paying full attention, Trump in his 2024 campaign is regularly unveiling deeply divisive policy positions (such as mass deportation and internment camps for undocumented immigrants) and employing extremist and openly racist language (echoing fascist dictators such as Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini in describing his political opponents as "vermin"). Eventually, Trump's excesses could shape the 2024 election as much as Biden's record will.

Read: Republicans can't figure it out

If the GOP renominates Trump, attitudes about the challenger might overshadow views about the incumbent to an unprecedented extent, the veteran GOP pollster Bill McInturff believes. McInturff told me that in his firm's polling over the years, most voters usually say that when a president seeks reelection, their view about the incumbent is what most influences their decision about whom to support. But in a recent national survey McInturff's firm conducted with a Democratic partner for NBC, nearly three-fifths of voters said that their most important consideration in a Trump-Biden rematch would be their views of the former president.

"I have never seen a number like this NBC result between an incumbent and 'challenger,'" McInturff told me in an email. "If 2024 is a Biden versus Trump campaign, we are in uncharted waters."

Through the last decades of the 20th century, the conventional wisdom among campaign strategists was that most voters, contrary to what incumbents hoped, viewed presidential elections primarily as a referendum, not a choice. Buffeted by disappointment in their tenure, both Carter and Bush decisively lost their reelection bids despite their enormous efforts to convince voters that their opponent could not be trusted with power.

In this century, it's become somewhat easier for presidents to overcome doubts about their performance by inflaming fears about their rival. Barack Obama in 2012 and George W. Bush in 2004 had more success than Carter and the elder Bush at both mobilizing their core supporters and attracting swing voters by raising doubts about their opponent.

Alan Abramowitz, an Emory University political scientist, said the principal reason presidents now appear more capable of surviving discontent about their performance is the rise of negative partisanship. That's the phrase he and other political scientists use to describe a political environment in which many voters are motivated primarily by their belief that the other party represents an unacceptable threat to their values and vision of America. "Emphasizing the negative results of electing your opponent has become a way of unifying your party," Abramowitz told me.

Read: Will Republicans pay a price for extremism?

While more voters than in the past appear willing to treat presidential reelections as a choice rather than a referendum, Biden may need to push this dynamic to a new extreme. Obama and Bush both had approval ratings right around 50 percent in polling just before they won reelection; that meant they needed to convince only a slice of voters ambivalent about them that they would be even more unhappy with their opponent.

Biden's approval rating is much lower, and he is even further behind the majority approval enjoyed by Bill Clinton in 1996 and Ronald Reagan in 1984 before they won decisive reelections.

Those comparisons make clear that one crucial question confronting Biden is how much he can improve his own standing over the next year. The president has economic achievements he can tout to try to rebuild his support, particularly an investment boom in clean energy, semiconductors, and electric vehicles tied to the trio of major bills he passed. Unemployment is at historic lows, and in recent months wages have begun rising faster than prices. The latest economic reports show that inflation, which most analysts consider the primary reason for the public discontent with his tenure, is continuing to moderate.

All of these factors may lift Biden, but probably only modestly. Even if prices for gas, groceries, and rent stop rising, that doesn't mean they will fall back to the levels they were at when Biden took office. Voters appear unhappy not only about inflation, but about the Federal Reserve Board's cure of higher interest rates, which has made it harder to purchase homes and cars and to finance credit-card debt. Biden also faces the challenge that some portion of his high disapproval rating is grounded not in dissatisfaction over current conditions, but in a belief that he's too old to handle the job for another term. Better economic news won't dispel that doubt.

For all of these reasons, while Biden may notch some improvement, many strategists in both parties believe that it will be exceedingly difficult for him to restore his approval rating to 50 percent. Historically, that's been viewed as the minimum for a president seeking reelection. But that may no longer be true. The ceiling on any president's potential job rating is much lower than it once was because virtually no voters in the other opposition party now ever say they approve of his performance. In that environment, securing approval from at least half of the country may no longer be necessary for an incumbent seeking reelection.

Jim Messina, the campaign manager for Barack Obama's 2012 reelection, reflected the changing thinking when he told me he does not believe that Biden needs to reach majority approval to win another term. "I don't think it's a requirement," Messina said. "It might be if we are dealing with an open race with two nonpresidents. People forget that they are both incumbents. Neither one of them is going to get to 50 percent in approval. What you are trying to drive is the choice."

For Biden, the key group could be voters who say they disapprove of his performance in office, but only "somewhat," rather than "strongly." The Democrats' unusually good showing among those "somewhat" disapproving voters was a central reason the party performed unexpectedly well in the 2022 midterm election. But in an NBC national survey released earlier this week, Trump narrowly led Biden among those disenchanted voters, a result more in line with historic patterns.

Biden may have an easier time recapturing more of those somewhat negative voters by raising doubts about Trump than by resolving their doubts about his own record. Doug Sosnik, the chief White House political adviser for Bill Clinton during his 1996 reelection campaign, told me that it would be difficult for Biden to prevail against Trump if he can't improve his approval ratings at least somewhat from their current anemic level. But if Biden can lift his own approval just to 46 or 47 percent, Sosnik said, "he can get the remaining points" he would need to win "pretty damn easily off of" resistance to Trump.

Current polling is probably not fully capturing that resistance, because Trump's plans for a second term have received relatively little public attention. On virtually every front, Trump has already laid out a much more militantly conservative and overtly authoritarian agenda than he ran on in 2016 or 2020. His proposals include the mass deportation of and internment camps for undocumented immigrants, gutting the civil service, invoking the Insurrection Act to quash public protests, and openly deploying the Justice Department against his political enemies. If Trump is the GOP nominee, Democratic advertising will ensure that voters in the decisive swing states are much more aware of his agenda and often-venomous rhetoric than they are today. (The Biden campaign has started issuing near-daily press releases calling out Trump's most extreme proposals.)

But comparisons between the current and former presidents work both ways. And polls show that considerable disappointment in Biden's performance is improving the retrospective assessment of Trump's record, particularly on the economy.

In a recent national poll by Marquette University Law School, nearly twice as many voters said they trusted Trump rather than Biden to handle both the economy and immigration. The Democratic pollster Stanley B. Greenberg released a survey last week of the nine most competitive presidential states, in which even the Democratic "base of Blacks, Hispanics, Asians, LGBTQ+ community, Gen Z, millennials, unmarried and college women give Trump higher approval ratings than Biden." Among all voters in those crucial states, the share that said they thought Trump did a good job as president was nearly 10 percentage points higher than the group that gives Biden good grades now.

Poll results such as those scare Democratic strategists perhaps more than any other; they indicate that some voters may be growing more willing to accept what they didn't like about Trump (chaos, vitriol, threats to democracy) because they think he's an antidote for what they don't like about Biden (his results on inflation, immigration, and crime.) Jim McLaughlin, a Trump-campaign pollster, told me earlier this year that because of their discouragement with Biden's record, even some voters who say "I may not love the guy" are growing newly receptive to Trump. "The example I had people use is that he is like your annoying brother-in-law that you can't stand but you know at the end of the day he's a good husband, he's a good father," McLaughlin said.

The problem for Trump's team is that he constantly pushes the boundaries of what the public might accept. Holding his strong current level of support in polls among Hispanics, for instance, may become much more difficult for Trump after Democrats spend more advertising dollars highlighting his plans to establish internment camps for undocumented immigrants, his refusal to rule out reprising his policy of separating migrant children from their parents, and his threats to use military force inside Mexico. Trump's coming trials on 91 separate criminal charges will test the public's tolerance in other ways: Even a recent New York Times/Siena College poll showing Trump leading Biden in most of the key swing states found that the results could flip if the former president is convicted.

Trump presents opponents with an almost endless list of vulnerabilities. But Biden's own vulnerabilities have lifted Trump to a stronger position in recent polls than he achieved at any point in the 2020 race. These polls aren't prophecies of how voters will make their decisions next November if they are forced to choose again between Biden and Trump. But they are a measure of how much difficult work Biden has ahead to win either a referendum or a choice against the man he ousted four years ago.
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Quiet Competence Could Cost Joe Biden the Election

Americans may claim to want less drama, but they're addicted to it.

by Tom Nichols




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


   	 Joe Biden is both old and boring. The American voter has come to expect celebrity and excitement from the White House, and they pay little attention to policy.
 But first: Last year, Jake Tapper wrote about C. J. Rice, a Philadelphia teenager who was sentenced to decades in prison for a crime he insisted he didn't commit. Today, Rice's conviction was overturned. He now awaits a decision from the Philadelphia district attorney's office on whether to retry the case or release him from custody. Read the full story here.
 Plus, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
  	Why America abandoned the greatest economy in history
 	The case that could destroy the government
 	Life really is better without the internet.
 
  
  




The Power of Magical Thinking

I realize that to note that Joe Biden is boring is not exactly breaking news. Michael Schaffer of Politico wrote more than a year ago that Biden not only kept his promise to be unexciting but also "over-delivered." My friend Molly Jong-Fast this fall noted for Vanity Fair that "[Team Biden's] superpower, its ability to slide under the radar while getting a lot done for the American people, may also be its Achilles heel, holding back the administration from getting the credit it deserves." She places much of the blame on the media--a fair cop--but I think a lot else is going on that has less to do with Biden and more to do with the voters themselves.

The deeper problem is that America years ago entered a "post-policy" era, in which the voters simply stopped caring very much about the nuts and bolts of governing. Rather than policy, they care about politics as a spectator event--much like sports or reality television--and they want it to be exciting. They want to root for heroes and heels; they want to feel high charges of emotion, especially anger; they want their votes to express a sense of personal identification with candidate

Biden can't fulfill any of those desires. That's to his credit, but it's killing him politically.

As strange as this is to realize, our political environment is the result not of bad times but of affluence. Most voters are accustomed to relatively high living standards--even in poorer areas--because the world around them is filled with technology and services that mostly just work, no matter who's in the Oval Office. The days of knowing which politicians paved the roads are mostly in the past, and today voters mostly draw connections from their daily lives to their elected leaders only if something aggravates them: If gas prices are high, then it's the president's fault.

For voters to blame political leaders for almost everything is not uncommon, but as I explained in a recent book, this tendency has become extreme not just in the U.S. but in many democracies, where bored and sated voters are more prone to reward showmanship, overblown promises, and made-for-TV rage than competence. Donald Trump is the obvious American case, but think of Boris Johnson in the U.K., the late Silvio Berlusconi in Italy, Geert Wilders in Holland, and Javier Milei in Argentina. (And what is it about right-wing populists and their signature hairdos? I have to believe there's a connection. But I digress.)

Biden's critics might scoff at such an explanation, and counter that the president has sludgy approval ratings for good reason. James Freeman of The Wall Street Journal's editorial page made this case in April, hanging inflation--then hovering near 5 percent--around Biden's neck and noting that the president should have kept his campaign's implicit promise to govern as a boring old guy but instead had been a radical in office. (Freeman also thinks that Biden should debate Robert F. Kennedy Jr., so he might not be arguing this issue entirely in the name of good government.)

A Democrat, no matter how centrist, is never likely to find love in the arms of the Journal's editors, but some Democrats themselves seem submerged in a kind of moral fogginess about what their own party represents. Last week, The New York Times published a discussion with a dozen Democratic voters about Biden and the future of their party. The Times asked these participants to explain what it means to be a Democrat:

Many hesitated or said the lines between the two parties had grown "blurry." The participants said they held core values: tolerance, respect, an unshakable belief in the freedom to choose. They shared deep concerns about the divisions in this country. And they believed that Democrats were generally focused on the right problems--gun violence, student debt, climate change and homelessness. But they had little confidence that the Democrats could fix those problems.


Right off the bat: I cannot imagine anything less "blurry" than the difference between Democrats and Republicans. But on top of that, I admit to raising an eyebrow at the line that these voters, who ranged in age from 27 to 72, felt "betrayed" on student loans "more than any other issue."

This was only one focus group. But a few weeks ago, the Times also spoke with Democratic voters who were more enthusiastic about Vice President Kamala Harris than about Biden, and the answers were equally incoherent. One respondent, a lifelong Democrat, said in the poll that "she would vote for Mr. Trump over Mr. Biden, whom she called 'too old and a bit out of touch' and 'a bit of a doofus.'" By the end of the interview, she said she'd probably vote for Biden again, but "I'm just not happy about it."

Voters rarely have ideologically consistent views, but they generally used to care about policy. In the post-policy era, they care about personalities. Abortion seems to be the one issue that has risen above the "post-policy" problem, but it is the exception that proves the rule: The Republican assault on abortion rights is now so extensive and relentless that voters can't help paying attention to it. But even on that issue, Biden faces voters such as the one the Times interviewed who said that "she strongly supports abortion rights--and did not realize that Mr. Biden does, too. She said that because states' abortion bans had gone into effect during his presidency, she assumed it was because of him." Once, we might have expected such contradictions among low-information voters, but when even partisans are confused, candidates face the problem that most voters are low-information voters--a natural advantage for Trump (whose voters rely on their emotional attachment to him) but an obstacle for Biden.

"He's old" isn't enough to explain all of Biden's bad vibes. The president is only four years older than Trump, and he keeps a travel schedule that would grind me, nearly 20 years his junior, into the ground. Sure, he seems old. He speaks like an old man with a gravelly voice, instead of thundering and booming like Trump. And no doubt, the White House comms shop--with the notable exception of National Security Council communications coordinator John Kirby--could be better at keeping Biden in the news for his policy achievements.

But voters' obsession with bad news even when the news is good is a global problem, and one that predates Biden. Americans, in particular, are susceptible to what the political scientist Brendan Nyhan has called the "Green Lantern" theory of the presidency. The Green Lantern, for you non-nerds, is a comic-book hero with a ring that can manifest almost anything he imagines, as long as he concentrates hard enough. Trump cleverly promises such powers: He claims that something shall be done by his will, and his fans and base voters never care whether it actually gets done or not.

Biden, however, lives with this magical-thinking expectation from his own voters. If Biden only wanted to, he could forgive student loans. If he willed it, he could stop the Israel-Hamas war. If he so ordered, he could reverse all prices back to 2019 levels.

As America heads into the 2024 election, Biden has an enviable, and consequential, first-term record of policy achievements. The calls for him to step down make no sense other than as a frustrated surrender to the politics of celebrity. In that political contest--for the role of Entertainer in Chief--Trump has a distinct edge. Possibly only Trump's mutation into an openly fascist candidate might change the dynamics of the race as voters focus more on the threat he represents--and decide, once again, that boring is better.



Today's News

	 Israel and Hamas have agreed to extend their humanitarian pause for two more days, according to Qatari officials, as exchanges of hostages and prisoners continue.
 
 	 The suspect in the shooting of three college students of Palestinian descent in Burlington, Vermont, over the weekend pleaded not guilty.  
 
 	 Documents published by the Centre for Climate Reporting reveal that the United Arab Emirates, which will host the COP28 climate talks beginning this week, planned to discuss oil and gas deals with foreign governments at the summit.
 




Evening Read


Aaron Graubart / Trunk Archive



Anything Can Become Gluten-Free Pasta
 By Matteo Wong

To my grandmother, who has lived her entire life in Italy, gluten-free pasta is "una follia"--nonsense, madness. A twirl of spaghetti or forkful of rigatoni should provide a familiar textural delight: a noodle that is both elastic and firm, holding a distinct, springy shape that your teeth can sink into with some, but not too much, resistance. That is all because of the gluten in wheat.
 Upon taste-testing some popular brands of pasta made from ingredients such as rice, corn, and chickpea flour, I understood my grandmother's doubts. The various noodles retained a firm, if not al dente, shape at the lower end of their packaging's recommended cook time. But approaching the upper end of the range, the noodles became soft and eventually collapsed; penne ripped in two by the time it was on my fork. Even when the noodles didn't turn limp, they were almost sticky against my teeth. And the pastas had faint aftertastes: of overcooked rice, of tortilla chips, of chalky chickpeas ...
 Yet gluten-free pasta is a billion-dollar industry, so mainstream that you can find multiple kinds in basically every supermarket.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Dear Therapist: I don't want to see my mom this Christmas.
 	It will never be a good time to buy a house.
 	The tech giants' anti-regulation fantasy




Culture Break


Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Read. In Harvey Sachs's new book, the music historian tries to understand the lingering resistance to Arnold Schoenberg's classical works.

Listen. Of the late Frank Zappa's many records, Over-Nite Sensation best crystallized his cutting satire of our country's blank-eyed habits.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Last week, I wrote about the 40th anniversary of The Day After, the 1983 made-for-TV nuclear-war movie that scared the bejeebers out of millions of people, including President Ronald Reagan. I am not going to suggest more atomic-bomb pop culture this week, but I do want to note that if the farmer's wife in the film, played by Bibi Besch, seems familiar, it's because you also saw her a year earlier in a film that celebrated its 40th anniversary last year: Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan.

If you're not an aficionado of movie trivia, you might not realize that Star Trek II was also directed by Nicholas Meyer, who labored under immense strain to get The Day After to the screen in one piece. (He discussed his fights with the ABC network in this fascinating podcast interview.)

Anyway, let me put in a word for every Star Trek stan in the world: Star Trek II saved the franchise, and it's wonderful, even if you don't like Trek stuff. William Shatner and Ricardo Montalban reprise their roles from a 1967 episode of the original TV series, and these majestic hambones engage in a scenery-chewing competition for the ages. The movie has a great plot that boils down to a submarine chase in space, and the dialogue--"He tasks me! He tasks me, and I shall have him!"--has provided me and my friends with repeatable lines and memes for four decades.

-- Tom



Katherine Hu contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Joys of Carole Lombard, Zadie Smith, and High-School Movies

Entertainment musts from Jennifer Senior

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Jennifer Senior, a staff writer at The Atlantic and the winner of the 2022 Pulitzer Prize for Feature Writing. She has written for The Atlantic about one family's search for meaning in the aftermath of 9/11, the singular heartbreak of adult friendships, and the aunt she barely knew.

Jennifer was stunned by Daniel Radcliffe in the revival of Merrily We Roll Along, knows most of the theme song to Phineas and Ferb by heart, and is a sucker for a movie or TV show about high school--"especially if it involves nerds."

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	No, you shouldn't 'date 'em 'til you hate 'em.'
 	Six books that might change how you think about mental illness
 	There is no good way to travel anywhere in America.




The Culture Survey: Jennifer Senior 

The entertainment product my friends are talking about most right now: The revival of Stephen Sondheim's Merrily We Roll Along. Jonathan Groff and Lindsay Mendez blew our doors off, which came as no surprise (they're old pros, practically made of charisma--all that). It was Daniel Radcliffe who stunned everyone, making us forget after maybe 15 seconds that we were staring at Harry Potter and convincing us that we were staring at an angry, long-suffering writer instead. He has impeccable comic timing and a mordant way about him that works painfully (and all too familiarly) well.

The upcoming event I'm most looking forward to: Here We Are, the final and not-quite-complete Sondheim musical, staged posthumously at the Shed.

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: Ramy, which is old, but I never watched it (its secret: It isn't a comedy), and Never Have I Ever, because I'm a sucker for anything set in high school, especially if it involves nerds. [Related: Ramy meditates on the pitfalls of self-righteousness.]

An actor I would watch in anything: No longer living: Carole Lombard. Still with us: David Strathairn, Wendell Pierce, Sarah Lancashire. (Sorry, that's four, but c'mon. One actor?)

My favorite blockbuster and favorite art movie: I'm changing the terms and naming my favorite movie in black-and-white and my favorite movie in color, respectively: Ernst Lubitsch's To Be or Not to Be (see? Carole Lombard!) and Amy Heckerling's Clueless (see? high school!). Or, okay, fine--any of the first two Godfathers.

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: Fiction: Paul Beatty's The Sellout. I'm eight years late to it, but now I'm positively evangelical. Nonfiction: Inside Story, which Martin Amis coyly billed as a novel, but isn't--or isn't exactly, isn't consistently, isn't generally. Like lots of people, I have a love-hate relationship with Amis, who could do magic tricks with words but put them in the mouths of repellent misanthropes. Yet he wrote with real tenderness here, about both his family and his loved ones (Christopher Hitchens in particular--I'm obsessed with their friendship), and he articulated a lot of my own inchoate thoughts about writing. One particularly vindicating remark, which I think explains my overreliance on colons: "Most sentences have a burden, something to impart or get across: put that bit last." [Related: A world without Martin Amis]

An author I will read anything by: Again: one? Seriously? I'm getting around this problem by naming an author whose works I hope to complete when I retire: Anthony Trollope. (I know. Hopeless. More realistically: Graham Greene.)

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: "Angel From Montgomery," Bonnie Raitt's version (though John Prine's is also melancholy-beautiful, probably because he wrote it); "Superman," by R.E.M., which may not be the loudest song, but it's loud enough, and it's a great psych-up tune if you play it on full blast.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: When we were in Spain this spring (which I did in spite of my long COVID; it's a miracle what steroids can do), I saw the Lucian Freud show at the Thyssen. Freud, Schiele, Bacon--I don't know why I'm so responsive to their pathos and darkness (a certain frankness, maybe? A willingness to look hard at the unlovely?), but I am.

Something I recently revisited: I am always rereading Kenneth Tynan--not just his criticism and profiles but his diaries. His April 4 entry from 1974 may be my favorite line about writing and productivity of all time: "I have now been working non-start since January."

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: The puzzles of The New York Times will be responsible for my undoing. Wordle. Connections. And, of course, the Spelling Bee. When my friend Shaila told me about the "Hints" link, I lost another half hour each day, because now I'm maniacally determined to find every word unless there are, like, 80 of them.

Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: My almost-16-year-old son has long since aged out of it, but Phineas and Ferb is easily as inspired as The Simpsons, which is saying something. I can still sing the theme song in its entirety. "Like maybe / Building a rocket or fighting a mummy / Or climbing up the Eiffel Tower ..."

The last debate I had about culture: Me asking my friend Steve Metcalf, one of the hosts of Slate's Culture Gabfest podcast, to explain all the fuss about Rachel Cusk. I've tried and tried and tried to love her, and I can't. (This wasn't a debate, I realize, so much as a confession and a cry for help.)

A good recommendation I recently received: The audio version of Zadie Smith's White Teeth, which features four different readers. Like a radio play you never want to end. Perfect marriage of material and narrators--all sophisticated, witty, capable of speaking in multiple registers.

The last thing that made me cry: See: Merrily We Roll Along. One of the finest works ever about friendship and time, right up there with Wallace Stegner's Crossing to Safety. 

The last thing that made me snort with laughter: Bottoms. Have I mentioned I'm a sucker for any movie or television show about high school?



The Week Ahead

 	Saltburn, a film by the director Emerald Fennell, follows an Oxford student who spends a dark summer with a classmate, played by Jacob Elordi (in theaters now).
 	The Fabulist tells the outrageous tale of George Santos--and is written by a Long Island reporter who has been following him since 2019 (on sale Tuesday).
 	South to Black Power, a documentary featuring the New York Times columnist Charles M. Blow, calls for a "reverse Great Migration" of Black Americans (premieres Tuesday on HBO).
 




Essay


Apple TV+



An Enjoyable Extravaganza About ... Napoleon?

By David Sims

When it comes to battle tactics, Napoleon Bonaparte (as played by Joaquin Phoenix) is very gun forward. There are few conflicts he marches into that don't involve the firing of many cannons, an instinct befitting his status as an artillery commander in the French military--the organization he quickly transcended to become the leader of his country by the age of 30. But it also mirrors his rash, preening, sometimes awkward charm in Ridley Scott's new film, Napoleon, a biography that fast-forwards through the major events of Napoleon's life and presents him as equal parts confident and arrogant, making for a roller coaster of the ego that's surprisingly full of laughs.
 Making a movie about Napoleon is the kind of consuming effort that drives even the greatest filmmakers to ruin. Stanley Kubrick spent half of his career trying to make a Napoleon and never succeeded; the best-regarded biopic remains a 1927 silent epic that runs more than five hours and ends well before Napoleon becomes the ruler of France.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The problem with turkey trots
 	Jason Momoa's manliness overwhelms SNL.
 	Revisiting hidden pasts at the National Book Awards
 	Have you listened lately to what Trump is saying?
 	OpenAI's chief scientist made a tragic miscalculation.
 	What did hip-hop do to women's minds?




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Have you listened lately to what Trump is saying?
 	OpenAI's chief scientist made a tragic miscalculation.
 	What did hip-hop do to women's minds?




Photo Album


Autumn trees in the Canadian Rockies (Adam Gibbs / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)



See more in our editor's selection of photos from the Natural Landscape Photography Awards.

Katherine Hu contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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        How Biden Might Recover
        Ronald Brownstein

        A press release that President Joe Biden's reelection campaign issued last week offered a revealing window into his advisers' thinking about how he might overcome widespread discontent with his performance to win a second term next year.While the release focused mostly on portraying former President Donald Trump as a threat to legal abortion, the most telling passage came when the Biden campaign urged the political press corps "to meet the moment and responsibly inform the electorate of what thei...

      

      
        The 'Anti-Defeat' Candidate
        Mark Leibovich

        Updated at 8:40 p.m. ET on November 22, 2023Like many politicians, Representative Dean Phillips likes to look people in the eye. And because he's a politician, Phillips can glean things, just as President George W. Bush did when he peered into Vladimir Putin's eyes and saw his soul."I've looked Benjamin Netanyahu in the eye," Phillips told a group of students at Dartmouth College, in Hanover, New Hampshire, last week.And?"I did not like what I saw," Phillips said of the Israeli prime minister. "I...
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How Biden Might Recover

The president just revealed his plan to win a second term.

by Ronald Brownstein


Joe Biden departs after delivering remarks in the State Dining Room of the White House in Washington, D.C., on Tuesday, March 23, 2021. (Stefani Reynolds / Bloomberg / Getty)



A press release that President Joe Biden's reelection campaign issued last week offered a revealing window into his advisers' thinking about how he might overcome widespread discontent with his performance to win a second term next year.

While the release focused mostly on portraying former President Donald Trump as a threat to legal abortion, the most telling passage came when the Biden campaign urged the political press corps "to meet the moment and responsibly inform the electorate of what their lives might look like if the leading GOP candidate for president is allowed back in the White House."

That sentence probably says as much as any internal strategy memo about how Biden's team plans to win a second term, especially if the president faces a rematch with Trump. With that exhortation the campaign made clear that it wants Americans to focus as much on what Trump would do with power if he's reelected as on what Biden has done in office.

It's common for presidents facing public disappointment in their performance to attempt to shift the public's attention toward their rival. All embattled modern first-term presidents have insisted that voters will treat their reelection campaign as a choice, not a referendum. Biden is no exception. He routinely implores voters to compare him not "to the Almighty" but "to the alternative."

But it hasn't been easy for modern presidents to persuade large numbers of voters disenchanted with their performance to vote for them on the theory that the electorate would like the alternative less. The other recent presidents with approval ratings around Election Day as low as Biden's are now were Jimmy Carter in 1980 and George H. W. Bush in 1992. Both lost their bids for a second term. Continued cooling of inflation might allow Biden to improve his approval rating, which stands around 40 percent in most surveys (Gallup's latest put it at only 37 percent). But if Biden can't make big gains, he will secure a second term only if he wins more voters who are unhappy with his performance than any other president in modern times.

The silver lining for Biden is that in Trump he has a polarizing potential opponent who might allow him to do just that. In the 2022 and 2023 elections, a crucial slice of voters down on the economy and Biden's performance voted for Democrats in the key races anyway, largely because they viewed the Trump-aligned GOP alternatives as too extreme. And, though neither the media nor the electorate is yet paying full attention, Trump in his 2024 campaign is regularly unveiling deeply divisive policy positions (such as mass deportation and internment camps for undocumented immigrants) and employing extremist and openly racist language (echoing fascist dictators such as Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini in describing his political opponents as "vermin"). Eventually, Trump's excesses could shape the 2024 election as much as Biden's record will.

