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        The Most Powerful Rocket in History Had a Good Morning
        Marina Koren

        SpaceX has once again launched the most powerful rocket in history into the sky, and this time, the mission seems to have passed most of its key milestones. Starship took off without a hitch this morning, separated from its booster, and cruised through space for a while before SpaceX lost contact with it. Instead of splashing down in the ocean as planned, Starship seems to have been destroyed during reentry in Earth's atmosphere.The flight was the third try in an ambitious testing campaign that b...

      

      
        The Eternal Scrutiny of Kate Middleton
        Hillary Kelly

        Kate Middleton has been reduced to her body. By which I mean: Many weeks into her recovery from surgery, and many years into her life as a royal, the physical form of Catherine, Princess of Wales, has become a commodity that the public feels entitled to consume. Her image has been on screens and in print for the past 20 years, so scrutinized and idolized that now, while she's out of sight, newspaper columnists and intrepid TikTokers are fixated on not just where she is but also how she might look...

      

      
        Supreme Betrayal
        Laurence H. Tribe

        The Supreme Court of the United States did a grave disservice to both the Constitution and the nation in Trump v. Anderson.In a stunning disfigurement of the Fourteenth Amendment, the Court impressed upon it an ahistorical misinterpretation that defies both its plain text and its original meaning. Despite disagreement within the Court that led to a 5-4 split among the justices over momentous but tangential issues that it had no need to reach in order to resolve the controversy before it, the Cour...

      

      
        We're Already Living in the Post-Truth Era
        Damon Beres

        This is Atlantic Intelligence, a limited-run series in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.For years, experts have worried that artificial intelligence will produce a new disinformation crisis on the internet. Image-, audio-, and video-generating tools allow people to rapidly create high-quality fakes to spread on social media, potentially tricking people into believing fiction is fact. But as my colleague Charlie Warzel wri...

      

      
        The Atlantic Publishes "The Great American Novels," a New List of the Most Consequential Novels of the Past 100 Years
        The Atlantic

        Today The Atlantic launches "The Great American Novels," an ambitious new project that brings together the most consequential novels of the past 100 years. Focusing on 1924 to 2023--a period that began as literary modernism was cresting and includes all manner of literary possibility, including the experimentations of postmodernism and the narrative satisfactions of genre fiction--the 136 novels on the list include 45 debut novels, nine winners of the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, and three childre...

      

      
        Of Course America Fell for Liquid Death
        Jacob Stern

        When you think about it, the business of bottled water is pretty odd. What other industry produces billions in revenue selling something that almost everyone in America--with some notable and appalling exceptions--can get basically for free? Almost every brand claims in one way or another to be the purest or best-tasting or most luxurious, but very little distinguishes Poland Spring from Aquafina or Dasani or Evian. And then there is Liquid Death. The company sells its water in tallboy cans branded...

      

      
        I'm Disabled. Please Help Me.
        Michael Schuman

        One cold November morning, I was on Seventh Avenue and 50th Street in Manhattan, on my way to a Dunkin' Donuts. For most people, such an excursion is not a particularly exciting part of the day. But when you are almost blind, as I am, the expedition has a certain complexity.I knew the shop was somewhere just past the northeast corner on 50th, but when I got there, I could not identify the correct storefront. The cane I walk with can prevent me from slamming into a wall or tumbling down a staircas...

      

      
        Don't Let Your Disgust Be Manipulated
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Disgust is an incredibly powerful negative emotion, capable of inducing vomiting, panic, and rage. The sound evolutionary reason for our experience of disgust is that it helped keep us alive--by making repellent the tastes, sights, smells, and other sensations associated with death, rottenness, or toxicity. So when your refrigerator smells wrong and, upon inspection, you find that the culprit is a...

      

      
        What's Happening in Russia Is Not an Election
        Brian Klaas

        If you read global news, you'll be told that Russia is holding an election this weekend. That's not true. Millions of Russians will be voting, but not in an election: Call it an "election-style event."Terminology matters. Many people wrongly see elections as synonymous with democracy because the same word is used to refer to wildly different events. A genuine election, when it takes place, is one of the fundamental pillars that uphold democracy. But a rigged contest marks the death of democracy a...

      

      
        Inside a Hospital's Abortion Committee
        Hanna Rosin

        Sarah Osmundson knows how to talk about abortion. She's learned over the course of her career as a maternal-fetal medicine doctor that some patients are comfortable with the option, and others would never consider it. Osmundson deals with hard cases: Her patients are women with preexisting conditions that make pregnancy dangerous, women who develop life-threatening conditions during pregnancy, and fetuses with conditions that are not survivable. She's trained and practiced in different parts of t...

      

      
        The Great American Novels
        The Atlantic Culture Desk

        In 1868, a little-known writer by the name of John William DeForest proposed a new type of literature, a collective artistic project for a nation just emerging from an existential conflict: a work of fiction that accomplished "the task of painting the American soul." It would be called the Great American Novel, and no one had written it yet, DeForest admitted. Maybe soon.A century and a half later, the idea has endured, even as it has become more complicated. In 2024, our definition of literary g...

      

      
        Donald Trump Is a National-Security Risk
        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.Since 1952, the White House has allowed major-party candidates access to classified intelligence briefings so that they will be current on important issues if they win the election. Trump should be denied this courtesy.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	How Hur misled the country on B...

      

      
        Gaza on the Brink of Famine
        Alan Taylor

        The United Nations is warning that famine in Gaza is "almost inevitable." Palestinians living in Gaza are struggling with extreme shortages of food, clean water, and medicine. Several countries, including Jordan, France, Egypt, the U.S., the United Arab Emirates, and now Germany, are coordinating airdrops of humanitarian aid to help alleviate the crisis, and the U.S. military is working to a build a temporary port on Gaza's coastline to bring in additional aid. Critics have pointed out that airdr...

      

      
        It's Just an App
        Kate Lindsay

        In 2019, I had full-blown app fatigue. My scrolling time was dominated by Instagram and Twitter, my idle hours by YouTube, and on top of that I was still checking Facebook, Snapchat, and whatever buzzy platform my friends were touting that week. (Remember Lasso? Anyone?) There was no room for any more, I told the publicist sitting across from me in a conference room in Anaheim, California. But she was insistent that, as a journalist writing about internet culture, I needed to start paying more at...

      

      
        The Pleasure of Judging a Pop Star
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Divorce is the hot cultural topic of the year, judging by 2024's most-discussed memoir, magazine column, and 50-part, eight-hour TikTok series titled "Who TF Did I Marry?" The specifics of each tale differ--unhappy families and all that--but they all share something: a pretense of public service. Lyz Lenz warns women that the institution of marriage is sexist; Emily Gould practices radical honesty about mental health; Reesa Teesa exposes a dating-app scammer. Having a larger point, a useful meaning...

      

      
        How Hur Misled the Country on Biden's Memory
        Adam Serwer

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.First impressions stick. After a big story hits, the initial conclusions can turn out to be wrong, or partly wrong, but the revisions are not what people remember. They remember the headlines in imposing font, the solemn tone from a presenter, the avalanche of ironic summaries on social media. Political operatives know this, and it's that indelible impression they want, one that sticks like a greasy fingerprint and that n...

      

      
        The Bump-Stocks Case Is About Something Far Bigger Than Gun Regulations
        Stephen I. Vladeck

        Sometimes a Supreme Court case appears to be about a minor technical issue, but is in fact a reflection of a much broader and significant legal development--one that could upend years of settled precedent and, with it, basic understandings of the allocation of powers across our system of government.That's exactly what is happening in Garland v. Cargill, a case for which the Supreme Court heard oral argument at the end of February. The specific challenge in the case is to a Trump-era federal regula...

      

      
        'Some Damn Fine Shoes'
        Steven Kurutz

        In 1989, the American workwear brand Carhartt produced a special clothing collection to mark its centennial. While shopping with my wife at a vintage store in New Jersey a few years ago, I came across one of these garments--a cotton-duck work jacket with a patch on the chest pocket that read 100 Years, 1889-1989. The same was stamped on each brass button. Intrigued, I took the jacket off its hanger. The inside was lined with a blanketlike fabric to provide extra warmth when working outdoors. Craft...

      

      
        End the Phone-Based Childhood Now
        Jonathan Haidt

        Photographs by Maggie ShannonThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Something went suddenly and horribly wrong for adolescents in the early 2010s. By now you've likely seen the statistics: Rates of depression and anxiety in the United States--fairly stable in the 2000s--rose by more than 50 percent in many studies from 2010 to 2019. The suicide rate rose 48 percent for adolescents ages 10 to 19. For girls ages 10 to 14, it rose 131 percent.The probl...

      

      
        The Cowardice of <em>Guernica</em>
        Phil Klay

        In the days after October 7, the writer and translator Joanna Chen spoke with a neighbor in Israel whose children were frightened by the constant sound of warplanes. "I tell them these are good booms," the neighbor said to Chen with a grimace. "I understood the subtext," Chen wrote later in an essay published in Guernica magazine on March 4, titled "From the Edges of a Broken World." The booms were, of course, the Israeli army bombing Gaza, part of a campaign that has left at least 30,000 civilia...

      

      
        Could a TikTok Ban Actually Happen?
        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.Efforts to crack down on TikTok are picking up momentum in Congress. What was once a Trump-led effort boosted by Republicans has since become a bipartisan priority for lawmakers hoping to look tough on China in an election year.First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
	The return of measles
	...

      

      
        The Ozempic Revolution Is Stuck
        Yasmin Tayag

        The irony undergirding the new wave of obesity drugs is that they initially weren't created for obesity at all. The weight loss spurred by Ozempic, a diabetes drug in the class of so-called GLP-1 agonists, gave way to Wegovy--the same drug, repackaged for obesity. Zepbound, another medication, soon followed. Now these drugs have a new purpose: heart health.On Friday, the FDA approved the use of Wegovy for reducing the risk of heart attack, stroke, and death in adults who are overweight and have ca...

      

      
        The Return of Measles
        Daniel Engber

        Measles seems poised to make a comeback in America. Two adults and two children staying at a migrant shelter in Chicago have gotten sick with the disease. A sick kid in Sacramento, California, may have exposed hundreds of people to the virus at the hospital. Three other people were diagnosed in Michigan, along with seven from the same elementary school in Florida. As of Thursday, 17 states have reported cases to the CDC since the start of the year. (For comparison, that total was 19, plus the Dis...

      

      
        Trump Repeats Obama's Mistake
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump has long detested Barack Obama and sought to present himself as the opposite of his presidential predecessor in every way. But in his takeover of the Republican National Committee, he risks echoing one of Obama's biggest political mistakes.Last night, Trump's handpicked leadership of the RNC took charge and conducted a purge. The new regime, led by the new chair, Michael Whatley; the vice chair, Lara Trump; a...

      

      
        Winners of the 2024 Sony World Photography Awards Open Competition
        Alan Taylor

        The top entries in the 2024 Sony World Photography Awards Open Competition have been announced, and competition organizers were once more kind enough to share some of the winning and shortlisted photos from their 10 categories: Architecture, Creative, Landscape, Lifestyle, Motion, Natural World & Wildlife, Object, Portraiture, Street Photography, and Travel. Captions have been provided by the photographers.
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The Most Powerful Rocket in History Had a Good Morning

SpaceX's latest Starship mission flew farther than before--and tested technology that could elevate humankind's spacefaring status.

by Marina Koren




SpaceX has once again launched the most powerful rocket in history into the sky, and this time, the mission seems to have passed most of its key milestones. Starship took off without a hitch this morning, separated from its booster, and cruised through space for a while before SpaceX lost contact with it. Instead of splashing down in the ocean as planned, Starship seems to have been destroyed during reentry in Earth's atmosphere.



The flight was the third try in an ambitious testing campaign that began less than a year ago. The other attempts started with beautiful liftoffs, but they stopped short of completing test objectives and ended in explosions. For today's test, SpaceX changed up its designs and applied them to freshly made Starship prototypes, which are manufactured at a pace that, compared with the rest of rocket history, evokes chocolates coming down the conveyor belt toward Lucille Ball. During today's test, the spacecraft even managed to conduct a crucial test, transferring rocket propellant from one tank into another while traveling at thousands of miles above Earth's surface.



All eyes in the spaceflight community are on Starship right now, because the giant rocket-and-spaceship system has an important job to do in just a couple of years: land American astronauts on the moon on NASA's behalf, bringing humans back to the lunar surface for the first time since 1972. The partnership will involve maneuvers that NASA never tried during the Apollo program: The space agency will launch its astronauts off the ground and take them in a capsule toward the moon, but once they arrive in lunar orbit, a Starship will greet them and transport them down to the surface. And for that Starship to reach lunar orbit, SpaceX must launch a bunch of other Starships to refuel the spaceship for the journey--hence the importance of the fuel transfer. In other words, SpaceX is trying to create a gas station in space, circling Earth at the same dizzying speeds as space stations and satellites.



This floating infrastructure is unlike anything humans have attempted to do in space, and it will elevate our spacefaring capacity far beyond anything that was previously possible. The ability to refuel ships in space would crack open the solar system for us, making it easier for astronauts to reach not only the moon but also Mars and even planets deeper into the solar system. It would mean that spacecraft could utilize payload capacity that would have been reserved for enormous amounts of propellant. This decade may see several triumphant lunar landings, but the gas stations will cement our status as an advanced spacefaring species.



The details of the gas-station plan are still concepts on paper, but the ambitious idea goes like this: SpaceX will launch a number of Starships loaded with propellant, a combination of liquid methane and liquid oxygen, into orbit around Earth. These "tankers," as the company calls them, will deposit fuel into a larger depot, also launched by SpaceX. By the time the Starship carrying NASA's astronauts reaches orbit, it will have used up most of its fuel. The ship will dock with the gas depot, fuel up, and head off toward the moon.



This future depends on nailing a single, basic fuel transfer, as SpaceX seems to have done today; engineers will have to review data to see how well they did. The process might be simple on Earth, but outer space is an environment perfect for ruining rocket fuel. Liquid methane and oxygen must be kept at cryogenic temperatures, but temperatures in space can swing between extreme cold and heat. If the fuel gets too warm, it might evaporate into a gas and float off.



SpaceX must also launch many more Starships without incident before a moon landing can move forward. The company's contract with NASA calls for deploying multiple tankers in quick succession to support astronauts heading to the surface. Elon Musk posted on X this week that he hopes to launch Starship at least six times in 2024. More launch attempts would provide NASA with a much clearer sense of its timeline for the first moon landing of the Artemis program, named for Apollo's sister in Greek mythology. The mission has already been delayed: In January, the agency pushed it from late 2025 to late 2026. Officials said that the schedule change "acknowledges the very real development challenges that have been experienced by our industry partners," which include SpaceX as well as Lockheed Martin, the aerospace contractor responsible for the capsule that will carry astronauts to lunar orbit.



More than half a century since humans set foot on the moon, Earth is sprinkled with launchpads, formidable signs of our space-explorer status. We're in the busiest decade of moon exploration since the 1960s, with government agencies and private companies alike deploying robotic missions to the lunar surface. Local space fans refer to the state highway that leads to SpaceX's base in South Texas, where the latest Starship prototype launched from today, as the "highway to Mars." A 21st-century moon landing will be a significant achievement, and a landing on Mars would mark an entirely new era of humanity's presence in space. But it'll be the gas stations helping take astronauts there that will truly brand us as an off-world species.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/03/spacex-starship-launch-propellant-transfer/677754/?utm_source=feed
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The Eternal Scrutiny of Kate Middleton

Why people feel entitled to the Princess of Wales's whereabouts

by Hillary Kelly




Kate Middleton has been reduced to her body. By which I mean: Many weeks into her recovery from surgery, and many years into her life as a royal, the physical form of Catherine, Princess of Wales, has become a commodity that the public feels entitled to consume. Her image has been on screens and in print for the past 20 years, so scrutinized and idolized that now, while she's out of sight, newspaper columnists and intrepid TikTokers are fixated on not just where she is but also how she might look.

Middleton hasn't been photographed in public--with the exception of two dim (and disputed) paparazzi shots of her in cars--since December. Kensington Palace's only explanation for her absence has been a "planned abdominal surgery," which at first caused mere murmurs and polite concern for her health. But in the absence of more information, people started demanding to see a brand-new photo of her. Last weekend, the palace released a picture of her and her children, which turned out to have been digitally altered, only increasing the online clamor over what the monarchy might be hiding. The hunt for Middleton has now devolved into amateur sleuthing and conspiracy theories--a drama playing out with every apparent new princess sighting. Is this how her face really looks in sunglasses? Has she ever gone out without her wedding rings? When was the last time she wore those boots? In some ways, this whole frenzy--this investigation of Middleton's body--stems from a belief that her physical figure is something that the public owns, or at least deserves to see constantly.

Read: Kate Middleton and the end of shared reality

For a long time, Middleton was a nearly silent presence. In the years that she dated Prince William, she rarely spoke in public; many people didn't know what her voice sounded like until the couple gave an engagement interview in 2010. But she had long been photographed by the paparazzi, and their attention moved in stages. As girlfriend to the future king, the tabloids hoped to catch her in a misstep or tacky moment. When she was photographed in 2008 wearing an emerald-green halter top and Day-Glo shorts at a disco-themed party, the U.K. tabloid the Daily Mail wrote, "The less than demure yellow hotpants she was wearing did little to conceal her dignity."

After she became engaged to Prince William, photos of Middleton wearing bikinis on beach trips still appeared on magazine covers and gossip websites. Commentary circulated on blogs and in glossy magazines about how her physique fit (or didn't fit) a certain paradigm for the female form; eventually Middleton was photographed sunbathing without a bikini top. But the conversation also shifted, ironically, to whether she was appropriately covered up. Alleged experts would pick apart whether her hemlines were long enough and if "royal etiquette" dictated that she could show her shoulders in a strapless gown. When a stiff wind blew up her skirt, Middleton was scolded by tabloids for not properly fitting her dresses' hems with weights. In the months preceding her 2011 royal wedding, a tabloid debate raged about whether she was too thin, which the newspapers disguised as faux concern for her health. (It didn't help that Middleton entered her marriage at around the same time that social media and smartphones spread across the globe, allowing Instagrammers to speculate publicly as much as columnists did.)