Read: Republicans can't figure it out

If the GOP renominates Trump, attitudes about the challenger might overshadow views about the incumbent to an unprecedented extent, the veteran GOP pollster Bill McInturff believes. McInturff told me that in his firm's polling over the years, most voters usually say that when a president seeks reelection, their view about the incumbent is what most influences their decision about whom to support. But in a recent national survey McInturff's firm conducted with a Democratic partner for NBC, nearly three-fifths of voters said that their most important consideration in a Trump-Biden rematch would be their views of the former president.

"I have never seen a number like this NBC result between an incumbent and 'challenger,'" McInturff told me in an email. "If 2024 is a Biden versus Trump campaign, we are in uncharted waters."

Through the last decades of the 20th century, the conventional wisdom among campaign strategists was that most voters, contrary to what incumbents hoped, viewed presidential elections primarily as a referendum, not a choice. Buffeted by disappointment in their tenure, both Carter and Bush decisively lost their reelection bids despite their enormous efforts to convince voters that their opponent could not be trusted with power.

In this century, it's become somewhat easier for presidents to overcome doubts about their performance by inflaming fears about their rival. Barack Obama in 2012 and George W. Bush in 2004 had more success than Carter and the elder Bush at both mobilizing their core supporters and attracting swing voters by raising doubts about their opponent.

Alan Abramowitz, an Emory University political scientist, said the principal reason presidents now appear more capable of surviving discontent about their performance is the rise of negative partisanship. That's the phrase he and other political scientists use to describe a political environment in which many voters are motivated primarily by their belief that the other party represents an unacceptable threat to their values and vision of America. "Emphasizing the negative results of electing your opponent has become a way of unifying your party," Abramowitz told me.

Read: Will Republicans pay a price for extremism?

While more voters than in the past appear willing to treat presidential reelections as a choice rather than a referendum, Biden may need to push this dynamic to a new extreme. Obama and Bush both had approval ratings right around 50 percent in polling just before they won reelection; that meant they needed to convince only a slice of voters ambivalent about them that they would be even more unhappy with their opponent.

Biden's approval rating is much lower, and he is even further behind the majority approval enjoyed by Bill Clinton in 1996 and Ronald Reagan in 1984 before they won decisive reelections.

Those comparisons make clear that one crucial question confronting Biden is how much he can improve his own standing over the next year. The president has economic achievements he can tout to try to rebuild his support, particularly an investment boom in clean energy, semiconductors, and electric vehicles tied to the trio of major bills he passed. Unemployment is at historic lows, and in recent months wages have begun rising faster than prices. The latest economic reports show that inflation, which most analysts consider the primary reason for the public discontent with his tenure, is continuing to moderate.

All of these factors may lift Biden, but probably only modestly. Even if prices for gas, groceries, and rent stop rising, that doesn't mean they will fall back to the levels they were at when Biden took office. Voters appear unhappy not only about inflation, but about the Federal Reserve Board's cure of higher interest rates, which has made it harder to purchase homes and cars and to finance credit-card debt. Biden also faces the challenge that some portion of his high disapproval rating is grounded not in dissatisfaction over current conditions, but in a belief that he's too old to handle the job for another term. Better economic news won't dispel that doubt.

For all of these reasons, while Biden may notch some improvement, many strategists in both parties believe that it will be exceedingly difficult for him to restore his approval rating to 50 percent. Historically, that's been viewed as the minimum for a president seeking reelection. But that may no longer be true. The ceiling on any president's potential job rating is much lower than it once was because virtually no voters in the other opposition party now ever say they approve of his performance. In that environment, securing approval from at least half of the country may no longer be necessary for an incumbent seeking reelection.

Jim Messina, the campaign manager for Barack Obama's 2012 reelection, reflected the changing thinking when he told me he does not believe that Biden needs to reach majority approval to win another term. "I don't think it's a requirement," Messina said. "It might be if we are dealing with an open race with two nonpresidents. People forget that they are both incumbents. Neither one of them is going to get to 50 percent in approval. What you are trying to drive is the choice."

For Biden, the key group could be voters who say they disapprove of his performance in office, but only "somewhat," rather than "strongly." The Democrats' unusually good showing among those "somewhat" disapproving voters was a central reason the party performed unexpectedly well in the 2022 midterm election. But in an NBC national survey released earlier this week, Trump narrowly led Biden among those disenchanted voters, a result more in line with historic patterns.

Biden may have an easier time recapturing more of those somewhat negative voters by raising doubts about Trump than by resolving their doubts about his own record. Doug Sosnik, the chief White House political adviser for Bill Clinton during his 1996 reelection campaign, told me that it would be difficult for Biden to prevail against Trump if he can't improve his approval ratings at least somewhat from their current anemic level. But if Biden can lift his own approval just to 46 or 47 percent, Sosnik said, "he can get the remaining points" he would need to win "pretty damn easily off of" resistance to Trump.

Current polling is probably not fully capturing that resistance, because Trump's plans for a second term have received relatively little public attention. On virtually every front, Trump has already laid out a much more militantly conservative and overtly authoritarian agenda than he ran on in 2016 or 2020. His proposals include the mass deportation of and internment camps for undocumented immigrants, gutting the civil service, invoking the Insurrection Act to quash public protests, and openly deploying the Justice Department against his political enemies. If Trump is the GOP nominee, Democratic advertising will ensure that voters in the decisive swing states are much more aware of his agenda and often-venomous rhetoric than they are today. (The Biden campaign has started issuing near-daily press releases calling out Trump's most extreme proposals.)

But comparisons between the current and former presidents work both ways. And polls show that considerable disappointment in Biden's performance is improving the retrospective assessment of Trump's record, particularly on the economy.

In a recent national poll by Marquette University Law School, nearly twice as many voters said they trusted Trump rather than Biden to handle both the economy and immigration. The Democratic pollster Stanley B. Greenberg released a survey last week of the nine most competitive presidential states, in which even the Democratic "base of Blacks, Hispanics, Asians, LGBTQ+ community, Gen Z, millennials, unmarried and college women give Trump higher approval ratings than Biden." Among all voters in those crucial states, the share that said they thought Trump did a good job as president was nearly 10 percentage points higher than the group that gives Biden good grades now.

Poll results such as those scare Democratic strategists perhaps more than any other; they indicate that some voters may be growing more willing to accept what they didn't like about Trump (chaos, vitriol, threats to democracy) because they think he's an antidote for what they don't like about Biden (his results on inflation, immigration, and crime.) Jim McLaughlin, a Trump-campaign pollster, told me earlier this year that because of their discouragement with Biden's record, even some voters who say "I may not love the guy" are growing newly receptive to Trump. "The example I had people use is that he is like your annoying brother-in-law that you can't stand but you know at the end of the day he's a good husband, he's a good father," McLaughlin said.

The problem for Trump's team is that he constantly pushes the boundaries of what the public might accept. Holding his strong current level of support in polls among Hispanics, for instance, may become much more difficult for Trump after Democrats spend more advertising dollars highlighting his plans to establish internment camps for undocumented immigrants, his refusal to rule out reprising his policy of separating migrant children from their parents, and his threats to use military force inside Mexico. Trump's coming trials on 91 separate criminal charges will test the public's tolerance in other ways: Even a recent New York Times/Siena College poll showing Trump leading Biden in most of the key swing states found that the results could flip if the former president is convicted.

Trump presents opponents with an almost endless list of vulnerabilities. But Biden's own vulnerabilities have lifted Trump to a stronger position in recent polls than he achieved at any point in the 2020 race. These polls aren't prophecies of how voters will make their decisions next November if they are forced to choose again between Biden and Trump. But they are a measure of how much difficult work Biden has ahead to win either a referendum or a choice against the man he ousted four years ago.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2023/11/how-biden-might-recover/676092/?utm_source=feed
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The 'Anti-Defeat' Candidate

90 minutes in a van with Dean Phillips

by Mark Leibovich




Updated at 8:40 p.m. ET on November 22, 2023

Like many politicians, Representative Dean Phillips likes to look people in the eye. And because he's a politician, Phillips can glean things, just as President George W. Bush did when he peered into Vladimir Putin's eyes and saw his soul.

"I've looked Benjamin Netanyahu in the eye," Phillips told a group of students at Dartmouth College, in Hanover, New Hampshire, last week.

And?

"I did not like what I saw," Phillips said of the Israeli prime minister. "I do not like his government. He's got to go."

Philips has also looked into Donald Trump's eyes. That, too, was ominous. It was a few years ago, and the former president had invited a bunch of new House members to the White House for an introductory visit.

"I looked him in the eye for the better part of an hour," Phillips told me.

And?

"I saw right through him," Phillips said. "I know exactly how to handle weaklings like Donald Trump."

How?

"You'll see," he said. "Why would I give away my special sauce?"

Phillips was telling me this while tucked into the back of a minivan, having just set off on a 90-minute ride from Hanover to Manchester. He wore a down vest over a blue dress shirt and looked me straight in the you-know-what as he described the "gravity of this entire circumstance" he was now embarked upon.

Read: Dean Phillips has a warning for Democrats

He had just concluded one of his early days as an official primary challenger to President Joe Biden, the incumbent he must first dispatch before he can douse Trump with his proprietary Dean Sauce. Phillips is pursuing this mission despite long odds and an unsurprising chorus of how dare yous and not helpfuls from various Democratic gatekeepers. He has already said plenty about why he is doing this--about how Democrats are desperate for a Plan B to Biden, who Phillips says has no business seeking reelection at his age (81 on Monday), with his poll numbers and the catastrophic threat of his likely GOP opponent (yes, him). Phillips agonized over his decision and unburdened himself in multiple forums, including, quite expansively last month, to my colleague Tim Alberta.

I was in New Hampshire because I wanted to see Phillips transition from theoretical to actual challenger. It is one thing to scream warnings about alarming data, and another to segue into the granular doings of a campaign. "This is an all-hands-on-deck initiative," he told me, his words landing somewhere between hyper-earnest and naive, with occasional tips into grandiose. Phillips, 54, is a figure of uncommonly big plans and weighty burdens, especially given his relatively modest station (he has represented Minnesota's Third Congressional District since 2019). He seems sincere about what he's doing, especially compared with the two-faced default of so many elected Democrats who tout Biden's reelection in public while privately pining for some other candidate, like Gretchen Whitmer, the Rock, or whomever they want instead. In this sense, Phillips's gambit is noble, even necessary. It can also be lonely and awkward to watch up close.

Since entering the race a month ago, Phillips has held a series of mostly low-key events in New Hampshire and has made a stop in South Carolina. I first encountered him during a heartfelt give-and-take with half a dozen members of the Dartmouth Political Union. "This is a beautiful American moment," Phillips declared after a dialogue about abortion policy with a polite young Nikki Haley supporter. Later, at a town hall across campus, Phillips described that bridge-building exchange as "one of the most profound hours of engagement" he's had in a long while and something "I will remember for years to come."

Phillips told me that his initial campaign forays have only--surprise--reaffirmed the premise of his errand: "Other than some Democratic elected officials, and only a few of them, I've not yet encountered a single person who doesn't feel the same way," he said, about the need for a Biden alternative. His go-to weapon against the president is public opinion, for which Phillips keeps getting fresh ammunition. "I want to give you some simple data," he said during a meet and greet with about 50 students, faculty, and community members before the town hall. He mentioned a recent survey of voters in battleground states that had Biden trailing Trump by four points, 48-44. "But then you look at how Trump does against a 'generic Democrat,'" Phillips said, "and the generic Democrat wins 48-40." Heads bobbed in the classroom; Phillips shook his in exasperation.

Phillips himself is polling at just 10 percent among likely New Hampshire Democratic-primary voters, according to a CNN survey released last week that had Biden at 65 percent. During our car ride, I suggested to Phillips that maybe he should change his name to "Generic Democrat."

"I never in my life aspired to be generic," he replied, chuckling.

Read: The case for a primary challenge to Joe Biden

Primary challenges to incumbent presidents have historically been associated with signature causes and fiery rhetoric. They tend to be ideologically driven--such as Ted Kennedy's challenge to President Jimmy Carter from the left in 1980 and Pat Buchanan's to President George H. W. Bush from the right in 1992. No one will mistake Phillips for a brawling populist. He is affable, well mannered, and extremely rich, with a net worth of about $50 million, some portion of it derived from the gelato-and-sorbet company--Talenti--that he co-owned before it was sold.

Still, Phillips frequently brings up the late Senator Eugene McCarthy, a fellow Minnesota Democrat, whose uprising against President Lyndon B. Johnson in 1968 helped push Johnson to not seek reelection. The comparison is fraught in that Democrats wound up nominating another Minnesotan, Hubert Humphrey, who went on to lose to Richard Nixon. Carter and Bush also lost their general elections. This tends to be the main critique of Phillips: that his project could weaken Biden against Trump.

One student at Dartmouth questioned Phillips about the 1980 example, arguing that Kennedy was the reason that Carter was ultimately blown out by Ronald Reagan. Phillips came back with a lengthy and somewhat defensive response. "Ted Kennedy didn't cause Carter's problems any more than I've caused Joe Biden's problems," he said. The student nodded and thanked the candidate, who in turn thanked the student--and another beautiful American moment was forged.

"I am the anti-defeat candidate," Phillips said, describing his enterprise to me later. "I am the truth-telling candidate." "Truth-telling" is of course subjective, in campaigns as in life. Phillips then told me about a visit he'd made to a Hanover restaurant that day. After a series of "wonderful conversations" with random diners, he'd encountered a young woman who "I sensed was not showing any compassion for butchered Israelis"--a reference to the Hamas attacks on October 7. So Phillips, who is Jewish, paused the conversation and asked a question of his own. "I said, 'Are you telling me that you support Hamas?'" Phillips said. "And she goes, 'Yes.'" At which point, he'd heard enough.

"I said, 'Look, I really enjoyed our conversation, but I can't continue this.'"

"Wait, did you really enjoy that conversation?" I interrupted, questioning his truth-telling.

"I'll tell you what, that's a good point," Phillips acknowledged. "I did not enjoy it."

In that spirit of engaging with people of different backgrounds and persuasions, Phillips frequently invokes his friendship with Rashida Tlaib, the only Palestinian American in Congress, who was censured by the House this month for her comments about Israel. Phillips refers to Tlaib as "my Palestinian sister" and to himself as "her Jewish brother."

Juliette Kayyem: Rashida Tlaib's inflammatory language

I pressed Phillips on the state of his relations with Tlaib. "It's as difficult as ever and more important than ever," he said. He then raised the stakes even higher. "I believe that as Rashida Tlaib and Dean Phillips go, so will the Middle East," he said. (A lot of pressure there!)

As our nighttime ride persisted southeast down Interstate 89, the conversation took some quick turns.

"Is Kamala Harris prepared to step in if something happened to Biden?" I asked Phillips.

"I think that Americans have made the decision that she's not," he said.

I replied that I was interested in the decision of one specific American, Dean Phillips.

"That is not my opinion," Phillips clarified. He said that every interaction he's had with the vice president has been "thoughtful" and that "I've enjoyed them."

"That said ..." Phillips paused, and I braced for the vibe shift.

"I hear from others who know her a lot better than I that many think she's not well positioned, well prepared, of the right disposition, of the right competencies to execute that office," he said of Harris. Phillips also noted that Harris's approval numbers are even worse than Biden's: "It's pretty clear ... that she's not somebody that people have faith in."

But again, Phillips is not one of those people: "From my personal experiences, I've not seen those deficiencies."

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

If Phillips had looked me in the eye at that moment--and granted, it was dark in the back of the van--he would have seen a slightly confused expression. Why was he hiding behind these Trumplike "many people are saying" attributions? Similarly, he often speaks in glowing terms about Biden's performance in office--"his administration has been quite extraordinary"--while leaning heavily on "the opinion of others" or "the data" to make his case that the president himself needs to go. Phillips can seem torn at times as he attempts to hedge his way through somewhat contradictory impulses: to give Biden his proper due while also trying to end his career.

I asked Phillips what would happen if his campaign really takes off--he wins a bunch of primaries--and then Biden tries to placate the insurgents by dumping Harris in favor of their hero, Dean Phillips. Would he agree to serve as Biden's new understudy?

I anticipated the "I'm not answering hypothetical questions" blow-off that they teach in Candidate School. But Phillips apparently skipped class that day. "That's a really interesting question," he said, before letting me down gently.

"President Biden will never replace Vice President Harris on the ticket, ever," he said.

For the record--bonus nugget--Phillips predicts that Trump will select Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to be his running mate. "And they will be very difficult to beat," he fears. These are the kinds of empty punditing calories that get passed around during long drives on chilly campaign nights.

As we approached Manchester, Phillips flashed back to reality, or something. "I am the best positioned to defeat Donald Trump," he said. "All I'm focused on right now is to run a spirited, thoughtful, and energetic campaign."

"What about 'vigorous' and 'robust'?" I asked.

"Yes, yes," Phillips said, nodding. It was getting late, and we were both getting a bit punchy.

"And bold," he added.

Our van pulled into the Manchester DoubleTree just before 10 p.m. Phillips had to wake up in a few hours to catch a 6:15 a.m. flight back to Washington. He looked me in the eye. I'm not sure what he saw, or what I saw, but I wished him luck.

"I've enjoyed this," Phillips said.



This article has been updated to correct one of Phillips's quotes.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2023/11/dean-phillips-2024-election-new-hampshire-primary/676058/?utm_source=feed
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Construction of utility-scale renewable-power facilities around the world has been increasing rapidly in recent years. Although the total percentage of global power needs met by photovoltaic energy alone remains small, at about 6 percent, it is on the rise. Governments and large companies are b...

      

      
        How I Lost the Russia That Never Was
        Anna Nemtsova

        Updated at 9:31 p.m. ET on November 25, 2023.The lack of respect for the dead surprised even a soldier with the Wagner Group, Russia's mercenary legion of former convicts that fought some of the bloodiest battles in the invasion of Ukraine. He looked at an ugly heap of wooden crosses and flower wreaths that had been pushed aside and cursed the authorities."What are you doing? They died for Russia, and you are razing their graves to the ground. You are rolling over them," he said in a video shot a...
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A presidential election in Argentina, a Thanksgiving banquet in Denver, Formula One racing in Las Vegas, a cease-fire protest in France, flooding in Somalia, a Christmas market in Germany, a human tower in Mexico City, and much more
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As the season progresses toward colder days and nights, I wanted to take one more look at the colorful beauty of this autumn, seen in cities and countryside vistas across the Northern Hemisphere. Get cozy in a warm sweater and enjoy this batch of recent fall photos. For even more autumnal goodness, se...

      

      
        What Hamas Promises, Iranians Know Too Well
        Roya Hakakian

        Of all the cataclysmic events I have ever experienced, October 7 affected me like no other. The videos of hateful protests and bloody or charred bodies unearthed memories I'd long kept buried. In one, I am a girl standing in the doorway of our home in Tehran, staring at graffiti that appeared overnight on a neighbor's wall. Punctuated by a swastika--something I had never seen before--were three words, scrawled in black paint on red brick: Kikes get lost.This was in January 1979, just a few weeks be...

      

      
        Why Israeli Security-Service Agents Wanted to Talk With Charlottesville's Mayor
        Michael Signer

        During the fall of 2022, my family and I lived in Tel Aviv, where my wife and I were visiting professors at Reichman University, in Herzliya. I taught a class called "Democracy and Dictatorship." It was a fraught time. Almost all of my students were in the military or veterans. Several were deeply concerned that Benjamin Netanyahu would bring a new era of antagonistic nationalism to Israel, at a time when they felt the country needed cohesion instead. One said she would likely leave the country i...
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            Construction of utility-scale renewable-power facilities around the world has been increasing rapidly in recent years. Although the total percentage of global power needs met by photovoltaic energy alone remains small, at about 6 percent, it is on the rise. Governments and large companies are building massive facilities to provide both solar thermal and photovoltaic energy, converting the sun's energy into electricity for millions of homes and businesses. Solar-panel farms are being installed on hillsides, rooftops, and pastures, and, more and more, in floating arrays in harbors or reservoirs. Gathered below are images of some of these new solar-power installations around the world.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An array of hundreds of solar panels covers a hillside, with a single tree visible in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An array of solar panels, spread over about 500 acres in the mountainous Alpes-de-Haute-Provence region, in Les Mees in Southern France.
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                [image: Workers install solar panels inside a large satellite dish.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Employees of the Swiss electricity producer and supplier CKW, part of Axpo, install solar panels in a disused satellite dish at the Leuk Teleport and Data Center in Leuk, Switzerland, on October 18, 2023.
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                [image: Photovoltaic solar panels cover several hills in a rural area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photovoltaic solar panels cover several hills in China's Fujian province.
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                [image: A tall tower stands in a field with many reflected rays of sunlight pointing at it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Reflected sunlight is directed at the tower of the Abengoa solar plant at Solucar solar park in Sanlucar la Mayor, near the Andalusian capital of Seville, in southern Spain, on November 13, 2015.
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar tower surrounded by a broad array of reflecting mirrors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the tower of the Cerro Dominador concentrated solar and photovoltaic power plant in the Atacama Desert on August 28, 2022, in Maria Elena, Chile. The plant uses an array of 10,600 mirrors (heliostats) that track the sun, reflecting solar radiation to a receiver on the upper part of a 250-meter tower.
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                [image: Three people paddle a raft past many solar panels on struts in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers inspect solar panels at a fishing-solar photovoltaic power generation base in Taizhou, in China's eastern Jiangsu province, on July 12, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of several large arrays of solar panels floating on a reservoir's surface]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A newly built floating solar-power plant that can generate 192 megawatts of peak electricity, on the surface of the Cirata Reservoir in West Java, Indonesia, on November 9, 2023
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                [image: A broad array of hundreds of solar panels cover a flat area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A field of solar panels in Yinchuan, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, China, on April 18, 2017
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                [image: A shepherd lies near a small solar panel as he plays with his phone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shepherd lies near a small solar panel as he plays with his phone on grassland in the Karacadag region of the Siverek district in Sanliurfa, Turkey, on April 22, 2017.
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                [image: A farmer drives a combine harvester under hanging solar panels.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer drives a combine harvester to collect soybeans under hanging solar panels on an agrivoltaic site in Amance, France, on October 12, 2022. This experimental project is equipped with an "agricultural canopy," a large shade house equipped with rotating solar panels fixed on cables five meters above the fields.
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar-power station, with thousands of mirrors surrounding a tall tower in a desert]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Ashalim concentrated-solar-power station, lit by sunlight reflected by 50,600 computer-controlled heliostats, in Beersheba, Negev Desert, Israel, on August 5, 2023.
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                [image: A solar tower is reflected in a large mirror.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tower is reflected in heliostats at the Khi Solar One plant, operated by Coxabengoa, in Upington, South Africa, on November 21, 2023. About 4,000 heliostats (mirrors) pivot according to the sun's position to reflect and concentrate sunlight onto the tower, which heats water to evaporation, which is then directed to turbines to generate power.
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                [image: A solar-panel installation covers most of a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A solar-panel installation in Ruicheng County, in central China's Shanxi province, on November 28, 2019
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                [image: Workers use a boat to check on solar panels in a pond.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Electrical workers use a boat to check on solar panels at a photovoltaic power station built in a fishpond in Hai'an, in China's eastern Jiangsu province, on July 19, 2021.
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                [image: Workers give finishing touches to solar panels installed above a canal.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers give finishing touches to installed solar panels covering the Narmada Canal at Chandrasan village, outside Ahmedabad, India, on April 22, 2012. The project was devised to bring water to hundreds of thousands of villages in the dry, arid regions of western India's Gujarat state.
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                [image: An aerial view of a large array of solar panels floating on a reservoir]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An array of solar panels floats on a water-storage pond in Sayreville, New Jersey, on April 10, 2023. Floating solar-panel farms are beginning to boom in the United States after rapid growth in Asia. They're attractive not just for their clean power and lack of a land footprint but because they also conserve water by preventing evaporation.
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                [image: A flock of sheep grazes among solar panels in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep graze between the panels of a solar park in Rogane, Kosovo, on May 1, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar-power tower and array of mirrors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the solar-power tower at Atlantica Yield solar plant in Sanlucar La Mayor, on December 23, 2022
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                [image: An aerial view of multiple large arrays of solar panels, floating in a bay]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on February 23, 2022, shows floating solar panels for the Sirindhorn Dam hydro-solar farm run by the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand in Ubon Ratchathani.
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                [image: A large grid of solar panels, arranged to form the outline of a horse]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A grid of solar panels, arranged to form the outline of a horse, in the Kubuqi Desert in Ordos, in the Inner Mongolia autonomous region of China, on July 17, 2022. The facility consists of 196,320 solar panels, occupying about 345 acres (1.398 million square meters).
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                [image: An aerial view of solar panels installed on a mountainside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of solar panels installed at a wind-and-solar hybrid power-generation plant on a mountain in Chongqing, China, on October 30, 2023
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar-power plant under construction, with hundreds of poles sticking out of shallow water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fishery-solar hybrid photovoltaic power plant under construction at Yueqing Bay in Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province, China, on November 22, 2023
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                [image: A top-down view of solar panels covering most of a water-treatment facility]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on August 4, 2022, shows solar panels built over a sewage-treatment plant. The plant, in Zhengzhou, in China's central Henan province, uses photovoltaic power to partly replace coal power.
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                [image: Panels of a photovoltaic-power station cover most of a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A photovoltaic power station covers most of a hillside in Zaozhuang, Shandong, China, in November of 2020.
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                [image: Rows of photovoltaic panels stretch to the horizon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photovoltaic panels stretch to the horizon at the Al Dhafra Solar Photovoltaic project in the United Arab Emirates, south of the capital Abu Dhabi, on November 13, 2023. On November 16, the UAE inaugurated one of the world's biggest solar plants, with nearly 4 million solar panels covering 20 square kilometers of desert.
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                [image: Rows of three-story houses topped with solar panels]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on July 4, 2023, shows solar panels on roofs at the Solar Settlement Gelsenkirchen-Bismarck in Gelsenkirchen, Germany. As the first solar settlement in the Ruhr area, it consists of 71 houses built by two different developers as part of the funding program 50 Solar Settlements in NRW (North Rhine-Westphalia).
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                [image: An aerial view of many rows of solar panels in a rural area]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmers raise sheep among the panels of a photovoltaic-power station in Yangjiang, Guangdong, China, photographed on December 12, 2019.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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How I Lost the Russia That Never Was

I sometimes felt that we told the truth only at the funerals of our assassinated friends. Was this what Russia had been all along?

by Anna Nemtsova




Updated at 9:31 p.m. ET on November 25, 2023.

The lack of respect for the dead surprised even a soldier with the Wagner Group, Russia's mercenary legion of former convicts that fought some of the bloodiest battles in the invasion of Ukraine. He looked at an ugly heap of wooden crosses and flower wreaths that had been pushed aside and cursed the authorities.

"What are you doing? They died for Russia, and you are razing their graves to the ground. You are rolling over them," he said in a video shot at the time, pointing at the wreckage.

Workers were pouring concrete over a Wagner cemetery near the southern Russian city of Samara on August 24, part of Moscow's punishment for the private army's one-day mutiny in June. Not many in Russia noticed the soldier's distress. Layers of injustice and mass killings go so far and so deep into Russia's history that most of us have lost track. In Ukraine, the Russian army often leaves its dead soldiers behind.

Wagner's leader, Yevgeny Prigozhin, admitted that at least 20,000 of his soldiers had died in what he called the "meat-grinder operation" that had destroyed the once-charming eastern Ukrainian city of Bakhmut and finally captured its ruins in May. Prigozhin and Dmitry Utkin, one of Wagner's co-founders, were then killed in a mysterious plane crash in August, their once familiar faces melting into oblivion. The hypocrisy and the indifference of many Russians were astonishing: President Vladimir Putin first sold Prigozhin's paramilitary fighters to the country as "heroes." Then he made them disappear, their graves paved over and crosses knocked down, forgotten even by the earth.

Graeme Wood: The mercenary always loses

In Russia, people speak of breaking through another bottom, to the next level of bad. That is where the country of my birth has now arrived. Generations of Ukrainians will remember Russians as serial killers, while in Russia, the anti-war protests have faded away. The secret services, in the fashion of the oprichniki guards of the old czars, sow terror at home while much of Russia turns away and sleeps. I look back now at Russia's fleeting period of hope, and I wonder what has happened to the oxygen we breathed. Because even the air can be poisoned, I have learned, until indifference and fear become its essence.



Like many Soviet children, I grew up longing to travel. I studied the globe, learned languages, and dreamed of hearing the stories foreigners might tell. I became a reporter, first working in Moscow, then moving to Portland, Oregon, with my husband and son in the early aughts.

To my surprise, in the United States, nostalgia would sometimes flood me out of nowhere. I could be walking in some American park blooming with roses, thinking that I would give everything to be in a dank underpass in St. Petersburg or on the floor of a friend's apartment covered in cigarette butts, listening to live music.

Read: Russia's twin nostalgias

The changes I saw on television, I ached to witness on the ground: activists pushing against dictatorships in Belarus and Central Asia, national movements rising in the Caucasus, religious communities coalescing in Siberia. I wanted to learn about China's new business interests in the far east of Russia, and to meet the shaman with six fingers on one hand who worshipped on the shores of Lake Baikal. Some KGB archives opened: The country was learning about its past crimes. One could so easily fall into the trap of believing that Russia was free.

And so my family and I moved to Russia from the United States in 2005. We saw no sign of Russia's impending catastrophe. The capital was alive with tourists, artists, and businessmen from all over the world. At the opening of a basement theater for plays with political themes, I saw actors mock Putin without fear.

But all was not really quiet during those years. Chechnya was rebuilding from ruins after a decade-long war with the Russian army that killed thousands of people. As a correspondent for Newsweek, I covered terrorist attacks, armed conflicts, and KGB-style repression in the post-Soviet democracies. Still, in Moscow, the word stukach, or "informer," sounded like a relic of an earlier time. Russia was awake, voting, protesting.

As a reporter, I wanted to get behind the country's polished facade and look into what Russians call glubinkas, or "little depths"--the remote and miserable corners of a country's life. I covered neo-Nazi groups, asbestos mines, provincial youth facing unemployment, and the temptations of a life in crime. I went to the Arctic, to the border with China, to places that many in Moscow considered godforsaken in their obscurity; but on coming back to Moscow, I began to bear witness to the gathering of a much worse darkness still.

Journalists often walk the paths where good is losing to evil. I stepped along those byways, saw victims, and reported on crimes against ordinary people. Some were my friends. Natalia Estemirova, or simply Natasha, lived in Grozny. She was an investigative reporter and a human-rights defender, as well as a single mother of a 15-year-old girl. During the Second Chechen War, I stayed at her house, its walls pocked with holes from shrapnel, the two of us talking late into the night. She told me about the dozens of abductions she had documented in what she described as a growing epidemic, crimes for which no one was held accountable.

On July 15, 2009, Natasha was herself abducted in broad daylight in front of her house. The men who pushed her into an unmarked Lada have never been identified or prosecuted. A few hours later, her bullet-riddled body was found on the side of the road. Together with a small group of journalists and human-rights defenders, I went to Chechnya to accompany her hearse along Vladimir Putin Avenue, Grozny's sinisterly named central boulevard. Perhaps the people she'd helped during the war were too afraid of Chechnya's brutal leader, Ramzan Kadyrov, to join us. Or were they indifferent? That day, one of Kadyrov's aides told me that if I didn't leave Chechnya immediately, I, too, would be made to disappear.

During Putin's first two terms in office, we journalists often went to such funerals for our assassinated colleagues: Anna Politkovskaya, Stanislav Markelov, Anastasia Baburova, and others. These were restive years, especially 2011 and 2012. Russia had seen enough of Putin, his war in Georgia, his penchant for repression that smacked of an earlier era. Protesters ventured into city squares; Muscovites sought out sources of independent news on paper and television. But activists and their leaders started to be arrested, and statues of Felix Dzerzhinsky and Stalin sprang up around the country. I remember a feeling of suffocation, as if somebody were pumping the oxygen away. That feeling was one I had experienced as a child.

Read: How Russian journalists dealt with fake news

"This city has clogged pores, this city has shut up mouths, telephone calls are like confessions of mutiny," my father wrote in a 1979 poem about my hometown. Now all of Russia began to seem that way, as though it were heading back to the 1970s. The number of informers was rapidly growing: People called "hotlines" to report on their neighbors to authorities. I sometimes felt that we told the truth only at the funerals of our assassinated friends. And I questioned my past nostalgia: Was this what Russia had been all along?

Then Boris Nemtsov, a democratic politician, one of the very best Russia had, with my last name but who was no relation, was shot in the back on a sidewalk within sight of the Kremlin walls.



Nemtsov and I come from the same town: Gorky, which means "bitter." Soviet society, down to the children, was well trained to hunt down and condemn people who stood out. And so my classmates refused to play with me in the summer of 1979 because my mother had a big, curly Afro perm, loved Boney M., wore bell-bottom pants of her own design, and drove a tiny Zaporozhets car. She was one of the first women to drive in our city. In a photograph I adore, she is standing on top of that car, brave and free, in her colorful overalls, waving to us.

Life in my hometown was hidden from foreign eyes and organized, like some ill-omened nesting doll, in layers of secrecy. Scientists under the pressure of classified work agreements developed military technologies in army bases and scientific institutes within the closed city. The U.S.S.R. had at least 40 such towns, and some of them are still not open, meaning that to visit them as a nonresident, you need a permit.

Growing up in that run-down, grim, secretive, industrial place, I imagined that one day, something magical would happen there. And something did: Nemtsov, a skinny physicist with messy hair, appeared. He was charismatic, unusual, reminding me of my parents and many of their friends--intellectuals who longed for freedom, justice, transparency, and travel.

Boris Nemtsov came to our home when I was 13, and he was the first true democrat I ever heard speak. He was a scientist researching quantum physics, designing antennas for spaceships at the local Radiophysical Research Institute. My dad was a young reporter, his articles constantly censored or banned. I remember a door marked Censor in the smoky hallway of his newsroom on Figner Street.

My father had called Nemtsov in the course of reporting a story about a half-built nuclear-power plant in Gorky. The site was visible from our balcony on the eighth floor of a concrete apartment block. The project's plans revealed dangerous construction flaws that my father investigated. He interviewed the young scientist Nemtsov for this story, and the two teamed up to stop the nuclear project just one year before the 1986 Chernobyl disaster.

"Everything Nemtsov said was unusual; nobody spoke like him," my father later told me. "He understood the internal direction at a time when there were no politics in the U.S.S.R. He was a born politician."

In the last years of the Soviet Union, the KGB tried to recruit Nemtsov to spy on a Jewish physicist in his institute in exchange for business trips to foreign conferences, Boris's widow, Raisa Nemtsova, told me recently: "They knew that he was so open that nobody would think he was an agent, and at the same time, that he had ambitions, which gave them hopes. But they received a firm no from him."

After the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, Nemtsov became the governor of our town, opened it to foreign visitors, and restored its historical name, Nizhny Novgorod. As a political figure, Nemtsov said no to wars in Chechnya, Georgia, and Ukraine. To stop the First Chechen War, Governor Nemtsov collected hundreds of thousands of signatures on a letter to President Boris Yeltsin: "For many months in a row, blood has been shed and people have been dying in Chechnya, nonstop. The war is killing our children, killing our future, distorting and twisting our country, giving birth to enemies and hate."

Nemtsov later said that he did not have much hope that Yeltsin would pay attention to the petition from Nizhny Novgorod. But 1 million residents of Nizhny Novgorod, a region with a population of just 3.5 million, put their signatures under that letter next to Nemtsov's. The governor went all the way to the Kremlin with a minibus full of signed petitions. He went on to become one of the most important politicians in the Russian opposition, speaking out against the country's autocratic turn and its first incursions into Ukraine.

When Nemtsov was shot in Moscow in 2015, the Kremlin tried five Chechen men for the killing, a sideshow meant to distract from the real reason for his death. The governor of  Nizhny Novgorod, Valery Shantsev, said nothing. No governor in Russia in 2017 would have dared to write an open letter to Putin and sign it with their own name. When I looked at Russia then, I saw a land of unconcern--a hand that waves as if to say "Who cares?"



Who cared when my best friend from school, Lena, was murdered by her husband in their apartment in Avtozavod, a depressing, industrial district of Nizhny Novgorod, built for workers at the city's car plant? Lena's neighbors could hear her screams but did not call the police, friends said. "Why bother? Many neighbors drink, scream, and beat each other," one friend told me in 2010.

The same indifference extended to Katia Popova's apartment building, also in Avtozavod. Katia's mother locked her inside their tiny flat when the girl was just 13. Ten years later, plumbers discovered a tall 23-year-old who had come of age connected to this world only by a radio. Neighbors were aware of the girl living behind seven locks but were too afraid of the mother to get involved.

Something was wrong in my hometown. Putin's Russia had decriminalized domestic violence, so why should neighbors intervene--even when a man was locked inside an apartment to starve to death, or the woman next door was being killed?

Then came another blow to what remained of civic life. On February 24, 2022, free-spirited critics of the Kremlin began leaving the country because the Kremlin had criminalized independent war reporting, which meant the end of journalism in Russia. People left the country just to gasp the air of sanity and get away from Putin's cult of death.

The country mostly tolerated its own strangling. Pacifists inside Russia can be arrested for holding up a copy of Leo Tolstoy's War and Peace in public, or for writing certain posts on social media.

Whether because of fear or inertia, Russian society hardly stirred itself during the massacres in Bucha, Irpin, Borodyanka, and Mariupol. I don't accept repression as an excuse for passivity. The willingness to remain silent is hardly distinguishable from the impulse of the Soviet man who looked at a nonconforming neighbor and picked up the phone to call the KGB. And the silence of the many throws into relief the protests of the few.

Last year, a movement called Soft Power petitioned against the war in Ukraine and the mobilization to support it: "President Vladimir Putin does not and cannot have any legal grounds, any balanced reasons for the war," the petition said. Nearly half a million people signed it. But in the country at large, anti-war voices have grown faint and the lists of those arrested or killed have grown long. Russia's rich enjoy opulent lives while the rest of the country stagnates--and sends its children to die in something they are not allowed to call "war."

Read: The bitter truth behind Russia's looting of Ukrainian art

The war in Ukraine destroyed the part of me that missed Russia and felt pain for its fate. I can at last let go of my peculiar nostalgia--the nostalgia for what I hoped Russia could one day be--and see the country for what it is.

Russia is the country destroying cities and villages in Ukraine; the country where more than 500 political prisoners languish; where even Wagner soldiers know that their nation has no pity for its dead; the global power whose leader has entered an anti-Western entente with North Korea, China, Hamas, and other authoritarian governments that kill journalists and opposition activists. Russia has reached its bottom, and then the level beyond.



Because of an editing error, this article originally misstated the year that Boris Nemtsov was killed.
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        Photos of the Week: Laughter Therapy, Ballroom Dance, Senegal Surf
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            A presidential election in Argentina, a Thanksgiving banquet in Denver, Formula One racing in Las Vegas, a cease-fire protest in France, flooding in Somalia, a Christmas market in Germany, a human tower in Mexico City, and much more

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A turkey, seen in profile]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The national Thanksgiving turkey Liberty waits to be pardoned by President Joe Biden during a ceremony on the South Lawn of the White House on November 20, 2023, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: A paddleboarder on a lake prompts a flock of birds to take off]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A paddleboarder on Lake Washington prompts a flock of birds to take off near Seward Park in Seattle, Washington, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: People offer prayers while standing waist-deep in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hindu devotees offer prayers to the sun god on Chhath Puja in Jalandhar, India, on November 19, 2023.
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                [image: A person looks up at a series of large, concentric illuminated circles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman looks at an outdoor light installation as she visits the Beijing Chaoyang International Light Festival on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A top-down view of a crowd pushing and climbing, attempting to form a human tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Castellers de Villafranca human-tower team form a "castell" during an exhibition to celebrate the 75th anniversary of their foundation at Zocalo square in Mexico City on November 21, 2023.
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                [image: A beauty-show competitor wears a shiny costume decorated with road signs and model buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Noelia Voigt, Miss USA, takes part in the National Costume Show at the 72nd Miss Universe Competition at Gimnasio Nacional Jose Adolfo Pineda in San Salvador, El Salvador, on November 16, 2023.
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                [image: People watch a distant rocket launch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch as SpaceX's next-generation Starship spacecraft, atop its powerful Super Heavy rocket, lifts off from the company's Boca Chica launchpad on an uncrewed test flight, as seen from South Padre Island, near Brownsville, Texas, on November 18, 2023.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Go Nakamura / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person dressed as a horned evil spirit known as Krampus parades with a torch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dressed as a horned evil spirit known as Krampus parades with a torch through the small town of Goricane, Slovenia, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A person rides a bicycle past a Christmas marketplace.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person rides a bicycle past recently installed Christmas decorations on the central square in Frankfurt am Main, Germany, on November 21, 2023.
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                [image: Workers in basket cranes add final touches to a tall Christmas tree in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers add final touches to a Christmas tree at the Central Syntagma Square in Athens, Greece, on November 20, 2023.
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                [image: A performer sings on a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Natalie Merchant performs at Teatro Dal Verme in Milan, Italy, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: Two ballroom dancers practice in an empty room.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ballroom dancers prepare to compete in the "Over 50s Ballroom Championship" category at the British National Dance Championships, in the Empress Ballroom of Blackpool's Winter Gardens, in Blackpool, England, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: Two people watch the glow of a distant wildfire from a riverbank, at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident of the banks of the Cuiaba River and an agent of ICMBio (Chico Mendes Institute for Biodiversity Conservation) are seen near a fire in the Pantanal, the world's largest wetland, in Porto Jofre, Mato Grosso State, Brazil, on November 16, 2023.
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                [image: A dog swims in front of a man who paddles in floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog swims in front of a man who paddles because of flooding caused by heavy rains, in Ilha Grande dos Marinheiros in Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul State, Brazil, on November 20, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a cargo ship that was broken in two, stranded on a shoreline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a cargo ship that was broken in two and washed ashore during a storm in the Eregli district of Zonguldak, Turkey, on November 20, 2023
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                [image: An aerial view of a small, densely populated island.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The island of Bilangbilangban, seen from above as the Greenpeace ship Rainbow Warrior sails around it while visiting sinking islands in the Philippines, 10 years on from the devastating typhoon Haiyan, on November 17, 2023
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                [image: A person slips in floodwater, losing their sandals.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man slips in floodwater after heavy rainfall, in Mogadishu, Somalia, on November 20, 2023.
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                [image: A surfer jumps above a small crashing wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People surf along a beach in the capital city of Dakar, Senegal, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A view of the London skyline]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the London skyline, seen on November 20, 2023
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                [image: A person kneels down beside dozens of pairs of children's shoes placed in a city square as a protest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of shoes and pictures of children placed in Uskudar Square during a protest in support of Palestinians, and to draw attention to the children who lost their lives in Israeli attacks on Gaza, in Istanbul, Turkey, on November 21, 2023
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                [image: A crowd of protesters walk in a street carrying Palestinian flags.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Protesters wave Palestinian flags as they take part in a demonstration to demand a "stop to the bombings in Gaza" in Montpellier, France, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: Dozens of bodies wrapped in blue fabric are placed in a long ditch for a mass burial.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The bodies of Palestinians killed in Israeli strikes and fire are buried in a mass grave, after they were transported from Al Shifa hospital in Gaza City for burial, in Khan Younis in the southern Gaza Strip, on November 22, 2023.
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                [image: People gather for a demostration, holding signs with the names and faces of kidnapped people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters and relatives of Israeli hostages take part in a gathering with the Mothers of Hope to call for the release of the 239 hostages held by the Palestinian militant group Hamas in Gaza, in Paris, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: A person looks toward the camera, with red makeup across their forehead and the bridge of their nose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A devotee worships the sun god on the banks of Bagmati River, during the Hindu religious festival of Chhath in Lalitpur, Nepal, on November 19, 2023.
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                [image: People gather around lit candles in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather to light candles in Prague, Czech Republic, on November 17, 2023, during celebrations of the 34th anniversary of the Velvet Revolution, which ended Communist rule in 1989.
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                [image: Fire roils inside an industrial furnace.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire and smoke are seen in an electric furnace as it melts weapons at a steel factory in Nobsa, Colombia, on November 21, 2023. Some 53,000 guns were melted to become steel to support social projects in 2024, according to the military.
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                [image: A person walks through a beam of light in a large art installation.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors walk through an exhibition called Art in Nature, a nocturnal walk through the work of the Spanish artist Salvador Dali at the Parc de La Villette in Paris on November 16, 2023.
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                [image: An F1 race car drives on a track past a large illuminated sphere.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lando Norris drives past the Sphere on the Las Vegas Strip Circuit during qualifying for the Las Vegas Grand Prix on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A person carries a plate full of Thanksgiving food.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dana Cohen, a volunteer, carries a plate of food to guests at the annual Thanksgiving banquet at the Denver Rescue Mission on November 22, 2023, in Denver, Colorado. Cohen and 40 other volunteers served more than 500 guests at the meal, which closed out the organization's holiday-week events.
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                [image: A person laughs and holds up a dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The English actor and dancer Bonnie Langford introduces Poppy, a dog being cared for by Noah's Ark Dog Rescue, in need of adoption, at St Paul's Church in Covent Garden in London, England, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A crowd of onlookers and press gathers around a presidential candidate as he enters a car.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The presidential candidate Javier Milei gets into his car after voting in the presidential runoff election in Buenos Aires, Argentina, on November 19, 2023. Milei went on to win the election, and will be inaugurated on December 10.
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                [image: A small fire burns on a desk inside a parliamentary hall as politicians look on.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fire breaks out after members of Parliament from opposition parties lit smoke bombs, aiming to disrupt the parliamentary session scheduled for the discussion of the 2024 budget in Tirana, Albania, on November 20, 2023.
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                [image: Soldiers fire a large piece of artillery at night, lit by a large muzzle flash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian soldiers fire artillery in the direction of Bakhmut, Ukraine, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A solar tower is seen, reflected in a large mirror.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The main tower is reflected in heliostats at the KHI Solar One plant operated by Coxabengoa in Upington, South Africa, on November 21, 2023.
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                [image: Three men stand together, arms up, on a foggy morning.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Three men participate in a laughter-therapy session on a cold, foggy morning in Srinagar, Indian-controlled Kashmir, on November 20, 2023.
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        Autumn Colors and Autumn Chill

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 22, 2023

            	23 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As the season progresses toward colder days and nights, I wanted to take one more look at the colorful beauty of this autumn, seen in cities and countryside vistas across the Northern Hemisphere. Get cozy in a warm sweater and enjoy this batch of recent fall photos. For even more autumnal goodness, see "Fall Is in the Air: Images of the Season" from earlier this year.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A single small tree with bright red and orange leaves stands in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A colorful tree stands in a field in Wehrheim near Frankfurt, Germany, on November 1, 2023.
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                [image: People walk across a pedestrian bridge over a lake in Central Park, beneath autumn leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The leaves in Central Park start to turn as people row under the Bow Bridge on November 3, 2023, in New York City.
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                [image: A fox hunts for mice, leaping above a grassy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fox hunts for mice during a cold autumn day in the Sarikamis district of Kars, Turkey, on November 8, 2023.
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                [image: A narrow road bridge crosses in front of a waterfall, alongside a rushing river in a mountain valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of a bridge crossing in front of the Latefossen waterfall in Norway's Vestland County, on a misty day in September of 2023
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                [image: Fallen leaves float on water, one covered in raindrops.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Raindrops decorate an autumn leaf in Wernigerode, Germany, on November 5, 2023.
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                [image: A man walks along a narrow avenue of tall trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man walks along a narrow avenue of trees in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, northern Germany, on November 20, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a stand of autumn-colored trees, seen in morning mist in a residential neighborhood]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Morning mist drifts over Shicheng Village in Wuyuan County, Jiangxi Province of China, on November 19, 2023.
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                [image: A squirrel carries a nut through a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A squirrel carries a nut through a park in the Cankaya district in Ankara, Turkey, on October 25, 2023.
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                [image: A close view of green plants rimmed with hoarfrost]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Plants are rimmed with hoarfrost in the Sarikamis district of Kars, Turkey, on November 1, 2023.
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                [image: Two people walk past a tall wall covered with red-colored leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk past autumn foliage in London, England, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: A flock of cranes flies over a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cranes fly over a field in Hungary's Hortobagy National Park on November 1, 2023.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Marton Monus / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A barge sits in a river, surrounded by autumn-colored trees on a misty morning.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Autumn foliage is seen as mist surrounds a barge anchored on the River Thames in Richmond in London, England, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a winding road on forested mountainside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a winding road on Domanic Mountain in Kutahya, Turkey, on November 14, 2023.
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                [image: A couple sits beside a lake, in a park, beneath a tree, at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple looks out on the shores of Lake Washington as the sun sets at Seward Park, in Seattle, Washington, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: A person sits in a chair along a ridge among high mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person sits along a ridge in the Kackar Mountains in Rize, Turkey, on October 16, 2023.
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                [image: A shepherd tends to a small flock of sheep.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shepherd tends to his flock during a shepherding competition in Libhost, Czech Republic, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: Orange-colored leaves, partly covered n snow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fall foliage is draped in snow after a winter storm swept over the Intermountain West, seen in Fort Collins, Colorado, on October 28, 2023.
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                [image: Northern lights turn part of the night sky into a shimmering green ribbon, with the brake lights and headlights of cars below lighting nearby trees red and white.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The northern lights illuminate the night sky as cars park along a highway near Mo i Rana, Norway, November 15, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a person swimming in a lake in a park, with frost-covered trees nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A winter-swimming enthusiast braves the cold temperatures as she swims at Beiling Park in Shenyang, in China's northeastern Liaoning province, on November 12, 2023.
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                [image: Two people walk through a park, on a path covered with fallen leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk through the Mughal Garden covered with fallen leaves in Jammu and Kashmir on November 14, 2023.
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                [image: Tourists ride a line of camels over snow-covered sand dunes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists ride camels over snow-covered dunes in Mingsha Mountain and Crescent Spring scenic spot in Dunhuang, Jiuquan City, Gansu Province, China, on November 15, 2023.
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                [image: The peak of a snow-covered mountain, seen behind autumn-colored trees on a hillside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Monte Viso, near the village of Ostana, in northwestern Italy, on November 13, 2023
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                [image: A person walks in a park through new-fallen snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman walks in a snow-covered park during a first snowfall in Kyiv, Ukraine, on November 22, 2023.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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What Hamas Promises, Iranians Know Too Well

Young Iranians can have no illusions about the mix of misogyny, anti-Semitism, and Islamism that Hamas and Iran's rulers share.

by Roya Hakakian




Of all the cataclysmic events I have ever experienced, October 7 affected me like no other. The videos of hateful protests and bloody or charred bodies unearthed memories I'd long kept buried. In one, I am a girl standing in the doorway of our home in Tehran, staring at graffiti that appeared overnight on a neighbor's wall. Punctuated by a swastika--something I had never seen before--were three words, scrawled in black paint on red brick: Kikes get lost.

This was in January 1979, just a few weeks before Iran's Islamic Revolution, and nothing was as it had been. The rest of the world saw the revolution embodied in the figure of the ascetic cleric Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, seated cross-legged on a cot in a spartan room in the suburbs of Paris. But for those of us in Iran, its signs were uncomfortably close, ubiquitous, and inescapable. "Allahu akbar!" was its soundtrack--an all-purpose call that was at times a plea, at other times a call to arms. The streets were ablaze with bonfires that winter, tires and much else set aflame. Whatever harm the Great Satan, America, and the Little Satan, Israel, had allegedly inflicted on the nation before, at least in those few weeks of a nationwide oil shortage, those countries' burning flags kept the protesters warm.

Finally came the revolution's most indelible sign of all: the Islamic dress code forced on women, who could wear only black, gray, brown, or navy blue. The mandatory hijab drained a once-colorful capital of its vibrant hues, casting half of the population into shadow. Women demonstrated in opposition to the order, but they had few allies. Even the secular intelligentsia banded with the ayatollah, dismissing the protests and the blatant anti-Semitic and anti-feminist character of the new leadership as a few minor quirks upon which the great revolution could not afford to dwell.

What brought these memories back on October 7 was a single video on social media. In it, a Hamas terrorist dragged a battered Israeli woman, the 19-year-old peace activist Naama Levi, by the hair out of a pickup truck, chanting "Allahu akbar!"--that ominous, familiar call, as yet another woman suffered at the hands of men who bore an uncanny resemblance to their Iranian precursors. Levi's blood-soaked pants suggested that she had been assaulted--a tragedy that would bond her to women prisoners in Iran, where, in the aftermath of the 2022 "Woman, Life, Freedom" protests, many women who had been arrested for violating the Islamic morality code were raped by their captors.

Read: How to be a man in Iran

Experts have pontificated over whether Iran had a hand in planning the October 7 attack. But perhaps more significant is the common ideology that Tehran's rulers and Hamas share, composed of equal parts misogyny, anti-Semitism, and Islamism. Death, to them, is an aspiration rather than a destiny to forestall. And so their subjects become expendable pawns whose demise is never a loss. Sadegh Khalkhali, the Islamic Republic's Sharia judge from the early revolutionary era, was once asked how he had so swiftly issued orders to execute so many political prisoners. He breezily replied that either the prisoners were guilty, in which case they'd received their due punishment, or they were innocent, in which case he had simply hastened their ascent to paradise.

Both Hamas and the Iranian regime are at war with the West and, as such, with all the laws devised in the West, including the laws of war. The most brutal of the Islamic Republic's anti-riot thugs do not come to the scene of demonstrations dressed in the uniforms of the police or the Revolutionary Guard Corps. They come as what the protesters call "civilian dressers," just as Hamas terrorists have done throughout this war to blend in with the public. Both use ambulances to penetrate the ranks of their opponents, to snatch prisoners, or to get away from hostile crowds. They share not a secret manual but a playbook of the lawless, in which nothing is forbidden if it advances the cause of the "righteous," among whom Tehran and Hamas count themselves.

And yet, what Iran's regime has done for more than four decades to create a new crop of zealots in its own image has backfired. Iran's younger generations show a moral clarity that other nations in the region, and even the throngs on the streets of London and New York, do not demonstrate with regard to Hamas's malevolent program. If Iranians have always been distinct from their predominantly Arab neighbors by virtue of race, religion, and language, now they are distinct in a new way: They are the only people in the region among whom such a large number reject the call for Israel's destruction. Even a host on one of Iran's official television broadcasts had to make this admission last week: "The people of Iran have been the greatest supporters of the Zionist regime in the world and by a large margin."

Diasporic Iranians have been marching alongside supporters of Israel throughout Europe, the United States, and Canada, and a few have been physically attacked while doing so. In Iran, students refuse to stomp on the flags of the United States and Israel that have been painted on the ground at the entrances of their schools. When a Palestinian flag was raised at a soccer stadium in Tehran last month, the spectators began chanting profanities to express their indignation.

Iranians began distancing themselves from the regime's propaganda nearly two decades ago, when the revolution's fever had cooled and its promises remained undelivered. The distance only grew as the regime invested more and more in proxy groups throughout the region. The crowds at the annual Qods Day rallies began to thin, and protesters at various demonstrations chanted: "Neither Gaza nor Lebanon. I sacrifice my life for Iran."

The significance of this shift in attitude among Iranians transcends Iran. If Ukrainians' fight against Russia is about the future of democracy in Europe, then the struggle of Iranians against their regime is about the future of the Middle East without radicalism. For 44 years, Iran has been the region's political laboratory for Islamist governance. The country gave theocracy a try, and it failed: A country with immense promise only 50 years ago is now a menace to people within its borders and beyond them. The narrative that the regime has peddled about itself--a religious utopia fighting for the well-being of downtrodden Muslims--has no currency among its own subjects. What Iranians have learned the hard way is what others around the world who dream of living under an Islamic state have yet to discover.

Read: Forget the bomb and help Iranians fight their regime

One of the most poignant moments of Iran's 2022 protests came when a Palestinian woman named Rasha, moved by the uprising, recorded a statement saying that the demonstrations had made her see through the lies she had been told since childhood about Iran's regime: "I now see that a government that kills its own people, oppresses its own people, cannot help liberate my people, cannot help liberate me."