After Middleton's marriage and first pregnancy, the questioning turned to how she would carry baby weight, whether her face would grow fuller, and when--long before she even gave birth--she'd "get her body back." This was part of the dominant dialogue about women's bodies in the 2000s, the era of thigh gaps and muffin tops. But for Middleton, who despite the media criticism had been unofficially crowned a perfect corporeal specimen, the scrutiny came from millions of eyes. Their defining preoccupation with the woman became: How does Kate look today? The day after giving birth to her first child, in 2013, she emerged from the hospital with a big smile and what looked like a blowout; the media both lauded and scolded her for being in public so soon.

The intensity hasn't died down since. Many people continue to project their fixations about age and appearance on Middleton's body. Newspapers speculate about whether, now that she's entered her 40s, she's had "baby Botox"; social-media users ask how she could "be that thin and not die"; bloggers insinuate that she "is due to go through her menopause any year now."

Helen Lewis: QAnon for wine moms

Middleton is more than a mere celebrity. An actor, singer, or athlete is perceived to earn their adulation with talent--or at least offer up entertainment in exchange for it. Perhaps the public's sense of entitlement to the royals' whereabouts hints at a different belief: If British citizens are partially financing their lifestyles through their taxes, the royals owe them frequent glimpses of that life in return.

Yet we know so little about Middleton's personality and interests--and this appears to be by design. Middleton seems dedicated to giving her kids a somewhat normal upbringing; apparently she bakes and crafts and enjoys athletics; her charity work is mainly focused on children's development. (As one person on X said about her disappearance, "This is the most interesting thing Kate Middleton has done in her entire life.") This sort of obfuscation seems to come with her job. To be royal is to become an avatar of duty and decorum. Her persona is supposed to be one of dull perfection--beautiful enough to be admired while not provoking any firm opinions about who she really is.

In 2013, the novelist Hilary Mantel delivered a lecture in which she bemoaned this state of affairs for royal women: "Kate seems to have been selected for her role of princess because she was irreproachable: as painfully thin as anyone could wish, without quirks, without oddities, without the risk of the emergence of character." Mantel had carefully studied the women of the Tudor court for her novels set during the reign of Henry VIII, with his dispensable wives; when she said that Middleton had become "a jointed doll on which certain rags are hung," she did so in sympathy. She meant that the princess's image had been wrested entirely from the self.

Middleton is both venerated as aesthetically immaculate and denied any opportunity to show her unvarnished personality, leaving people to fixate on the only thing that they have access to, which is her body. All of this leads to a sad truth: No matter what photo emerges next--even if the Princess of Wales is presented without a wound, wrinkle, or frown in sight, and the picture's provenance is entirely uncontested--it will inevitably be dissected. No image in the world will fully satisfy the public's desire to analyze Middleton. They will simply move on to decoding another part of her.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/03/kate-middleton-photo-celebrity/677756/?utm_source=feed
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Supreme Betrayal

A requiem for Section 3 of the Fourteenth Amendment

by J. Michael Luttig, Laurence H. Tribe




The Supreme Court of the United States did a grave disservice to both the Constitution and the nation in Trump v. Anderson.

In a stunning disfigurement of the Fourteenth Amendment, the Court impressed upon it an ahistorical misinterpretation that defies both its plain text and its original meaning. Despite disagreement within the Court that led to a 5-4 split among the justices over momentous but tangential issues that it had no need to reach in order to resolve the controversy before it, the Court was disappointingly unanimous in permitting oath-breaking insurrectionists, including former President Donald Trump, to return to power. In doing so, all nine justices denied "We the People" the very power that those who wrote and ratified the Fourteenth Amendment presciently secured to us to save the republic from future insurrectionists--reflecting a lesson hard-learned from the devastation wrought by the Civil War.

Quinta Jurecic: The Supreme Court is not up to the challenge

For a century and a half before the Court's decision, Section 3 of the Fourteenth Amendment was the Constitution's safety net for America's democracy, promising to automatically disqualify from public office all oath-breaking insurrectionists against the Constitution, deeming them too dangerous to entrust with power unless supermajorities of both houses of Congress formally remove their disability. This provision has been mistakenly described by some as "undemocratic" because it limits who may be elected to particular positions of power. But disqualification is not what is antidemocratic; rather, it is the insurrection that is antidemocratic, as the Constitution emphatically tells us.

In any event, all qualifications for office set by the Constitution limit who may be elected to particular positions of power. And no other of these disqualifications requires congressional legislation to become operative, as the Court now insists this one does. To be sure, the other qualifications--age, residence, natural-born citizenship--appear outside the Fourteenth Amendment, whose fifth section specifically makes congressional action to enforce its provisions available. But no such action is needed to enforce the rights secured to individuals by Section 1 of the same amendment, so deeming congressional action necessary to enforce Section 3 creates a constitutional anomaly in this case that the majority could not and did not explain. For that matter, no other provision of the other two Reconstruction amendments requires congressional enforcement either. As the concurring justices explained, the majority "simply [created] a special rule for the insurrection disability in Section 3."

That the disqualification clause has not previously been invoked to keep traitors against the Constitution from having a second opportunity to fracture the framework of our republic reflects not its declining relevance but its success at deterring the most dangerous assaults on our government until now. Put simply, far from what some irresponsibly dismiss as an "obscure, almost discarded provision" of our legal and political system, this section of our Constitution has long been among its mightiest pillars, one that the Supreme Court itself has now all but destroyed.

What ought to have been, as a matter of the Constitution's design and purpose, the climax of the struggle for the survival of America's democracy and the rule of law instead turned out to be its nadir, delivered by a Court unwilling to perform its duty to interpret the Constitution as written. Desperate to assuage the growing sense that it is but a political instrument, the Court instead cemented that image into history. It did so at what could be the most perilous constitutional and political moment in our country's history, when the nation and the Constitution needed the Court most--to adjudicate not the politics of law, but the law of the politics that is poisoning the lifeblood of America.

The issues before the Court were not difficult ones under the Constitution. As Chief Justice John Marshall once wrote of a considerably more challenging question, that of the Court's own role in reviewing the constitutionality of government decisions, this was indeed "a question deeply interesting to the United States; but, happily, not of an intricacy proportional to its interest." As the extraordinary array of amicus briefs filed in Trump v. Anderson made clear, the voluminous historical scholarship exploring the origins of the disqualification clause and its intended operation left no genuine doubt that the Colorado Supreme Court got it exactly right in its decision explaining why the former president was ineligible to "hold any office, civil or military, under the United States," certainly including the presidency.

Perhaps some of the justices were untroubled by the consequences of disregarding both that scholarship and the plain language of the disqualification clause. Joining fully in the Court's anonymous per curiam opinion that states cannot enforce the clause against federal (as opposed to state) officeholders and candidates would presumably have caused those justices no personal discomfort--apart, perhaps, from that of being seen as trying to square the ruling with their ostensible fidelity to textualism and their supposed belief in the binding force of original meaning.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court reveals once again the fraud of originalism

For Justices Sonia Sotomayor, Elena Kagan, and Ketanji Brown Jackson--who wrote a separate concurrence that in parts read more like a dissent--we can only surmise that any discomfort they felt was outweighed by the extra-constitutional allure of going along with the other justices on the decision's bottom line and thus enabling the nation's electorate to work its will, rather than the Constitution's. Those three justices took the opportunity to distance themselves from at least part of what the Court's majority did by criticizing its "attempts to insulate all alleged insurrectionists from future challenges to their holding federal office." Sotomayor, Kagan, and Jackson convincingly dispatched as "inadequately supported as they are gratuitous" the majority's unnecessary holdings that only Congress can enforce the disqualification clause and that Congress's implementing legislation must satisfy the majority's made-up insistence upon "congruence and proportionality." Those three justices left in tatters much that all the other justices, with the exception of Amy Coney Barrett, wrote about the operation of the disqualification clause against federal officeholders, making plain that the majority's "musings" simply cannot be reconciled with the Fourteenth Amendment's language, structure, and history.

For her part, Justice Barrett lectured the country about the "message Americans should take home" from the decision, criticizing the majority for needlessly addressing "the complicated question whether federal legislation is the exclusive vehicle through which Section 3 can be enforced," while simultaneously criticizing her three separately concurring colleagues for supposedly amplifying "disagreement with stridency," despite the absence of a single strident word in their clarion warning.

What, then, accounted for the unanimous outcome in this case? All nine justices were persuaded by the appeal of a fatuous argument featured prominently in the briefs supporting the former president--the argument that no single state should be able to disqualify a candidate for the presidency.

But that argument, despite its prominence in many public discussions of this decision, was always utterly empty of constitutional substance. Anyone who knows anything about the United States Constitution and the way the judicial system operates--and that surely includes all nine Supreme Court justices--has to know that a single state could never have rendered a disqualification ruling that would bind the other 49 states, an admittedly untenable result. Here's how Jason Murray, a counsel for the challengers, put the constitutional answer to that argument when he was pressed on this very question by Justice Kagan:

Ultimately, it's this Court that's going to decide that question of federal constitutional eligibility and settle the issue for the nation. And, certainly, it's not unusual that questions of national importance come up through different states.


Although no justice mentioned this response, nobody should doubt that a state court's determination of a federal constitutional question--such as Colorado's that the former president had "engaged in an insurrection or rebellion" against the U.S. Constitution--is subject to review by the Supreme Court. If the Court upholds the state's disqualification decision, then it will be binding nationwide, in the manner and to the extent decided by the Court. If the state's disqualification is held to be invalid, then it will be invalid in that state, as well as nationwide. It's as simple as that.

Nothing about letting an individual state initiate the disqualification process ever threatened to create what the unanimous Court called a "patchwork" of divergent state resolutions of the controlling federal questions of what constitutes a disqualifying "insurrection" and whether the former president had "engaged" in one. From the outset, the hand-wringing about how no state should be empowered to rule over its sister states on the national question as to who might run for president was all smoke and mirrors, manifestly predicated on a demonstrably false premise about the way our judicial system works.

So it's little surprise that, built on that false premise, the opinion that emerged from the Court's constitutional confusion was a muddled, nameless per curiam decree palpably contrary to the text, history, and purpose of the Fourteenth Amendment.

For no apparent reason other than to create the impression that it was leaving open the possibility that the former president might yet be disqualified pursuant to congressional legislation, the per curiam opinion went out of its way to mention that Congress, in legislation whose enactment predated Section 3, had indeed "effectively provided an additional procedure for enforcing disqualification" by making "engaging in insurrection or rebellion ... a federal crime punishable by disqualification from holding office under the United States"; the opinion also noted that a "successor" to that legislation "remains on the books today."

Many will no doubt catch the transparent implication that, if the former president or other future insurrectionists permanently escape disqualification, that result will be attributable to whoever controls the Justice Department at any given time, not to any action by the Court. But that intended implication overlooks the point that, were that statute all that mattered, a simple majority of Congress could remove the disqualification penalty from that criminal statute, leaving Section 3 unenforceable again. It also conveniently ignores the fact--not denied even by this majority--that Section 3 was specifically intended and written to make criminal conviction unnecessary for disqualifying an insurrectionist from seeking or holding office in the future.

There is, of course, no possibility whatsoever that the statute, 18 U.S. Code SS 2383, will play any role in the former president's eligibility in this election cycle. And the difficulty of enacting legislation of the sort the majority declared essential makes it exceedingly unlikely that anyone who engages in an insurrection against the U.S. Constitution after taking an oath as an officer to support it will ever be disqualified under the Fourteenth Amendment. Thus, as concurring Justices Sotomayor, Kagan, and Jackson damningly noted, the majority's gratuitous resolution of "novel constitutional questions" about how Section 3 could be enforced in the future was plainly intended "to insulate this Court and [Trump] from future controversy" while insulating "all alleged insurrectionists from future challenges to their holding federal office."

George T. Conway III: The Court's Colorado decision wasn't about the law

The five-justice majority came to its constitutionally unsupported view that states can disqualify insurrectionists from state, but not federal, office by pronouncing incongruous a conclusion that would find--nestled within a constitutional amendment that generally expanded "'federal power at the expense of state autonomy'"--anything that would "give States new powers to determine who may hold the Presidency" or indeed any other federal office.

But, as many amicus briefs conclusively demonstrated, the Court's description of how the Fourteenth Amendment altered the intricate relationship of state and federal powers was an absurdly oversimplified and ahistorical caricature. Among the Court's most basic errors was that it described this state action to enforce Section 3 as a "new power" requiring an affirmative "delegation"--an explicit assignment of authority--elsewhere in the Constitution. If the Court had to identify such a delegation, which it did not, it need have looked no further than the elections and electors clauses of Articles I and II, respectively, which indisputably assign the determination of presidential qualification and disqualification to the states, at least in the first instance. Instead, the Court dismissed that constitutional assignment out of hand by asserting, with no explanation, that "there is little reason to think that these Clauses implicitly authorize the States to enforce Section 3 against federal officeholders and candidates." Of course, no explanation could have sufficed, which is why none was offered. Under the Constitution, there is every reason to believe that these clauses in fact do authorize the states to enforce Section 3 against federal officeholders and candidates.

In the end, without even trying to address the compelling analysis of the three-justice concurrence, the majority violated the precept rightly insisted on by Chief Justice John Roberts in objecting to how far the Court had gone in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization two years earlier, which stated that, when "it is not necessary to decide more to dispose of a case, then it is necessary not to decide more." The three justices--objecting that the Court had departed from that "vital principle" by "deciding not just this case, but challenges that might arise in the future"--quoted Justice Stephen Breyer's dissent in Bush v. Gore: "What it does today, the Court should have left undone." "In a sensitive case crying out for judicial restraint," the concurring justices wrote, the majority simply "abandoned" all restraint.

But whatever praise the three justices deserve for distancing themselves from the majority's extraordinary overreach, they cannot be excused for joining the majority in holding--wrongly, in light of the Supreme Court's obvious power and responsibility to ensure uniformity--that the Court's decision to disempower Colorado from playing its part in the ultimate determination was somehow necessary to prevent the emergence of "a chaotic state-by-state patchwork, at odds with our Nation's federalism principles." By insisting that states have no role to play in initiating the disqualification of insurrectionists from federal office even with the Supreme Court sitting to review what each state does so as to ensure nationwide consistency, all nine justices stood federalism on its head.

Whether born of a steeled determination not to disqualify the presumptive Republican nominee from the presidency, or of a debilitating fear of even deciding whether the Constitution disqualifies the presumptive Republican nominee precisely because he is the presumptive Republican nominee, this step that all nine justices took represents a constitutionally unforgivable departure from the fundamental truth of our republic that "no man is above the law."

Nor can their action be explained, much less justified, by the converse truth that neither is any man beneath the law. If the process Colorado had followed to determine Trump's disqualification could have been deemed constitutionally inadequate as a foundation for the Supreme Court to have affirmed the ruling of the state's highest court and applied it to him nationwide, this would be a different case altogether. But nothing any of the justices said even hinted at such inadequacy. On the contrary, the week-long trial by the Colorado state court, which had indisputable jurisdiction to consider the matter, undoubtedly more than satisfied the constitutional requirements for disqualifying the former president under Section 3. At that trial, he was afforded every opportunity to defend himself against the charge that he had personally "engaged" in an "insurrection or rebellion" against the Constitution. Not a single justice suggested that the process was less than what the former president was due. That trial ended in a finding by "clear and convincing evidence" that he had not only engaged in that insurrection but had orchestrated the entire months-long effort to obstruct the joint session's official proceeding, preventing the peaceful transfer of power for the first time in American history. Not a single justice suggested that a more stringent standard of proof was required or that the courts below applied an insufficiently rigorous definition of insurrection. No justice suggested that the First Amendment or anything else in the Constitution shielded the former president from the reach of Section 3.

Mark A. Graber: Of course presidents are officers of the United States

Nor did any justice offer any other reason to doubt the correctness of the conclusion by both courts below that the former president's conduct was indeed the paradigm of an insurrection or a rebellion against the Constitution, disqualifying him from the presidency ever again. Nor, finally, is it easy to imagine a more thoroughgoing misinterpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment and scrambling of the division of responsibilities that the amendment carefully assigns. In supposedly following the blueprint of the amendment, which specifically provides a method for oath-breaking insurrectionists to be exempted from Section 3's disqualification by joint action on the part of two-thirds of both houses of Congress, the Court's majority decreed that mere inaction by Congress would suffice to lift that disqualification. Thus, by effectively flipping on its head the congressional power to remove disqualification, the Court seized for itself the role that the Fourteenth Amendment expressly and deliberately left to Congress--that of deciding whether a particular oath-breaking insurrectionist poses too little danger to the republic to be permanently barred from holding or seeking public office.

Far from preventing what it sought to depict as state usurpation of a federal responsibility, the Supreme Court itself usurped a congressional responsibility, and it did so in the name of protecting a congressional prerogative, that of enacting enforcement legislation under Section 5 of the Fourteenth Amendment.

Our highest court dramatically and dangerously betrayed its obligation to enforce what once was the Constitution's safety net for America's democracy. The Supreme Court has now rendered that safety net a dead letter, effectively rescinding it as if it had never been enacted.
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We're Already Living in the Post-Truth Era

You don't need to see a fake image for it to affect your mind.

by Damon Beres




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a limited-run series in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.

For years, experts have worried that artificial intelligence will produce a new disinformation crisis on the internet. Image-, audio-, and video-generating tools allow people to rapidly create high-quality fakes to spread on social media, potentially tricking people into believing fiction is fact. But as my colleague Charlie Warzel writes, the mere existence of this technology has a corrosive effect on reality: It doesn't take a shocking, specific incident for AI to plant doubt into countless hearts and minds.

Charlie's article offers a perspective on the dustup over an edited photograph released by Kensington Palace on Sunday of Kate Middleton and her children. The image was immediately flagged by observers--and, shortly thereafter, by wire services such as the Associated Press--as suspicious, becoming the latest bit of "evidence" in a conspiratorial online discourse about Middleton's prolonged absence from the public eye. There's no reason to suspect that the image is fully synthetic. But in the generative-AI era, any bit of media might be. "It's never been easier to collect evidence that sustains a particular worldview and build a made-up world around cognitive biases on any political or pop-culture issue," Charlie writes. "It's in this environment that these new tech tools become something more than reality blurrers: They're chaos agents, offering new avenues for confirmation bias, whether or not they're actually used."

-- Damon Beres, senior editor




Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Samir Hussein / Getty.



Kate Middleton and the End of Shared Reality

By Charlie Warzel

If you're looking for an image that perfectly showcases the confusion and chaos of a choose-your-own-reality information dystopia, you probably couldn't do better than yesterday's portrait of Catherine, Princess of Wales. In just one day, the photograph has transformed from a hastily released piece of public-relations damage control into something of a Rorschach test--a collision between plausibility and conspiracy.
 For the uninitiated: Yesterday, in celebration of Mother's Day in the U.K., the Royal Family released a portrait on Instagram of Kate Middleton with her three children. But this was no ordinary photo. Middleton has been away from the public eye since December reportedly because of unspecified health issues, leading to a ceaseless parade of conspiracy theories. Royal watchers and news organizations naturally pored over the image, and they found a number of alarming peculiarities. According to the Associated Press, "the photo shows an inconsistency in the alignment of Princess Charlotte's left hand"--it looks to me like part of the princess's sleeve is disappearing. Such oddities were enough to cause the AP, Agence France-Presse, and Reuters to release kill notifications--alerts that the wire services would no longer distribute the photo. The AP noted that the photo appeared to have been "manipulated."


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	What to do about the junkification of the internet: "Social-media companies define how billions of people experience the web," Nathaniel Lubin writes. "The rise of synthetic content only makes their role more important."
 	Why we must resist AI's soft mind control: "When I tried to work out how Google's Gemini tool thinks, I discovered instead how it wants me to think," Fred Bauer writes.
 	We haven't seen the worst of fake news: "Deepfakes still might be poised to corrupt the basic ways we process reality--or what's left of it," Matteo Wong writes.




P.S.

AI may play a role in how social-media companies patrol their platforms in the lead-up to the election. "Meta has started training large language models on its community guidelines, to potentially use them to help determine whether a piece of content runs afoul of its policies," my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote in an article last week about the steps tech companies could take to tamp down on political extremism. "Recent advances in AI cut both ways, however; they also enable bad actors to make dangerous content more easily, which led the authors of [a recent NYU report on online disinformation] to flag AI as another threat to the next election cycle."

-- Damon
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Publishes "The Great American Novels," a New List of the Most Consequential Novels of the Past 100 Years

The list launches with events at the New Orleans Book Festival and on April 3 at the Strand, in New York


Illustration by Sarah Schulte



Today The Atlantic launches "The Great American Novels," an ambitious new project that brings together the most consequential novels of the past 100 years. Focusing on 1924 to 2023--a period that began as literary modernism was cresting and includes all manner of literary possibility, including the experimentations of postmodernism and the narrative satisfactions of genre fiction--the 136 novels on the list include 45 debut novels, nine winners of the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, and three children's books. Twelve were published before the introduction of the mass-market paperback to America, and 24 after the release of the Kindle. At least 60 have been banned by schools or libraries. In an introduction to the list, The Atlantic's editors write that, together, the books selected represent the best of what novels can do: "challenge us, delight us, pull us in and then release us, a little smarter and a little more alive than we were before. You have to read them."
 
 In 1868, the writer John William DeForest established the idea of the great American novel as a work of fiction that accomplished "the task of painting the American soul." The Atlantic's editors write, "In 2024, our definition of literary greatness is wider, deeper, and weirder than DeForest likely could have imagined. At the same time, the novel is also under threat, as the forces of anti-intellectualism and authoritarianism seek to ban books and curtail freedom of expression. The American canon is more capacious, more fluid, and more fragile than perhaps ever before."
 
 All of the books on "The Great American Novels" list were first published in the United States (or intended to be, as with The Bell Jar and Lolita). To narrow down the titles further, our editors approached experts--scholars, critics, and novelists, both at The Atlantic and outside of it--and asked for their suggestions. They write, "We wanted to recognize the very best--novels that say something intriguing about the world and do it distinctively, in intentional, artful prose--no matter how many or few that ended up being (136, as it turns out). Our goal was to recognize those classics that stand the test of time but also to make the case for the unexpected, the unfairly forgotten, and the recently published works that already feel indelible. We aimed for comprehensiveness, rigor, and open-mindedness. Serendipity too: We hoped to replicate that particular joy of a friend pressing a book into your hand and saying, 'You have to read this; you'll love it.'"
 
 At The Atlantic, the list was led by projects editor Ellen Cushing, deputy editor Jane Kim, senior editor Gal Beckerman, associate editor Emma Sarappo, and literary editor Ann Hulbert.

The publication of the "Great American Novels" is part of The Atlantic's robust and expanded Books section devoted to essays, criticism, reporting, original fiction, poetry, and book recommendations, along with The Atlantic's weekly Books Briefing newsletter.

Related Events:
 
 New Orleans Book Festival: This afternoon (March 14), The Atlantic is collaborating with the New Orleans Book Festival, at Tulane University, for the festival's opening session. Editors will dive into the process behind selecting these literary masterpieces while exploring the books' enduring impact and cultural significance. The first conversation will feature Walter Isaacson in dialogue with The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg; a second conversation will feature Cushing and Kim, with staff writers and authors Clint Smith and Jemele Hill; a third conversation this evening will feature the novelist Jesmyn Ward with Hill. The festival is free and open to the public, and attendees can register on the festival website.
 
 The Strand: On April 3, the Strand will host an in-person event with The Atlantic's editors for a discussion on "The Great American Novels." Tickets are available here.
 
 Press Contact:
 Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Of Course America Fell for Liquid Death

How is a company that sells canned water worth $1.4 billion?

by Jacob Stern




When you think about it, the business of bottled water is pretty odd. What other industry produces billions in revenue selling something that almost everyone in America--with some notable and appalling exceptions--can get basically for free? Almost every brand claims in one way or another to be the purest or best-tasting or most luxurious, but very little distinguishes Poland Spring from Aquafina or Dasani or Evian. And then there is Liquid Death. The company sells its water in tallboy cans branded with its over-the-top name, more over-the-top melting-skull logo, and even more over-the-top slogan: "Murder your thirst."



Liquid Death feels more like an absurd stunt than a real company, but it's no joke. You can find its products on the shelves at Target, 7-Eleven, Walmart, and Whole Foods. After the great success of its plain canned water, it has branched out into iced tea and seltzer, with flavors such as Mango Chainsaw, Berry It Alive, and Dead Billionaire (its take on an Arnold Palmer). On Monday, Bloomberg reported that the company is now valued at $1.4 billion, double the valuation it received in late 2022. That would make it more than one-tenth the size of the entire no- and low-alcohol-beverage industry. All of this for canned water (and some edgily named teas).



But not really. Liquid Death is not a water company so much as a brand that happens to sell water. To the extent the company is selling anything, it's selling metal, in both senses of the word: its literal aluminum cans, which it frames as part of its environmentally motivated "Death to Plastic" campaign, and its heavy-metal, punk-rock style. Idiosyncratic as all of this might seem, the company's strategy is not a departure from modern branding. If anything, it is the perfect distillation.



Liquid Death isn't just an excuse for marketing. Metal cans probably do beat plastic bottles, environmentally speaking, but both are much worse than just drinking tap water. You can nurse a can of Liquid Death at a party, and most people will probably mistake it for a beer. But there are lots of canned nonalcoholic drink options. Even the company's CEO, Mike Cessario, has acknowledged that the water is mostly beside the point: He worked in advertising for years before realizing that if he was ever going to get to make the kinds of ads he wanted to make, he'd have to create his own product first. "If you have a valuable brand," he told Bloomberg this week, "it means that people have a reason to care about you beyond the small functional difference" between Liquid Death's water and any other company's.



That's how you end up with a company that makes double-entendre-laced videos featuring porn stars and that partners with Fortnite, Zack Snyder's Rebel Moon, and Steve-O, of MTV's Jackass. On Instagram and TikTok, it is the third-most-followed beverage, behind only Red Bull and Monster; Liquid Death takes social-media comments trashing the product and turns them into songs with names such as "Rather Cut My Own D**k Off" and absurd taste-test commercials in which contestants are made, in one instance, to lick sweat off a man's back.



All of this, in one way or another, is about building the brand, because the brand is what's important; the brand is all there is. Plenty of companies sell branded T-shirts or hoodies, but Liquid Death has gone all in. It offers dozens of different T-shirt and hoodie designs, plus beach chairs and watches and neon signs and trading cards and casket-shaped flasks and boxer briefs.

Liquid Death, Cessario likes to say, is by no means unique in its focus on marketing. "Like every truly large valuable brand," he told The Washington Post last year, "it is all marketing and brand because the reason people choose things 98 percent of the time is not rational. It's emotional."He has a point. And in recent years, marketing has become ever more untethered from the underlying products. As I previously wrote, many companies have begun deploying meta-advertisements: advertisements that are about advertisements or refer explicitly to the fact that they're advertisements.

Think of CeraVe's Super Bowl commercial in which Michael Cera pitches an ad featuring him at his awkward, creepy best to a boardroom full of horrified executives. Or the State Farm commercial that also aired during the Super Bowl, in which Arnold Schwarzenegger struggles to enunciate the word neighbor while playing "Agent State Farm" in an ad within the ad. Think of the Wayfair commercials in which characters say things like "Are we in a Wayfair commercial?" or the Mountain Dew commercials in which celebrities decked out in biohazard-green Mountain Dew gear discuss "how obvious product placement is."



The appeal of these ads is that they make no appeal at all--at least no traditional appeal, no appeal having to do with the product they're ostensibly selling. They wink at the viewer. They say: We know that you know what we're trying to do here, so we're just gonna cut the crap and be straight with you. They flatter the viewer, make them feel like they're in on the joke. The marketing strategy is to renounce marketing strategies. As with most advertising, it's hard to know for sure whether this actually works, but companies seem to think it does; after all, more and more of them are sinking millions into meta-ads.



You can think of Liquid Death as the apotheosis of meta-advertising. It doesn't just say Forget the product for a moment while you watch this ad. It dispenses with the product entirely. The advertisement is the product. What Liquid Death is selling is not so much purified water as purified marketing, marketing that has shed its product--the soul without the body. The company writes the principle straight into its manifesto: "We're just a funny beverage company who hates corporate marketing as much as you do," it reads. "Our evil mission is to make people laugh and get more of them to drink more healthy beverages more often, all while helping to kill plastic pollution."



It's easy to dismiss Liquid Death as a silly one-off gimmick, but the truth is that many of us routinely fall for just this sort of appeal. The same thing is happening when we respond to the Visible phone service Super Bowl commercial in which Jason Alexander rehashes his "Yada yada" bit from Seinfeld and declares, "I'm in an ad right now." And how could it not? Marketing is virtually inescapable. Brands are clamoring for our attention at every moment. It's nice to feel, for a moment, like we're not being advertised to--like Liquid Death is just a good bit and not, as it now is, a billion-dollar business.
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I'm Disabled. Please Help Me.

I've come to understand that being nearly blind means my reliance on others is permanent. But I have not completely accepted this.

by Michael Schuman




One cold November morning, I was on Seventh Avenue and 50th Street in Manhattan, on my way to a Dunkin' Donuts. For most people, such an excursion is not a particularly exciting part of the day. But when you are almost blind, as I am, the expedition has a certain complexity.

I knew the shop was somewhere just past the northeast corner on 50th, but when I got there, I could not identify the correct storefront. The cane I walk with can prevent me from slamming into a wall or tumbling down a staircase, but it can't distinguish a donut shop from an Indian restaurant or a dry cleaner. I wandered back and forth, hoping a whiff of chocolate would guide me to the right doorway. No luck. I was stranded on the street, unable to find my way but also unwilling to return to my hotel sans latte.

Obviously, I had to seek help. But doing so has always made me feel uncomfortable, embarrassed, and vulnerable--potential quarry of the unscrupulous and uncaring. I made one rather meek and unsuccessful attempt to get someone's attention.

The kindness of a stranger eventually rescued me from my predicament and my recalcitrance.

Read: The competitive world of blind sports

"Are you lost?" a woman (probably elderly, based on her voice) asked. I told her what I was looking for. "It's over here," she responded.

I followed her, and she opened the Dunkin' Donuts door for me. Turns out I had passed it by about 20 feet. I thanked her profusely, then returned to my hotel, latte in hand.

New Yorkers are especially adept at aiding the disabled. On two occasions, people insisted on helping me hail a taxi, then waited to make sure I got into the back seat. A young woman approached me at a crosswalk to politely inform me I could safely cross the street. A doorman voluntarily escorted me down 55th Street to a restaurant.

Relying on the generosity of random strangers is not how I want to live my life. No one likes to be a burden on others. Yet the harsh reality is that I am. Those around me, most of all my family and friends but also anyone I happen to encounter over the course of a day--waiters, store clerks, taxi drivers, assorted pedestrians--are obliged to assist me, whether I (or they) like it or not. There's no other way for me to get through life.



This unsettling feeling of dependency is new for me. I started referring to myself as "disabled" just a few months ago. My condition--a genetic retinal disorder called retinitis pigmentosa--causes my eyesight to deteriorate over time, so although I have never been fully sighted, I had long been able to go about life with a fair degree of independence.

Beginning in my teens, my goal was to be "normal," or at least to appear "normal." I tried to do whatever everyone else was doing. That included learning to drive. I took the wheel of my mom's Volvo on my own only a couple of times before turning in my keys for good, but I'd made my point: Getting a driver's license was a rite of passage for any New Jersey teenager, and I refused to be different.

No one could tell me otherwise. The doctor who diagnosed me in my teens recommended that I choose a career that would not require good vision. The next, a well-regarded retinal specialist in New York, prattled off a list of activities I should not do, which included playing sports and riding a bicycle. He advised that I carry a flashlight in the dark--an early symptom of my condition is night blindness--which I quickly discovered was of absolutely no help. No one, not even supposed experts, truly understood what it was like to live with my problem. I kept riding my bike.

To the greatest extent possible, I tried to conceal my condition--not because I was embarrassed but because I didn't consider it anyone's business. Asking for special accommodations was simply out of the question. That could invite discrimination. Best not to talk too much.

In the mid-2000s, I was a correspondent for Time magazine based in Hong Kong. A top editor asked me during a visit to the New York headquarters whether I wanted to join the Baghdad bureau. Of course I did, but my blindness has always placed some constraints on my activities. At the time, Iraq was in the throes of chaos. No military organization would have sent me there, so I wasn't about to go with a media organization. The editor either didn't know I was almost blind or wasn't bothered by it. I didn't intend to blurt it out. I reminded him that I was the economics correspondent.

"You're a pro--we'll train you up," he said.

"The bloodiest thing I ever covered was a stock-market crash," I told him.

The concern that prompted my reticence was not unfounded. Disabled people often face discrimination that goes unrecognized. The unemployment rate among the disabled in the United States was more than 7 percent in 2023, twice as high as for the workforce overall.

"We still have a long way to go" to address discrimination against the disabled, Sara Minkara, the special adviser on international disability rights at the U.S. State Department, told me. "Disability is not yet normalized in our society."

The problem is that "accessibility is seen as an add-on, as a burden," she continued. "When you embrace and integrate and include persons with disability, it will benefit society at large. We have value to contribute."

From the March 2023 issue: Society tells me to celebrate my disability. What if I don't want to?

I've been fortunate that my employers have realized this and for the most part treated me no differently from anyone else. My career has taken me across the globe, from Madrid to Moscow to Mumbai, entirely on my own. I got trapped in the middle of a military mutiny in Manila, fought off thieves in Geneva, and dodged my government minder in Pyongyang.

Now I can't find a Dunkin' Donuts in Midtown Manhattan. The transition has not been easy. I began walking with a cane about four years ago, and not only is it a pain in the ass; it is an advertisement that I'm handicapped. No more hiding.

Some abled people who can see, hear, and walk treat me as if I'm broken, and thus incapable. They meet disabled people who show that we can actually do things with bewildered wonder, as though we're miracles of humanity. At immigration in Beijing's airport a few weeks ago, an officer started asking questions about The Atlantic--addressing my wife, not me, because I apparently also can't hear or speak.

"What's wrong with him?" he asked.

"He's visually impaired," she answered.

"And he works?" came the response.

A member of the security staff at the airport in Singapore very politely insisted that I sit while he examined me; because I can't see, he seemed to assume, I also can't stand.

At other times I'm treated as more object than human. I was waiting for an elevator in my apartment building's lobby the other day when a man standing beside me, apparently assuming that I would not be able to see one arrive, grabbed my jacket at the shoulder as though to drag me inside like a piece of luggage. Try that on a sighted person and you'd probably get punched or arrested. Walking near my apartment recently, I came upon several mothers with baby carriages arranged haphazardly in front of me. Though I had my white cane, none deemed it necessary to move out of my way, and as I attempted to navigate among them, one mom, thinking I might slam into her carriage, reached out and shoved me backwards.

"The discourse and conversation around disabilities historically has been shaped by people without disabilities, and that is a huge problem," Bonnielin Swenor, the director of the Disability Health Research Center at Johns Hopkins University, told me.

"We have created a societal view that it is an evil, awful thing," Swenor (who also happens to be visually impaired) continued. "For many, that view is a by-product of what we have learned, what society has taught us, and that we are living in a world that is not built for us."

It certainly isn't. Revolving doors at office towers might as well be called "blind-person milling machines." Try finding the bottle of vitamins you want on a CVS shelf or minding the gap on the S train at Times Square without plunging to the tracks. Beijing, where I currently reside, is a death trap for the disabled. Every time I cross a chaotic street, I fear I'll end up like the often-unfortunate amphibian in the old video game Frogger. I've thought of writing a James Bond movie script in which the bad guy is blind and intent on destroying the world in order to rebuild it to suit the disabled.

Short of that, I've been forced to foist certain responsibilities onto others, most of all my wife, who is stuck with me more than anyone else. She has to fill out paper forms for me and locate the right pair of pants at a Uniqlo. Sometimes when I'm home alone, I drop something and can't find it. "Somewhere on the kitchen floor is a grape," I tell her upon her return.

I have little choice, but the feelings of guilt persist, making me reluctant to seek help. Flying on my own has become a trial. I dare you to find your suitcase on a baggage-claim carousel blindfolded. But I can't bring myself to request assistance from the airline. I still assume I'll figure it out along the way. My wife, worried I won't, contacts airlines for me.



She's right. I've been thinking about this the wrong way, insisting on a faulty mental construct--the myth, that is, that we should all be independent. None of us is, really. We rely on one another all day long, in all kinds of ways--parents taking turns driving their kids to soccer practice, a daughter escorting her elderly mother to the doctor, office workers contributing to a team project. So I need help finding a Dunkin' Donuts. What's the big deal?