In 1978, Iranians euphorically followed a Shiite cleric in pursuit of what they thought was a noble cause and staged a popular resistance that was to deliver greater freedom and democracy to them. But he quickly led them into war, chaos, global isolation, and economic ruin. This is the dark legacy of Hamas's chief patron. Those who have embraced Hamas have yet to know this truth--that their heroes are not liberators but brutal tyrants detested by their people.
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Why Israeli Security-Service Agents Wanted to Talk With Charlottesville's Mayor

Even a year ago, they worried that extremist politics could undermine their work.

by Michael Signer


Rescue workers assist those injured at the "Unite the Right" rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 2017. (Joshua Roberts / Reuters)



During the fall of 2022, my family and I lived in Tel Aviv, where my wife and I were visiting professors at Reichman University, in Herzliya. I taught a class called "Democracy and Dictatorship." It was a fraught time. Almost all of my students were in the military or veterans. Several were deeply concerned that Benjamin Netanyahu would bring a new era of antagonistic nationalism to Israel, at a time when they felt the country needed cohesion instead. One said she would likely leave the country if he won.

As the former mayor of Charlottesville, Virginia, I was asked to speak at the university's annual World Summit on Counter-Terrorism conference, on a panel about the dangers of far-right terrorism in the United States. In my presentation, I recounted a chilling conversation I'd had in June 2017 with a civil servant from the U.S. State Department's Bureau of Counterterrorism. He told me that Trump-administration officials had basically instructed his office to stop talking about white nationalists when they referred to domestic terrorism in the United States. He implied that this decision had been made for domestic political reasons.

Two months later, Charlottesville was invaded by multiple violent white-nationalist militias who'd plotted their attack secretly on the gaming chat app Discord. Federal agencies, such as the Department of Homeland Security, the FBI, and the Department of Justice, supposedly dedicated to preventing just this sort of incident, were absent from the scene.

Read: The end of Netanyahu

Elizabeth Neumann, Trump's assistant secretary at DHS for counterterrorism and threat prevention, resigned in 2020 in protest of the administration's ideological approach to violent right-wing extremists. She gave an interview that exposed in detail how the administration not only failed to "inoculate [conservatives] from that recruitment and that radicalization," but also took actions that had "the opposite effect. We have the president not only pretty much refusing to condemn, but throwing fuel on the fire, creating opportunities for more recruitment through his rhetoric."

After the panel ended, I walked outside. It was a beautiful blue autumn day; the blazing desert heat of the Israeli summer had only recently receded. A slender, dark-haired, curiously intense man approached me. He introduced himself as an official with the "Office of the Prime Minister" and asked if I would be interested in briefing his "colleagues" on some of our lessons from the United States.

Of course, I said. Inquiring with my own colleagues afterward, I learned that the department name was a euphemism. I was being invited to brief Shin Bet, Israel's FBI, which usually referred to itself as the "Office of the Prime Minister" for confidentiality reasons.

Over the next couple of months, the man and I had several exchanges over WhatsApp about my talk, and I was invited in person to the headquarters for a prep session, where I was treated to coffee and a fruit plate. My interlocutor and a colleague advised that, although much of my talk had focused on averting the internal indecision and lack of planning that had plagued the response to the Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, they were most interested in the point I'd emphasized through the anecdote about the State Department official: What lessons might they draw about the dangers of political co-optation to government agencies dedicated to intelligence and counterterrorism?

In mid-December 2022, I showed up at Shin Bet's headquarters. After being ushered through several layers of security, I was greeted by a room of a couple dozen friendly faces. I went over the events before, during, and after the notorious riot in Charlottesville, and the group, as predicted, homed in on the danger that domestic intelligence agencies can be co-opted by ideological extremists. They repeatedly asked about my observation that the federal agencies--DHS, DOJ, and the FBI--had not intervened.

They were particularly interested to learn that independent investigations had proved the link between ideology and lack of preparedness. As The New York Times Magazine reported in a 2018 expose on the Trump administration's cozy relationship to white nationalism, white supremacists and other far-right extremists were responsible for the majority of fatalities in domestic terror incidents from 2008 to 2017, as compared with Islamic extremists. Nevertheless, according to P. W. Singer, a national-security expert at the think tank New America who had met with Trump-administration officials, the agencies were focused instead only on "foreign-born" terrorists.

Shin Bet's questions were precise and apolitical. My questioners were, I realized, concerned. Watching them, I was reminded of the fathers and mothers of my friends growing up in Arlington, Virginia--civil servants in federal agencies, who were at a remove from the politicians who came and went in their agencies. I saw that these Israeli civil servants were worried about further tremors from the political earthquake that had just occurred in Israel, with the reelection of Netanyahu and his right-wing coalition.



Although they took pains not to be too specific with me, an outsider, about their worries, their questions suggested that a primary concern was how the right-wing bias of the new politicians could, as in Trump's government, distract or deter them from the work of protecting the public.

The questions about ideological capture ended up consuming most of the meeting. How did the ideological capture happen? (Trumpism drew on nationalist sentiments that had significant currency among aggrieved white Americans.) How did the federal failures intensify the conflict in Charlottesville? (A state-level DHS memo drawing attention to the potential for domestic terrorism four days before the rally was marked "confidential" and never reached Charlottesville's city council or the litigation that was under way to stop the rally from occurring.)

The Shin Bet meeting took place on our last day in Israel. We flew out that night, after a final meal of hummus and shakshouka at Tel Aviv's popular restaurant chain Benedict on Ben Yehuda Street. We were close to the Mediterranean Sea, almost within earshot of the hundreds of people playing beach volleyball, yet we were overseen by dozens of security cameras bristling on poles. We were a 20-minute walk from the site of a terrorist attack on Dizengoff Street that killed 22 civilians in 1994.

We came home to a country that, despite projections of a "red wave," seemed to have rejected a takeover by ideological extremism. Republicans had not won a supermajority of the Senate; they were not going to impeach and convict President Joe Biden. But back in Israel, the convulsions were only just starting. I stayed in touch with several friends who played leading roles in the summer's protests. One, a captain in the army reserves, helped close down the airports in protest of Netanyahu's policies. Another, a conservative professor, found himself joining the demonstrations together with his young family.

These were valiant attempts to halt the new government's march to shut down an independent judiciary. Yet the sparkle of what appeared to be an awakening constitutionalism in Israel hid a deep rot. In the days since Hamas's horrifying attack on southern Israel, I've been haunted by my conversations with Israeli civil servants--by both what the politicization of their jobs augured for Israel's security and what their experience suggests for the United States.

I've realized since my visit that, like a virus to a new host, ideological capture can have many strains. Reports are emerging of just how dysfunctional the Netanyahu government has been at the agency level. One Associated Press review explores how a number of agencies were paralyzed by the coalition's focus on nationalistic enterprises, subverting the independent judiciary, and then dealing with the massive protests in response. Gideon Rahat, a political-science professor at Hebrew University, told the AP reporter, "When you are a populist government and all you do is talk and tweet and write posts instead of doing real things, when you are needed you don't know what to do."

This misplacement of priorities particularly undermined the intelligence community. Indeed, as The Times of Israel reports, Ronen Bar, Shin Bet's head, warned in August that terrorist attacks by Jewish Israelis against Palestinians in the West Bank were fueling Palestinian terrorism. Two of Netanyahu's coalition lawmakers then opined that "ideas of the left have reached the top" of the security agency and that senior defense officials do not know how to "distinguish between the enemy and your own people."

The New York Times recently published a startling expose of the security failures leading up to the attack, including the revelation that Israeli security officials spent months trying to warn Netanyahu that the "political turmoil caused by his domestic policies was weakening the country's security and emboldening Israel's enemies." Yet Netanyahu refused to listen, according to the article, or even meet a senior general who "came to deliver a threat warning based on classified intelligence."

Defense Minister Yoav Gallant voiced support for the civil service in a statement: "Thanks to the members of the Shin Bet and their leader, who operate far from the public eye, the lives of Israeli citizens are saved every day ... Any attack by public figures against the Shin Bet harms the security of the state and its citizens."

But by and large, the nationalism of Netanyahu's coalition led his political appointees to neglect and underestimate intelligence about Hamas. The New York Times reported that as recently as late September, senior Israeli officials expressed concern that Israel might be attacked soon on several fronts by Iran-backed militia groups, but ignored the potential for Hamas to initiate a war with Israel from the Gaza Strip. Meanwhile, American spy agencies, acting on cues from Israel, had largely stopped collecting intelligence on Hamas and its plans, "believing the group was a regional threat that Israel was managing."

The reckoning is only beginning, as is the political infighting and ideological positioning. The chief of Shin Bet has apologized for the failure of Israeli intelligence to foresee the attack: "As the one who is at the head of the organization, the responsibility for this is on me." But the ideological politician--Netanyahu--later issued an early-morning tweet stating that "all the defense officials, including the heads of Military Intelligence and the Shin Bet assessed that Hamas was deterred." Outrage within his emergency government forced Netanyahu to delete the tweet and retract the political assault on the country's professional agencies. But the damage was done. One wonders about further chilling effects on the independence of Israel's intelligence agencies.

Read: The Israeli government goes extreme right

Israel plainly has enough to worry about in terms of getting its house in order. Its experience also holds an important lesson for the United States. Heading into next year's presidential election, Donald Trump and his allies are promising to double down on their earlier pledge to root out the "deep state." As The Atlantic has reported, immediately upon his inauguration, Trump would most likely "seek to convert thousands of career employees into appointees fireable at will by the president." He would assert full White House control over agencies, including the Department of Justice, that for decades have operated with either full or partial independence.

Read: The open plot to dismantle the federal government

America devised its civil service during the Progressive era precisely to ensure that a major part of the government could work free from political pressure. Civil servants earn pensions, keep their job regardless of the political appointees who are "layered" on top of them, and ensure that the work of the government proceeds with continuity despite elections. After all, most government work, including the gathering of intelligence, does not burp forth in four-year increments timed to election cycles.

Civil servants are unfortunately often fair game for politicians. They are made fun of and attacked, described as, variously, bureaucrats or members of the deep state. But Americans should have no illusions about the new phase their democracy is entering. As in Israel, the United States is engaged in a grand battle not only over extremism, but over whether the state can stand separate from extremism. The fight is therefore not just about politics, but about the viability of government itself. As both Israel and the United States show, federal agencies are democracies' gates against chaos. They must be defended, lest the barbarians truly take over.
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Watching a Line Cook Flip Eggs for Six Hours

TikTok has become a home to people broadcasting themselves live at work. Viewers are captivated.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Dylan Longton really knows how to flip an egg. A 33-year-old line cook at an unassuming diner just outside Albany, New York, Longton can make an omelet do a backflip and land it smoothly right back into its pan cradle. And people love him for it. Not just people in Albany, or people in New York. People all around the world, sometimes more than a thousand at once, tune in on TikTok to watch Longton flip eggs, and reheat bacon and home fries on the grill.

Longton has been doing this a long time--the egg-flipping, that is. He has worked at the diner, Windowbox Cafe, since he was 12. The livestreaming-to-thousands-of-strangers part is new. In 2020, Longton started to play around with TikTok and amassed a modest following by posting prerecorded videos, the style the platform's best known for. Then, about a year ago, after seeing a wedding DJ stream a dance party, Longton set up his iPhone in a car mount above his grill workstation and invited random people on the internet to watch him work. And they did. "I'm like, Are these numbers even real? Is it right?" he told me.

Longton now goes live for hours at a time, often starting at 8 a.m. after some prep work and staying on until his shift winds down at 2 p.m. (If he has to go to the bathroom, he runs out quickly with the camera still on.) His streams have a much different feel from the chaotic stress of competitive cooking shows such as Top Chef. They're laid-back, calming even. Longton is a friendly, undemanding host. It's just him, fulfilling order after order, occasionally lifting up a plate of standard diner fare to the camera and describing it to eager viewers. "Sau-siege," he says, holding a plate with two sausages. Then he moves it off camera. Later, he makes some scrambled eggs. "Just some scrammies," he says, holding it up. "Some typical scrams."

Livestreaming remains a relatively niche subsection of TikTok, but since TikTok Live's launch in 2019, it's grown into a billion-dollar economy of its own. It is full of people doing everything and anything for attention. That everything includes working ordinary gigs--workstreaming, if you will. At any given moment on the app, you might encounter a fast-food worker assembling burgers, a fruit seller chopping coconut, a factory worker grabbing parcels, a nail tech giving a manicure, or a pet groomer shaving down a dog's knotted fur.

These streamers aren't necessarily influencers, on the scale that Bella Poarch or the D'Amelio sisters are, with millions of followers. A TikTok account needs only 1,000 followers to livestream. Even so, some get pretty popular: Last week, I watched one man chop fruit before more than 22,000 viewers. During the streams, viewers ask questions of the host and talk to one another in a chat that the host can follow. Sometimes the streamers talk back; other times the viewer is just invited to watch quietly as they work. People can give streamers cartoon gifts, like a rose, which through a complicated system basically function as tips, though TikTok takes a cut of each payment.

Longton told me livestreaming is enjoyable and a good source of extra cash. His work is "way more fun" now that he streams it, he said. Sometimes he pretends to freeze in order to trick his audience. Once, a piece of bacon got stuck half off, half on his grill, and the chat blew up asking him to rescue it. Now he hangs one like that every day, and his audience has named it Antonio. Longton declined to tell me exactly how much he makes from TikTok Live, but noted that his earnings vary from day to day. He compared it to "having a good second income." But, he said, "I can't quit my day job." For now, he's still obligated to make people their scrammies.

The appeal of Longton's stream is not particularly complicated. His videos are pleasant. Many have a certain ASMR quality, a comforting, low-stakes warmth that comes with the familiarity and repetition of the work at hand. Longton's digital "breakfast club" has regulars who tune in and chat among themselves. On one of these streams last week, viewers told me that they find it hypnotic, relaxing, and mesmerizing. It helps that Longton is an endearing host.

The nature of videos like Longton's does seem like a perfect fit for their very modern medium. TikTok Live is an especially chaotic section of the app, where people work nonstop to keep the audience's attention. Livestreams that feature recurring actions done over and over seem to do particularly well. They're simple and easy to understand. Many livestreams are cross-promoted in TikTok's main feed, its "For You" page. A viewer scrolling TikTok could be teased with a clip from a random livestream and decide to pop over if they're intrigued by what they see. "You can drop in at any moment," Christine Tran, a researcher of digital cultures and livestreaming at the University of Toronto, told me. "It doesn't require continuity."

These streams also leverage a kind of backstage access, and in doing so, scratch a curiosity itch. In some cases, the videos seem to deepen people's appreciation of the skills and dedication that can go into these jobs. When a user on Reddit posted a TikTok Live recording of an Amazon factory worker grabbing various items to ship, they noted that the video made them more appreciative of that labor. But not everything is cheery. The videos can lay unglamorous jobs bare for everyone to see. Last week, I watched a Burger King worker tell 2,000 people on TikTok Live that she no longer wished to work in fast food, as she assembled burgers. Workers have claimed that they've been fired for disclosing too much on TikTok. The app's Live section presents a challenge for corporate oversight because, unlike regular TikTok posts, the videos are relatively ephemeral. (Though such videos can be screenshotted or recorded by a tech-savvy viewer, and still make the rounds.)

Employers seem to have mixed feelings about behind-the-scenes footage being posted on TikTok. Some bigger brands have hoped to capitalize on the attention offered by the platform: Chains like Dunkin' have gone so far as to hire employees to post videos of themselves on the job as a form of marketing. Longton, for his part, says he's brought in new customers via TikTok, so his boss tolerates it. He thinks he works even better while livestreaming because of the scrutiny that comes from being watched by hundreds if not thousands of people while doing your job. "If I break a yolk, I'm like, Oh shit," he said.

Longton is, after all, working. When watching him, it can be easy to forget that he's doing his actual job while also performing it. Streamers who take this approach have the benefit of getting double-paid for a single shift, points out Sophie Bishop, a professor of media and communication at the University of Leeds. But, she told me, workstreaming could also be seen as a symptom of "influencer creep"--a term Bishop coined to describe the pressure even noninfluencers feel to post thoughtfully and curate an online persona. Diner workers and truckers and Dollar General employees may now feel obligated to think about their digital presence. On TikTok, every moment is an opportunity to make content and to make extra money. Even during the boring workday.

Longton doesn't profess to feel any burden. In the Windowbox Cafe, though, the influencing is indeed creeping. Audiences were curious about his grill-mate, Matt Taylor, who lurked in the background of his stream. So they set up a second camera. Now it's not just eggs. "Everyone's like, 'We want to see the pancakes and the French toast, too,'" Longton said. "So then we got all sides going."
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The Money Always Wins

Sam Altman has retaken the throne at OpenAI.

by Charlie Warzel




Updated at 8:41 a.m. ET on November 22, 2023

Five days after Sam Altman's shocking dismissal from OpenAI and many twists later, the company has announced that he will, in fact, return as CEO. The company's board of directors, at the core of the drama, is being overhauled. The dust finally appears to be settling.

In the days after his firing, Altman managed to prove that he is far more than a figurehead, winning over a majority of OpenAI employees (including Ilya Sutskever, the company's chief scientist and the reported architect of his dismissal--it's, uh, complicated) and some of the tech industry's biggest luminaries. A number of OpenAI's most powerful investors rallied around him. On X (formerly Twitter) this weekend, legions of OpenAI employees signaled their loyalty to him "I am Spartacus!"-style; Altman responded with a flurry of heart emoji. Getting unexpectedly fired in front of a global audience is assuredly stressful, but one gets the sense that it also amounted to a huge ego flex for the 38-year-old tech executive. You can see it in the weekend's most indelible image: a selfie tweeted by Altman on Sunday as he visited OpenAI's San Francisco offices to continue negotiations, lips pursed in mock disgust, a visitor's lanyard clutched in his hand. "First and last time i ever wear one of these," he wrote." Altman was having fun. He was winning.

This is the triumph of a Bay Area operator and dealmaker over OpenAI's charter, which purports to place the betterment of humanity above profit and personality. It's a similar story for Microsoft and its CEO, Satya Nadella, who have invested billions in OpenAI and were reportedly blindsided by Altman's firing. Quickly, the company used its investment in OpenAI, much of which is reportedly in the form of computing power instead of cash, as leverage to reopen negotiations. Nadella also extended an offer for Altman and OpenAI President Greg Brockman to start a new AI-research group there, creating a win-win situation for the tech giant: Regardless of what happened to OpenAI, Microsoft would have kept the access it currently has to the company's data and intellectual property, or it could have subsumed the company altogether. Clearly, this was a favorable situation for Altman: He would either return to OpenAI or continue his work with Microsoft's full backing. Either way, he wouldn't be wearing the guest pass again.

From all of this, one thing seems abundantly clear: The money always wins.

Read: OpenAI's chief scientist made a tragic miscalculation

As my colleague Karen Hao and I reported over the weekend, the central tension coursing through OpenAI in the past year was whether the company should commercialize, raise money, and grow to further its ambitions of building an artificial general intelligence--a technology so powerful that it could outperform humans in most tasks--or whether it ought to focus its efforts on the safety of its potentially dangerous innovations. Altman represented the former faction, and his aggressive business decisions appear to have been a key factor in his dismissal.

After the shock of Altman's firing subsided, I noticed a sense of admiration from some industry observers toward OpenAI's board. Yes, the decision to sack the CEO was brazen and badly messaged, and the implications for the company and its investments may have been poorly thought out. But it was principled, an indication that OpenAI's nonprofit corporate structure was working exactly as intended to protect the fate of the company's technology from the whims of one leader. "Somebody finally held the tech bros accountable!" a tech executive texted me on Saturday morning. A former social-media executive proposed a tantalizing counterfactual to me: What if Facebook had been able to fire CEO Mark Zuckerberg before the turmoil of the 2016 election? What would the world look like now?

Altman may have been a true believer in OpenAI's charter. But he's also a true believer in scale and profit. His tenure as CEO was partly an argument that, to change the world with your technology, you need the money to build it and the ability to get others to invest in it. If Sutskever was the visionary of OpenAI, Altman was seemingly the person who could sell it to people. And it is Altman who reportedly leveraged his business relationships to put immense pressure on OpenAI's board. He didn't call OpenAI's bluff over the weekend: Instead, he demonstrated what the company might look like without its multibillion-dollar corporate investments and without its money man. According to Bloomberg, that future included some investors potentially writing down the value of their OpenAI holdings to nothing. Now Altman's back, seemingly more powerful than before.

Read: Inside the chaos at OpenAI

It remains unclear why he was fired in the first place, and we don't know exactly how OpenAI's new board will govern the company. A cynical person might argue that, had he gone to Microsoft, Altman would no longer need to maintain the pretense of answering first to humanity--as an employee of one of the world's biggest technology companies, his primary obligation would have been fiduciary. He would answer to Nadella and to shareholders. But no matter how noble Altman's intentions are, any moral leanings he might have ultimately mean very little to the money, which, regardless of where he lands, will continue to flow toward Microsoft and toward whatever products Altman and his team build.


 Silicon Valley is peerless when it comes to mythologizing its ideas men (and yes, they tend to be men). In the industry's telling, technologies and their founders succeed in a meritocratic fashion, based on the genius of the idea and the skill of its execution. OpenAI's self-mythologizing went a step further, positioning itself almost in opposition to its own industry--a company so committed to an ideology and a purity of product that it would self-immolate to protect itself and others. Over the weekend, this ideology crashed against the rocks of a capitalist reality. As is always true in Silicon Valley, a great idea can get you only so far. It's the money that gets you over the finish line.



This story has been updated throughout to reflect the news after publication that Sam Altman was reinstated as the CEO of OpenAI.
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OpenAI's Chief Scientist Made a Tragic Miscalculation

What was Ilya Sutskever thinking when he tried to overthrow Sam Altman?

by Ross Andersen




Ilya Sutskever, bless his heart. Until recently, to the extent that Sutskever was known at all, it was as a brilliant artificial-intelligence researcher. He was the star student who helped Geoffrey Hinton, one of the "godfathers of AI," kick off the so-called deep-learning revolution. In 2015, after a short stint at Google, Sutskever co-founded OpenAI and eventually became its chief scientist; so important was he to the company's success that Elon Musk has taken credit for recruiting him. (Sam Altman once showed me emails between himself and Sutskever suggesting otherwise.) Still, apart from niche podcast appearances and the obligatory hour-plus back-and-forth with Lex Fridman, Sutskever didn't have much of a public profile before this past weekend. Not like Altman, who has, over the past year, become the global face of AI.



On Thursday night, Sutskever set an extraordinary sequence of events into motion. According to a post on X (formerly Twitter) by Greg Brockman, the former president of OpenAI and the former chair of its board, Sutskever texted Altman that night and asked if the two could talk the following day. Altman logged on to a Google Meet at the appointed time on Friday and quickly learned that he'd been ambushed. Sutskever took on the role of Brutus, informing Altman that he was being fired. Half an hour later, Altman's ouster was announced in terms so vague that for a few hours, anything from a sex scandal to a massive embezzlement scheme seemed possible.



I was surprised by these initial reports. While reporting a feature for The Atlantic last spring, I got to know Sutskever a bit, and he did not strike me as a man especially suited to coups. Altman, in contrast, was built for a knife fight in the technocapitalist mud. By Saturday afternoon, he had the backing of OpenAI's major investors, including Microsoft, whose CEO, Satya Nadella, was reportedly furious that he'd received almost no notice of his firing. Altman also secured the support of the troops: More than 700 of OpenAI's 770 employees have now signed a letter threatening to resign if he is not restored as chief executive. On top of these sources of leverage, Altman has an open offer from Nadella to start a new AI-research division at Microsoft. If OpenAI's board proves obstinate, he can set up shop there and hire nearly every one of his former colleagues.



From the September 2023 issue: Does Sam Altman know what he's creating?



As late as Sunday night, Sutskever was at OpenAI's offices working on behalf of the board. But yesterday morning, the prospect of OpenAI's imminent disintegration and, reportedly, an emotional plea from Anna Brockman--Sutskever officiated the Brockmans' wedding--gave him second thoughts. "I deeply regret my participation in the board's actions," he wrote in a post on X. "I never intended to harm OpenAI. I love everything we've built together and I will do everything I can to reunite the company." Later that day, in a bid to wish away the entire previous week, he joined his colleagues in signing the letter demanding Altman's return.



Sutskever did not return a request for comment, and we don't yet have a full account of what motivated him to take such dramatic action in the first place. Neither he nor his fellow board members have released a clear statement explaining themselves, and their vague communications have stressed that there was no single precipitating incident. Even so, some of the story is starting to fill out. Among many other colorful details, my colleagues Karen Hao and Charlie Warzel reported that the board was irked by Altman's desire to quickly ship new products and models rather than slowing things down to emphasize safety. Others have said that their hand was forced, at least in part, by Altman's extracurricular fundraising efforts, which are said to have included talks with parties as diverse as Jony Ive, aspiring NVIDIA competitors, and investors from surveillance-happy autocratic regimes in the Middle East.



Read: Inside the chaos at OpenAI



This past April, during happier times for Sutskever, I met him at OpenAI's headquarters in San Francisco's Mission District. I liked him straightaway. He is a deep thinker, and although he sometimes strains for mystical profundity, he's also quite funny. We met during a season of transition for him. He told me that he would soon be leading OpenAI's alignment research--an effort focused on training AIs to behave nicely, before their analytical abilities transcend ours. It was important to get alignment right, he said, because superhuman AIs would be, in his charming phrase, the "final boss of humanity."



Sutskever and I made a plan to talk a few months later. He'd already spent a great deal of time thinking about alignment, but he wanted to formulate a strategy. We spoke again in June, just weeks before OpenAI announced that his alignment work would be served by a large chunk of the company's computing resources, some of which would be devoted to spinning up a new AI to help with the problem. During that second conversation, Sutsekever told me more about what he thought a hostile AI might look like in the future, and as the events of recent days have transpired, I have found myself thinking often of his description.



"The way I think about the AI of the future is not as someone as smart as you or as smart as me, but as an automated organization that does science and engineering and development and manufacturing," Sutskever said. Although large language models, such as those that power ChatGPT, have come to define most people's understanding of OpenAI, they were not initially the company's focus. In 2016, the company's founders were dazzled by AlphaGo, the AI that beat grandmasters at Go. They thought that game-playing AIs were the future. Even today, Sutskever remains haunted by the agentlike behavior of those that they built to play Dota 2, a multiplayer game of fantasy warfare. "They were localized to the video-game world" of fields, forts, and forests, he told me, but they played as a team and seemed to communicate by "telepathy," skills that could potentially generalize to the real world. Watching them made him wonder what might be possible if many greater-than-human intelligences worked together.



In recent weeks, he may have seen what felt to him like disturbing glimpses of that future. According to reports, he was concerned that the custom GPTs that Altman announced on November 6 were a dangerous first step toward agentlike AIs. Back in June, Sutskever warned me that research into agents could eventually lead to the development of "an autonomous corporation" composed of hundreds, if not thousands, of AIs. Working together, they could be as powerful as 50 Apples or Googles, he said, adding that this would be "tremendous, unbelievably disruptive power."



It makes a certain Freudian sense that the villain of Sutskever's ultimate alignment horror story was a supersize Apple or Google. OpenAI's founders have long been spooked by the tech giants. They started the company because they believed that advanced AI would be here sometime soon, and that because it would pose risks to humanity, it shouldn't be developed inside a large, profit-motivated company. That ship may have sailed when OpenAI's leadership, led by Altman, created a for-profit arm and eventually accepted more than $10 billion from Microsoft. But at least under that arrangement, the founders would still have some control. If they developed an AI that they felt was too dangerous to hand over, they could always destroy it before showing it to anyone.