Swenor and other advocates call for reform in how the abled think and talk about the disabled, and in how we think about ourselves. "This is all about creating a society that includes disabled people, and changing that perspective from 'lesser' and 'can't,'" she told me. As part of an advisory committee, Swenor advocated for the National Institutes of Health to remove the language about reducing disability from its mission statement, a proposal that has won a fair amount of support. "Up until now, the investment and the conversation has almost myopically been on curing and eliminating" disabilities, Swenor said. But disability isn't going to disappear, so more emphasis should be placed "on creating structures and systems and a more equitable society."

This resonates with me. At the moment, there is no treatment or cure for my condition. I can't change to adapt to the world; the world will have to adapt to me.

Of course, I realize that won't happen, or at least not to a degree that would make me substantially more independent. However much we spend to make cities more accessible, or whatever technology we try to introduce, I will still routinely encounter hazards and problems that I cannot resolve on my own. My reliance on others is permanent.

Still, much can be done. Tweaking language is a start, but barely one, and not always helpful anyway. I've recently noted public toilets labeled for the "differently abled" rather than the "disabled." That's adorable and well intentioned. But it's also wrong. I'm not able to do things "differently" from others; I lack capabilities, and this makes me unable to perform certain tasks. I have to worry about accidentally peeing on my shoe; most people don't. More helpful than switching the signage would be to brighten the lights in these typically dimly lit spaces and stop hiding the soap behind stylish mirrors. Better still, let's not use disabled toilets as storage closets or illicit smoking dens. At an airport lounge in Hong Kong recently, the staff kept the disabled restroom locked, apparently so they wouldn't have to clean it.

From the September 2023 issue: The ones we sent away

The campaign against discrimination can also go too far. One of the world's most popular YouTube stars, known as MrBeast, has come under fire for engaging in what's called "inspiration porn." He spends significant sums on hearing aids, cataract surgeries, and other medical assistance for the needy, then posts videos of the result. Critics accuse him of exploiting the disabled and misrepresenting their true struggles.

The genuinely charitable don't need to advertise their virtuous deeds on YouTube. But who cares? Providing hearing aids to the impaired and impoverished can change their life by allowing them to work more easily and gain greater independence.

Discouraging those who want to help serves no one. Our lives are spent bumping into one another (in my case, too often literally). A few of those interactions, with family and close friends, can be complex and durable; some last a lifetime. The majority are temporary, even fleeting. Some of these can be of great consequence--the emergency-room doctor who treats your broken leg, for instance. Most are of lesser significance--the friendly woman who served your eggs and toast this morning, the person who held a door open, the Uber driver who lifted your suitcase into his trunk. In each of these innumerable daily encounters, we assist one another, sometimes so automatically that we don't recognize our actions as indicators of our perpetual interdependence. In that light, my life is pretty normal after all.

Or so I tell myself. I have come to understand that the disabled will always rely on the goodwill and generosity of others. But I have not completely accepted this. The craving for lost independence, the fear of dependency, will persist, and perhaps even intensify as I descend further toward blindness. That feeling, too, seems an inevitable part of life. So if you see a middle-aged guy with a white cane aimlessly wandering on 50th Street, lend a hand. He'll appreciate it.
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Don't Let Your Disgust Be Manipulated

Knowing how this most visceral emotion can be abused by bad actors is your best defense.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

Disgust is an incredibly powerful negative emotion, capable of inducing vomiting, panic, and rage. The sound evolutionary reason for our experience of disgust is that it helped keep us alive--by making repellent the tastes, sights, smells, and other sensations associated with death, rottenness, or toxicity. So when your refrigerator smells wrong and, upon inspection, you find that the culprit is a piece of chicken that has gone south, you feel nauseated by something that just a week ago made your stomach growl with anticipation. And instead of eating the bad meat, you throw it out.

An important part of the brain that helps govern this process is the insula, which works to keep us safe by alerting us to pathogens in our environment that might harm us. But if the insula is damaged, disgust can decrease or disappear. Scholars in 2016 showed this in an experiment involving patients with neurodegenerative diseases that affect the insula; compared with controls, the patients who had compromised insula response reported experiencing less disgust when they viewed television and film scenes that featured something disgusting, such as Trainspotting's infamous drugs-down-the-toilet scene.

Read: How to cultivate disgust

Over time, disgust stimuli extended beyond pathogens to include not just physical phenomena but also behavioral actions, such as seeing someone do something you find objectionable. Indeed, certain immoral actions or opinions that you perceive as dangerous can elicit disgust. So if you feel strongly about, say, the environment, a person expressing what you consider a terrible viewpoint about pollution or climate change can make you feel a visceral disgust for that person--almost like something you've tracked in on your shoe.

If this now begins to sound a little dangerous--because your disgust reflex could be vulnerable to manipulation and exploitation by an unscrupulous demagogue who can tweak your insula--you are right to be concerned. Scholars have shown that political communication can activate the public's sensitivity for disgust. You may have noticed that demagogic leaders tend to use disgust-based language for out-groups: The Nazis often referred to Jews as rats, and Hutu leaders in Rwanda called Tutsis cockroaches in the run-up to the genocide there. These were clearly efforts to associate people with creatures that spread disease and to inflame public revulsion.

Fortunately, it can't happen here, right? Well, think of the last time someone in American politics, media, or public life--perhaps someone who shares your views--referred to others as "disgusting," said that opponents were "trash" or "vermin," or called their convictions a "mind virus." This rhetoric was intended to stimulate your insula, provoking the panic and rage that come with disgust, and make you more willing to take actions based on hate.

The political leaders and ideological activists who are adept at triggering your disgust to serve their purposes are hard to escape: Their claims on your attention are ever more intrusive in our always-on media culture. But if you can recognize their technique of evoking disgust, you can also find ways to prevent their machinations from working on you.

The abuse of human disgust to provoke hatred is highly manipulative, and suggestive of so-called dark-triad personalities, about whom I have written previously in this column (I recently launched a short dark-triad quiz inspired by this 2014 paper, if you are curious about where you fall on the spectrum). They are the 7 percent of a recent study's international population sample who display dominant traits of narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy, and they make life miserable if you have dealings with them in work or love. We all have known people like this personally, and suffered as a result. Getting away from them is always the right strategy.

No doubt, many advocates for ideological causes are good and virtuous, and even those who are neither of those things are not necessarily dark-triad types. But scholars have found that people who score highly in certain dark-triad characteristics are associated with participation in politics and involvement in activism. This can lead to a phenomenon known as "virtuous victimhood," wherein activists try to stake out a moral high ground based on claims of mistreatment rather than on righteous actions. Dark-triad activists can be found on both the left and the right, turning our democracy into a Hobbesian struggle for power and twisting efforts to achieve social change into vindictive cancel culture.

Arthur C. Brooks: The sociopaths among us--and how to avoid them

It doesn't take too many shrewd influencers to spread disgust, because the emotion is highly contagious. Researchers have shown that when people watch video clips of the faces of people who are disgusted, this observation alone activates the viewers' own insula. That is what enables a climate of political or social polarization to easily take hold in a culture, so that just a few influential manipulators with an audience can convince many others that a viewpoint contrary to their own is an existential threat--and that those with opposing or different views are disgusting, in effect a dangerous human pathogen in our society.

In history's worst cases, this dynamic has led to genocide. That seems a remote threat in the America of 2024, yet the phenomenon can still make solidarity across differing segments of society impossible, and explain many of our ongoing polarization problems today. America's crisis of civility, whether in the Capitol in Washington, D.C., or on college campuses, owes much to the manipulation of disgust on either side of the aisle.

For years, researchers thought that political conservatives were especially susceptible, but recent research has shown that this is not true; their sensitivity depends on the issue at hand. For example, conservatives do tend to feel disgust for behavior such as consuming illegal drugs or disturbing a church service, but liberals feel disgust when witnessing environmental pollution or xenophobia. An interesting recent example of this was the coronavirus, which appeared to elicit less disgust among conservatives than among liberals.

From the March 2024 issue: The ride of techno-authoritarianism

One key to breaking malign actors' grip on our insulae is precisely the knowledge of how it works. Researchers who in 2022 were studying ways to lower disgust sensitivity in patients dealing with obsessive-compulsive disorder found that an effective way to do so is through education about how disgust works. Next time a leader encourages you to feel disgusted by the way other people think about immigration, climate change, or criminal justice, just say, "Hands off my insula, buddy."

Another way to fight off the efforts of disgust influencers is to increase your exposure to whatever they're trying to manipulate your negative reaction to. Dutch food scholars in 2021 looked at the main public barrier to sustainable food alternatives such as laboratory-cultivated meat and edible insects--foodstuffs that would typically provoke a disgust response in many cultures. The researchers found that the best way to break down this barrier was through increased exposure to these alternatives.

I will confess that I have no desire to eat bugs. But I have found in my own work and life that my disgust for others' beliefs decreases when I meet in person the people who hold them. I suspect that this is one reason activist leaders seem to enforce a purity culture in their movement and can be so eager to cast out opponents with "problematic" views. If you actually meet the problematic person, you will find it harder to maintain a dehumanizing disgust for them, misguided though you may think they are.

While you are working to avoid the manipulation of your insula by leaders and activists, make sure that you are not inadvertently spreading disgust: Remember that disgust is contagious when people witness it in us. Notwithstanding your feelings about others and their beliefs, endeavor to eradicate language that expresses loathing and contempt toward them.

Read: What is a populist?

You might have one last question lurking after reading all of this: What if some people truly do deserve your disgust? What if their behaviors and beliefs are so reprehensible that you should consider them to be social disease vectors?

As a social scientist working in the center of conventional American discourse on social and political issues, I would humbly ask you to consider whether you can think of moments when you have been unduly influenced by an activist or leader to revile an opponent, and regretted that manipulation later. But even if you can be sure that no one's been tampering with your insula, consider what your goal is in the causes you espouse. If it is to change society, then you will need to change others' opinions--and people rarely change their mind if they feel that they're seen and portrayed as an object of disgust.
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What's Happening in Russia Is Not an Election

Words matter. Call it an "election-style event."

by Brian Klaas




If you read global news, you'll be told that Russia is holding an election this weekend. That's not true. Millions of Russians will be voting, but not in an election: Call it an "election-style event."

Terminology matters. Many people wrongly see elections as synonymous with democracy because the same word is used to refer to wildly different events. A genuine election, when it takes place, is one of the fundamental pillars that uphold democracy. But a rigged contest marks the death of democracy and renders all the other essential pillars irrelevant, because the people no longer have a meaningful say over who governs.

This year, more people are casting ballots than ever before in human history, and yet the world is becoming less democratic. That's because many of those votes are meaningless, registered in sham contests that don't deserve to be called elections. Russia's upcoming charade is a classic example of voting without democracy.

Read: Lots of people will vote this year. That doesn't mean democracy will survive.

Why do tyrants like Vladimir Putin bother holding "elections" at all? To rig them--while presenting the illusion of legitimacy to two audiences, one domestic, the other international. The resounding victory that Putin will win in his upcoming election-style event will remind his opponents inside Russia that he has absolute control over the political system and that they should see resistance as futile. For those watching outside Russia, the pageant provides Putin with a useful fig leaf--albeit not a very convincing one to anyone with critical-thinking skills--to claim that his rule has been approved by the popular will.

The veneer of legitimacy will fool some. For despots, that's often enough. (In the opposite direction, Donald Trump has proved how powerful false claims of election rigging can be. Whole swaths of the American electorate now base their political worldview on this foundational lie of Trump's 2024 campaign.)

One oft-cited talking point, based on flawed polling, is that Putin doesn't need to rig elections, because he's genuinely popular within Russia. But that line of reasoning betrays a deep misunderstanding of what democracy requires.

First, Russian election-style events are routinely rigged. Even setting aside the rather important fact that the entire political landscape is tightly controlled by the regime--and that Putin literally murders his political opponents--the voting process itself is heavily manipulated. The 2021 election occasioned widespread reports of ballot-box stuffing, intimidation, and suspicious late tallies being added to electronically tabulated results. Even voter-turnout figures in Russia appear to be inflated to boost the illusion of Putin's popular mandate.

The researchers Dmitry Kobak, Sergey Shpilkin, and Maxim S. Pshenichnikov examined raw data produced by Putin's sham contests and found dubious patterns that don't show up in legitimate elections--specifically, the overrepresentation of pleasingly digestible round integers. Numbers such as 85.0 percent showed up in Russian election data more often than numbers such as 85.3 percent. In one study, this over-representation of whole numbers held true for every reported figure above 70 percent turnout and above 75 percent voting "yes" in one of Putin's fake referenda. In other words, whenever the results were in landslide territory, there was strong evidence of tampering. In the graphic the researchers produced (below), a grid pattern starts to emerge in the upper right, showcasing the particular density of results around specific whole integers, a telltale sign of human manipulation.

Of course, the henchmen aren't stupid enough to simply report a round number of 85.0 percent turnout. Instead, as the researchers explain, they use that figure as a target, and then might report something like 867 "yes" votes out of 1,020 cast. In isolation, these raw vote tallies seem perfectly ordinary--neither is a particularly round number. But if you calculate the proportion, it's exactly 85.0 percent. By adding up all the percentages produced across the country, a systematic pattern of deliberate falsification emerges. (In some countries' elections, the manipulation goes in the other direction, as those who are inventing electoral tallies avoid fabricating numbers that end in 0 or 5 because they seem too round. An abnormally low number of vote counts that end in those digits is also strong evidence of human manipulation.)




Autocrats can manipulate electoral outcomes even before votes are cast or counted. In Russia, all the candidates are handpicked by the Kremlin. If you want to know what happens to political opponents it doesn't approve of, just ask Yulia Navalnaya. And, as Peter Pomerantsev, a disinformation researcher who used to work in Russian television production, once told me, everything around the election-style event is choreographed to give the illusion of choice, right down to the slick political debates on television. In the past, they have involved ostensible Putin opponents who are designed to be the most repellent figures imaginable.

Read: How Russia meddled in its own elections

"You'd have some sort of ... sweating, red-faced communist; and some effete, drippy liberal; and some sweary-mouthed right-wing nationalist," Pomerantsev told me. "Essentially, this is a bit of a puppet show whose one message is There is no alternative to Putin. You're meant to watch this and say--well for most people--'Look at all these freaks; Putin is so much better.'"

When information pipelines are tightly controlled, free expression is a myth, and political opposition comes with an inherent risk of death, the vote tally has already become irrelevant. That's why Russia's election-style events shouldn't be considered elections, regardless of what happens on the day of voting itself.

Russia is not about to clean up its voting procedures and create better institutions overnight. But even if it did, democracy would still need room to grow. Undoing the effects of censorship, propaganda, and disinformation--and the crushing politics of fear--takes time. Elections can't be free where the minds of voters are caged. Even if their minds are someday freed after Putin's regime collapses, propagandistic brainwashing also takes time to undo.

Those who yearn for a peaceful, democratic Russia have limited influence to topple Putin. But when Russians go to the polls this weekend, the least that those who support democracy can do is accurately describe what's happening. Voters are casting ballots in an election-style event. Russian elections, alas, do not yet exist.
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Inside a Hospital's Abortion Committee

A Tennessee doctor explains how lifesaving decisions get made--and denied.

by Hanna Rosin




Sarah Osmundson knows how to talk about abortion. She's learned over the course of her career as a maternal-fetal medicine doctor that some patients are comfortable with the option, and others would never consider it. Osmundson deals with hard cases: Her patients are women with preexisting conditions that make pregnancy dangerous, women who develop life-threatening conditions during pregnancy, and fetuses with conditions that are not survivable. She's trained and practiced in different parts of the country where different religious norms prevail. She knows about agonizing moral dilemmas and understands the patients who make extraordinarily difficult decisions--such as choosing to deliver a baby who might live only a few hours.

When she learned that the Supreme Court would overturn Roe v. Wade, Osmundson knew her life would change. Tennessee passed one of the strictest abortion bans in the country "and so right away, I knew we would be at the center of this," she says. "I don't think I really understood what that fully meant at the time."

Vanderbilt University Medical Center, where Osmundson works, created what is informally known as an "abortion committee," a group that meets to decide whether to permit doctors to offer an abortion in challenging cases. The Tennessee law allowed an exception "to prevent the death of the mother," but that left a moral chasm difficult for doctors to navigate alone: Did death have to be possible? Probable? Imminent? The committee was created so that doctors felt a sense of safety in numbers.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, Osmundson talks about her experience on the committee. She started out hopeful and then began getting emails from fellow doctors saying, for example, that they were not "brave enough" to go ahead with an abortion for a patient who was begging for one when she found out her baby would not live. Normally doctors on these committees do not reveal their inner workings. We are in touch with Osmundson thanks to Kavitha Surana, a reporter at ProPublica who first spoke with her as part of her reporting on the landscape post-Roe. You can find more of Surana's work here.

Listen to the conversation with Osmundson here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Sarah Osmundson is an obstetrician in Tennessee, specifically a maternal-fetal medicine specialist, which means that if a pregnant patient is referred to her, the blissful, stress-free pregnancy of their dreams is probably off the table.

A typical case of hers might be a woman who comes in with preeclampsia, a serious complication that often manifests as high blood pressure.

Sarah Osmundson: With preeclampsia, we generally counsel women that this is a pregnancy-associated condition. It starts from the placenta, and when the placenta is no longer inside of you, also known as delivery, the preeclampsia will go away. And so the cure for Mom is to deliver--it's always to deliver.

But we have a second patient that we are concerned about, and that second patient is the baby, or the fetus. And so we are trying to walk this line of delivering early enough to prevent complications for Mom but also late enough that the baby doesn't have serious long-term complications related to prematurity.

Rosin: The pregnant women she sees might have diabetes, organ transplants, heart disease, or the fetus might have such severe complications that it's very unlikely to survive. And with each case, she has to think about both patients. Osmundson does not perform abortions, but sometimes she has to bring up the option with her patients.

In over 10-plus years, she's developed a way of bringing it up: giving her own medical advice but also hearing out the patients on what they value.

Osmundson: You know, I had really come to kind of a place of peace with that--that, you know, we were honoring patients' decisions even if they're not the decision that I personally would make or that I would recommend.

Rosin: And then, the whole balancing act got upended. June 24, 2022, the day of the Dobbs decision, when Roe v. Wade was overturned, Tennessee Governor Bill Lee signed one of the strictest abortion laws in the country: No elective abortions at any point in the pregnancy. Limited exceptions to protect the life and health of the mother.

And Osmundson had to figure out how to take care of her patients without breaking the law.

Osmundson: The exception says, and I wrote it down because I always get this wrong a little bit, but it says that you can perform an abortion to prevent the death of the pregnant woman or to prevent serious risk of substantial and irreversible impairment of a major bodily function.

To me, even from the beginning, this was very gray, because what does that mean? Where is that risk? It is a continuum of risk. Where is the cut point that we have to decide some aspect of risk is too high? And so right away, I knew we would be at sort of the center of this. I don't think I really understood what that fully meant at the time.

[Music]

Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. Today, we get a view into how some abortion decisions are made behind closed doors, and the terrible pressures that that places on doctors.

When is the risk to a mother serious enough for the new law? A 2-percent chance of death? Ten percent? Does the patient have to be at death's door? And how can an individual doctor make that decision, given that they could get prosecuted for getting it wrong?

Osmundson hoped to figure it out by not doing it alone. Vanderbilt University Medical Center, where she works, created what was informally known as an abortion committee. Her hope was that by working together, doctors could protect themselves and their patients and figure out how to operate in this new landscape.

The existence of these hospital committees, much less their inner workings, is something that few people know about. Even the patients whose cases they decide often don't know about them. We are aware of them thanks to Kavitha Surana, a reporter at ProPublica who has been tracking the impact of Dobbs around the country. She connected us to Osmundson, a rare doctor who was willing to speak openly with her how this committee was impacting her work--which at the very beginning was kind of positive. It made her feel safer.

Osmundson: You know, I think many of us were very scared and felt some comfort and safety in numbers and felt like having a group of people who could talk through these issues and make decisions was the right way to go.

We don't want to do anything that might even appear that we are performing an abortion that does not meet the exceptions in Tennessee, because we do not want a prosecutor to come after us. None of us want to poke a bear and see if it bites us. And, you know, it seemed all of a sudden like we were in the position of poking the bear with everything that we did medically.

So we were sort of all like, Hey, if, you know, a group of us says this meets the exception clause, then they have to come after the entire group, not just an individual.

You know, we've invested--I've invested 15 years of my life in training. I have taken out substantial loans to complete my medical training. Risking that for this seems, like, terrifying.

[Music]

Rosin: So you're on the committee. What was the first case you encountered that the committee had to deal with?

Osmundson: You know, I think I would say a lot of the cases in the beginning, I think, were very clear-cut cases, like where Mom has a serious cardiac problem, and there's lots of data that those patients will get very sick with pregnancy and may not make it to a point of pregnancy where they can have a live birth.

I think those are very, I don't want to say, easy decisions, but they're very--I think all of us sort of look at them and say, Well, obviously, this is going to prevent her death--very real risk of death and the serious risk of substantial and irreversible impairment.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So those were more clear cut.

Osmundson: Yes. But, you know, as time went on, we ended up getting more of the cases that are much more gray. So, in the beginning, I should say, another type of case that we'd have is someone with type 1 diabetes who has a very high A1C level, which means that their diabetes is not in good control. And we know those patients have a high risk of losing the pregnancy early, of developing kidney failure in pregnancy, and having all sorts of complications.

But what happens when you see a patient who has diabetes and it's well controlled and they also have, you know, another autoimmune condition that's pretty well controlled? Plus, you know, they have some kidney disease at baseline. But again, it's not horrendous kidney disease.

You know, these are the kind of cases where we're really trying to guess at: What is their risk of death or serious morbidity? And even when I see these patients in the office, like, I can't sit down with them and say, Your risk is X percent. I don't have data to drive that individual case. Maybe their risk of serious problems in pregnancy is like 5 percent.

I take care of people who don't get an amniocentesis, which is like a needle in the abdomen to check on the baby's chromosomes. They don't undergo that procedure because there's a one-in-1,000 risk of a complication. And so we don't do certain things because of very low risk. How am I to say that a risk of 5 percent is too low of a risk?

[Music]

Rosin: One day, Osmundson emailed her colleagues on the committee that a patient was 14 weeks pregnant and learned that her fetus had no skull and would not survive. This meant that the woman might develop excess amniotic fluid, which posed a risk of killing her.

Osmundson thought the risk was high enough to meet the Tennessee law's exception. But the other doctors on the committee did not join in agreement. As we know from ProPublica's reporting, one doctor on the committee wrote back that they were not , quote, "brave enough." Another wrote that, given the Tennessee law, an abortion in this case could be seen as, quote, "cavalier."

Osmundson: I feel like I'm making a decision thinking about: How would our attorney general interpret this? How would the optics appear? And it makes me feel really uncomfortable, as a physician, that I'm considering care for the optics, rather than for what is right and best for the patient.

Rosin: They kept making decisions, worrying about the optics, until one day something happened. It wasn't a case before the abortion committee. It didn't even involve the possibility of an abortion. But it made it much harder for Osmundson to accept what they were doing.

Osmundson: I had a patient who had a really normal, healthy pregnancy and highly desired pregnancy--went through, you know, fertility treatments and everything. And then she had a very sudden and rare complication at the end of pregnancy that caused liver failure. And even in those circumstances, I've seen us bring people back from the brink of death and survive, and she didn't.

And, I mean, it's devastating. Like, I was just shocked, actually, when I came--like, she was very sick in the morning. I expected her to pull through, and then I was shocked to hear that she had died.

[Music]

Rosin: Right. So, in this case, even though an abortion wouldn't have changed anything, wouldn't have changed the outcome, did the death of that patient--did it change anything for you on the committee?

Osmundson: I think it really solidified the fact that denying an abortion to a patient who has medical complications is at odds with my medical judgment. And that made me realize that, like, when we're debating these issues, we are trying to interpret a law from a lawyer perspective.

And, like, I'm actually really not qualified to do that. Like, I'm very qualified to give you my medical judgment, and I'm very qualified to talk to a patient and help them walk through that decision-making process. I am not qualified to read, you know, 15 words in a law and try to interpret it.

And, in some ways, it's like, Why am I second-guessing my medical judgment? Obviously, this patient who has diabetes and lupus--obviously an abortion, if she wants an abortion, an abortion is the right thing for her to do, because, you know, even in the lowest-risk circumstance, somebody can die from pregnancy.

Rosin: Right. Oh, I see. Because you'd probably had to--I mean, maybe it's just a mental trick we all do--but you'd have to set aside, when you were denying people an abortion, you had to basically tell yourself, Okay, maybe this person won't fall on the wrong side of the risk calculus. Like, maybe I'll just get lucky, and this will be okay.

And when someone dies, it's a reminder that, no, you don't always get lucky, and you are correct in thinking, through your experience, that people can die.

Osmundson: And even if this patient's risk of dying is 5 percent, right, that's a 95-percent chance that she's going to come through pregnancy fine. Right? Seems like a no-brainer--she doesn't need an abortion. But you know, 5 percent is actually--we make a lot of decisions not to do things because the risk of death is 5 percent. Why am I telling a patient that she shouldn't have an abortion for, you know, a hypothetical risk of 5 percent?

Rosin: Right, because 5 -percent risk of death is actually quite high.

Osmundson: It's quite high.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, Osmundson begins to see much more clearly how this law is putting her and other doctors in an impossible position.

[Music]

Rosin: After this young patient with an otherwise healthy pregnancy died, Osmundson stopped being able to put the obvious aside: Pregnant women died. As a doctor, she knew that, and she'd always known that. And now, she was failing to give her patients the full range of options to not die, because she felt like she was interpreting a law that she had no qualifications to interpret. And so she started talking about that. A lot. Out loud. On the committee.

Osmundson: I actually, in sort of joking one time when our hospital lawyer was there, I said, Could we just call up Bill Lee or call up, you know, our attorney general and ask them? Like, give them the case and say, What would you like us to do?

And it's sort of tongue in cheek, but it's not, right? Like, they're the ones who are going to decide whether they want to prosecute me. So why can't I call them up and say, Do you think this makes the exception? Why am I being asked to kind of guess at whether this is a prosecutable action?

Rosin: And was there a moment when you thought, Oh, I don't want to be on this committee anymore?

Osmundson: Yeah. And I've thought through that. I mean, I think, you know, a natural sort of question is, Well, just quit the committee. And, you know, the problem with that is, at this point, like, the other maternal-fetal medicine physician we had had left--had moved out of state. You know, like, I think it's really important for a maternal-fetal medicine physician to be involved in the care. I still think there's a lot of benefit in thinking through these complex issues collectively.

I just feel that the decision-making--like, the moral culpability--shouldn't be put on physicians to make these decisions. Like, I didn't come into medicine to practice medicine for how it appears to a lawyer or to a judge or to the governor. I came into this to help patients and to help them through these processes. And the idea that I would consider what my governor or my attorney general thinks about a situation, like, that's very practical in some ways, but it's just wrong.

Like, do you want your cancer doctor to be considering the opinion of an attorney general when they're making recommendations about your cancer care? Why would you want those kind of external things involved in your care during pregnancy?

Rosin: Right. Right. I think the illuminating thing about what you've been through is that we do tend to talk a lot about elective abortions, but not so much about this circumstance, where these are absolutely desired and wanted pregnancies. And the decisions you're making are purely for medical reasons--like, really scary medical reasons. I mean, are you just not going to do it anymore?

Osmundson: I don't know what the right answer is. I will just say that I'm still sort of figuring out what is the right answer.

One scenario is to say, like, I will give you my medical advice and tell you all the medical circumstances that can happen. The people who have to say yes or no, maybe they should be lawyers in our hospital.

Rosin: Ooh, like, if you followed your thoughts to the logical conclusion--you know, protect the purity of your profession--this is a legal situation. What you're saying is correct, and yet it still feels like--like, wouldn't it feel like abandoning your patients?

Osmundson: It does. I mean, and I think that's like--I've talked about this with other members of the committee, and I think they feel like we all feel conflicted, right?

And I don't fault anybody who's on this committee or fault anyone who says, you know, I am too scared that I'm going to be prosecuted, and I'm going to tell this patient we should not do an abortion here. Like, I don't fault them for doing that.

This is like, I mean, a risk of jail time and, like, huge fines. That's crazy. So, I mean, maybe there's some safety in saying, like, I'm going to say yes, you can have an abortion, but other people will probably say no. What happens when all of us say, We feel uncomfortable denying care to somebody. 

I don't know what fully is the right answer, other than getting rid of these horrendous laws or really making it clear that these are doctor-and-patient decisions.

You know, I have had personal patients of mine that have died in pregnancy, which are horrible and, I mean, I remember every single one of them. But, you know, I will say, most of those patients are patients that had serious complications at the beginning, where I talked about abortion as an option. I was transparent about every single thing. And while I feel horrible about the end result, I don't feel morally culpable for it, because I did every single thing that I could, including offering an abortion.

But in these circumstances, I feel like we will be morally culpable for the care that we don't provide, and I struggle with that. And, you know, so who should bear the weight of that? I don't know. You know, I don't think the lawyers want to bear the weight of it. But the idea that we police ourselves is also just, like, a little bit repugnant when, like, the decisions we make are not the medical decisions that we would make.

Rosin: Oh, I fully see it now. I see what you mean. Because you are culpable. Like if, in the past, a patient dies, it is terrible--

Osmundson: Right.

Rosin: But it's probably important for you to continue and value your own profession and your own expertise to be able to look back at the course of that relationship and say, I did do everything I thought was medically necessary. Like, you guys are talking and making a decision, but if you don't, then, I mean, you are culpable in a way.

Osmundson: Right. Right. And that's--I think that's where I feel like, as physicians, we are being co-opted into a repugnant system. Like, we are being used to be these, like, arbiters of judgments, which conflict with our medical judgments. And I don't want to be a part of a system that is going to potentially make judgments that, you know, if somebody has a complication or dies in pregnancy as a result of that--like, I am a part of that decision-making process, and I am culpable in what occurred, and that feels morally untenable for me.

You know, ultimately, my hope is that these laws that really interfere with healthcare will go away. And that's really what we need. Like, I know that everybody at my institution and everybody who is on this committee wants the absolute best for patients and patient care and wants to do what's right.

And we are struggling with what is right. And, you know, the ultimate culpability lies in the legislators who enacted these laws and haven't done anything to clean them up.

Rosin: Right. Right. You've mentioned a few colleagues who've left and gone to practice elsewhere. Has that thought come into your head?

Osmundson: I mean, it has. But I actually feel like since Dobbs, I almost feel a stronger calling to be here, to provide care. Like, I know I will give patients all the options available to them.

I worry that you have a circumstance where all the doctors that would do that leave, and you are left with doctors who will not talk about those things. And that--that is actually very scary.

You know, I mean, there is reason to hope that there will be some change in the state that lets us care for patients better.

Rosin: Well, you have a lot of complicated decisions ahead of you--personal and medical and professional--and I really, really, deeply appreciate your willingness to air the challenging parts of your life right now.

Osmundson: Yeah. No, I appreciate the opportunity to be able to talk about it. And, you know, we really do think that, you know, most people actually are closer on these issues than we are far apart. I think it kind of gets portrayed differently, but I really hope that, you know, our public can understand these better and, you know, I hope that there will be some change in the laws that are here.

Rosin: Yeah. Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Yvonne Kim. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

Thank you also to Kavitha Surana and ProPublica. A link to her story is in our show notes. To read more of her reporting, go to ProPublica.org.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Donald Trump Is a National-Security Risk

The GOP candidate should not be given intelligence briefings.

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.


Since 1952, the White House has allowed major-party candidates access to classified intelligence briefings so that they will be current on important issues if they win the election. Trump should be denied this courtesy.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How Hur misled the country on Biden's memory
 	It's just an app.
 	The terrible costs of a phone-based childhood




An Insider Threat

According to reports last week, the U.S. intelligence community is preparing to give Donald Trump classified intelligence briefings, a courtesy every White House extends to major-party candidates to ensure an effective transition. An excellent tradition--but not one that should be observed this year.

The decision rests, as always, with the sitting president, and Joe Biden is likely to continue this practice so that he will not be accused of "politicizing" access to intelligence. Such accusations need not be taken seriously; they would only be more meaningless noise from a GOP that has already stumbled in a clumsy attempt to impeach Biden after leveling charges of corruption at both him and his son. And although denying Trump access to classified briefs would produce squawks and yowls from Republicans, it would also serve as a reminder that Trump cannot be trusted with classified information.

The risks of denying Trump these early briefings are negligible. As we learned from his presidency, Trump is fundamentally unbriefable: He doesn't listen, and he doesn't understand complicated national-security matters anyway. The problem with giving Trump these briefings, however, isn't that he's ignorant. He's also dangerous, as his record shows.

Indeed, if Trump were a federal employee, he'd have likely already been stripped of his clearances and escorted from the building. I say this from experience: I was granted my first security clearance when I was 25 years old--Ronald Reagan was still president, which tells you how long ago that was--and I held a top-secret clearance when I advised a senior U.S. senator during the Gulf War. I then held a clearance as a Department of Defense employee for more than a quarter century.

Government employees who hold clearances have to attend annual refresher courses about a variety of issues, including some pretty obvious stuff about not writing down passwords or taking money from a friendly Chinese businessman wearing an American baseball cap. (No, really, that's a scenario in some of the course materials.) But one area of annual training is always about "insider threats," the people in your own organization who may pose risks to classified information. Federal workers are taken through a list of behaviors and characteristics that should trigger their concern enough to report the person involved, or at least initiate a talk with a supervisor.

Trump checks almost every box on those lists. (You can find examples of insider-threat training here and here, but every agency has particular briefs they give to their organizations.)

In general, clearance holders are told to watch their co-workers for various warnings, including expressions of hostility to the U.S. government, erratic behavior, unreported contact or financial dealings with foreigners, unexplained wealth (or severe financial problems), an interest in classified material beyond the subject's work requirements, or evidence of illegal drug use or substance abuse. Every case is different, but rarely does a government employee raise almost every one of these red flags.

Opposing U.S. policy, for example, is not a problem for people with clearances--I did it myself--but Trump's hatred of the current administration is wedded to a generic contempt for what he calls the "deep state," a slam he applies to any American institution that tries to hold him accountable for his behavior. This kind of anti-establishment rage would put any clearance in jeopardy, especially given Trump's rantings about how the current government (and American society overall) is full of "vermin."

Meanwhile, a federal worker who had even a fraction of the cache of classified documents Trump took with him after he left Washington would be in a world of trouble--especially if he or she told the Justice Department to go pound sand after being instructed to return them. And by "trouble," I mean "almost certainly arrested and frog-marched to jail."

Trump's knotty and opaque finances--and what we now know to be his lies about his wealth--in New York before he was a candidate would likely also have tanked his access to highly classified information. (Government workers can have a lot of problems of all kinds, but lying about them is almost always deadly for a clearance.) Worse, anyone seeking even a minor clearance who was as entangled as Trump has been over the years with the Russian government and who held a bank account in China would likely be laughed right out of the office.

Trump's open and continuing affection for men such as Russian President Vladimir Putin, Chinese President Xi Jinping, and North Korean Maximum-Weirdo Dynasty Boss Kim Jong Un would also be, to say the least, a matter of concern for any security organization. (Or, I should say, for any American security organization. Russia's FSB, I'm sure, would see no issues here.)

But even if Trump could explain away his creepy dictator crushes and clarify his byzantine finances, he is currently facing more than half a billion dollars in court judgments against him.

That's a lot of money for anyone, and Trump's scramble to post a bond for even a small portion of that suggests that the man is in terrible financial condition, which is always a bright-red light in the clearance process. (Debt trips up a lot of people, and I knew folks who had clearances suspended over their money troubles.)

Whether Trump is too erratic or volatile for elected office is a judgment for voters, but his statements and public behavior have long suggested (at least to me and many others) that he is an emotionally unstable person. Emotional problems in themselves are not a disqualification; we all have them. But Trump's irrational tirades and threats are the kind of thing that can become a clearance issue. The former president's lack of impulse control--note that he has been unable to stop attacking the writer E. Jean Carroll, despite huge court judgments against him for defaming her--could also lead him to blurt out whatever he learns from his briefings during rallies or public appearances if he thinks it will help him.

As to the other major category considered in granting clearances, I have no idea whether Trump uses or abuses substances or medications of any kind. But what I do know is that Trump encouraged an attack on the U.S. constitutional order and tried to overturn a legal election. He has now vowed to pardon people who were duly convicted in courts of law for their actions in the January 6 insurrection--he calls them "hostages"--and are now serving the sentences they've earned.