Sutskever may have just vaporized that thin reed of protection. If Altman, Brockman, and the majority of OpenAI's employees decamp to Microsoft, they may not enjoy any buffer of independence. If, on the other hand, Altman returns to OpenAI, and the company is more or less reconstituted, he and Microsoft will likely insist on a new governance structure or at least a new slate of board members. This time around, Microsoft will want to ensure that there are no further Friday-night surprises. In a terrible irony, Sutskever's aborted coup may have made it more likely that a large, profit-driven conglomerate develops the first super-dangerous AI. At this point, the best he can hope for is that his story serves as an object lesson, a reminder that no corporate structure, no matter how well intended, can be trusted to ensure the safe development of AI.
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It's Too Easy to Buy Stuff You Don't Want

Online shopping is too fast for good decisions.

by Amanda Mull

I've made many impulse purchases in my life, but the first one that I found genuinely unsettling was a pair of Nike VaporMax sneakers. It was July 2018, and I was mindlessly tapping through Instagram updates while waiting to meet friends for lunch. That's where I saw the sneakers, tucked between photos of last night's outfits and this morning's bagels: futuristic, baby pink, and a new arrival, according to the ad. This was the heyday of artificial sneaker scarcity, when every design worth a damn sold out before you even had a chance to decide if you liked it. I pounced.

The order took maybe 15 seconds. I selected my size and put the shoes in my cart, and my phone automatically filled in my login credentials and added my new credit-card number. You can always return them, I thought to myself as I tapped the "Buy" button. Almost as soon as I'd paid, I snapped out of the mania that had briefly overtaken me, $190 (Jesus Christ) poorer but with one pair of Jetsons-looking shoes on their way to my apartment. It's always a little horrifying to realize that advertising has worked on you, but this felt more like I had just watched the velociraptor in Jurassic Park learn to use the doorknob. I had completed some version of the online checkout process a million times before, but never could I remember it being quite so spontaneous and thoughtless. If it's going to be that easy all the time, I thought to myself, I'm cooked.

That experience wasn't the result of any particular just-to-the-market technology. Instead, a handful of small changes to the mechanics of online shopping had begun to accumulate into something meaningful: Advertisers were amassing stores of personal data with which to tailor their ad targeting. Retailers were offering free shipping and free returns on everything--buy now, decide later. Browsers and operating systems were urging users to save login credentials and financial details within their software. The expanded use of payment shortcuts such as Apple Pay and Shopify's Shop Pay was circumventing the need to create a new account or log in to an old one. "Buy now, pay later" services including Klarna and Affirm were beginning to pop up at more retailers to soften the blow of spending.

In the intervening five years, these changes have become the default infrastructure of online shopping, maximizing convenience over all else in an effort to make buying as effortless as possible. As retailers are all too eager to tell everyone, buying things online has never been so simple, so seamless, so easy. So easy, in fact, that we might all be better off with a few more speed bumps.

In the consumer system, friction refers to anything that slows down a potential buyer on the path toward completing a purchase--wondering which size will fit, remembering their password, getting their credit card out of their wallet. An estimated 70 percent of online shopping carts are abandoned without a sale, which does suggest that potential purchasers are incredibly easy to derail. Sometimes, just the realization that you'll need to get up and get your wallet is enough to stop you from ending up with another novelty T-shirt or new throw pillows.

Retailers, of course, regard friction as the enemy. The history of online shopping is that of tamping down friction at almost any cost. Free shipping and generous return policies are an expensive way to do business--an e-commerce return for a $50 product costs retailers an average of $33, according to a recent estimate by the reverse-logistics firm Narvar. But these policies became the default precisely because buyers accustomed to shopping in person looked at the internet and thought to themselves, This seems like a bad way to buy shoes.

Read: The free returns party is over

Reductions in friction are generally sold to consumers as matters of convenience, which often has the benefit of being true. I hate resetting a password, typing in my shipping information, doing any of the paperwork that stands between me and the hit of dopamine that ordering something new provides. What online shopping keeps getting better at is ensuring that you arrive at that point as efficiently as possible. By its very nature, it already foists many of the putative inconveniences of buying something onto other people: Someone else is doing the work of locating the actual product and moving it from a retailer's inventory to your home. You don't need to drive to the store, find a parking spot, stand in line, interact with a human, or do much of anything at all.

Convenience, though, tends to be a hollow virtue on its own. Much of the consumer system is constructed to generate retailers' desired outcomes as frequently as possible. When something is made convenient, it's because that convenience benefits the company. Sometimes, your interests and those of the retailer can align--it takes me about a minute to reorder a 15-pound bag of my dog's kibble, for example, and I don't need a moment longer to be sure I'm making a good decision. Other times, conveniences are put in place in order to short-circuit your ability to act in your own best interests, even if just for a split second. Hence, my pastel-pink spaceship shoes.

Over the past year or so, exhausted by the tedious sameness of so much new clothing and disenchanted with its terrible quality, I've found myself buying most of my clothes through secondhand platforms such as Poshmark and eBay. At first, this shift seemed risky to me. Buying pre-owned goods is full of the type of friction that makes buyers mistrustful: The photos vary widely in quality, and the listings vary widely in content. Return policies tend to be extremely restrictive. On many secondhand platforms, ponying up seven bucks for shipping is still the norm. Everything about the buying process reminds you that you should read closely and choose carefully. I was nervous that I'd spend money and end up with little to show for it except a bunch of stuff that didn't fit or that I didn't like.

Those fears were misplaced. As it turns out, my entirely reasonable trepidation was useful and productive. Not everything I've purchased has been exactly what I'd hoped for; one dress arrived as described but reeking of stale cigarette smoke. But of the clothing I've ordered this year, I wear my secondhand purchases far more frequently than I do the things I ordered brand new. These garments--things like a 1980s oversize button-down with tiny cherries embroidered on it, or a pristine, finely knit cardigan in mustard-yellow wool--feel like things I actually chose instead of stuff that just happened to move through my field of vision in a weak moment.

In hindsight, that's not such a surprise. When buying something feels like making a real choice, you have more opportunities to slow down and consider whether it might be the wrong one. Secondhand markets are some of the best places to relearn what a better, fairer version of online shopping might feel like right now, if only because using them requires a conscious acceptance of a certain amount of risk. E-commerce's greatest trick has been convincing us that risk can be escaped, but of course it can't. Even with the smoothest shopping, there's still the risk of waste, of disappointment, of future inconvenience, of money lost to the fine print. Frictionless shopping might be convenient, in a sense, but it's a bad system for making good decisions.
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There Is No Good Way to Travel Anywhere in America

An Amtrak ride can go so, so wrong.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

For Thanksgiving, I will be traveling home to western New York on Amtrak. I don't think anything will go disastrously awry, though I don't know. In 2019, during a snowstorm, an Amtrak train was stuck for some 36 hours in the mountains of Oregon because of a fallen tree. Earlier this year, on an Amtrak train from Northern Virginia to Sanford, Florida, passengers repeatedly called the police during the train's 20-hour delay. "For those of you that are calling the police," the conductor had to announce, "we are not holding you hostage."



That debacle was caused by a freight train ahead of them, which had crashed into an empty car parked on the tracks in rural South Carolina. Nothing you can do about that. A train just has to wait until whatever's in front of it is gone. Or it has to plow through it: Just last week, a train on its way through Michigan inadvertently smashed into an unoccupied parked car and then derailed. "If you can imagine it on Amtrak, it will probably happen," Richard White, a historian at Stanford and the author of Railroaded: The Transcontinentals and the Making of Modern America, told me. He cited another incident from last week, in which certain trains out of New York City were suspended for days because a privately owned parking garage above the tracks had literal holes in it.



Of course, extreme train incidents are rare, and that's why they make news. No form of transportation is infallible, and severe injury and fatal accidents are exponentially more common with car travel than with train travel. And any form of travel can be delayed by weather or by mechanical issues. The fact is that there is no good way to travel in America. Driving is dangerous, renting a car is a nightmare, and I don't need to tell you about airplanes. Amtrak isn't ideal, but it's nonideal in a unique way. The trains don't go to enough places; they don't go often enough; they take too long; they can be more expensive than the faster alternatives. And then sometimes there's something on the tracks.



Many Americans may be put off by the day-to-day reality of the country's trains. Just 32 million people took Amtrak in 2019, and a tiny fraction of Thanksgiving travelers this year are expected to take the train. But many Americans still find the idea of train travel very romantic. New train routes generally receive popular support, and Amtrak's shoot-for-the-moon 2035 plan, released in early 2021, caused national buzz about the future of passenger rail. TikTok travel influencers are thrilled by the views from the observation cars; young meme-makers talk about trains as if they were set down on the face of the Earth by God.



Taking Amtrak, to be clear, is often amazing. I travel on it whenever I can, even if it's slower (such as to Pittsburgh this summer for a Taylor Swift concert, which took about nine hours from New York City). On a train, everything looks like it's from the '80s, because it probably is. But on an airplane, you're squished and miserable, and everything good costs extra or isn't allowed. (Amtrak itself has latched onto "no middle seat" as a marketing tactic.) All train seats are huge; I can bring my own bottle of wine if I'm in a sleeper car. Forget driving. What can I do in a car? Not read a book. Not pop up and take a little walk to the cafe for a turkey sandwich.



The experience may soon get better. President Joe Biden is obsessed with Amtrak and has made extending Amtrak service part of his agenda. The passenger cars, which are 36 years old, on average, are finally getting replaced too. Earlier this month, at an Amtrak maintenance facility in Delaware, Biden designated $16.4 billion for infrastructure repairs, part of the biggest investment in passenger rail since the 19th century. "This is the United States of America," he said. "There's not a damn thing we can't do if we set our mind to it."



Others might say to keep dreaming. Amtrak has never not had problems. Amtrak was built with problems. (It reportedly lost $500,000 a day in its first year.) Some of these problems are existential: The fact is that many American cities evolved after the invention of the airplane and the car, Eric Jessup, the director of the Freight Policy Transportation Institute, at Washington State University, pointed out. We're too spread out for trains to get people everywhere they want to go. Other problems are more practical but still severe. Trains are frequently delayed, most often because of freight-train traffic on shared tracks. Last year, the Sunset Limited train from New Orleans to Los Angeles was on time for just 19 percent of trips. And, again, everything is old. Some of the repairs that Biden referenced this month are for a tunnel that was built in the 1800s. (A spokesperson for Amtrak declined to comment on the service's delays.)



Passenger trains haven't been good in America in a very long time, so it's not clear why people have such a soft spot for them. "Few Americans outside the Northeast are old enough to remember days when train travel was the norm," White told me. "I don't know if there are enough movies to produce nostalgia." He couldn't explain it, he said, but "I think you are right that there is a constituency for trains that extends beyond those people who actually ride them." He pointed out that people in his home state of California voted to subsidize high-speed-rail construction, even though most people in California probably won't take those trains. Maybe it's just that Americans like to have options, whether or not they take advantage of all of them; maybe we, on principle, think we ought to be competing with Europe. Or maybe, as Amtrak put it in a 1993 advertising campaign, "There's Something About a Train That's Magic."



There is something about trains. It's the forces of nature. It's physics. It's wild. Trains are hulky leviathans, and they move--hulking--through the wilderness and the mountains and everywhere else. The technology feels removed from modern life. When it works, it's amazing. And yet, trains are sensitive. They can get stuck in those mountains for 36 hours! They can tip off of tracks that have been warped by an exceptionally hot day. They can be derailed because perhaps a teenager threw something or because a random abandoned stolen car is sitting on the tracks. "Amtrak--because it has to cross over roads, go through stations, travel long distances--is a system that is particularly vulnerable to idiots," White told me. "Weird human actions can bring the whole thing to a halt." But usually, the whole thing doesn't come to a halt. Usually, you get from Point A to Point B, and you get to see all of the points in between, even if you don't do it in the time frame you were sold.



In 1971, when the government took over responsibility for passenger-rail service, forming Amtrak, The New York Times speculated that passenger-rail enthusiasts would be "extinct by 1985." But I'm about to take Amtrak in 2023, and I'm pretty sure I'll get home ... eventually.
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Anger and Frustration Grow in the House

Watch the full episode of <em>Washington Week With The Atlantic</em>, November 24, 2023

by The Editors




Anger and frustration are growing among some members of House Speaker Mike Johnson's caucus over government spending. Johnson has a long legislative to-do list when the House returns to Washington after Thanksgiving, and with Republicans holding a razor-thin majority, his moves will be scrutinized by Republicans and Democrats alike.

Joining this week's guest moderator of Washington Week With The Atlantic, Lisa Desjardins, to discuss this and more are Carl Hulse, chief Washington correspondent at The New York Times; Nikole Killion, congressional correspondent at CBS News; Toluse Olorunnipa, White House bureau chief at The Washington Post; and Susan Page, Washington bureau chief at USA Today.

Read the full transcript here.
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The CRISPR Era Is Here

The much-hyped technology for editing genes has fulfilled one of its biggest promises.

by Sarah Zhang




When Victoria Gray was still a baby, she started howling so inconsolably during a bath that she was rushed to the emergency room. The diagnosis was sickle-cell disease, a genetic condition that causes bouts of excruciating pain--"worse than a broken leg, worse than childbirth," one doctor told me. Like lightning crackling in her body is how Gray, now 38, has described the pain. For most of her life, she lived in fear that it could strike at any moment, forcing her to drop everything to rush, once again, to the hospital.

After a particularly long and debilitating hospitalization in college, Gray was so weak that she had to relearn how to stand, how to use a spoon. She dropped out of school. She gave up on her dream of becoming a nurse.

Four years ago, she joined a groundbreaking clinical trial that would change her life. She became the first sickle-cell patient to be treated with the gene-editing technology CRISPR--and one of the first humans to be treated with CRISPR, period. CRISPR at that point had been hugely hyped, but had largely been used only to tinker with cells in a lab. When Gray got her experimental infusion, scientists did not know whether it would cure her disease or go terribly awry inside her. The therapy worked--better than anyone dared to hope. With her gene-edited cells, Gray now lives virtually symptom-free. Twenty-nine of 30 eligible patients in the trial went from multiple pain crises every year to zero in 12 months following treatment.

The results are so astounding that this therapy, from Vertex Pharmaceuticals and CRISPR Therapeutics, became the first CRISPR medicine ever approved, with U.K. regulators giving the green light earlier this month; the FDA appears prepared to follow suit in the next two weeks. No one yet knows the long-term effects of the therapy, but today Gray is healthy enough to work full-time and take care of her four children. "Now I'll be there to help my daughters pick out their wedding dresses. And we'll be able to take family vacations," she told NPR a year after her treatment. "And they'll have their mom every step of the way."

The approval is a landmark for CRISPR gene editing, which was just an idea in an academic paper a little more than a decade ago--albeit one already expected to cure incurable diseases and change the world. But how, specifically? Not long after publishing her seminal research, Jennifer Doudna, who won the Nobel Prize in Chemistry with Emmanuelle Charpentier for their pioneering CRISPR work, met with a doctor on a trip to Boston. CRISPR could cure sickle-cell disease, he told her. On his computer, he scrolled through DNA sequences of cells from a sickle-cell patient that his lab had already edited with CRISPR. "That, for me, personally, was one of those watershed moments," Doudna told me. "Okay, this is going to happen." And now, it has happened. Gray and patients like her are living proof of gene-editing power. Sickle-cell disease is the first disease--and unlikely the last--to be transformed by CRISPR.



All of sickle-cell disease's debilitating and ultimately deadly effects originate from a single genetic typo. A small misspelling in Gray's DNA--an A that erroneously became a T--caused the oxygen-binding hemoglobin protein in her blood to clump together. This in turn made her red blood cells rigid, sticky, and characteristically sickle shaped, prone to obstructing blood vessels. Where oxygen cannot reach, tissue begins to die. Imagine "if you put a tourniquet on and walked away, or if you were having a heart attack all the time," says Lewis Hsu, a pediatric hematologist at the University of Illinois at Chicago. These obstructions are immensely painful, and repeated bouts cause cumulative damage to the body, which is why people with sickle cell die some 20 years younger on average.

Not everyone with the sickle-cell mutation gets quite so sick. As far back as the 1940s, a doctor noticed that the blood of newborns with sickle-cell disease did not, surprisingly, sickle very much. Babies in the womb actually make a fetal version of the hemoglobin protein, whose higher affinity for oxygen pulls the molecule out of their mother's blood. At birth, a gene that encodes fetal hemoglobin begins to turn off. But adults do sometimes still make varying amounts of fetal hemoglobin, and the more they make, scientists observed, the milder their sickle-cell disease, as though fetal hemoglobin had stepped in to replace the faulty adult version. Geneticists eventually figured out the exact series of switches our cells use to turn fetal hemoglobin on and off. But there, they remained stuck: They had no way to flip the switch themselves.

Then came CRISPR. The basic technology is a pair of genetic scissors that makes fairly precise cuts to DNA. CRISPR is not currently capable of fixing the A-to-T typo responsible for sickle cell, but it can be programmed to disable the switch suppressing fetal hemoglobin, turning it back on. Snip snip snip in billions of blood cells, and the result is blood that behaves like typical blood.

Sickle cell was a "very obvious" target for CRISPR from the start, says Haydar Frangoul, a hematologist at the Sarah Cannon Research Institute in Nashville, who treated Gray in the trial. Scientists already knew the genetic edits necessary to reverse the disease. Sickle cell also has the advantage of affecting blood cells, which can be selectively removed from the body and gene-edited in the controlled environment of a lab. Patients, meanwhile, receive chemotherapy to kill the blood-producing cells in their bone marrow before the CRISPR-edited ones are infused back into their body, where they slowly take root and replicate over many months.

It is a long, grueling process, akin to a bone-marrow transplant with one's own edited cells. A bone-marrow transplant from a donor is the one way doctors can currently cure sickle-cell disease, but it comes with the challenge of finding a matched donor and the risks of an immune complication called graft-versus-host disease. Using CRISPR to edit a patient's own cells eliminates both obstacles. (A second gene-based therapy, using a more traditional engineered-virus technique to insert a modified adult hemoglobin gene into DNA semi-randomly, is also expected to receive FDA approval  for sickle-cell disease soon. It seems to be equally effective at preventing pain crises so far, but development of the CRISPR therapy took much less time.)

In another way, though, sickle-cell disease is an unexpected front-runner in the race to commercialize CRISPR. Despite being one of the most common genetic diseases in the world, it has long been overlooked because of whom it affects: Globally, the overwhelming majority of sickle-cell patients live in sub-Saharan Africa. In the U.S., about 90 percent are of African descent, a group that faces discrimination in health care. When Gray, who is Black, needed powerful painkillers, she would be dismissed as an addict seeking drugs rather than a patient in crisis--a common story among sickle-cell patients.

For decades, treatment for the disease lagged too. Sickle-cell disease has been known to Western medicine since 1910, but the first drug did not become available until 1998, points out Vence Bonham, a researcher at the National Human Genome Research Institute who studies health disparities. In 2017, Bonham began convening focus groups to ask sickle-cell patients about CRISPR. Many were hopeful, but some had misgivings because of the history of experimentation on Black people in the U.S. Gray, for her part, has said she never would have agreed to the experimental protocol had she been offered it at one of the hospitals that had treated her poorly. Several researchers told me they hoped the sickle-cell therapy would make a different kind of history: A community that has been marginalized in medicine is the first in line to benefit from CRISPR.



Doctors aren't willing to call it an outright "cure" yet. The long-term durability and safety of gene editing are still unknown, and although the therapy virtually eliminated pain crises, Hsu says that organ damage can accumulate even without acute pain. Does gene editing prevent all that organ damage too? Vertex, the company that makes the therapy, plans to monitor patients for 15 years.

Still, the short-term impact on patients' lives is profound. "We wouldn't have dreamed about this even five, 10 years ago," says Martin Steinberg, a hematologist at Boston University who also sits on the steering committee for Vertex. He thought it might ameliorate the pain crises, but to eliminate them almost entirely? It looks pretty damn close to a cure.

In the future, however, Steinberg suspects that this currently cutting-edge therapy will seem like only a "crude attempt." The long, painful process necessary to kill unedited blood cells makes it inaccessible for patients who cannot take months out of their life to move near the limited number of transplant centers in the U.S.--and inaccessible to patients living with sickle-cell disease in developing countries. The field is already looking at techniques that can edit cells right inside the body, a milestone recently achieved in the liver during a CRISPR trial to lower cholesterol. Scientists are also developing versions of CRISPR that are more sophisticated than a pair of genetic scissors--for example, ones that can paste sequences of DNA or edit a single letter at a time. Doctors could one day correct the underlying mutation that causes sickle-cell disease directly.

Such breakthroughs would open CRISPR up to treating diseases that are out of reach today, either because we can't get CRISPR into the necessary cells or because the edit is too complex. "I get emails now daily from families all over the world asking, 'My son or my loved one has this disease. Can CRISPR fix it?'" says Frangoul, who has become known as the first doctor to infuse a sickle-cell patient in a CRISPR trial. The answer, usually, is not yet. But clinical trials are already under way to test CRISPR in treating cancer, diabetes, HIV, urinary tract infections, hereditary angioedema, and more. We have opened the book on CRISPR gene editing, Frangoul told me, but this is not the final chapter. We may still be writing the very first.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2023/11/crispr-sickle-cell-disease-cure/676151/?utm_source=feed
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Anything Can Become Gluten-Free Pasta

More parmesan on your durian-seed rigatoni?

by Matteo Wong




To my grandmother, who has lived her entire life in Italy, gluten-free pasta is "una follia"--nonsense, madness. A twirl of spaghetti or forkful of rigatoni should provide a familiar textural delight: a noodle that is both elastic and firm, holding a distinct, springy shape that your teeth can sink into with some, but not too much, resistance. That is all because of the gluten in wheat.



Upon taste-testing some popular brands of pasta made from ingredients such as rice, corn, and chickpea flour, I understood my grandmother's doubts. The various noodles retained a firm, if not al dente, shape at the lower end of their packaging's recommended cook time. But approaching the upper end of the range, the pasta became soft and eventually collapsed; penne ripped in two by the time it was on my fork. Even when the noodles didn't turn limp, they were almost sticky against my teeth. And the pastas had faint aftertastes: of overcooked rice, of tortilla chips, of chalky chickpeas. When paired with a sauce, these defects were less noticeable--but that means the overall dish worked in spite of, not because of, the underlying noodle.



Yet gluten-free pasta is a billion-dollar industry, so mainstream that you can find multiple kinds in basically every supermarket. (I tasted products from Barilla, Banza, and Garofalo.) Millions of Americans who don't have celiac disease or gluten intolerance now opt for these products as a "healthier," higher-protein alternative. Although these products are hardly perfect, growing demand has made them significantly better than what was available a decade ago. Today's wheatless pasta could be considered a sort of scientific marvel. Ingredient lists don't reveal the carefully calibrated chemical interactions, and the high-tech extrusion and drying processes, used to manufacture gluten-free noodles at scale. And the future may get even weirder. Tucked away in research labs is a whole other universe of wheat alternatives that are only just beginning to reach grocery stores: pasta made with grape peels and durian seeds and green-mussel powder and artichoke flour and more.



In wheat-based pastas, gluten acts as a scaffold. It forms when two proteins, gliadin and glutenin, bond to create a firm, elastic molecular network. When a noodle cooks, its starches absorb water and expand inside of the gluten to create a plump, toothsome bite. Absent gluten, the starch softens without retaining any structure. "That's where you get pasta that falls apart," Viral Shukla, a food scientist at Cornell University, told me, in some cases resembling a polenta-like mush more than a noodle made from traditional semolina wheat.



The task for food engineers, then, has been to approximate the magic of gluten without any wheat. Common alternative flours, such as corn and rice, have little protein of their own and can become more of a paste when they cook. In the 2000s, many gluten-free pasta options were so structureless, they sometimes came already cooked, because they otherwise fell apart upon contact with boiling water. But then gluten avoidance became a health trend and has since stuck around. Only something like 1 percent of Americans has celiac disease, but a growing portion has a gluten sensitivity, and as much as 20 to 30 percent of the country avoids or would like to avoid gluten.



With increased demand came better pastas. "Over the last decade, we've seen so many food researchers develop products that aren't garbage," Kurt Rosentrater, a food engineer at Iowa State University, told me. Barilla started selling gluten-free pasta in 2013, Banza the following year. Gluten-free pasta products are by now endless. In addition to corn and rice as substitutes for wheat, various chemicals and additives, such as xanthan gum and monoglycerides, can help give a noodle more structure and are used in many popular gluten-free pastas. Precooking the ingredients can help too: Heating rice or corn flour beforehand, or the resulting dough while it is extruded through a machine to mold the pasta shape, creates a starch network that approximates the properties of gluten. Heat treatment is part of what makes rice noodles, such as those used in Thai, Vietnamese, and Chinese dishes, bouncy and satisfying to chew without gluten.



Some of the end products have graduated from tolerable to genuinely decent. My best experience came the day after my at-home taste test, when I headed to Senza Gluten, a gluten-free Italian restaurant in Manhattan that imports its noodles from an Italian manufacturer that uses corn flour. "You have to cook it slightly differently to make it al dente; you have to be more careful to make sure the pasta doesn't break," Teona Khaindrava, the owner and a co-founder, told me. Those skills showed: The restaurant's fettuccine Bolognese retained a surprising chew, and the meat-forward sauce masked any aftertaste. The noodles were a bit softer, and broke apart more easily than those made with semolina, but they were better than the gluten-free pasta boiled in my kitchen. Many consider the restaurant's pasta a proper al dente.



Another common technique to improve wheatless pasta is to add protein. Whereas corn and rice flour have long been staples of wheatless pasta, the past several years have seen the rise of products containing chickpeas, red lentils, egg whites, peas, quinoa, and a bunch of other ingredients that aren't standard wheat replacements. Because gluten is made of protein, adding different proteins as a substitute for gluten can help give the noodles more structure.



In addition to improving mouthfeel, a lot of that experimentation "is to enhance the nutritional properties, because gluten-free products are missing protein," Joan King, a food scientist at Louisiana State University, told me. America's love of protein and loathing for carbohydrates, in other words, is changing the pastas on grocery-store shelves--and has paradoxically targeted wheat's major protein source. "Now people are like, 'Oh, I don't want gluten, but I want high protein.' Well, gluten is the protein," Shukla said. "So how do we remove gluten and add in more protein?" Chickpeas. Lentils. Peas. Beans. In one study, King found that telling people that one rice-flour pasta was high in protein increased their intent to purchase by as much as 14 percent.



One of the most visible gluten-free pasta brands, Banza, doesn't prominently advertise itself in terms of gluten. The company's bright-orange boxes emphasize the main ingredient, chickpeas, as high-protein, high-fiber, and low-carb. That's intentional, Brian Rudolph, the company's CEO and a co-founder, told me: "One of the lowest reasons to purchase is gluten-free," he said. "Usually it's about nutrient density." Those are among the very reasons Rudolph turned to chickpeas when he began developing a gluten sensitivity: They are nutritious and, like many legumes, great for the soil. Given these health and environmental benefits, many consumers can "forgive a 10 percent gap or whatever that you don't notice in sauce," Rudolph said. And the company is constantly trying to close that gap in flavor and texture, upgrading its pasta every six to 12 months, he said.



Legumes may soon seem like the least outlandish ingredient making its way into pasta: Can I interest you in pumpkin-seed, broccoli, or yellow-passion-fruit noodles? These and other unorthodox flours, which researchers around the world are testing in noodle recipes, use food by-products that would otherwise go into animal feed or landfills; those by-products can add fiber, protein, and other nutrients into gluten-free pasta, Gabriel Davidov-Pardo, a nutritional food scientist at California State Polytechnic University, in Pomona, told me. Many of those experimental noodles are stuck in labs, difficult to produce at scale and even harder to process through traditional pasta-making factory equipment. Most "will not get adopted into our homes or into the mass market," Shukla said.



But some might. Banza's chickpea noodles, for instance, were once stuck in a similar manufacturing quagmire. Chickpea flour requires very different processing techniques from wheat, or even corn and rice. In 2013, when Rudolph was making chickpea pasta in his kitchen, no comparable products were on the market, and early on, the company struggled to replicate the noodles at industrial quantities. A decade later, Banza is a supermarket staple. And if the experimental food by-products do reach grocery-store pasta aisles, the average person might not even notice. "It usually looks a little different on the packaging," Shukla said. "So we might say 'grape-peel extract,' or maybe it would just be 'vegetable fiber.'" Okara flour, for instance--a gluten-free pulp by-product of soy milk and tofu--is starting to make its way to grocery stores, Davidov-Pardo said.



Incorporating desiccated mussels and pumpkin seeds into pasta, of course, could introduce aftertastes much stronger than that of corn or chickpeas. The last thing you want is a bowl of carbonara that has a sulfurous whiff of asparagus. Aside from improving structure and texture, another step in the quest for a better gluten-free pasta will be to eliminate those flavors, Davidov-Pardo told me. Food scientists will need to "find ways through fermentation and other techniques to reduce the intrinsic taste of some of these products," he said, "so that you can have a pasta made out of chickpea flour or lentils that does not taste like hummus or a lentil soup." This work of designing and manufacturing wheatless pasta isn't cheap: One recent study found that gluten-free products cost 183 percent more than similar wheat-based ones. Pasta and bread are so essential to the Italian diet that the country's government gives people with celiac food vouchers.



Yet so many considerations other than flavor, texture, or even cost--protein content, what diet is in vogue, maybe even the environment--have determined the direction of gluten-free pasta that the next hit ingredient might depend less on any clear metric, such as rigidity and affordability, than Americans' notoriously fickle palates. "This is the year of millets; a couple of years ago was the year of quinoa," Rosentrater, from Iowa State, said. Shortly before then began the rise of chickpeas. Many consumers already opt for products that probably make for less enjoyable meals than wheat pasta, and will likely continue to do so. Maybe rejecting semolina is not folly but a sign of shifting priorities. The ingredients in gluten-free pasta, like those of many snack foods, can more quickly adapt to health fads than those in wheat pasta. Nevertheless, a heaping plate of durian-seed rigatoni is unlikely to change my grandmother's mind.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2023/11/gluten-free-pasta-science/676115/?utm_source=feed
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A Sort-of-Common, Very Strange Cat Trick

Felines who fetch are an evolutionary mystery.

by Katherine J. Wu




The way my spouse likes to tell it, our cat Calvin was just about a year old when he revealed his love for fetch. One evening, my spouse offhandedly flung a yarn puff across the apartment and was gobsmacked when Calvin bounded after the toy and picked it up in his mouth--then trotted over to deposit it at my husband's feet. In the months that followed, Calvin became obsessed with our new game. He began to demand the activity nightly after dinner, meowing and prodding at our calves; he started to jam his paws into our pockets, rooting around for objects we might toss. We marveled at our weird little man, so strangely doglike in his pursuit.

In truth, though, fetching doesn't make Calvin that much of an exception. Cats that fetch are a minority but not an extreme minority, Mikel Delgado, a cat-behavior consultant at Feline Minds, told me. Although the data are sparse, in one limited study from 1986 that surveyed pet owners, nearly 16 percent of cats reportedly fetched. Delgado, who herself has three fetching cats--Ruby, Coriander, and Professor Scribbles--is now poring over a newer and much larger data set, not yet published, that suggests that the retrieving percentage might be higher. (The methodology of the 1980s study may have also been wanting: "Fetch" was listed as one of several "tricks" that owners reported in their cats, alongside "interesting behavior" and "understand everything.")

The common-ishness of fetching among cats doesn't make it any less weird. Repeatedly retrieving a single object, especially for another species, isn't a regular occurrence in the wild. Domestic dogs (retrievers, especially) fetch because we bred them to do so; people expect the behavior in puppies, tossing balls with abandon and showering their pets with rewards. With cats, though, "that's not a trait we've actively selected for," says Wailani Sung, a veterinary behaviorist at the San Francisco Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. Which makes fetching a bit of a paradox--a behavior with deep wild roots that has been coaxed out by a playful relationship with us.

Read: Humans can't quit a basic myth about dog breeds

Although it's found in an apparent minority of cats, fetching really does seem to come naturally to some felines. A preprint study from earlier this year, which hasn't yet been published in a scientific journal, surveyed the owners of 1,154 fetching cats and found that nearly 95 percent of the animals performed the behavior untrained.

Evolutionarily speaking, that sort of checks out. Fetching is just a sequence of four behaviors: looking, chasing, grab-biting, and returning. Versions of the first three are already built into predators' classic hunting repertoire, says Kathryn Lord, an evolutionary biologist at the Broad Institute, who's had her own fetching cat. Returning is perhaps the wild card. Christopher Dickman, an ecologist at the University of Sydney, told me that, as solitary creatures, cats have little natural incentive to share what they catch. He hasn't spotted much retrieval behavior in the feline species he's studied in nature--or in the half dozen house cats he's had throughout his life.

But cats already have some of the behavioral ingredients for carrying fetched cargo. As Sarah Ellis, the head of cat mental well-being and behavior at International Cat Care, points out, feline mothers bring live prey back to their kittens to teach them how to hunt, and cats of both sexes have been known to move their food to safer spots before chowing down. (Ellis has had multiple fetching cats.) Maybe, Dickman told me, as cats were repeatedly invited into human homes and praised for eliminating pests, some of their retrieval-esque behaviors were rewarded--and possibly amplified. House cats with access to the outdoors are sadly infamous for hauling home wild birds, rodents, amphibians, and reptiles. And for indoor-only cats, chasing a furry object, gnawing on it, and bringing it to a secure spot may playfully scratch a predatory itch that might otherwise go unsated.

The cat brand of fetching isn't exactly Labrador-esque. The preprint found that most of the 900-plus surveyed owners fetched with their cats 10 times or fewer a month--and that felines, not people, were the typical initiators and terminators of these rare bouts. That rings true to my experience. When Calvin wants to fetch, he demands it, with zero regard for what we're doing (eating, lifting weights, cooking with literal fire). And when he's done, he'll simply drop his puff and saunter away, sometimes even halting mid-chase. With Delgado's cats, too, "it seems very much on their terms," she said.

That squares with some of the ways in which cats are thought to behaviorally depart from dogs. Both love a good chase, but the average canine probably gets much more of a thrill out of obeying and pleasing us. We've bred dogs over millennia to respond to our praise, to the point where they can read our facial expressions and body language; cats, meanwhile, are more inclined to view their owners as "just the batteries" that make toys move, Ellis told me. If fetching is an inherently social process--a pair of creatures reading each other's cues--cats might have less built-in aptitude.

Read: Why we think cats are psychopaths

The fetching gap might also be driven in part by human expectation. "Most people just assume that cats aren't going to fetch, and it's just a dog thing to do," Zazie Todd, an animal-behavior expert and the author of the book Purr: The Science of Making Your Cat Happy, told me. More cats might fetch if we paid attention, or simply encouraged them to, especially in their youth. Many people, using clickers and treats, have successfully trained cats to fetch. Plus, as Delgado pointed out, it can take some patience to figure out what types of toys felines are most eager to retrieve. Calvin, for instance, goes bonkers only for toys that are fuzzy and mouselike; Lord's fetching cat was obsessed with costume-jewelry beads. Many dogs are also quite picky about what they'll deign to bring back, Sung told me; their universe of chew toys and tossables just happens to be larger and more heavily advertised.

Why some cats are more amenable than others to fetching remains just as much of a mystery as why they retrieve at all. Several experts told me that they've most reliably seen the behavior in kittenhood, a time when animals may be experimenting with what it means to "hunt"; in many cases, fetching then seems to ebb with age, says Jemma Forman, a psychologist at the University of Sussex and one of the authors of the recent preprint. There might be a genetic component too, as is the case with dogs: The scant studies on the subject suggest that certain interactive and assertive cat breeds, including Siamese and Abyssinians, are more inclined to retrieve. Delgado's three cats, who are sisters, are all fetchers, though to varying degrees. Then again, for all of Calvin's fetching, his brother, Hobbes, can't seem to figure it out. Once he's pounced on a toy, he'd rather abscond beneath a blanket with it than offer the object to us.

Read: Cat owners can (almost) all agree on one thing

The weirdness of cat-fetching can make it all the more special to the people lucky enough to experience it for themselves. After decades of working with cats, Delgado only now has her first fetchers; "I was always a little jealous" of people with retrieving felines, she told me, and she was absolutely delighted when her girls fetched for the first time. I understand the appeal. Calvin needs me for a lot of things--food, water, tooth-brushings, veterinary care. But when he explicitly invites me to play with him, I'm transported to a part of his universe that feels especially intimate. He is choosing to have fun but also expressing that he'd prefer to do it with me. When Calvin drops his toys at my feet, he is quite literally bringing me a gift.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2023/11/cat-fetching-behavior/676078/?utm_source=feed
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        Quiet Competence Could Cost Joe Biden the Election
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.
	
		
			
			Joe Biden is both old and boring. The American voter has come to expect celebrity and excitement from the White House, and they pay little attention to policy.

			But first: Last year, Jake Tapper wrote about C. J. Rice, a Philadelphia teenager who was sentenced to decades in prison for a ...
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        Lora Kelley
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Quiet Competence Could Cost Joe Biden the Election

Americans may claim to want less drama, but they're addicted to it.

by Tom Nichols




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


   	 Joe Biden is both old and boring. The American voter has come to expect celebrity and excitement from the White House, and they pay little attention to policy.
 But first: Last year, Jake Tapper wrote about C. J. Rice, a Philadelphia teenager who was sentenced to decades in prison for a crime he insisted he didn't commit. Today, Rice's conviction was overturned. He now awaits a decision from the Philadelphia district attorney's office on whether to retry the case or release him from custody. Read the full story here.
 Plus, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
  	Why America abandoned the greatest economy in history
 	The case that could destroy the government
 	Life really is better without the internet.
 
  
  




The Power of Magical Thinking

I realize that to note that Joe Biden is boring is not exactly breaking news. Michael Schaffer of Politico wrote more than a year ago that Biden not only kept his promise to be unexciting but also "over-delivered." My friend Molly Jong-Fast this fall noted for Vanity Fair that "[Team Biden's] superpower, its ability to slide under the radar while getting a lot done for the American people, may also be its Achilles heel, holding back the administration from getting the credit it deserves." She places much of the blame on the media--a fair cop--but I think a lot else is going on that has less to do with Biden and more to do with the voters themselves.

The deeper problem is that America years ago entered a "post-policy" era, in which the voters simply stopped caring very much about the nuts and bolts of governing. Rather than policy, they care about politics as a spectator event--much like sports or reality television--and they want it to be exciting. They want to root for heroes and heels; they want to feel high charges of emotion, especially anger; they want their votes to express a sense of personal identification with candidate

Biden can't fulfill any of those desires. That's to his credit, but it's killing him politically.

As strange as this is to realize, our political environment is the result not of bad times but of affluence. Most voters are accustomed to relatively high living standards--even in poorer areas--because the world around them is filled with technology and services that mostly just work, no matter who's in the Oval Office. The days of knowing which politicians paved the roads are mostly in the past, and today voters mostly draw connections from their daily lives to their elected leaders only if something aggravates them: If gas prices are high, then it's the president's fault.

For voters to blame political leaders for almost everything is not uncommon, but as I explained in a recent book, this tendency has become extreme not just in the U.S. but in many democracies, where bored and sated voters are more prone to reward showmanship, overblown promises, and made-for-TV rage than competence. Donald Trump is the obvious American case, but think of Boris Johnson in the U.K., the late Silvio Berlusconi in Italy, Geert Wilders in Holland, and Javier Milei in Argentina. (And what is it about right-wing populists and their signature hairdos? I have to believe there's a connection. But I digress.)

Biden's critics might scoff at such an explanation, and counter that the president has sludgy approval ratings for good reason. James Freeman of The Wall Street Journal's editorial page made this case in April, hanging inflation--then hovering near 5 percent--around Biden's neck and noting that the president should have kept his campaign's implicit promise to govern as a boring old guy but instead had been a radical in office. (Freeman also thinks that Biden should debate Robert F. Kennedy Jr., so he might not be arguing this issue entirely in the name of good government.)

A Democrat, no matter how centrist, is never likely to find love in the arms of the Journal's editors, but some Democrats themselves seem submerged in a kind of moral fogginess about what their own party represents. Last week, The New York Times published a discussion with a dozen Democratic voters about Biden and the future of their party. The Times asked these participants to explain what it means to be a Democrat:

Many hesitated or said the lines between the two parties had grown "blurry." The participants said they held core values: tolerance, respect, an unshakable belief in the freedom to choose. They shared deep concerns about the divisions in this country. And they believed that Democrats were generally focused on the right problems--gun violence, student debt, climate change and homelessness. But they had little confidence that the Democrats could fix those problems.


Right off the bat: I cannot imagine anything less "blurry" than the difference between Democrats and Republicans. But on top of that, I admit to raising an eyebrow at the line that these voters, who ranged in age from 27 to 72, felt "betrayed" on student loans "more than any other issue."

This was only one focus group. But a few weeks ago, the Times also spoke with Democratic voters who were more enthusiastic about Vice President Kamala Harris than about Biden, and the answers were equally incoherent. One respondent, a lifelong Democrat, said in the poll that "she would vote for Mr. Trump over Mr. Biden, whom she called 'too old and a bit out of touch' and 'a bit of a doofus.'" By the end of the interview, she said she'd probably vote for Biden again, but "I'm just not happy about it."

Voters rarely have ideologically consistent views, but they generally used to care about policy. In the post-policy era, they care about personalities. Abortion seems to be the one issue that has risen above the "post-policy" problem, but it is the exception that proves the rule: The Republican assault on abortion rights is now so extensive and relentless that voters can't help paying attention to it. But even on that issue, Biden faces voters such as the one the Times interviewed who said that "she strongly supports abortion rights--and did not realize that Mr. Biden does, too. She said that because states' abortion bans had gone into effect during his presidency, she assumed it was because of him." Once, we might have expected such contradictions among low-information voters, but when even partisans are confused, candidates face the problem that most voters are low-information voters--a natural advantage for Trump (whose voters rely on their emotional attachment to him) but an obstacle for Biden.

"He's old" isn't enough to explain all of Biden's bad vibes. The president is only four years older than Trump, and he keeps a travel schedule that would grind me, nearly 20 years his junior, into the ground. Sure, he seems old. He speaks like an old man with a gravelly voice, instead of thundering and booming like Trump. And no doubt, the White House comms shop--with the notable exception of National Security Council communications coordinator John Kirby--could be better at keeping Biden in the news for his policy achievements.

But voters' obsession with bad news even when the news is good is a global problem, and one that predates Biden. Americans, in particular, are susceptible to what the political scientist Brendan Nyhan has called the "Green Lantern" theory of the presidency. The Green Lantern, for you non-nerds, is a comic-book hero with a ring that can manifest almost anything he imagines, as long as he concentrates hard enough. Trump cleverly promises such powers: He claims that something shall be done by his will, and his fans and base voters never care whether it actually gets done or not.

Biden, however, lives with this magical-thinking expectation from his own voters. If Biden only wanted to, he could forgive student loans. If he willed it, he could stop the Israel-Hamas war. If he so ordered, he could reverse all prices back to 2019 levels.

As America heads into the 2024 election, Biden has an enviable, and consequential, first-term record of policy achievements. The calls for him to step down make no sense other than as a frustrated surrender to the politics of celebrity. In that political contest--for the role of Entertainer in Chief--Trump has a distinct edge. Possibly only Trump's mutation into an openly fascist candidate might change the dynamics of the race as voters focus more on the threat he represents--and decide, once again, that boring is better.



Today's News

	 Israel and Hamas have agreed to extend their humanitarian pause for two more days, according to Qatari officials, as exchanges of hostages and prisoners continue.
 
 	 The suspect in the shooting of three college students of Palestinian descent in Burlington, Vermont, over the weekend pleaded not guilty.  
 
 	 Documents published by the Centre for Climate Reporting reveal that the United Arab Emirates, which will host the COP28 climate talks beginning this week, planned to discuss oil and gas deals with foreign governments at the summit.
 




Evening Read


Aaron Graubart / Trunk Archive



Anything Can Become Gluten-Free Pasta
 By Matteo Wong

To my grandmother, who has lived her entire life in Italy, gluten-free pasta is "una follia"--nonsense, madness. A twirl of spaghetti or forkful of rigatoni should provide a familiar textural delight: a noodle that is both elastic and firm, holding a distinct, springy shape that your teeth can sink into with some, but not too much, resistance. That is all because of the gluten in wheat.
 Upon taste-testing some popular brands of pasta made from ingredients such as rice, corn, and chickpea flour, I understood my grandmother's doubts. The various noodles retained a firm, if not al dente, shape at the lower end of their packaging's recommended cook time. But approaching the upper end of the range, the noodles became soft and eventually collapsed; penne ripped in two by the time it was on my fork. Even when the noodles didn't turn limp, they were almost sticky against my teeth. And the pastas had faint aftertastes: of overcooked rice, of tortilla chips, of chalky chickpeas ...
 Yet gluten-free pasta is a billion-dollar industry, so mainstream that you can find multiple kinds in basically every supermarket.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Dear Therapist: I don't want to see my mom this Christmas.
 	It will never be a good time to buy a house.
 	The tech giants' anti-regulation fantasy




Culture Break


Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Read. In Harvey Sachs's new book, the music historian tries to understand the lingering resistance to Arnold Schoenberg's classical works.

Listen. Of the late Frank Zappa's many records, Over-Nite Sensation best crystallized his cutting satire of our country's blank-eyed habits.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Last week, I wrote about the 40th anniversary of The Day After, the 1983 made-for-TV nuclear-war movie that scared the bejeebers out of millions of people, including President Ronald Reagan. I am not going to suggest more atomic-bomb pop culture this week, but I do want to note that if the farmer's wife in the film, played by Bibi Besch, seems familiar, it's because you also saw her a year earlier in a film that celebrated its 40th anniversary last year: Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan.

If you're not an aficionado of movie trivia, you might not realize that Star Trek II was also directed by Nicholas Meyer, who labored under immense strain to get The Day After to the screen in one piece. (He discussed his fights with the ABC network in this fascinating podcast interview.)

Anyway, let me put in a word for every Star Trek stan in the world: Star Trek II saved the franchise, and it's wonderful, even if you don't like Trek stuff. William Shatner and Ricardo Montalban reprise their roles from a 1967 episode of the original TV series, and these majestic hambones engage in a scenery-chewing competition for the ages. The movie has a great plot that boils down to a submarine chase in space, and the dialogue--"He tasks me! He tasks me, and I shall have him!"--has provided me and my friends with repeatable lines and memes for four decades.

-- Tom



Katherine Hu contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Joys of Carole Lombard, Zadie Smith, and High-School Movies

Entertainment musts from Jennifer Senior

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Jennifer Senior, a staff writer at The Atlantic and the winner of the 2022 Pulitzer Prize for Feature Writing. She has written for The Atlantic about one family's search for meaning in the aftermath of 9/11, the singular heartbreak of adult friendships, and the aunt she barely knew.

Jennifer was stunned by Daniel Radcliffe in the revival of Merrily We Roll Along, knows most of the theme song to Phineas and Ferb by heart, and is a sucker for a movie or TV show about high school--"especially if it involves nerds."

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	No, you shouldn't 'date 'em 'til you hate 'em.'
 	Six books that might change how you think about mental illness
 	There is no good way to travel anywhere in America.




The Culture Survey: Jennifer Senior 

The entertainment product my friends are talking about most right now: The revival of Stephen Sondheim's Merrily We Roll Along. Jonathan Groff and Lindsay Mendez blew our doors off, which came as no surprise (they're old pros, practically made of charisma--all that). It was Daniel Radcliffe who stunned everyone, making us forget after maybe 15 seconds that we were staring at Harry Potter and convincing us that we were staring at an angry, long-suffering writer instead. He has impeccable comic timing and a mordant way about him that works painfully (and all too familiarly) well.

The upcoming event I'm most looking forward to: Here We Are, the final and not-quite-complete Sondheim musical, staged posthumously at the Shed.

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: Ramy, which is old, but I never watched it (its secret: It isn't a comedy), and Never Have I Ever, because I'm a sucker for anything set in high school, especially if it involves nerds. [Related: Ramy meditates on the pitfalls of self-righteousness.]

An actor I would watch in anything: No longer living: Carole Lombard. Still with us: David Strathairn, Wendell Pierce, Sarah Lancashire. (Sorry, that's four, but c'mon. One actor?)

My favorite blockbuster and favorite art movie: I'm changing the terms and naming my favorite movie in black-and-white and my favorite movie in color, respectively: Ernst Lubitsch's To Be or Not to Be (see? Carole Lombard!) and Amy Heckerling's Clueless (see? high school!). Or, okay, fine--any of the first two Godfathers.

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: Fiction: Paul Beatty's The Sellout. I'm eight years late to it, but now I'm positively evangelical. Nonfiction: Inside Story, which Martin Amis coyly billed as a novel, but isn't--or isn't exactly, isn't consistently, isn't generally. Like lots of people, I have a love-hate relationship with Amis, who could do magic tricks with words but put them in the mouths of repellent misanthropes. Yet he wrote with real tenderness here, about both his family and his loved ones (Christopher Hitchens in particular--I'm obsessed with their friendship), and he articulated a lot of my own inchoate thoughts about writing. One particularly vindicating remark, which I think explains my overreliance on colons: "Most sentences have a burden, something to impart or get across: put that bit last." [Related: A world without Martin Amis]

An author I will read anything by: Again: one? Seriously? I'm getting around this problem by naming an author whose works I hope to complete when I retire: Anthony Trollope. (I know. Hopeless. More realistically: Graham Greene.)

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: "Angel From Montgomery," Bonnie Raitt's version (though John Prine's is also melancholy-beautiful, probably because he wrote it); "Superman," by R.E.M., which may not be the loudest song, but it's loud enough, and it's a great psych-up tune if you play it on full blast.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: When we were in Spain this spring (which I did in spite of my long COVID; it's a miracle what steroids can do), I saw the Lucian Freud show at the Thyssen. Freud, Schiele, Bacon--I don't know why I'm so responsive to their pathos and darkness (a certain frankness, maybe? A willingness to look hard at the unlovely?), but I am.

Something I recently revisited: I am always rereading Kenneth Tynan--not just his criticism and profiles but his diaries. His April 4 entry from 1974 may be my favorite line about writing and productivity of all time: "I have now been working non-start since January."

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: The puzzles of The New York Times will be responsible for my undoing. Wordle. Connections. And, of course, the Spelling Bee. When my friend Shaila told me about the "Hints" link, I lost another half hour each day, because now I'm maniacally determined to find every word unless there are, like, 80 of them.

Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: My almost-16-year-old son has long since aged out of it, but Phineas and Ferb is easily as inspired as The Simpsons, which is saying something. I can still sing the theme song in its entirety. "Like maybe / Building a rocket or fighting a mummy / Or climbing up the Eiffel Tower ..."

The last debate I had about culture: Me asking my friend Steve Metcalf, one of the hosts of Slate's Culture Gabfest podcast, to explain all the fuss about Rachel Cusk. I've tried and tried and tried to love her, and I can't. (This wasn't a debate, I realize, so much as a confession and a cry for help.)

A good recommendation I recently received: The audio version of Zadie Smith's White Teeth, which features four different readers. Like a radio play you never want to end. Perfect marriage of material and narrators--all sophisticated, witty, capable of speaking in multiple registers.

The last thing that made me cry: See: Merrily We Roll Along. One of the finest works ever about friendship and time, right up there with Wallace Stegner's Crossing to Safety. 

The last thing that made me snort with laughter: Bottoms. Have I mentioned I'm a sucker for any movie or television show about high school?



The Week Ahead

 	Saltburn, a film by the director Emerald Fennell, follows an Oxford student who spends a dark summer with a classmate, played by Jacob Elordi (in theaters now).
 	The Fabulist tells the outrageous tale of George Santos--and is written by a Long Island reporter who has been following him since 2019 (on sale Tuesday).
 	South to Black Power, a documentary featuring the New York Times columnist Charles M. Blow, calls for a "reverse Great Migration" of Black Americans (premieres Tuesday on HBO).
 




Essay


Apple TV+



An Enjoyable Extravaganza About ... Napoleon?

By David Sims

When it comes to battle tactics, Napoleon Bonaparte (as played by Joaquin Phoenix) is very gun forward. There are few conflicts he marches into that don't involve the firing of many cannons, an instinct befitting his status as an artillery commander in the French military--the organization he quickly transcended to become the leader of his country by the age of 30. But it also mirrors his rash, preening, sometimes awkward charm in Ridley Scott's new film, Napoleon, a biography that fast-forwards through the major events of Napoleon's life and presents him as equal parts confident and arrogant, making for a roller coaster of the ego that's surprisingly full of laughs.
 Making a movie about Napoleon is the kind of consuming effort that drives even the greatest filmmakers to ruin. Stanley Kubrick spent half of his career trying to make a Napoleon and never succeeded; the best-regarded biopic remains a 1927 silent epic that runs more than five hours and ends well before Napoleon becomes the ruler of France.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The problem with turkey trots
 	Jason Momoa's manliness overwhelms SNL.
 	Revisiting hidden pasts at the National Book Awards
 	Have you listened lately to what Trump is saying?
 	OpenAI's chief scientist made a tragic miscalculation.
 	What did hip-hop do to women's minds?




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Have you listened lately to what Trump is saying?
 	OpenAI's chief scientist made a tragic miscalculation.
 	What did hip-hop do to women's minds?




Photo Album


Autumn trees in the Canadian Rockies (Adam Gibbs / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)



See more in our editor's selection of photos from the Natural Landscape Photography Awards.

Katherine Hu contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Seven Great Reads From Our Editors

Plus: Introducing <em>The Atlantic</em>'s time machine

by Nicole Blackwood




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Today, we'll introduce you to The Atlantic's time machine. Plus, our editors selected seven great reads for you to dive into this weekend.



Time-Travel Thursdays, our latest newsletter, is "for wanderers and wonderers," our executive editor, Adrienne LaFrance, writes in a welcome note for new readers; it's "for those who can't pass a used bookstore without walking in; for readers of history and of science fiction; for the takers of scenic routes and makers of impulsive travel plans." If that sounds like you, join us as we travel through The Atlantic's history. Our archive, which dates back to 1857, tells the story of the American idea. It's full of delightful treasures, poems worth memorizing, arguments worth considering, and episodes of history worth revisiting (and sometimes reviling).

To begin your trip back in time, read LaFrance's exploration of how Atlantic writers have considered the future--both those predictions that came to pass and those that very much did not--and Ellen Cushing on an index of words that's also an index of humans' evolving thinking. Sign up for the newsletter here.



A Weekend Reading List

Many of the below stories have narrated versions, if you prefer to listen to them; just click the link and scroll to the audio player below the headline.

Self-Checkout Is a Failed Experiment

By Amanda Mull

In theory, self-checkout kiosks save customers time. In practice, Mull writes, the technology is a mess--and when a machine breaks, human employees are the ones who pick up the slack.


The Decolonization Narrative Is Dangerous and False

By Simon Sebag Montefiore

Using the framework of "decolonization" to understand the Israel-Palestine conflict is a "leap of ahistorical delusion," Montefiore argues--one that disregards both Israel's foundation and the Palestinians' tragedy.


You Can Learn to Be Photogenic

By Michael Waters

In the selfie era, looking good on camera has become a social (and sometimes literal) currency. But contrary to popular belief, it might be a skill we can learn to improve.


The Secretive Industry Devouring the U.S. Economy

By Roge Karma

Private equity has created a private economy, one where information as basic as who owns a company and how it makes money is inaccessible. This won't end well, Karma warns.


What Matthew Perry Knew About Comedy

By Megan Garber

The actor gave his character on Friends a quality that is all too rare in sitcoms: vulnerability.


What Really Took Down Airbnb

By Annie Lowrey

It wasn't the government; it was the housing market.


The Sociopaths Among Us--And How to Avoid Them

By Arthur C. Brooks

We're all likely to meet someone whose charm hides their narcissism. For the sake of our happiness, we need to understand what makes these individuals tick.




Culture Break


Jessica Sample / Gallery Stock



Read. Try one of these eight books that explain how the technologies we take for granted--skyscrapers, airplanes, sewage systems--actually work.