In sum, Trump is an anti-American, debt-ridden, unstable man who has voiced his open support for violent seditionists. If he were any other citizen asking for the privilege of handling classified material, he would be sent packing.

If he is elected, of course, government employees will have no choice but to give the returning president access to everything, including the files that are among the holiest of holies, such as the identities of our spies overseas and the status of our nuclear forces. Senior civil servants could refuse and publicly resign, and explain why, but in the end, the system (despite Trump's "deep state" accusations) is designed to support the president, not obstruct him, and a reelected President Trump will get whatever he demands.

If the American people decide to allow Trump back into the White House, President Biden can't do anything about it. In the meantime, however, he can limit the damage by delaying Trump's access to classified material for as long as possible.

Related:

	Trump crosses a crucial line.
 	A military loyal to Trump




Today's News

	The House passed a bill that would either force TikTok's Chinese-founded owner, ByteDance, to divest from the app or have it banned in the United States.
 	The judge in the Georgia criminal case against Donald Trump and his allies dismissed six charges from the 41-count indictment for lacking sufficient information about the defendants' alleged efforts to solicit public officials to violate their oaths of office.
 	Last night, Biden and Trump secured the delegates needed to clinch their parties' nominations for the presidential election.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Climate change threatens to make summer stone fruits smaller and less sweet, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



'Some Damn Fine Shoes'

By Steven Kurutz

In 1989, the American workwear brand Carhartt produced a special clothing collection to mark its centennial. While shopping with my wife at a vintage store in New Jersey a few years ago, I came across one of these garments--a cotton-duck work jacket with a patch on the chest pocket that read "100 years, 1889-1989." The same was stamped on each brass button. Intrigued, I took the jacket off its hanger. The inside was lined with a blanketlike fabric to provide extra warmth when working outdoors. "Crafted with pride in U.S.A." read the neck tag, and the underside bore the insignia of the United Garment Workers of America, a now-defunct labor union founded around the same time as Carhartt itself.
 Nineteen eighty-nine doesn't seem that long ago. But holding this jacket in my hands, I began to have the feeling you get when looking at a very old photograph. I was holding an artifact from a lost world.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The bump-stocks case is about something far bigger than gun regulations.
 	The cowardice of Guernica
 	Photos: "Gaza on the brink of famine"
 	The Ozempic revolution is stuck.




Culture Break


Katia Temkin



Listen. Ariana Grande's new album, Eternal Sunshine, puts a musical spin on her divorce drama that's beautiful--and a little poisonous, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. In Percival Everett's latest book, James, he imagines Adventures of Huckleberry Finn from the perspective of Jim, Huck's enslaved sidekick.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai 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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        Gaza on the Brink of Famine

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 13, 2024

            	22 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The United Nations is warning that famine in Gaza is "almost inevitable." Palestinians living in Gaza are struggling with extreme shortages of food, clean water, and medicine. Several countries, including Jordan, France, Egypt, the U.S., the United Arab Emirates, and now Germany, are coordinating airdrops of humanitarian aid to help alleviate the crisis, and the U.S. military is working to a build a temporary port on Gaza's coastline to bring in additional aid. Critics have pointed out that airdrops and a temporary pier are insufficient, dangerous, and haphazard operations compared with ensuring a steady and reliable supply of aid delivered by trucks, which might be achieved by a cease-fire agreement. Gathered below are recent images from the growing crisis in the Gaza Strip.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Children stand at the front of a crowd that pushes forward, holding out bowls and pots to receive food.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children wait to receive food cooked by a charity kitchen amid shortages of food supplies, as the conflict between Israel and the Palestinian Islamist group Hamas continues, in Rafah, in the southern Gaza Strip, on March 5, 2024.
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                [image: People on a dirt road look up toward parachutes falling toward distant buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Parachutes carry humanitarian-aid packages to the ground after being dropped from a plane, as Palestinians wait to receive them in Gaza City on March 9, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a makeshift-tent city near existing buildings, with a moonlit cloud in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of makeshift tents set up by Palestinians that migrated to the south of the Gaza Strip in search of safety, in Rafah, on February 24, 2024.
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                [image: A young person pulls a piece of wood from the rubble of a destroyed building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children collect wood, paper and cardboard to use as fuel, scavenging through the rubble of buildings destroyed by Israeli attacks, in Gaza City, on March 5, 2024.
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                [image: Two children carry plastic tubs in a street as others pass nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children who have taken refuge in Rafah due to Israeli attacks carry food distributed by charitable organizations, in Rafah, Gaza, on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: A military aircraft drops dozens of crates attached to parachutes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture, taken from Israel's southern border with the Gaza Strip, shows a military aircraft dropping humanitarian aid over the Palestinian territory on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: People run on a beach toward parachutes carrying aid packages falling into the surf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This image grab from an AFPTV video shows Palestinians running toward parachutes carrying food parcels, airdropped from U.S. aircraft onto a beach in the Gaza Strip on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: A woman bakes bread on a stone over a wood fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian woman who took refuge in the city of Rafah bakes bread over a wood fire inside a makeshift tent, on February 18, 2024.
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                [image: A young boy who is suffering from malnutrition lies on a bed, receiving treatment at a health-care center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian boy who is suffering from malnutrition receives treatment at a health-care center in Rafah on March 4, 2024.
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                [image: Children stand in a line, waiting beside water jugs that are being filled by a person with a hose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children wait for hours in distribution lines to gather enough water and food for their families, in Rafah, on February 25, 2024.
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                [image: A group of six men stand in a street talking. Each wears a black balaclava over their face. One carries a rifle while the others carry long sticks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Masked members of the so-called "Popular Committees of Protection" patrol the streets of Gaza's southern city of Rafah on March 6, 2024. These groups have sprung up in Rafah in recent days, acting to maintain security and control skyrocketing prices of food items in street markets.
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                [image: A large crowd gathers near two trucks, with many people carrying away bags of flour.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians carry bags of flour from an aid truck near an Israeli checkpoint in Gaza City on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of many makeshift tents]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of makeshift tents set up in the El-Mavasi district of Rafah, Gaza, on February 9, 2024
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                [image: Smoke rises from an explosion in a Gaza neighborhood, seen from a distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A picture taken from Rafah shows smoke billowing during an Israeli bombardment over Khan Younis in the southern Gaza Strip on February 11, 2024.
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                [image: A young person sits beside a wood fire, holding a pan on a grill over the flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian family who left their homes due to the Israeli attacks on the Gaza Strip has their sahur (pre-dawn) meal with za'atar, pepper sauce, a few pieces of bread, and tea, during the holy month of Ramadan, at Gaza's Salah al-Din shelter, on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: People in a crowd hold up plastic tubs while waiting for food handouts.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians hold empty containers while they line up to receive food being distributed by aid organizations on the second day of Ramadan, in Rafah, on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: Two men lean over the rubble of a destroyed building, picking out round loaves of bread.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men salvage bread found amid the rubble of the Abu Anza family home that was destroyed in an overnight Israeli air strike in Rafah on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A view out the open rear door of a military aircraft as aid packages attached to parachutes are dropped over a beach, seen below]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A U.S. Air Force plane drops humanitarian aid for Gaza residents, in this screengrab from a video released on March 5, 2024.
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                U.S. Central Command via X / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several people are seen in the foreground, looking toward six parachutes in the sky beyond.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch as the U.S. military carries out its first aid drop over Gaza on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: A person peers out from behind a hanging blanket, as others gather in a hallway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Displaced Palestinians take shelter in a school run by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) in Rafah, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A platter of food cooks inside a wood-fire oven.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A group of volunteer Palestinian women in Gaza prepare food to distribute to families who fled Israeli attacks and took refuge in Rafah, as part of preparations for the upcoming holy month of Ramadan, on March 10, 2024.
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                [image: People sit side by side on the ground, along a row of food plates, sharing a meal among refugee tents.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians share an Iftar meal, the breaking of fast, on the first day of Ramadan, at a camp for displaced people in Rafah on March 11, 2024, amid ongoing battles between Israel and the militant group Hamas.
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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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It's Just an App

America won't miss TikTok.

by Kate Lindsay




In 2019, I had full-blown app fatigue. My scrolling time was dominated by Instagram and Twitter, my idle hours by YouTube, and on top of that I was still checking Facebook, Snapchat, and whatever buzzy platform my friends were touting that week. (Remember Lasso? Anyone?) There was no room for any more, I told the publicist sitting across from me in a conference room in Anaheim, California. But she was insistent that, as a journalist writing about internet culture, I needed to start paying more attention to the app I knew only peripherally as a place for tween lip-synching and dancing. TikTok, she said, would soon be for everyone.



This promise came true. TikTok is now a social-media juggernaut that has transformed internet culture--and beyond. The app, with its short, audio-heavy videos served in an algorithmic feed, has launched the careers of multiple now-mainstream musicians, including Lil Nas X and Noah Kahan. It's the reason Stanley cups and Birkenstock clogs were under lots of Christmas trees last year. Everything from Billboard charts to beauty trends to politics itself has bowed to or been transformed by TikTok.



All of that is now under threat. Today, the House of Representatives overwhelmingly voted to force TikTok's parent company, ByteDance, to divest from the app or face a ban in the United States. (ByteDance was founded by Chinese entrepreneurs, and some American lawmakers are worried it has ties to the Chinese government, which the company denies.) If it passes the Senate--still a big if--President Joe Biden has said he would sign the bill into law, potentially removing one of the most visited social-media apps in the country. But Americans may miss it less than they think.



Sure, TikTok has cultivated a culture and community that no other platform has come close to replicating. There's a speed to how TikTok facilitates conversations and trends, and its algorithm is unnervingly good at picking up on a user's interests and showing them what they want to see. You could use the app for just five minutes and come away with a new song to listen to, a new recipe to try for dinner, and a new piece of kitchenware already being packed up and shipped to you. Four years ago, when the coronavirus pandemic sent much of the country into lockdown, users flocked to the app in droves in search of entertainment and connection. The number of people who used the app at least once a month in the United States jumped from 11 million at the start of 2018 to 100 million in less than three years. Today, that number is more than 150 million.



But TikTok is far from America's favorite social-media app. In a recent Pew survey, a third of adults said they had ever used TikTok--about half the percentage of people who have used Facebook, and slightly less even than Pinterest. Of course, TikTok is much newer than Facebook and Instagram; it's Gen Z that has been branded the "TikTok generation." But TikTok is not Zoomers' favorite app either. In another recent Pew survey, 63 percent of 13-to-17-year-olds said they're on TikTok--but more are on YouTube, and Snapchat is nearly as popular as TikTok. There are valid reasons to question a potential ban, but users will certainly have options if it comes to pass.



Read: You're looking at TikTok all wrong



TikTok's best days in the U.S. may be behind it, anyway. The long-term viability of a social-media app is dependent on its ability to bring in new users, and TikTok's growth has flatlined. Like Facebook before it, TikTok is beginning to struggle with younger people. Almost 40 percent of the app's users are now in their 30s and 40s, according to an analysis by the journalist Ryan Broderick. Millennials are its fastest-growing demographic, and they are more likely to actually post something. If this demographic continues to dominate, it's hard to see how TikTok remains the hub for internet and youth culture.



The app isn't helping itself. Over the past week, the company has repeatedly sent its users push alerts urging them to call their representatives to express their love of the app, and many did just that--which likely inflamed concerns from politicians that TikTok could be used for propaganda. But there are more fundamental issues as well. Those who are loyal to TikTok will tell you that the good old days are long gone. It went from a plaything for regular people--the dancing tweens, the animal antics--to a stage for brands and creators, and continues to make moves that push itself further from its original premise. It is experimenting with videos up to 15 minutes long, as well as ones filmed horizontally--which sounds a lot more like YouTube than TikTok. Perhaps the biggest change is TikTok Shop, the app's foray into e-commerce. Users have lamented that the feature is turning the algorithmic "For You" feed into a de facto QVC livestream, with commission-based videos touting cheap and useless goods encouraged to interrupt users' feeds. And most recently, the app's music catalog, the backbone of its robust video-trend culture, was slashed after TikTok failed to reach a deal with Universal Music Group.



Read: How to watch a movie in 15 easy steps



If TikTok does indeed die, the ban may ultimately feel meaningless for millions of online Americans: YouTube, Instagram, and Snapchat have all responded to the rise of TikTok by creating their own endlessly scrolling, vertical, algorithmically controlled video feeds. When India banned TikTok, in 2020, people simply migrated elsewhere. "I don't think that anybody has really complained about missing TikTok," an Indian venture capitalist told Rest of World last year.



The previous time America tried to ban TikTok, in 2020, the "For You" page was flooded with preemptive goodbyes and urgent pleas from creators for their followers to find them elsewhere on the internet. Yet today's vote is hardly dominating feeds. Perhaps that's because now, unlike then, TikTok is for everyone--just like so many of the other apps to choose from.
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The Pleasure of Judging a Pop Star

Ariana Grande has turned her divorce drama into music that's beautiful--and a little poisonous.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Divorce is the hot cultural topic of the year, judging by 2024's most-discussed memoir, magazine column, and 50-part, eight-hour TikTok series titled "Who TF Did I Marry?" The specifics of each tale differ--unhappy families and all that--but they all share something: a pretense of public service. Lyz Lenz warns women that the institution of marriage is sexist; Emily Gould practices radical honesty about mental health; Reesa Teesa exposes a dating-app scammer. Having a larger point, a useful meaning, helps class up what could otherwise look like oversharing. We in the audience can tell ourselves we're not voyeurs; we're students.

Uh-huh. Whatever else we're getting from consuming relationship drama, we're getting entertainment. Just look to the celebrity-gossip ecosystem, which is as robust as ever despite various reckonings--take Britney Spears's saga--demonstrating it as immoral, bigoted, vapid, and fake. On her recent single "Yes, and?" the ever-scrutinized pop star Ariana Grande asked, "Why do you care whose **** I ride? Why?" The answer is complicated--human behavior and misogyny are probably in the mix--but also simple. Judging other people's choices can make us feel better about our own. And some things, such as strangers' most intimate secrets, are just plain interesting.

Grande's question is, in fact, a little hypocritical. Celebrities, like memoirists, are becoming more and more canny about feeding their personal life directly to the public. In pop music, the precise and writerly work of Taylor Swift and Olivia Rodrigo invite the audience to project real human faces onto otherwise universal stories about betrayal and heartbreak. Grande, the former Nickelodeon star with woodwind-like vocal chords, is their analogue in the world of dance-pop. Her new album, Eternal Sunshine, delves into her recent divorce in a fashion that's meticulous, dishy, and a little poisonous.

I swear I have tried to remain only vaguely aware of Grande's, or any other musician's, love life. But she's made it part of her act at least since titling a song "Pete Davidson" while dating the then-SNL cast member in 2018. Months later, her single "Thank U, Next" named him amid a lyrical list of ex-boyfriends. Her most recent body of work before now, 2020's Positions, was recorded in the early throes of romance with the real-estate agent Dalton Gomez, whom she would soon marry. A quick, sinuous collection of R&B songs about sex, the album felt like a cliffhanger on the way to a traditional happily ever after: "If I put it quite plainly / Just gimme them babies," Grande trilled.

But her next chapter turned out to have a few twists, which she now addresses on Eternal Sunshine. She and Gomez divorced last year amid reports that she was dating Ethan Slater, her co-star in the upcoming film adaptation of Wicked. Slater's estranged wife gave an angry statement to Page Six, implying that Grande was--to use a term that online commenters circulated then ad nauseum--a "homewrecker." In a year-end post on Instagram, Grande wrote, "i have never felt more pride or joy or love while simultaneously feeling so deeply misunderstood by people who don't know me." Shortly after, she announced her next album.

Tumultuous though these developments seem, Grande's new music sounds controlled and tender. The producer Max Martin is known for explosively catchy music, but on Eternal Sunshine, he and his team show their subtlety. Jazzy key changes, ornately stacked harmonies, and quavering synth arpeggios suggest a common ground between the soul producer Quincy Jones and the electronic diva Robyn. Grande mostly forgoes belting for a less showy, but still difficult, kind of vocal: rasping with such gentle steadiness that it brings to mind the thought of a nurse dressing a wound.

Not everything on Eternal Sunshine is successful; the softness of the production can verge into blandness, its bittersweetness becoming noncommittal. Various melodies echo sharper, more memorable kiss-off tracks of this millennium, including Drake's "Hotline Bling," Justin Timberlake's "Cry Me a River," and Justin Bieber's "Love Yourself." Grande sometimes leans on platitudes for filler: "The stars, they aligned," she sings.

Mostly, however, Grande's candor gives the songs an edge. Lest anyone think she's singing allegorically, she names her own best friend in the scene-setting disco track "Bye": "So I grab my stuff / Courtney just pulled up in the driveway." Later, Grande presents herself as being "too much" for her ex, who lied, delayed therapy, and started sleeping with someone else ("Hope you feel alright when you're in her," Grande coos in an absent-minded tone). As for her new guy, his affection was refreshing "like the first sip of wine after a long day" or "like my biggest fan when I hear what the critiques say." Throughout, Grande extends saintly kindness and understanding (or is it passive aggression?) to the guy she's leaving behind. "Hope you'll still think fondly of our little life," she sings.

The main message behind this laundry-airing is ... to follow your heart. On the album's closing song, Grande sings about the "ordinary things" in life that are ennobled by true love, and Grande's grandmother shares a spoken-word reflection about adoring her late husband. The idealism is sweet, but it's not really where the emotional pull of the album comes from. Rather, the intrigue here lies in the fact that Grande--at least the Grande that projects herself in her songs--comes off as knowingly fickle, even reckless. She flips off the naysayers on "Yes, and?," a gliding club track (which has a perfect opening line for 2024: "In case you haven't noticed / Well, everybody's tired"). But mostly she leaves her story's moral tension unresolved. "I'll play the villain if you need me to," she sings on the brooding "True Story."

So, do we need her to play the villain? Psychologically, as listeners, for fun, perhaps. Socially, as citizens, no, it does not matter whom Ariana Grande spends her nights with. Judging other people is inevitable; sharing those judgments on the internet is not. Dissect her story with your real-life friends as this effective and sad album sticks around, soundtracking the messy lives most of us have the fortune to navigate in private.
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How Hur Misled the Country on Biden's Memory

The saga has been something of a self-inflicted wound for Democrats.

by Adam Serwer




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.