Watch. The Marvels, now in theaters, is fizzy and lightweight, a refreshing change of pace for a bogged-down superhero franchise.

And on the small screen, Nathan Fielder's new show, The Curse, skewers reality TV while questioning morality's role in entertainment. The result is an uncomfortable but worthwhile watch.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

For the carnivorous American, it goes without saying: Thanksgiving means turkey. But the bird we cook (and, let's be honest, sometimes overcook) has been known by other names--hindi in Turkey, tarki in Hindi, "guinea-fowl-rooster-peacock" in (translated) scientific nomenclature. In 2014, the writer Zach Goldhammer traced the global origins of the all-American entree; it's the perfect article to pore over as you dig into your leftover mashed potatoes, stuffing, and guinea-fowl-rooster-peacock.

-- Nicole

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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When <em>Canola</em> Was a New Word

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s Word Watch column cataloged terms that dictionary editors were keeping their eye on.

by Ellen Cushing




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present, surface delightful treasures, and examine the American idea. Sign up here.

You can tell a lot about a cultural moment by the words it invents. New phenomena, products, social movements, and moods require new language, and an idea without a name is unlikely to stick. The job of a dictionary is to be responsive--but not too reactive--to these trends, to catalog the new ways people are talking, which of course is the new ways they're thinking. (Among others this year: generative AI, girlboss, meme stock, doomscroll.) Language conjures moments, but it also creates them.

For about a decade starting in January 1987, this magazine's back page belonged intermittently to Word Watch, a column by Anne H. Soukhanov. Soukhanov was then an editor of The American Heritage Dictionary, and Word Watch was a catalog of terms the dictionary's editors were tracking for possible inclusion in upcoming editions, based on mentions in the press and pop culture--a sort of first pass at the linguistic infrastructure of tomorrow, an educated guess at how we might describe the unknowable future.

Now that we're in the future those editors were guessing about, many of the column's selections feel inevitable: infomercial, Astroturf, zine, NIMBY, 'roid rage, restorative justice. In January 1987, three and a half decades before we had girl dinner, the inaugural Word Watch had graze: "to eat various appetizers ... as a full meal." In October 1989, Soukhanov described in detail a new game called paintball, "dedicated players" of which were apparently called splatmasters, and in February 1991, she noted the rise of "precious language and luscious photographs used to depict recipes or meals," which she called gastroporn (close enough). Two months later, a word to watch was canola, as in the seed that makes the oil that is almost definitely sitting in your kitchen right now, but of which, back then, "U.S. farmers [had] yet to commit themselves to extensive planting."

Other times, Word Watch feels like a museum of bad ideas and forgotten trends, which of course is even more entertaining. In January 1988, Word Watch defined blendo as "a style of interior decoration that mixes hightech, Eurostyle, and antique furnishings into an integrated, individualistic whole." In June 1989, there was halter-top briefs, which I regret to inform you is "a woman's sleeveless upper garment constructed from men's knitted, close-fitting briefs," and which at least one fashion writer predicted would be soon be "'seen on streets, in stores, and in shopping malls everywhere.'"

In April 1991, the column noted the possible rise of the washing emporium, "a coin-operated laundry incorporating such features as a bar, a restaurant, entertainment, a fax machine, mailboxes, a photocopier, a snack bar, a dining room, and a study area." It cited as evidence Rutland, Vermont's Washbucklers, whose owner was quoted in The Boston Globe and then in Word Watch saying that his business "may prove to be 'the new social center of the '90s.'" A personal favorite of mine is Skycar, a car-size aircraft that would purportedly fly at altitudes up to 30,000 feet and take off and land vertically, into a parking spot. It would sell for just under $1 million in 1992 dollars, but, Soukhanov noted, "the price is expected to drop as production volume increases."

Committing a new word to the dictionary is a pretty strange act, when you think about it. So is making a magazine. Both are an attempt at describing the world at present, with only the evidence currently available, in the face of certain obsolescence. Every dictionary edition and every magazine issue is out of date shortly after it's published; this is by design. These things are iterative, meant to be replaced by something better and newer, which of course will then be replaced, too--always never catching up. I like Word Watch for the same reason I like The Atlantic's archives as a whole: It lays bare the messiness of trying to describe this big, weird, changing world. It's open-minded about what the future might look like. It makes mistakes. It does its best.

Washbucklers, by the way, is still open. It has solar panels now.
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Why People Act Like That on Planes

Some cry, or crave tomato juice. Others vape in the bathroom and throw fits.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Emotions can run high in the skies. Why wouldn't they?

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Have you listened lately to what Trump is saying?
 	A moral case against the Israeli hostage deal
 	The money always wins.
 	A sort-of-common, very strange cat trick




Fear of Flying

An airplane is an odd environment: You're buckled into a flying piece of metal hurling through clouds, sitting in very close proximity to strangers, who may need to shuffle into an aisle every time you have to pee. You're a member of a temporary, placeless mini-society, following both explicit and unwritten rules distinct from those on Earth. No wonder, then, that some people act sort of strange. They cry. They consume gallons of tomato juice. They swear by rituals (ginger ale and a neck pillow, anyone?) to exert a modicum of control in an environment otherwise totally stripped of it. Most flyers are quiet and courteous to their fellow travelers, even if they're exhausted or cranky, but some--a small but disruptive cohort--use their time in the friendly skies to act out.

Many of the reasons people might act a little snippy on planes are not that deep: They are in a cramped space; they may be hungry or tired or tipsy; they're trying to squeeze plump bags into limited overhead bins to avoid paying fees. Seats are cramped, and flight cancellations have been frequent. People place a lot of pressure on flights, especially during the holidays, Sheryl Skaggs, a sociology professor at the University of Texas at Dallas, told me; those who fly rarely, and who "don't really understand the rules of the road," may be making a big annual trip, with high expectations in tow. Someone who spent $600 on a flight and waited through three hours of unexplained delays, missing a family dinner as a result, might be a bit cross.

For most people, the inconvenience and indignities of travel mean they act a bit frosty to their seatmate or retreat into noise-canceling headphones. But a small number of airplane miscreants might vape in the bathroom or throw a fit instead. Incidents of "air rage" have gone viral since the pandemic began, with people acting in erratic and sometimes violent ways, often in response to mask mandates. But problematic plane behavior may have deeper roots. Skaggs and a colleague recently published a paper looking at misconduct on planes--including physical violence and verbal conflicts--over a period of 21 years ending in 2020. Even before the pandemic, she told me, reports of bad behavior in the skies ticked up sharply.

Skaggs found that alcohol frequently fueled problems on flights, but the combination of less comfortable conditions for travelers, alongside low transparency from airlines that often cancel or delay flights, also contributed. Flights were historically choreographed to make passengers feel at ease in a strange environment, Alexandra Murphy, the dean of the college of communication at DePaul University, who has studied airline behavior, told me. From its inception, air travel relied on "building in the familiarity of everyday practice," she said, and airlines soon started serving hot meals and playing movies. (It's just like being at home, except that after dinner you find yourself in Albuquerque or Charlotte or London.) Flight attendants passed around drinks and spoke in euphemistic language about what could go wrong, helping make the setting feel safer and more normal for passengers.

But in recent years, airlines have cut costs, and it is no longer the norm for domestic flights to serve free hot meals. Increased security measures since 9/11 mean that flight attendants' role has more visibly morphed into one of surveillance and discipline, in addition to service. Now that planes are more rule-bound, restrictive environments, some of the illusion of normalcy is shattered, Murphy explained. There's little to distract people from the fact that they are packed in like sardines, hot, and hungry.

Of course, that dynamic doesn't always lead to bad behavior, nor does it excuse it. Most flights go off with no crises beyond a few tiffs over who gets the armrests. For a lot of people, the worst they might do is burst into tears while watching a movie. (I asked Dr. Albert Rizzo, the chief medical officer for the American Lung Association, about the theory that low cabin-oxygen levels make people more emotional. He said that this explanation is implausible, because "if you have normal lungs, and if you're just sitting on a plane, the oxygen saturation in your blood should still be at a very normal level.") Indeed, most people on planes see others behaving politely and gamely follow suit. And those who do take their plane ride as an opportunity to punch someone are likely displaying a continuity in antisocial behavior that might express itself in other settings, too, Robert Sampson, a sociology professor at Harvard, told me.

Air travel has had a bruising few years, and travelers have felt the effects. Flights were a mess last year. Widespread cancellations and delays, coupled with the infamous Southwest fiasco around Christmas, caused major headaches for flyers. Airlines are seeing fewer cancellations this year. But the ongoing perception that air travel is a nightmare may further poison travelers' moods, Katy Nastro, a spokesperson for the travel company Going, explained to me. "Pack your patience" may not be the coolest truism, she said, but taking everything with a grain of salt--recognizing that your seatmate may be crabby because she missed a connecting flight, or that the person hogging your armrest may have a fear of flying--is a useful approach if you're looking to have pleasant holiday-week flights. Nastro noted that most people are stressed out and trying to navigate the unwritten rules of air travel. Hopefully, people on your flight won't pee on other passengers, refuse to stop singing, or have a meltdown in the aisle. But if they do, remember: You won't be in the air forever.

Related:

	There is no good way to travel anywhere in America.
 	There are two types of airport people.




Today's News

	Israel and Hamas agreed to a deal that would release some hostages and include a four-day pause in fighting.
 	North Korea launched a military spy satellite, violating bans by the United Nations. In response, South Korea is planning to resume aerial surveillance on their shared border.
 	Sam Altman has returned to his role as OpenAI's CEO after a shocking ouster.




Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: In many ways, OpenAI's story is just beginning, Damon Beres says. The turmoil at the company will affect the future of AI development. 
 	The Weekly Planet: 2023 just notched its most ominous climate record yet, Zoe Schlanger writes.
 	Up for Debate: Conor Friedersdorf gathers reader responses on what international issues matter most to them.
 	Work in Progress: The OpenAI mess is about one big thing, Derek Thompson writes.




Evening Read
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Have Yourself an Early Little Christmas

By Elizabeth Bruenig

All of the arguments that chestnuts should not be roasting on an open fire in the month of November make sense to me: the nagging fact that retailers haul out the proverbial holly before Halloween has fully passed for purely commercial reasons, further cheapening an already materialistic mode of celebration; the dilution of a particularly special time of year by stretching it to the point of exhaustion; the infringement upon both Thanksgiving and the traditional Christian season of Advent, which each tend to be swallowed up by premature Christmas cheer; the obnoxious recruitment of Christmas into the culture wars--think malicious wishes for a "merry Christmas"--that can make the entire season feel alienating and isolating. Every position above has its merits, and none of them stops me from rockin' around my Christmas tree starting November 1.
 Maybe there is no good defense of getting into the Christmas spirit as early as I do--though I can't help but feel a sense of kinship with those other handful of houses already decked out in lights before Thanksgiving. So have some patience with those of us who need a little Christmas right this very minute: a two-and-a-half-month Christmas really does have a few pleasures to recommend it.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why Americans hate a good economy
 	How Reconstruction created American public education
 	What Hamas promises, Iranians know too well.




Culture Break


Epic Records





Listen. Andre 3000, the legendary Outkast emcee, is no longer rapping. But his recent flute album is him speaking anew.

Watch. Ridley Scott's Napoleon (in theaters now) is an enjoyable extravaganza.

Play our daily crossword.



Katherine Hu contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Chaotic Week at OpenAI

In many ways, this story is just beginning.

by Damon Beres




This is Atlantic Intelligence, an eight-week series in which The Atlantic's leading thinkers on AI will help you understand the complexity and opportunities of this groundbreaking technology. Sign up here.

It's been an unbelievable few days for OpenAI, the influential company behind products such as ChatGPT, the image-generating DALL-E, and GPT-4. On Friday, its CEO, Sam Altman, was suddenly fired by the company's board. Chaos immediately followed: A majority of the company's workers revolted, negotiations were held, and now a new agreement has been reached to return Altman to his throne.

It's a tale of corporate mutiny fit for streaming, and we've been following it closely at The Atlantic. The turmoil at OpenAI is juicy, yes, but it is not just gossip: Whatever happens here will be of major consequence to the future of AI development. This is a company that has been at odds with itself over the possibility that an all-powerful "artificial general intelligence" might emerge from its research, potentially dooming humanity if it's not carefully aligned with society's best interests. Even though Altman has returned, the OpenAI shake-up will likely change how the technology is developed from here, with significant outcomes for you, me, and everyone else.

Yesterday, our staff writer Ross Andersen reflected on time spent with Ilya Sutskever, OpenAI's chief scientist and the man who struck out against Altman last week. The relationship--and the rift--between these two men encapsulates the complex dynamic within OpenAI overall. Whatever agreement has been reached on paper to return Altman to his post, the fundamental tension between AI's promise and peril will persist. In many ways, the story is just beginning.

-- Damon Beres, senior editor






Jim Wilson / The New York Times / Redux



OpenAI's Chief Scientist Made a Tragic Miscalculation

By Ross Andersen

Ilya Sutskever, bless his heart. Until recently, to the extent that Sutskever was known at all, it was as a brilliant artificial-intelligence researcher. He was the star student who helped Geoffrey Hinton, one of the "godfathers of AI," kick off the so-called deep-learning revolution. In 2015, after a short stint at Google, Sutskever co-founded OpenAI and eventually became its chief scientist; so important was he to the company's success that Elon Musk has taken credit for recruiting him. (Sam Altman once showed me emails between himself and Sutskever suggesting otherwise.) Still, apart from niche podcast appearances and the obligatory hour-plus back-and-forth with Lex Fridman, Sutskever didn't have much of a public profile before this past weekend. Not like Altman, who has, over the past year, become the global face of AI.
 On Thursday night, Sutskever set an extraordinary sequence of events into motion. According to a post on X (formerly Twitter) by Greg Brockman, the former president of OpenAI and the former chair of its board, Sutskever texted Altman that night and asked if the two could talk the following day. Altman logged on to a Google Meet at the appointed time on Friday and quickly learned that he'd been ambushed. Sutskever took on the role of Brutus, informing Altman that he was being fired. Half an hour later, Altman's ouster was announced in terms so vague that for a few hours, anything from a sex scandal to a massive embezzlement scheme seemed possible.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

The events of the past few days are just one piece of the OpenAI saga. Over the past year, the company has struggled to balance an imperative from Altman to swiftly move products into the public's hands with a concern that the technology was not being appropriately subject to safety assessments. The Atlantic told that story on Sunday, incorporating interviews with 10 current and former OpenAI employees.

	Inside the chaos at OpenAI: This tumultuous weekend showed just how few people have a say in the progression of what might be the most consequential technology of our age, Charlie Warzel and Karen Hao write.
 	The money always wins: As is always true in Silicon Valley, a great idea can get you only so far, Charlie writes.
 	Does Sam Altman know what he's creating?: Altman doesn't know how powerful AI will become, or what its ascendance will mean for the average person, or whether it will put humanity at risk, Ross Andersen writes in his profile of the CEO from our September issue.




P.S.

Looking for a book to read over the long weekend? Try Your Face Belongs to Us, by Kashmir Hill, about the secretive facial-recognition start-up dismantling the concept of privacy. Jesse Barron has a review in The Atlantic here.

-- Damon
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Readers on the Foreign-Policy Issues That Matter to Them

Countering "dangerous movements at home might be the most productive thing we can do to maintain a convincing voice abroad," one reader argues.

by Conor Friedersdorf




Welcome to Up for Debate. Each week, Conor Friedersdorf rounds up timely conversations and solicits reader responses to one thought-provoking question. Later, he publishes some thoughtful replies. Sign up for the newsletter here.

Last week I noted that presidential candidates in the 2024 election will discuss U.S. foreign policy toward China, Russia, Ukraine, Israel, Iran, Mexico, and beyond, and asked, "What foreign-policy matters are most important to you and why?"

Replies have been edited for length and clarity.

Caroline focuses on the movement of people:

When I started thinking about this question, my immediate response was: the wars. Gaza and Ukraine. But no. That's not the biggest foreign-policy issue we face today. A far bigger issue is the worldwide migration of people, from the Southern Hemisphere to the Northern, caused as much by climate change as by political threats. As climate change makes the southern half of Earth less habitable, freedom and food and water all get unbearably scarce, forcing the mass movements we're seeing today. How governments in the north respond to this crisis, or fail to respond, is crucial to world peace. Sadly, because of the nasty political situation in Washington, the U.S. government has no coherent policy to deal with this. It's an international issue and urgently needs attention.


V.F. flagged the war in Ukraine:

This situation has profound implications not only for Ukraine itself but also for regional stability and international security. First and foremost, the conflict jeopardizes the principles of territorial integrity and sovereignty, which are fundamental tenets of the international order.
 Moreover, the war in Ukraine has a significant impact on the geopolitical landscape in Europe. The annexation of Crimea by Russia and the strife in eastern regions of Ukraine have resulted in extensive devastation and human losses. Such instability may provoke alarming reactions from other nations and lead to further strained relations.
 Additionally, it is crucial to consider Ukraine's geostrategic position as a key player in contemporary geopolitical and economic processes. This country serves as a crossroads between Eastern and Western Europe, and the resolution of the conflict in Ukraine could shape future relations between Russia and the West. Ensuring peace and stability in Ukraine becomes a vital component of foreign-policy strategy to guarantee security and promote democratic development in the region. In general, it is essential for candidates in the 2024 elections to address the issue of resolving the conflict in Ukraine, examining it within the context of international relations and democratic development, and implementing measures to secure peace and stability in the region.


For Jaleelah, "it's Palestine":

Of course it's Palestine. My family in the West Bank are actively under threat. The IDF arbitrarily invades their homes and degrades them at checkpoints. The Palestinian Authority is a corrupt and toothless organization that allows Israeli soldiers to throw their children in prison. What American would stand by if their family was in that position? What American would vote for a government that dropped even a single bomb on one of their cities in order to root out cartel members suspected to be hiding there?
 A sizable [number] of Arabs and Muslims oppose Israel's bombing of Gaza. Lots of non-Arab and non-Muslim Americans agree. But political parties refuse to take even mild, wildly popular stances that criticize Israel. This is baffling to me. The Democratic Party ignored its working-class base for years, and it culminated in a loss to a clown in 2016. Now it believes that it can ignore its base's calls for peace without facing repercussions simply because the Republicans are also bad. But the hundreds of thousands of Arab voters in Michigan and Ohio do not care that Donald Trump moved the Israeli embassy to Jerusalem; they care that Joe Biden is sanctioning the murders of thousands of innocent people. Ron DeSantis and Nikki Haley would probably rather drop out of the race than adjust their stances, but Trump is unpredictable. All it would take is a single social-media post calling for a ceasefire--or even a post that says "I condemn Israel's killings of civilians"--for him to capture massive support in very important areas!


For Nati, it's Israel:

For the average American, U.S. foreign policy is a problem that rarely affects their lives. As an expat Israeli who belongs to the Jewish people, I have great fear for my people, wherever they are. The way candidates plan to protect us will be a deciding factor for me. Cracks in Biden's support for Israel are forming and expanding. These are not mainly due to sudden changes in Israel's response, but to mounting pressure from young "progressives" in American universities and on the streets throughout Europe. Perhaps more important than the candidates' 10-minute pitch on their foreign-policy focus, I want to know how they are going to sell it to the American people.
 Biden's remarks after October 7 are all but an echo now. Obama described the "[extraordinarily] complex situation" in the region well, but stopped short of addressing protesters directly, in a way that could have shifted the rhetoric significantly worldwide. Nikki Haley's hawkish arguments are only sold to those who already bought into them to begin with (me included).


Dale wants candidates to debate an international policy aimed at eradicating drug cartels. He writes:

For generations, American youth who experiment with drugs have had to plug into a criminal subculture run by violent predatory gangs to get their drugs. As a licensed marriage and family therapist with a two-year certificate in alcohol and drug counseling, I have had many years to observe how corrosive this contact can be. The predatory attitudes of dealers and suppliers have, I believe, been normalized over the years in many individuals who use street drugs, and my guess is that they have spread into youth culture in general.
 American administrations from Reagan on have continued doubling down on the War on Drugs while refusing to provide equal amounts of money to support treatment for addicts. Nobody has the political will to point out that 50 years of this war has left us in worse shape than we were in 1990.


Leo argues that strength abroad depends on changes at home:

What we seem to see in the rise of nations like China and India, as best I understand them, is not just the promotion of their own interests but also the assertion of their own worldviews. They don't just want to win a conflict; they want to redefine the terms of engagement.
 To whatever extent the West (the U.S.A., Canada, the U.K., the European Union, and other nations with similar ideals) still promotes a cohesive vision for the world, that vision involves what the West understands as basic human rights, the primacy of individual liberty, and the principles of an open and diverse society. Some of the most powerful nations of the 21st century, however, do not seem inclined to accept these values as a fundamental, let alone obligatory, aspect of their own international relations.
 Countries like the U.S.A., of course, often fall short of their own aspirations. We suffer from a MAGA movement that seems keen to elect a candidate openly embracing the language of fascists. We also suffer from a leftist movement opposed to free speech, contemptuous of dissent (other than its own), and seemingly oblivious to its own narrow-minded tendencies. Showing we can counter these dangerous movements at home might be the most productive thing we can do to maintain a convincing voice abroad.


This newsletter will be off next week. We wish you all a happy Thanksgiving, and we'll be back the week of December 4.
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The OpenAI Mess Is About One Big Thing

Corporate governance is playing a starring role in the chaos unfolding inside the world's most famous AI start-up.

by Derek Thompson




This is Work in Progress, a newsletter by Derek Thompson about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here to get it every week.

Updated at 11 a.m. ET on November 22, 2023

OpenAI, the famed artificial intelligence startup, has been wracked with chaos for the last six days. On Friday, the board of directors fired chief executive Sam Altman for "not being consistently candid." On Sunday, under pressure from investor Microsoft, the firm brought Altman back to the office to discuss his rehiring, only to determine that, no, he was still very much fired. Early Monday morning, Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella announced that Altman would join the tech giant in a new undefined role, only to back off that announcement in the following hours. Later on Monday, roughly 700 of the nearly 800 employees at OpenAI signed a letter demanding the return of Altman. Finally, on Tuesday, OpenAI announced that Altman would return to the company as chief executive. The key board members who fired him would either step down or leave the company entirely.

If this seems dizzying, the next bit might require Dramamine. Sutskever played the key role in firing Altman over Google Meet on Friday, then declined to rehire him on Sunday, and then signed the letter on Monday demanding the return of Altman and the firing of his own board-member co-conspirators. On X (formerly Twitter), Sutskever posted an apology to the entire company, writing, "I deeply regret my participation in the board's actions." Altman replied with three red hearts. One imagines Brutus, halfway through the stabbing of Caesar, pulling out the knife, offering Caesar some gauze, lightly stabbing him again, and then finally breaking down in apologetic tears and demanding that imperial doctors suture the stomach wound. (Soon after, in post-op, Caesar dispatches a courier to send Brutus a brief message inked on papyrus: "<3.")

As a matter of human drama, the past few days most resemble a failed mutiny, in which a rebellion among the leadership initially ousts the captain, only for the counterinsurgency's leaders to be ultimately tossed off the ship. But as a matter of corporate drama, the OpenAI fracas is above all a great example of why the incredibly boring-sounding term corporate governance is actually extremely important.

We still don't know much about the OpenAI fracas. We don't know a lot about Altman's relationship (or lack thereof) with the board that fired him. We don't know what Altman did in the days before his firing that made this drastic step seem unavoidable to the board. In fact, the board members who axed Altman have so far refused to elaborate on the precise cause of the firing. But here is what we know for sure: Altman's ouster stemmed from the bizarre way that OpenAI is organized.

In the first sentence of this article, I told you that "on Friday, OpenAI fired its chief executive, Sam Altman." Perhaps the most technically accurate way to put that would have been: "On Friday, the board of directors of the nonprofit entity of OpenAI, Inc., fired Sam Altman, who is most famous as the lead driver of its for-profit subsidiary, OpenAI Global LLC." Confusing, right?

In 2015, Sam Altman, Elon Musk, and several other AI luminaries founded OpenAI as a nonprofit institution to build powerful artificial intelligence. The idea was that the most important technology in the history of humankind (as some claim) ought to "benefit humanity as a whole" rather than narrowly redound to the shareholders of a single firm. As Ross Andersen explained in an Atlantic feature this summer, they structured OpenAI as a nonprofit to be "unconstrained by a need to generate financial return."

After several frustrating years, OpenAI realized that it needed money--a lot of money. The cost of computational power and engineering talent to build a digital superintelligence turned out to be astronomically high. Plus, Musk, who had been partly financing the organization's operations, suddenly left the board in 2018 after a failed attempt to take over the firm. This left OpenAI with a gaping financial hole.

OpenAI therefore opened a for-profit subsidiary that would be nested under the OpenAI nonprofit. The entrepreneur and writer Sam Lessin called this structure a corporate "turducken," referring to the dubious Thanksgiving entree in which a cooked duck is stuffed inside a cooked turkey. In this turducken-esque arrangement, the original board would continue to "govern and oversee" all for-profit activities.

When OpenAI, the nonprofit, created OpenAI, the for-profit, nobody imagined what would come next: the ChatGPT boom. Internally, employees predicted that the rollout of the AI chatbot would be a minor event; the company referred to it as a "low-key research preview" that wasn't likely to attract more than 100,000 users. Externally, the world went mad for ChatGPT. It became, by some measures, the fastest-growing consumer product in history, garnering more than 1 billion users.

Slowly, slowly, and then very quickly, OpenAI, the for-profit, became the star of the show. Altman pushed fast commercialization, and he needed even more money to make that possible. In the past few years, Microsoft has committed more than $10 billion to OpenAI in direct cash and in credits to use its data and cloud services. But unlike a typical corporate arrangement, where being a major investor might guarantee a seat or two on the board of directors, Microsoft's investments got them nothing. OpenAI's operating agreement states without ambiguity, "Microsoft has no board seat and no control." Today, OpenAI's corporate structure--according to OpenAI itself--looks like this.


(OpenAI)



In theory, this arrangement was supposed to guarantee morality plus money. The morality flowed from the nonprofit board of directors. The money flowed from Microsoft, the second biggest company in the world, which has lots of cash and resources to help OpenAI achieve its mission of building a general superintelligence.

But rather than align OpenAI's commercial and ethical missions, this organizational structure created a house divided against itself. On Friday, this conflict played out in vivid color. Altman, the techno-optimist bent on commercialization, lost out to Sutskever, the Brutus-cum-mad-scientist fearful that super-smart AI poses an existential risk to humanity. This was shocking. But from an organizational standpoint, it wasn't surprising. A for-profit start-up rapidly developing technology hand in glove with Microsoft was nested under an all-powerful nonprofit board that believed it was duty-bound to resist rapid development of AI and Big Tech alliances. That does not make any sense.

Everything is obvious in retrospect, especially failure, and I don't want to pretend that I saw any of this coming. I don't think anybody saw this coming. Microsoft's investments accrued over many years. ChatGPT grew over many months. That all of this would blow up without any warning was inconceivable.

But that's the thing about technology. Despite manifestos that claim that the annunciation of tech is a matter of cosmic inevitability, technology is, for now, made by people--flawed people, who may be brilliant and sometimes clueless, who change their mind and then change their mind again. Before we build an artificial general intelligence to create progress without people, we need dependable ways to organize people to work together to build complex things within complex systems. The term for that idea is corporate structure.

OpenAI is on the precipice of self-destruction because, in its attempt to build an ethically pristine institution to protect a possible superintelligence, it built just another instrument of minority control, in which a small number of nonemployees had the power to fire its chief executive in an instant.

In AI research, there is something called the "alignment problem." When we engineer an artificial intelligence, we ought to make sure that the machine has the intentions and values of its architects. Oddly, the architects of OpenAI created an institution that is catastrophically unaligned, in which the board of directors and the chief executive are essentially running two incompatibly different companies within the same firm. Last week, the biggest question in technology was whether we might live long enough to see humans invent aligned superintelligence. Today, the more appropriate question is: Will we live long enough to see AI's architects invent a technology for aligning themselves?
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When Hollywood Put World War III on Television

<em>The Day After</em> premiered 40 years ago. It was a scary year.

by Tom Nichols




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


The ABC made-for-television movie The Day After premiered on November 20, 1983. It changed the way many Americans thought about nuclear war--but the fear now seems forgotten.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	There is no good way to travel anywhere in America.
 	OpenAI's chief scientist made a tragic miscalculation. 
 	What did hip-hop do to women's minds?




A Preview of Hell

We live in an anxious time. Some days, it can feel like the wheels are coming off and the planet is careening out of control. But at least it's not 1983, the year that the Cold War seemed to be in its final trajectory toward disaster.

Forty years ago today, it was the morning after The Day After, the ABC TV movie about a nuclear exchange between the United States and the Soviet Union. Roughly 100 million people tuned in on Sunday night, November 20, 1983, and The Day After holds the record as the most-watched made-for-television movie in history.

I remember the movie, and the year, vividly. I was 22 and in graduate school at Columbia University, studying the Soviet Union. It's hard to explain to people who worry about, say, climate change--a perfectly legitimate concern--what it was like to live with the fear not that many people could die over the course of 20 or 50 or 100 years but that the decision to end life on most of the planet in flames and agony could happen in less time than it would take you to finish reading this article.

I will not recount the movie for you; there isn't much of a plot beyond the stories of people who survive the fictional destruction of Kansas City. There is no detailed scenario, no explanation of what started the war. (This was by design; the filmmakers wanted to avoid making any political points.) But in scenes as graphic as U.S. television would allow, Americans finally got a look at what the last moments of peace, and the first moments of hell, might look like.

Understanding the impact of The Day After is difficult without a sense of the tense Cold War situation during the previous few years. There was an unease (or "a growing feeling of hysteria," as Sting would sing a few years later in "Russians") in both East and West that the gears of war were turning and locking, a doomsday ratchet tightening click by click.

The Soviet-American detente of the 1970s was brief and ended quickly. By 1980, President Jimmy Carter was facing severe criticism about national defense even within his own party. He responded by approving a number of new nuclear programs, and unveiling a new and highly aggressive nuclear strategy. The Soviets thought Carter had lost his mind, and they were actually more hopeful about working with the Republican nominee, Ronald Reagan. Soviet fears intensified when Reagan, once in office, took Carter's decisions and put them on steroids, and in May 1981 the KGB went on alert looking for signs of impending nuclear attack from the United States. In November 1982, Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev died and was replaced by the KGB boss, Yuri Andropov. The chill in relations between Washington and Moscow became a hard frost.

And then came 1983.

In early March, Reagan gave his famous speech in which he called the Soviet Union an "evil empire" and accused it of being "the focus of evil in the modern world." Only a few weeks after that, he gave a major televised address to the nation in which he announced plans for space-based missile defenses, soon mocked as "Star Wars." Two months later, I graduated from college and headed over to the Soviet Union to study Russian for the summer. Everywhere I went, the question was the same: "Why does your president want a nuclear war?" Soviet citizens, bombarded by propaganda, were certain the end was near. So was I, but I blamed their leaders, not mine.

When I returned, I packed my car in Massachusetts and began a road trip to begin graduate school in New York City on September 1, 1983. As I drove, news reports on the radio kept alluding to a missing Korean airliner.

The jet was Korean Air Lines Flight 007. It was downed by Soviet fighter jets for trespassing in Soviet airspace, killing all 269 souls aboard. The shoot down produced an immense outpouring of rage at the Soviet Union that shocked Kremlin leaders. Soviet sources later claimed that this was the moment when Andropov gave up--forever--on any hope of better relations with the West, and as the fall weather of 1983 got colder, the Cold War got hotter.

We didn't know it at the time, but in late September, Soviet air defenses falsely reported a U.S. nuclear attack against the Soviet Union: We're all still alive thanks to a Soviet officer on duty that day who refused to believe the erroneous alert. On October 10, Reagan watched The Day After in a private screening and noted in his diary that it "greatly depressed" him.

On October 23, a truck bomber killed 241 U.S. military personnel in the Marine barracks in Beirut.

Two days after that, the United States invaded Grenada and deposed its Marxist-Leninist regime, an act the Soviets thought could be the prelude to overthrowing other pro-Soviet regimes--even in Europe. On November 7, the U.S. and NATO began a military communications exercise code-named Able Archer, exactly the sort of traffic and activity the Soviets were looking for. Moscow definitely noticed, but fortunately, the exercise wound down in time to prevent any further confusion.

This was the global situation when, on November 20, The Day After aired.

Three days later, on November 23, Soviet negotiators walked out of nuclear-arms talks in Geneva. War began to feel--at least to me--inevitable.

In today's Bulwark newsletter, the writer A. B. Stoddard remembers how her father, ABC's motion-picture president Brandon Stoddard, came up with the idea for The Day After. "He wanted Americans, not politicians, to grapple with what nuclear war would mean, and he felt 'fear had really paralyzed people.' So the movie was meant to force the issue."

And so it did, perhaps not always productively. Some of the immediate commentary bordered on panic. (In New York, I recall listening to the antinuclear activist Helen Caldicott on talk radio after the broadcast, and she said nuclear war was a mathematical certainty if Reagan was reelected.) Henry Kissinger, for his part, asked if we should make policy by "scaring ourselves to death."

Reagan, according to the scholar Beth Fischer, was in "shock and disbelief" that the Soviets really thought he was headed for war, and in late 1983 "took the reins" and began to redirect policy. He found no takers in the Kremlin for his new line until the arrival of Mikhail Gorbachev in 1985, and both men soon affirmed that a nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought--a principle that in theory still guides U.S. and Russian policy.

In the end, we got through 1983 mostly by dumb luck. If you'd asked me back then as a young student whether I'd be around to talk about any of this 40 years later, I would have called the chances a coin toss.

But although we might feel safer, I wonder if Americans really understand that thousands of those weapons remain on station in the United States, Russia, and other nations, ready to launch in a matter of minutes. The Day After wasn't the scariest nuclear-war film--that honor goes to the BBC's Threads--but perhaps more Americans should take the time to watch it. It's not exactly a holiday movie, but it's a good reminder at Thanksgiving that we are fortunate for the changes over the past 40 years that allow us to give thanks in our homes instead of in shelters made from the remnants of our cities and towns--and to recommit to making sure that future generations don't have to live with that same fear.

Related:

	We have no nuclear strategy.
 	I want my mutually assured destruction. 




Today's News 

 	The Wisconsin Supreme Court heard oral arguments in a legal challenge to one of the most severely gerrymandered legislative district maps in the country.
 	A gunman opened fire in an Ohio Walmart last night, injuring four people before killing himself.
 	Various storms are expected to cause Thanksgiving travel delays across the United States this week.
 




Evening Read



 Illustration by Ricardo Rey



Does Sam Altman Know What He's Creating?

By Ross Andersen

(From July) 

On a Monday morning in April, Sam Altman sat inside OpenAI's San Francisco headquarters, telling me about a dangerous artificial intelligence that his company had built but would never release. His employees, he later said, often lose sleep worrying about the AIs they might one day release without fully appreciating their dangers. With his heel perched on the edge of his swivel chair, he looked relaxed. The powerful AI that his company had released in November had captured the world's imagination like nothing in tech's recent history. There was grousing in some quarters about the things ChatGPT could not yet do well, and in others about the future it may portend, but Altman wasn't sweating it; this was, for him, a moment of triumph.
 In small doses, Altman's large blue eyes emit a beam of earnest intellectual attention, and he seems to understand that, in large doses, their intensity might unsettle. In this case, he was willing to chance it: He wanted me to know that whatever AI's ultimate risks turn out to be, he has zero regrets about letting ChatGPT loose into the world. To the contrary, he believes it was a great public service.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	It's too easy to buy stuff you don't want.
 	Harvard has a brand problem. Here's how to fix it.
 	How Mike Birbiglia got sneaky-famous




Culture Break


Illustration by Jared Bartman / The Atlantic. Sources: Heritage Images / Getty; Nikola Vukojevic / Getty; Philippe PACHE / Getty; Dan Cristian Paduret / Unsplash; dpwk / Openverse; Annie Spratt / Unsplash.



Read. These six books might change how you think about mental illness.

Watch. Interstellar (streaming on Paramount+) is one of the many films in which Christopher Nolan tackles the promise and peril of technology.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S. 

If you want to engage in nostalgia for a better time when serious people could discuss serious issues, I encourage you to watch not only The Day After but the roundtable held on ABC right after the broadcast. Following a short interview with then-Secretary of State George Shultz, Ted Koppel moderated a discussion among Kissinger, former Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, former National Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft, the professor Elie Wiesel, the scientist Carl Sagan, and the conservative writer William F. Buckley. The discussion ranged across questions of politics, nuclear strategy, ethics, and science. It was pointed, complex, passionate, and respectful--and it went on for an hour and a half, including audience questions.

Try to imagine something similar today, with any network, cable or broadcast, blocking out 90 precious minutes for prominent and informed people to discuss disturbing matters of life and death. No chyrons, no smirky hosts, no music, no high-tech sets. Just six experienced and intelligent people in an unadorned studio talking to one another like adults. (One optimistic note: Both McNamara and Kissinger that night thought it was almost unimaginable that the superpowers could cut their nuclear arsenals in half in 10 or even 15 years. And yet, by 1998, the U.S. arsenal had been reduced by more than half, and Kissinger in 2007 joined Shultz and others to argue for going to zero.)

I do not miss the Cold War, but I miss that kind of seriousness.

-Tom

Katherine Hu contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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        Photos: The Growth of Solar-Power Stations

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	2:26 PM ET

            	27 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Construction of utility-scale renewable-power facilities around the world has been increasing rapidly in recent years. Although the total percentage of global power needs met by photovoltaic energy alone remains small, at about 6 percent, it is on the rise. Governments and large companies are building massive facilities to provide both solar thermal and photovoltaic energy, converting the sun's energy into electricity for millions of homes and businesses. Solar-panel farms are being installed on hillsides, rooftops, and pastures, and, more and more, in floating arrays in harbors or reservoirs. Gathered below are images of some of these new solar-power installations around the world.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An array of hundreds of solar panels covers a hillside, with a single tree visible in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An array of solar panels, spread over about 500 acres in the mountainous Alpes-de-Haute-Provence region, in Les Mees in Southern France.
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                [image: Workers install solar panels inside a large satellite dish.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Employees of the Swiss electricity producer and supplier CKW, part of Axpo, install solar panels in a disused satellite dish at the Leuk Teleport and Data Center in Leuk, Switzerland, on October 18, 2023.
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                Denis Balibouse / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Photovoltaic solar panels cover several hills in a rural area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photovoltaic solar panels cover several hills in China's Fujian province.
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                [image: A tall tower stands in a field with many reflected rays of sunlight pointing at it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Reflected sunlight is directed at the tower of the Abengoa solar plant at Solucar solar park in Sanlucar la Mayor, near the Andalusian capital of Seville, in southern Spain, on November 13, 2015.
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar tower surrounded by a broad array of reflecting mirrors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the tower of the Cerro Dominador concentrated solar and photovoltaic power plant in the Atacama Desert on August 28, 2022, in Maria Elena, Chile. The plant uses an array of 10,600 mirrors (heliostats) that track the sun, reflecting solar radiation to a receiver on the upper part of a 250-meter tower.
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                [image: Three people paddle a raft past many solar panels on struts in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers inspect solar panels at a fishing-solar photovoltaic power generation base in Taizhou, in China's eastern Jiangsu province, on July 12, 2023.
                #
            

            
                
                
                AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of several large arrays of solar panels floating on a reservoir's surface]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A newly built floating solar-power plant that can generate 192 megawatts of peak electricity, on the surface of the Cirata Reservoir in West Java, Indonesia, on November 9, 2023
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                [image: A broad array of hundreds of solar panels cover a flat area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A field of solar panels in Yinchuan, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, China, on April 18, 2017
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                [image: A shepherd lies near a small solar panel as he plays with his phone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shepherd lies near a small solar panel as he plays with his phone on grassland in the Karacadag region of the Siverek district in Sanliurfa, Turkey, on April 22, 2017.
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                [image: A farmer drives a combine harvester under hanging solar panels.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer drives a combine harvester to collect soybeans under hanging solar panels on an agrivoltaic site in Amance, France, on October 12, 2022. This experimental project is equipped with an "agricultural canopy," a large shade house equipped with rotating solar panels fixed on cables five meters above the fields.
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar-power station, with thousands of mirrors surrounding a tall tower in a desert]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Ashalim concentrated-solar-power station, lit by sunlight reflected by 50,600 computer-controlled heliostats, in Beersheba, Negev Desert, Israel, on August 5, 2023.
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                [image: A solar tower is reflected in a large mirror.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tower is reflected in heliostats at the Khi Solar One plant, operated by Coxabengoa, in Upington, South Africa, on November 21, 2023. About 4,000 heliostats (mirrors) pivot according to the sun's position to reflect and concentrate sunlight onto the tower, which heats water to evaporation, which is then directed to turbines to generate power.
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                [image: A solar-panel installation covers most of a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A solar-panel installation in Ruicheng County, in central China's Shanxi province, on November 28, 2019
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                [image: Workers use a boat to check on solar panels in a pond.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Electrical workers use a boat to check on solar panels at a photovoltaic power station built in a fishpond in Hai'an, in China's eastern Jiangsu province, on July 19, 2021.
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                [image: Workers give finishing touches to solar panels installed above a canal.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers give finishing touches to installed solar panels covering the Narmada Canal at Chandrasan village, outside Ahmedabad, India, on April 22, 2012. The project was devised to bring water to hundreds of thousands of villages in the dry, arid regions of western India's Gujarat state.
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                [image: An aerial view of a large array of solar panels floating on a reservoir]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An array of solar panels floats on a water-storage pond in Sayreville, New Jersey, on April 10, 2023. Floating solar-panel farms are beginning to boom in the United States after rapid growth in Asia. They're attractive not just for their clean power and lack of a land footprint but because they also conserve water by preventing evaporation.
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                [image: A flock of sheep grazes among solar panels in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep graze between the panels of a solar park in Rogane, Kosovo, on May 1, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar-power tower and array of mirrors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the solar-power tower at Atlantica Yield solar plant in Sanlucar La Mayor, on December 23, 2022
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                [image: An aerial view of multiple large arrays of solar panels, floating in a bay]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on February 23, 2022, shows floating solar panels for the Sirindhorn Dam hydro-solar farm run by the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand in Ubon Ratchathani.
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                [image: A large grid of solar panels, arranged to form the outline of a horse]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A grid of solar panels, arranged to form the outline of a horse, in the Kubuqi Desert in Ordos, in the Inner Mongolia autonomous region of China, on July 17, 2022. The facility consists of 196,320 solar panels, occupying about 345 acres (1.398 million square meters).
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                [image: An aerial view of solar panels installed on a mountainside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of solar panels installed at a wind-and-solar hybrid power-generation plant on a mountain in Chongqing, China, on October 30, 2023
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                [image: An aerial view of a solar-power plant under construction, with hundreds of poles sticking out of shallow water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fishery-solar hybrid photovoltaic power plant under construction at Yueqing Bay in Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province, China, on November 22, 2023
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                [image: A top-down view of solar panels covering most of a water-treatment facility]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on August 4, 2022, shows solar panels built over a sewage-treatment plant. The plant, in Zhengzhou, in China's central Henan province, uses photovoltaic power to partly replace coal power.
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                [image: Panels of a photovoltaic-power station cover most of a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A photovoltaic power station covers most of a hillside in Zaozhuang, Shandong, China, in November of 2020.
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                [image: Rows of photovoltaic panels stretch to the horizon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Photovoltaic panels stretch to the horizon at the Al Dhafra Solar Photovoltaic project in the United Arab Emirates, south of the capital Abu Dhabi, on November 13, 2023. On November 16, the UAE inaugurated one of the world's biggest solar plants, with nearly 4 million solar panels covering 20 square kilometers of desert.
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                [image: Rows of three-story houses topped with solar panels]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photo taken on July 4, 2023, shows solar panels on roofs at the Solar Settlement Gelsenkirchen-Bismarck in Gelsenkirchen, Germany. As the first solar settlement in the Ruhr area, it consists of 71 houses built by two different developers as part of the funding program 50 Solar Settlements in NRW (North Rhine-Westphalia).
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                [image: An aerial view of many rows of solar panels in a rural area]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmers raise sheep among the panels of a photovoltaic-power station in Yangjiang, Guangdong, China, photographed on December 12, 2019.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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            A presidential election in Argentina, a Thanksgiving banquet in Denver, Formula One racing in Las Vegas, a cease-fire protest in France, flooding in Somalia, a Christmas market in Germany, a human tower in Mexico City, and much more

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A turkey, seen in profile]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The national Thanksgiving turkey Liberty waits to be pardoned by President Joe Biden during a ceremony on the South Lawn of the White House on November 20, 2023, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: A paddleboarder on a lake prompts a flock of birds to take off]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A paddleboarder on Lake Washington prompts a flock of birds to take off near Seward Park in Seattle, Washington, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: People offer prayers while standing waist-deep in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hindu devotees offer prayers to the sun god on Chhath Puja in Jalandhar, India, on November 19, 2023.
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                [image: A person looks up at a series of large, concentric illuminated circles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman looks at an outdoor light installation as she visits the Beijing Chaoyang International Light Festival on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A top-down view of a crowd pushing and climbing, attempting to form a human tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Castellers de Villafranca human-tower team form a "castell" during an exhibition to celebrate the 75th anniversary of their foundation at Zocalo square in Mexico City on November 21, 2023.
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                [image: A beauty-show competitor wears a shiny costume decorated with road signs and model buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Noelia Voigt, Miss USA, takes part in the National Costume Show at the 72nd Miss Universe Competition at Gimnasio Nacional Jose Adolfo Pineda in San Salvador, El Salvador, on November 16, 2023.
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                [image: People watch a distant rocket launch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch as SpaceX's next-generation Starship spacecraft, atop its powerful Super Heavy rocket, lifts off from the company's Boca Chica launchpad on an uncrewed test flight, as seen from South Padre Island, near Brownsville, Texas, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A person dressed as a horned evil spirit known as Krampus parades with a torch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dressed as a horned evil spirit known as Krampus parades with a torch through the small town of Goricane, Slovenia, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A person rides a bicycle past a Christmas marketplace.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person rides a bicycle past recently installed Christmas decorations on the central square in Frankfurt am Main, Germany, on November 21, 2023.
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                [image: Workers in basket cranes add final touches to a tall Christmas tree in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers add final touches to a Christmas tree at the Central Syntagma Square in Athens, Greece, on November 20, 2023.
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                [image: A performer sings on a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Natalie Merchant performs at Teatro Dal Verme in Milan, Italy, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: Two ballroom dancers practice in an empty room.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ballroom dancers prepare to compete in the "Over 50s Ballroom Championship" category at the British National Dance Championships, in the Empress Ballroom of Blackpool's Winter Gardens, in Blackpool, England, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: Two people watch the glow of a distant wildfire from a riverbank, at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident of the banks of the Cuiaba River and an agent of ICMBio (Chico Mendes Institute for Biodiversity Conservation) are seen near a fire in the Pantanal, the world's largest wetland, in Porto Jofre, Mato Grosso State, Brazil, on November 16, 2023.
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                [image: A dog swims in front of a man who paddles in floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog swims in front of a man who paddles because of flooding caused by heavy rains, in Ilha Grande dos Marinheiros in Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul State, Brazil, on November 20, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a cargo ship that was broken in two, stranded on a shoreline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a cargo ship that was broken in two and washed ashore during a storm in the Eregli district of Zonguldak, Turkey, on November 20, 2023
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                [image: An aerial view of a small, densely populated island.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The island of Bilangbilangban, seen from above as the Greenpeace ship Rainbow Warrior sails around it while visiting sinking islands in the Philippines, 10 years on from the devastating typhoon Haiyan, on November 17, 2023
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                [image: A person slips in floodwater, losing their sandals.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man slips in floodwater after heavy rainfall, in Mogadishu, Somalia, on November 20, 2023.
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                [image: A surfer jumps above a small crashing wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People surf along a beach in the capital city of Dakar, Senegal, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A view of the London skyline]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the London skyline, seen on November 20, 2023
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                [image: A person kneels down beside dozens of pairs of children's shoes placed in a city square as a protest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of shoes and pictures of children placed in Uskudar Square during a protest in support of Palestinians, and to draw attention to the children who lost their lives in Israeli attacks on Gaza, in Istanbul, Turkey, on November 21, 2023
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                [image: A crowd of protesters walk in a street carrying Palestinian flags.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Protesters wave Palestinian flags as they take part in a demonstration to demand a "stop to the bombings in Gaza" in Montpellier, France, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: Dozens of bodies wrapped in blue fabric are placed in a long ditch for a mass burial.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The bodies of Palestinians killed in Israeli strikes and fire are buried in a mass grave, after they were transported from Al Shifa hospital in Gaza City for burial, in Khan Younis in the southern Gaza Strip, on November 22, 2023.
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                [image: People gather for a demostration, holding signs with the names and faces of kidnapped people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters and relatives of Israeli hostages take part in a gathering with the Mothers of Hope to call for the release of the 239 hostages held by the Palestinian militant group Hamas in Gaza, in Paris, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: A person looks toward the camera, with red makeup across their forehead and the bridge of their nose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A devotee worships the sun god on the banks of Bagmati River, during the Hindu religious festival of Chhath in Lalitpur, Nepal, on November 19, 2023.
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                [image: People gather around lit candles in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather to light candles in Prague, Czech Republic, on November 17, 2023, during celebrations of the 34th anniversary of the Velvet Revolution, which ended Communist rule in 1989.
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                [image: Fire roils inside an industrial furnace.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire and smoke are seen in an electric furnace as it melts weapons at a steel factory in Nobsa, Colombia, on November 21, 2023. Some 53,000 guns were melted to become steel to support social projects in 2024, according to the military.
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                [image: A person walks through a beam of light in a large art installation.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors walk through an exhibition called Art in Nature, a nocturnal walk through the work of the Spanish artist Salvador Dali at the Parc de La Villette in Paris on November 16, 2023.
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                [image: An F1 race car drives on a track past a large illuminated sphere.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lando Norris drives past the Sphere on the Las Vegas Strip Circuit during qualifying for the Las Vegas Grand Prix on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A person carries a plate full of Thanksgiving food.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dana Cohen, a volunteer, carries a plate of food to guests at the annual Thanksgiving banquet at the Denver Rescue Mission on November 22, 2023, in Denver, Colorado. Cohen and 40 other volunteers served more than 500 guests at the meal, which closed out the organization's holiday-week events.
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                [image: A person laughs and holds up a dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The English actor and dancer Bonnie Langford introduces Poppy, a dog being cared for by Noah's Ark Dog Rescue, in need of adoption, at St Paul's Church in Covent Garden in London, England, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A crowd of onlookers and press gathers around a presidential candidate as he enters a car.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The presidential candidate Javier Milei gets into his car after voting in the presidential runoff election in Buenos Aires, Argentina, on November 19, 2023. Milei went on to win the election, and will be inaugurated on December 10.
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                [image: A small fire burns on a desk inside a parliamentary hall as politicians look on.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fire breaks out after members of Parliament from opposition parties lit smoke bombs, aiming to disrupt the parliamentary session scheduled for the discussion of the 2024 budget in Tirana, Albania, on November 20, 2023.
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                [image: Soldiers fire a large piece of artillery at night, lit by a large muzzle flash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian soldiers fire artillery in the direction of Bakhmut, Ukraine, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: A solar tower is seen, reflected in a large mirror.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The main tower is reflected in heliostats at the KHI Solar One plant operated by Coxabengoa in Upington, South Africa, on November 21, 2023.
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                [image: Three men stand together, arms up, on a foggy morning.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Three men participate in a laughter-therapy session on a cold, foggy morning in Srinagar, Indian-controlled Kashmir, on November 20, 2023.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Autumn Colors and Autumn Chill
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            As the season progresses toward colder days and nights, I wanted to take one more look at the colorful beauty of this autumn, seen in cities and countryside vistas across the Northern Hemisphere. Get cozy in a warm sweater and enjoy this batch of recent fall photos. For even more autumnal goodness, see "Fall Is in the Air: Images of the Season" from earlier this year.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A single small tree with bright red and orange leaves stands in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A colorful tree stands in a field in Wehrheim near Frankfurt, Germany, on November 1, 2023.
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                [image: People walk across a pedestrian bridge over a lake in Central Park, beneath autumn leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The leaves in Central Park start to turn as people row under the Bow Bridge on November 3, 2023, in New York City.
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                [image: A fox hunts for mice, leaping above a grassy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fox hunts for mice during a cold autumn day in the Sarikamis district of Kars, Turkey, on November 8, 2023.
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                [image: A narrow road bridge crosses in front of a waterfall, alongside a rushing river in a mountain valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of a bridge crossing in front of the Latefossen waterfall in Norway's Vestland County, on a misty day in September of 2023
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                [image: Fallen leaves float on water, one covered in raindrops.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Raindrops decorate an autumn leaf in Wernigerode, Germany, on November 5, 2023.
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                [image: A man walks along a narrow avenue of tall trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man walks along a narrow avenue of trees in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, northern Germany, on November 20, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a stand of autumn-colored trees, seen in morning mist in a residential neighborhood]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Morning mist drifts over Shicheng Village in Wuyuan County, Jiangxi Province of China, on November 19, 2023.
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                [image: A squirrel carries a nut through a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A squirrel carries a nut through a park in the Cankaya district in Ankara, Turkey, on October 25, 2023.
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                [image: A close view of green plants rimmed with hoarfrost]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Plants are rimmed with hoarfrost in the Sarikamis district of Kars, Turkey, on November 1, 2023.
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                [image: Two people walk past a tall wall covered with red-colored leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk past autumn foliage in London, England, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: A flock of cranes flies over a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cranes fly over a field in Hungary's Hortobagy National Park on November 1, 2023.
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                [image: A barge sits in a river, surrounded by autumn-colored trees on a misty morning.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Autumn foliage is seen as mist surrounds a barge anchored on the River Thames in Richmond in London, England, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a winding road on forested mountainside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a winding road on Domanic Mountain in Kutahya, Turkey, on November 14, 2023.
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                [image: A couple sits beside a lake, in a park, beneath a tree, at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple looks out on the shores of Lake Washington as the sun sets at Seward Park, in Seattle, Washington, on November 17, 2023.
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                [image: A person sits in a chair along a ridge among high mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person sits along a ridge in the Kackar Mountains in Rize, Turkey, on October 16, 2023.
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                [image: A shepherd tends to a small flock of sheep.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shepherd tends to his flock during a shepherding competition in Libhost, Czech Republic, on November 18, 2023.
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                [image: Orange-colored leaves, partly covered n snow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fall foliage is draped in snow after a winter storm swept over the Intermountain West, seen in Fort Collins, Colorado, on October 28, 2023.
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                [image: Northern lights turn part of the night sky into a shimmering green ribbon, with the brake lights and headlights of cars below lighting nearby trees red and white.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The northern lights illuminate the night sky as cars park along a highway near Mo i Rana, Norway, November 15, 2023.
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                [image: An aerial view of a person swimming in a lake in a park, with frost-covered trees nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A winter-swimming enthusiast braves the cold temperatures as she swims at Beiling Park in Shenyang, in China's northeastern Liaoning province, on November 12, 2023.
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                [image: Two people walk through a park, on a path covered with fallen leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk through the Mughal Garden covered with fallen leaves in Jammu and Kashmir on November 14, 2023.
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                [image: Tourists ride a line of camels over snow-covered sand dunes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists ride camels over snow-covered dunes in Mingsha Mountain and Crescent Spring scenic spot in Dunhuang, Jiuquan City, Gansu Province, China, on November 15, 2023.
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                [image: The peak of a snow-covered mountain, seen behind autumn-colored trees on a hillside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Monte Viso, near the village of Ostana, in northwestern Italy, on November 13, 2023
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                [image: A person walks in a park through new-fallen snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman walks in a snow-covered park during a first snowfall in Kyiv, Ukraine, on November 22, 2023.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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