First impressions stick. After a big story hits, the initial conclusions can turn out to be wrong, or partly wrong, but the revisions are not what people remember. They remember the headlines in imposing font, the solemn tone from a presenter, the avalanche of ironic summaries on social media. Political operatives know this, and it's that indelible impression they want, one that sticks like a greasy fingerprint and that no number of follow-ups or awkward corrections could possibly wipe away.

Five years ago, a partisan political operative with the credibility of a long career in government service misled the public about official documents in order to get Donald Trump the positive spin he wanted in the press. The play worked so well that a special counsel appointed to examine President Joe Biden's handling of classified documents, Robert Hur, ran it again.

In 2019, then-Attorney General Bill Barr--who would later resign amid Trump's attempts to suborn the Justice Department into backing his effort to seize power after losing reelection--announced that Special Counsel Robert Mueller had not found sufficient evidence to indict Trump on allegations that he had assisted in a Russian effort to sway the 2016 election and had obstructed an investigation into that effort. Mueller's investigation led to indictments of several Trump associates, but he later testified that Justice Department policy barred prosecuting a sitting president, and so indicting Trump was not an option. Barr's summary--which suggested that Trump had been absolved of any crimes--was so misleading that it drew a rebuke not only from Mueller himself but from a federal judge in a public-records lawsuit over material related to the investigation. That judge, Reggie Walton, wrote in 2020 that the discrepancies "cause the court to seriously question whether Attorney General Barr made a calculated attempt to influence public discourse about the Mueller report in favor of President Trump despite certain findings in the redacted version of the Mueller report to the contrary."

David A. Graham: The Special Counsel's devastating description of Biden

As my colleague David Graham wrote at the time, the ploy worked. Trump claimed "total exoneration," and mainstream outlets blared his innocence in towering headlines. Only later did the public learn that Mueller's report had found "no criminal conspiracy but considerable links between Donald Trump's campaign and Russia, and strongly suggested that Trump had obstructed justice."

Now this same pattern has emerged once again, only instead of working in the president's favor, it has undermined him. Hur, a former U.S. attorney in the Trump administration, was appointed by Attorney General Merrick Garland to investigate Biden for potential criminal wrongdoing after classified documents were found at his home. (Trump has been indicted on charges that he deliberately mishandled classified documents after storing such documents at his home in Florida and deliberately showing them off to visitors as "highly confidential" and "secret information.")

In Hur's own summary of his investigation, he concluded that "no criminal charges are warranted in this matter," even absent DOJ policy barring prosecution of a sitting president. But that part was not what caught the media's attention. Rather it was Hur's characterization of Biden as having memory problems, validating conservative attacks on the president as too old to do the job. The transcripts of Hur's interviews with Biden, released yesterday by House Democrats, suggest that characterization--politically convenient for Republicans and the Trump campaign--was misleading.

Sparking alarming headlines about Biden's mental faculties, Hur had written that Biden "would likely present himself to a jury, as he did during our interview of him, as a sympathetic, well-meaning, elderly man with a poor memory" and "diminished faculties in advancing age." As with Barr's, that conclusion set off a media frenzy in which many mainstream outlets strongly reinforced conservative propaganda that Biden was mentally unfit to serve, a narrative that reverberated until the president's animated delivery of the State of the Union address last week.

In press coverage following the report, Hur's phrase was frequently shortened to an "elderly man with a poor memory," turning the evaluation of a potential legal strategy into something akin to a medical diagnosis. A cacophony of mainstream-media coverage questioning Biden's age and fitness followed, while conservative politicians and media figures outright declared Biden incapacitated and demanded he be removed from office according to the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, which provides for succession in case a president is "unable to discharge his duties."

The transcripts of Hur's interviews with Biden illuminate Hur's summary as uncharitable at best. As a report in The Washington Post noted, "Biden doesn't come across as being as absent-minded as Hur has made him out to be."

Hur wrote that Biden "did not remember, even within several years, when his son Beau died." Yet the transcript shows Biden remembering the exact day, May 30, after which staffers offer the year--2015--and Biden says, "Was it 2015 he had died?" In another exchange Hur singled out as indicative of Biden's poor memory, he said Biden mischaracterized the point of view of an Obama-administration official who had opposed a surge of combat troops to the war in Afghanistan, but left out that Biden correctly stated the official's views in an exchange later that day. The transcript also shows Biden struggling with other dates while answering questions about when he obtained certain documents or in the interval between the Obama and Biden administrations, when he decided to run for president. But as The New York Times reported, "In both instances, Mr. Biden said the wrong year but appeared to recognize that he had misspoken and immediately stopped to seek clarity and orient himself."

The transcript does not completely refute Hur's description of Biden's memory, but it is entirely incompatible with the conservative refrain that Biden has "age-related dementia." Indeed, both Barr and Hur framed their conclusions with a telltale lawyerly touch that would push the media and the public toward a far broader conclusion about Trump's supposed innocence or Biden's alleged decline while allowing them to deny that they had been so explicit.

There's no question that both Biden and Trump are much older than they used to be. To watch clips of either of them from 20 years ago is to recognize a significant difference. But the transcript shows Biden exactly as he appeared in the State of the Union last week, as someone who has lost a step or two as he's aged but is fully capable of grasping the politics and policy implications demanded by the presidency. "Mr. Biden went into great detail about many matters, the transcript shows," the Times reported. "He made jokes over the two days, teasing the prosecutors. And at certain points, he corrected his interrogators when they were the ones who misspoke." During an exchange about Biden's home, Hur remarked that Biden had a "photographic understanding and recall of the house," a remark Hur acknowledged in yesterday's testimony before the House that he had left out of his original report.

People with serious cognitive decline do not simply have verbal flubs or memory lapses of the sort both campaigns are constantly highlighting on social media. They avoid asking questions they fear might betray their loss of memory; they struggle to recollect the season, the time of day, the state they are currently in. They awkwardly attempt to hide their inability to recall recently relayed information in ways that simply underline its absence. They repeat innocuous statements that they do not realize they made minutes earlier. They pretend to know people they've never met and fail to recognize people they've known for decades. The late Democratic Senator Dianne Feinstein of California, the clearest recent example of this in politics, was reported to have had incidents such as a meeting at which lawmakers had to "reintroduce themselves to Feinstein multiple times during an interaction that lasted several hours," as the San Francisco Chronicle reported in 2022.

During his testimony before the House, Hur insisted that "partisan politics had no place whatsoever in my work." He tried to have it both ways, insisting that his report was accurate while refuting the most uncharitable right-wing characterizations of Biden's memory. But as legal experts pointed out after the report was released, Hur's description of Biden's memory was not a necessary element of his duties, and it is unlikely that someone with as much experience in Washington as Hur would be so naive as to not understand how those phrases would be used politically.

Yet Hur's report is itself something of a self-inflicted wound for Democrats, a predictable result of their efforts to rebut bad-faith criticism from partisan actors by going out of their way to seem nonpartisan. The age story caught fire in the press, not only because of genuine voter concern over Biden's age but because this is the sort of superficially nonideological criticism that some reporters feel comfortable repeating in their own words, believing that it illustrates their lack of partisanship to conservative sources and audiences. Coverage of the Hillary Clinton email investigation reached saturation levels in 2016 for similar reasons.

There are more parallels between those stories. Then-President Barack Obama appointed James Comey, a Republican, to run the FBI, in an effort to illustrate his commitment to bipartisanship; Attorney General Garland's decision to appoint Hur probably had similar intentions. Comey, like Hur, declined to press charges but then broke protocol. In Comey's case, he did so by first holding a press conference in which he criticized Clinton, and later, during the final days of the presidential campaign, announcing that he was reopening the investigation into Clinton while keeping the bureau's investigation into Trump a secret. A 2017 analysis published by FiveThirtyEight makes a compelling argument that the latter decision threw a close election to Trump.

Helen Lewis: Biden's age is now unavoidable

For reasons that remain unclear to me, Democrats seem to have internalized the Republican insistence that only Republicans are capable of the fairness and objectivity necessary to investigate or enforce the law. Any lifelong Republican who fails to put partisanship above their duties is instantly and retroactively turned into a left-wing operative by the conservative media. Acting to prevent complaints of bias (as opposed to actually being fair) is ultimately futile: Comey's last-minute gift to the Trump campaign didn't prevent Trump from smearing him as a liberal stooge.

These efforts to work the refs pay off. Right-wing criticism of Obama probably influenced him to pick a grandstanding Republican to head the FBI, an agency that has never been run by a Democrat, just as it likely influenced Garland to pick a grandstanding Republican to investigate Biden. Conservative criticism of the mainstream press leads too many journalists to attempt to prove they aren't liberals, which results in wholesale amplification of right-wing propaganda to deflect criticisms that the media aren't objective; the facts become a secondary concern.

Fairness, objectivity, and due process are important values, but there is a difference between upholding them and seeking to convince everyone that that's what you're doing. Performatively pursuing the latter can easily come at the expense of the former. If you try too hard to convince people you are doing the right thing instead of just doing the right thing, you often end up doing the wrong thing.
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The Bump-Stocks Case Is About Something Far Bigger Than Gun Regulations

It's about the fundamentals of how American government works.

by Stephen I. Vladeck




Sometimes a Supreme Court case appears to be about a minor technical issue, but is in fact a reflection of a much broader and significant legal development--one that could upend years of settled precedent and, with it, basic understandings of the allocation of powers across our system of government.

That's exactly what is happening in Garland v. Cargill, a case for which the Supreme Court heard oral argument at the end of February. The specific challenge in the case is to a Trump-era federal regulation banning all "bump stocks"--contraptions that, when attached to semiautomatic firearms, allow them to discharge ammunition even more rapidly and without additional pulls of the trigger. Although the specific legal issue before the justices reduces to the technical question of whether a bump stock thus converts a semiautomatic rifle into a "machine gun," Garland v. Cargill is a much broader illustration of--and referendum on--the real-world implications of the Court's mounting hostility toward federal administrative agencies. That's because the real question in Cargill is not whether a rifle with a bump stock counts as a machine gun; the real question is whether we're ready for a world in which that question will be resolved not by an expert executive-branch agency that answers directly to the president, but by federal judges who answer to no one.

The basic dispute in Cargill is easy enough to describe: On October 1, 2017, a single shooter at a Las Vegas music festival killed 60 people and wounded almost 500 more--the deadliest shooting by a lone gunman in U.S. history. Part of what made it possible for the shooter to discharge so many rounds of ammunition (more than 1,000) in such a short amount of time was his use of bump stocks. At that time, the specific bump stocks the shooter used were not regulated by federal authorities.

In response, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF)--a Justice Department agency that is tasked with interpreting and administering federal gun-control laws--adopted a new regulation instructing that, given how they transformed the mechanical function of semiautomatic rifles, all bump stocks transformed semiautomatic rifles into machine guns, and were thus effectively banned by federal law. The rule gave those who already owned the devices 90 days to turn them in or destroy them before civil or criminal penalties would apply.

Read: The plan to incapacitate the federal government

The rule was promptly challenged in multiple federal courts. And although some of the lawsuits argued that the rule violated the Second Amendment, the central objection was that it exceeded the ATF's statutory authority--because bump stocks are not, in fact, machine guns, and the ATF was authorized by Congress to prohibit only things that were. It was that argument that won the day in the hyper-conservative New Orleans-based U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit, which, breaking from the other federal courts of appeals to consider the matter, ruled in 2022 that the ATF lacked the authority to regulate bump stocks, because the relevant statutes didn't clearly support its interpretation of "machine gun."

Not so long ago, a case like Cargill would not have come down to whether a court agreed with an agency's interpretation of a statute Congress had tasked it with enforcing. Indeed, decades of administrative law, including but not limited to the Supreme Court's 1984 ruling in Chevron v. Natural Resources Defense Council, recognized that agency experts were often in a better position to resolve ambiguities in the statutes that Congress tasked them with enforcing than federal judges were. Thus, it had long been settled that, so long as an agency's interpretation of ambiguous language in a statute (like what counts as a machine gun) was reasonable, the agency was allowed to act based on that interpretation.

But as the Supreme Court has taken a sharp right turn in recent years, one of the areas in which it has moved most aggressively is to rein in such deference. The first salvo was the rise of the "major-questions doctrine," which denies agencies the power to regulate at all on matters of "vast economic or political significance" unless Congress has clearly and specifically authorized the precise regulation at issue. In the 2023 student-loan case, for instance, it wasn't enough for the Supreme Court that Congress had given the secretary of education broad authority to "waive or modify any statutory or regulatory provision [applicable to student-loan programs] as the Secretary deems necessary in connection with a war or other military operation or national emergency." Because that sweeping delegation hadn't specifically authorized loan forgiveness, the program was unlawful. Indeed, whether a particular matter is of "vast economic or political significance" will often be in the eye of the beholder--the judge, not the agency or the Congress that passed the underlying statute in the first place.

That was already worrying enough, but what's alarming in Cargill is that the Court is in the midst of getting rid of deference to agencies outside the "major questions" context, too. Thus, instead of debating whether ATF's reaction to the Las Vegas shooting was reasonable (which it clearly was), the oral argument before the Supreme Court devolved into the justices struggling to understand the exact mechanical function of a bump stock--so that they could decide for themselves whether or not it fits within the statutory definition of a "machine gun." As even a cursory perusal of the transcript reveals, this wasn't a high-minded debate about broader points of law; it was nine neophytes trying to understand the mechanics of something they've never touched solely by having it described to them. One comes away from the transcript with the sense that the argument would have been far more productive had it been held at a shooting range. So instead of debating whether the executive branch overreacted or not, the debate was about what, in the abstract, the justices would have done in its place.

But as troubling as it is to have the justices substituting their judgment for those of executive-branch agencies that are staffed with experts in the field, the real issue going forward is going to be the lack of expertise of lower-court judges. After all, the Supreme Court hears roughly 60 cases each term, a small subset of which are these kinds of regulatory disputes. The overwhelming majority of the thousands of challenges to federal rules filed each year are conclusively resolved by lower federal courts--where litigants from across the political spectrum have become much more sophisticated in steering their cases to ideologically or politically sympathetic judges in both the district courts and the courts of appeals.

Read: The Supreme Court once again reveals the fraud of originalism 

Consider, in this respect, what's happening in Texas. A single judge in Amarillo, Matthew Kacsmaryk, hears 100 percent of new civil cases filed in Texas's northernmost city, from which appeals go to the Fifth Circuit. It's no coincidence that litigants challenging policies on a nationwide basis--like the Alliance Defending Freedom's challenge to mifepristone--are steering their cases to the Texas panhandle. And although this kind of judge-shopping is a bit harder for left-leaning plaintiffs to pursue (because of quirks in how different states divide their districts), we already saw, during the Trump administration, a concentration of challenges to federal policies in California, Maryland, New York, and other Democratic strongholds. The demise of deference to agencies is thus a threat to all executive-branch policies, regardless of whose ox is currently being gored.

There will, of course, be cases in which the courts ultimately side with the agencies. But whether or not Cargill ends up as one of them, the February 28 oral argument was a sobering lesson in the very real consequences of transferring this kind of power away from expert executive-branch agencies and to unelected, generalist judges--of conditioning the executive branch's ability to react to the regulatory lessons of tragedies such as the Las Vegas shooting on the agreement of those federal judges least likely to be sympathetic to the problem that the executive branch is trying to solve. And although Congress could clarify these ambiguities or otherwise fill in some of these statutory gaps, even a well-functioning Congress will never be able to fill all of them, and not just for guns but for industries across the board--pharmaceuticals, cars, natural-resource extraction, home goods, you name it. The result is not, as critics of administrative deference regularly claim, better for "democracy." Instead, if it's better for any one thing, it's deregulation. And maybe that's the point.
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'Some Damn Fine Shoes'

The artisans who are still making clothes in American factories

by Steven Kurutz




In 1989, the American workwear brand Carhartt produced a special clothing collection to mark its centennial. While shopping with my wife at a vintage store in New Jersey a few years ago, I came across one of these garments--a cotton-duck work jacket with a patch on the chest pocket that read 100 Years, 1889-1989. The same was stamped on each brass button. Intrigued, I took the jacket off its hanger. The inside was lined with a blanketlike fabric to provide extra warmth when working outdoors. Crafted with Pride in U.S.A. read the neck tag, and the underside bore the insignia of the United Garment Workers of America, a now-defunct labor union founded around the same time as Carhartt itself.

Nineteen eighty-nine doesn't seem that long ago. But holding this jacket in my hands, I began to have the feeling you get when looking at a very old photograph. I was holding an artifact from a lost world.

Blue jeans, high-top sneakers, Western boots, button-down dress shirts, durable workwear: iconic clothing, invented by Americans. But although Americans still sport these items, we hardly produce any of them. In 1980, at least 70 percent of the clothing we wore was made domestically. Today, that figure is 3 percent. Sewing plants in Pennsylvania and North Carolina and Texas were packed up whole, the machinery shipped to Bangladesh or Indonesia, where eager workers would do the job for perhaps $5 a day. Over a period of 40 years, America outsourced the shirt off its back.

As a reporter who has covered the apparel industry for years--and who also grew up in the heartland and witnessed firsthand the devastating effects of the decline in American manufacturing--I could not stop thinking about these statistics. At first, I dwelled on the 97 percent of clothing now made overseas. But after a time, my focus reversed, and I became intrigued by what remained--the 3 percent. Anyone who had fought against economic forces and survived was either stubborn or crazy--or really good at what they did. I set out to meet them.


The hand-sewing department at the Rancourt & Co. shoe factory in Lewiston, Maine (Courtesy Mark Fleming)



The shoemaker Rancourt & Co. occupies the front half of a square, flat-roofed building surrounded by scrubland in a desolate neighborhood of Lewiston, Maine. Maine, along with Massachusetts, was once the center of shoemaking in the U.S., and practically every town--Lewiston, Wilton, Dexter--had a shoe factory. Now the state of American footwear manufacturing is even more dire than clothing production--only 2 percent of shoes sold in America are still made here. Yet Rancourt continues to produce its handmade leather shoes and moccasins in this mill town.

When I arrived, Mike Rancourt was wearing a ball cap and a fancy pair of shoes in faux alligator. "It's called a 'captain's oxford,'" he said of the style. "It goes way back to the '60s." He smiled. "I have a lot of shoes. A new product, I'll definitely wear it for at least a month to test it and see where the weaknesses are in the shoe, in the sole, wherever they may be."

Mike learned shoemaking from his father, Dave, a French Canadian who'd come to Maine in the 1950s and found work as a hand sewer in a factory in Freeport. About a million French-speaking immigrants crossed the Canadian border in the mid-19th and early 20th centuries, and well into the '60s, the common tongue in the mills and shoe factories along the Androscoggin River was French. With only a fifth-grade education, Dave rose to become a foreman and then superintendent at a factory.

Mike remembers his father coming home smelling of the shoe factory: "You have leather and you have glue and you have threads and oils."

In 1982, Dave approached Mike with the idea of starting their own company. Mike was 28 at the time and working in the restaurant business. He saw shoemaking as akin to cooking: "You're taking raw materials, and you're turning it into something people love."

The timing seemed terrible. The year before, the Reagan administration had lifted shoe-import quotas from Taiwan and South Korea, and cheap footwear was flooding the U.S. market. But Mike saw opportunity in this. With companies slashing costs and closing factories to stay competitive, the market had space for high-end, labor-intensive footwear.

Mike and his father set up a factory that they ended up selling to Cole Haan. Dave retired, and Mike started another business, which he then sold to Allen Edmonds. Mike stayed on as president in charge of manufacturing in Lewiston. But a private-equity firm bought Allen Edmonds in 2006, and during the ensuing recession, the new owners started talking about closing the Maine operation completely and moving a majority of its production to the Dominican Republic. Mike learned of the plan at a board meeting. He tried to understand the company's position even as he was absorbing the blow. "It was like a dagger in me," he said, "because it was my community."

Mike declined a new role within the company. Instead, he made the CEO an offer. He asked to buy the factory--his factory--back.

Just as his father had done, Mike invited his son Kyle to join him. Together, they reimagined the family business. While Rancourt remains a private-label manufacturer for other brands, they design and make their own line of custom leather shoes. These they sell online, direct from the factory, to save on distribution costs.

Mike tries to source as many components as he can in America. The leather hides come from the Horween tannery in Chicago, where Mike deals with a guy named Skip, whose dad had dealt with his dad. The thread is from a Lewiston company, Maine Thread, and the heels are made in Brockton, Massachusetts.

Most of Rancourt's employees used to be working-class rural white folks in their 50s or 60s who'd spent their lives laboring in Maine's shoe factories. But these days, Rancourt can no longer count on a workforce that has grown up in the industry; it has to train newcomers. Refugees from Angola and the Democratic Republic of Congo have settled in the Lewiston area in recent years, and about a dozen of the new arrivals have worked for Rancourt, bringing new energy to the aging factory.

Rancourt makes penny loafers, boat shoes, wing-tip brogues, dress boots, chukkas, even a sneaker that Kyle designed. But the brand is most famous for handsewn mocs. Producing one pair takes about 130 separate steps. For an hour, I perched in that corner of the factory, watching the practitioners of a nearly lost craft.

Jeff Rodrigue stood at a workbench. Laid out on the bench were the tools of the trade: a knife, an awl, thread, tacks, lasting pliers (a curious tool with the jaws of pliers and the head of a hammer), needles, wax, and a small, rounded piece of wood that is used for rubbing out marks and nicks in the leather. A good hand sewer can produce about 20 pairs of shoes a day, depending on the style.

Jeff was working on an order of bison-leather slippers. Jeff grabbed a precut piece of leather and pulled it over a plastic shoe form. He hammered tacks into the leather to hold it in place. He repeated this action with another piece, pulling and tacking so that the two pieces, the top and bottom of the shoe, were aligned.

Holding two threaded needles, one in each hand, and juggling an awl at the same time, he carefully pierced a hole into the leather. Then he stuck the needles through the hole, going in opposite directions, and pulled the thread tight in a flourish. He raised his arms out and away from his body after each stitch, his movements fluid and confident, a kind of ballet.

"Takes a good one year to learn to do it," Jeff said. He's been doing it now for 30.


An employee hand-sewing shoes at Rancourt & Co. (Courtesy Kyle Rancourt)



Of course, the enthusiasm and determination of a given entrepreneur, and the skill of the employees, is only half the equation. To succeed, a business needs customers. Fortunately for Rancourt, Michael Williams was a fan.

In 2007, Williams created a men's style blog called A Continuous Lean, or ACL, focused on historical apparel labels such as Woolrich and Filson, and new brands with a similar sensibility.

Williams ran a fashion-PR agency in New York City but had grown up in blue-collar Ohio, east of Cleveland, where he'd spent summers working for his father's landscaping business. When Williams turned 14, his father took him to buy his first pair of Red Wing work boots. He'd always been fascinated by the factories that had made his hometown, but by the time he was coming up, they were all closing down.

One day in 2007, he visited a factory in Chelsea that made ties for one of his accounts. On the ground floor was a gallery selling work by blue-chip artists. Taking the elevator up several floors, however, Williams was transported to another time. Workers stood at long cutting tables carving up the cloth that a dozen or so sewers would fashion into more ties; the scraps were everywhere. "It felt like I was seeing something rare that most New Yorkers don't know even exists," Williams told me.

Williams began visiting the city's other garment factories, including Primo Coat in Queens and Martin Greenfield Clothiers and Hertling USA in Brooklyn. These family-run factories were holdovers from the days when New York had been a premier garment center, and they reminded Williams of Ohio, rekindling his interest in the workings of industry. "It was very rare to find stuff still made in the U.S., and I wondered, Why? And, more specifically, How are the people who are still doing it doing it?" That, he told me, was when he started thinking: I should start a blog.

At the outset, Williams didn't expect many people to read what he was writing. But the personal, ongoing nature of a blog allowed him to go deep, and to create a community around the subject. He covered menswear the way ESPN covered the NFL draft, authoritatively and exhaustively.

Williams became a preeminent proponent of a philosophy known as "Buy quality, buy once." The idea was that rather than purchase lots of cheap, disposable products, people should spend more on a few well-made items and use them for years, in effect reducing their consumption. His argument for timeless quality resonated with young urban professionals and fashion addicts, as well as with older readers who remembered a time when America's factories hummed. As his influence grew, Williams found that he could help launch new businesses and save established ones. One of those brands was Rancourt.

Williams touted the Rancourts as "good people who are doing their part to continue the shoe craft in Maine. Even if you take all of that away, Rancourt makes some damn fine shoes."

Rancourt's success continued, but over time, Williams's enthusiasm for the heritage movement waned. He felt that it had been reduced to a trendy look of flannel shirts and rugged boots, stripped of its deeper meaning. After 2015, Williams pulled back from posting regularly.

The Donald Trump years did little to change his mind. Like many Americans, Williams believed that outsourcing had destroyed whole regions, and he had always thought the American-made movement would grow as more people became wise to the value and logic behind it. But when Trump got elected, the "Made in the U.S.A." movement "got co-opted by this far-right group," Williams told me. "It got tainted."

The pandemic changed that. Stories of doctors wearing raincoats into emergency wards and nurses wearing trash bags and washing and reusing the same masks for days because of a lack of protective clothing brought home the impact of offshoring.

In spring 2020, Williams reengaged with his blog, writing a series of posts that took the country to task for turning away from manufacturing and building. "I was infuriated by the fact that we can't make N95 masks," Williams told me. "It goes to show we're just inept. We're this limp shell of a country. We don't have the machines. Everything is so dependent on other countries."

When he called Kyle Rancourt that June to ask how the shoe business was faring, Kyle answered, "We have no business." A bunch of wholesale orders had been canceled or postponed, and customer orders through the Rancourt website had dropped to zero. Mike and Kyle were facing the very real possibility of having to lay off workers.

Williams sprang into action. He lent his marketing skills, helping Kyle hatch a plan for a crowdfunded project. Rancourt would offer its retail customers wholesale pricing on some of its best-selling shoes, such as the Classic Ranger Moc and the Beefroll Penny Loafer. Williams did free PR for Rancourt around the crowdfund, asking friends and fashion influencers to share it, calling in a lot of favors and promoting it to his tens of thousands of readers on ACL.

The response was overwhelming. Within days, Mike and Kyle had filled enough orders to keep going deep into 2020, through the worst of the shutdown.

When I returned to Lewiston again in 2022, Rancourt's employee parking lot had significantly more cars; the company had added a dozen workers in the previous two years. Inside, a group of well-dressed tourists was buying shoes in the factory store off the lobby. The factory itself was hopping. Handsewn shoes were back in style; the winds of fashion had shifted in Rancourt's favor. But that didn't explain it entirely. In the wake of the pandemic, people were more interested in U.S. manufacturing, and apparel labels were responding.

Out on the factory floor, in the hand-sewing department, Jeff had a new colleague. A middle-aged man with a shaved head and thick-framed glasses stood at the workbench in front of Jeff's. Joao Kalukembiko had come to the United States from Angola in 2016, with his wife and child. In New York City, where he initially lived, a fellow immigrant told Joao about Maine. After working at Dunkin' Donuts, Joao heard about Rancourt through Lewiston's African immigrant community. Kyle liked Joao's positive personality and hired him on that basis.

After trying a few different jobs, Joao proved to be good at stitching soles for Rancourt's sneaker line, work that requires hand-eye coordination and close attention to detail. One day, Joao mentioned to Mike that he wanted to try hand sewing. Mike got him training with the veterans, and, unlike everyone else who had tried it, he did well and stuck with it.

By the time I arrived, Joao had been doing the job for more than a year--long enough, by local tradition, to call himself a hand sewer.



This essay was adapted from the forthcoming book American Flannel.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/03/america-domestic-apparel-production/677734/?utm_source=feed
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End the Phone-Based Childhood Now

The environment in which kids grow up today is hostile to human development.

by Jonathan Haidt




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


Something went suddenly and horribly wrong for adolescents in the early 2010s. By now you've likely seen the statistics: Rates of depression and anxiety in the United States--fairly stable in the 2000s--rose by more than 50 percent in many studies from 2010 to 2019. The suicide rate rose 48 percent for adolescents ages 10 to 19. For girls ages 10 to 14, it rose 131 percent.

The problem was not limited to the U.S.: Similar patterns emerged around the same time in Canada, the U.K., Australia, New Zealand, the Nordic countries, and beyond. By a variety of measures and in a variety of countries, the members of Generation Z (born in and after 1996) are suffering from anxiety, depression, self-harm, and related disorders at levels higher than any other generation for which we have data.

The decline in mental health is just one of many signs that something went awry. Loneliness and friendlessness among American teens began to surge around 2012. Academic achievement went down, too. According to "The Nation's Report Card," scores in reading and math began to decline for U.S. students after 2012, reversing decades of slow but generally steady increase. PISA, the major international measure of educational trends, shows that declines in math, reading, and science happened globally, also beginning in the early 2010s.

Read: It sure looks like phones are making students dumber

As the oldest members of Gen Z reach their late 20s, their troubles are carrying over into adulthood. Young adults are dating less, having less sex, and showing less interest in ever having children than prior generations. They are more likely to live with their parents. They were less likely to get jobs as teens, and managers say they are harder to work with. Many of these trends began with earlier generations, but most of them accelerated with Gen Z.

Surveys show that members of Gen Z are shyer and more risk averse than previous generations, too, and risk aversion may make them less ambitious. In an interview last May, OpenAI co-founder Sam Altman and Stripe co-founder Patrick Collison noted that, for the first time since the 1970s, none of Silicon Valley's preeminent entrepreneurs are under 30. "Something has really gone wrong," Altman said. In a famously young industry, he was baffled by the sudden absence of great founders in their 20s.

Generations are not monolithic, of course. Many young people are flourishing. Taken as a whole, however, Gen Z is in poor mental health and is lagging behind previous generations on many important metrics. And if a generation is doing poorly--if it is more anxious and depressed and is starting families, careers, and important companies at a substantially lower rate than previous generations--then the sociological and economic consequences will be profound for the entire society.


Number of emergency-department visits for nonfatal self-harm per 100,000 children (source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention)



What happened in the early 2010s that altered adolescent development and worsened mental health? Theories abound, but the fact that similar trends are found in many countries worldwide means that events and trends that are specific to the United States cannot be the main story.

I think the answer can be stated simply, although the underlying psychology is complex: Those were the years when adolescents in rich countries traded in their flip phones for smartphones and moved much more of their social lives online--particularly onto social-media platforms designed for virality and addiction. Once young people began carrying the entire internet in their pockets, available to them day and night, it altered their daily experiences and developmental pathways across the board. Friendship, dating, sexuality, exercise, sleep, academics, politics, family dynamics, identity--all were affected. Life changed rapidly for younger children, too, as they began to get access to their parents' smartphones and, later, got their own iPads, laptops, and even smartphones during elementary school.

Jonathan Haidt: Get phones out of schools now

As a social psychologist who has long studied social and moral development, I have been involved in debates about the effects of digital technology for years. Typically, the scientific questions have been framed somewhat narrowly, to make them easier to address with data. For example, do adolescents who consume more social media have higher levels of depression? Does using a smartphone just before bedtime interfere with sleep? The answer to these questions is usually found to be yes, although the size of the relationship is often statistically small, which has led some researchers to conclude that these new technologies are not responsible for the gigantic increases in mental illness that began in the early 2010s.

But before we can evaluate the evidence on any one potential avenue of harm, we need to step back and ask a broader question: What is childhood--including adolescence--and how did it change when smartphones moved to the center of it? If we take a more holistic view of what childhood is and what young children, tweens, and teens need to do to mature into competent adults, the picture becomes much clearer. Smartphone-based life, it turns out, alters or interferes with a great number of developmental processes.

The intrusion of smartphones and social media are not the only changes that have deformed childhood. There's an important backstory, beginning as long ago as the 1980s, when we started systematically depriving children and adolescents of freedom, unsupervised play, responsibility, and opportunities for risk taking, all of which promote competence, maturity, and mental health. But the change in childhood accelerated in the early 2010s, when an already independence-deprived generation was lured into a new virtual universe that seemed safe to parents but in fact is more dangerous, in many respects, than the physical world.

My claim is that the new phone-based childhood that took shape roughly 12 years ago is making young people sick and blocking their progress to flourishing in adulthood. We need a dramatic cultural correction, and we need it now.

1. The Decline of Play and Independence 

Human brains are extraordinarily large compared with those of other primates, and human childhoods are extraordinarily long, too, to give those large brains time to wire up within a particular culture. A child's brain is already 90 percent of its adult size by about age 6. The next 10 or 15 years are about learning norms and mastering skills--physical, analytical, creative, and social. As children and adolescents seek out experiences and practice a wide variety of behaviors, the synapses and neurons that are used frequently are retained while those that are used less often disappear. Neurons that fire together wire together, as brain researchers say.

Brain development is sometimes said to be "experience-expectant," because specific parts of the brain show increased plasticity during periods of life when an animal's brain can "expect" to have certain kinds of experiences. You can see this with baby geese, who will imprint on whatever mother-sized object moves in their vicinity just after they hatch. You can see it with human children, who are able to learn languages quickly and take on the local accent, but only through early puberty; after that, it's hard to learn a language and sound like a native speaker. There is also some evidence of a sensitive period for cultural learning more generally. Japanese children who spent a few years in California in the 1970s came to feel "American" in their identity and ways of interacting only if they attended American schools for a few years between ages 9 and 15. If they left before age 9, there was no lasting impact. If they didn't arrive until they were 15, it was too late; they didn't come to feel American.

Human childhood is an extended cultural apprenticeship with different tasks at different ages all the way through puberty. Once we see it this way, we can identify factors that promote or impede the right kinds of learning at each age. For children of all ages, one of the most powerful drivers of learning is the strong motivation to play. Play is the work of childhood, and all young mammals have the same job: to wire up their brains by playing vigorously and often, practicing the moves and skills they'll need as adults. Kittens will play-pounce on anything that looks like a mouse tail. Human children will play games such as Tag and Sharks and Minnows, which let them practice both their predator skills and their escaping-from-predator skills. Adolescents will play sports with greater intensity, and will incorporate playfulness into their social interactions--flirting, teasing, and developing inside jokes that bond friends together. Hundreds of studies on young rats, monkeys, and humans show that young mammals want to play, need to play, and end up socially, cognitively, and emotionally impaired when they are deprived of play.

One crucial aspect of play is physical risk taking. Children and adolescents must take risks and fail--often--in environments in which failure is not very costly. This is how they extend their abilities, overcome their fears, learn to estimate risk, and learn to cooperate in order to take on larger challenges later. The ever-present possibility of getting hurt while running around, exploring, play-fighting, or getting into a real conflict with another group adds an element of thrill, and thrilling play appears to be the most effective kind for overcoming childhood anxieties and building social, emotional, and physical competence. The desire for risk and thrill increases in the teen years, when failure might carry more serious consequences. Children of all ages need to choose the risk they are ready for at a given moment. Young people who are deprived of opportunities for risk taking and independent exploration will, on average, develop into more anxious and risk-averse adults.

From the April 2014 issue: The overprotected kid

Human childhood and adolescence evolved outdoors, in a physical world full of dangers and opportunities. Its central activities--play, exploration, and intense socializing--were largely unsupervised by adults, allowing children to make their own choices, resolve their own conflicts, and take care of one another. Shared adventures and shared adversity bound young people together into strong friendship clusters within which they mastered the social dynamics of small groups, which prepared them to master bigger challenges and larger groups later on.

And then we changed childhood.

The changes started slowly in the late 1970s and '80s, before the arrival of the internet, as many parents in the U.S. grew fearful that their children would be harmed or abducted if left unsupervised. Such crimes have always been extremely rare, but they loomed larger in parents' minds thanks in part to rising levels of street crime combined with the arrival of cable TV, which enabled round-the-clock coverage of missing-children cases. A general decline in social capital--the degree to which people knew and trusted their neighbors and institutions--exacerbated parental fears. Meanwhile, rising competition for college admissions encouraged more intensive forms of parenting. In the 1990s, American parents began pulling their children indoors or insisting that afternoons be spent in adult-run enrichment activities. Free play, independent exploration, and teen-hangout time declined.

In recent decades, seeing unchaperoned children outdoors has become so novel that when one is spotted in the wild, some adults feel it is their duty to call the police. In 2015, the Pew Research Center found that parents, on average, believed that children should be at least 10 years old to play unsupervised in front of their house, and that kids should be 14 before being allowed to go unsupervised to a public park. Most of these same parents had enjoyed joyous and unsupervised outdoor play by the age of 7 or 8.

But overprotection is only part of the story. The transition away from a more independent childhood was facilitated by steady improvements in digital technology, which made it easier and more inviting for young people to spend a lot more time at home, indoors, and alone in their rooms. Eventually, tech companies got access to children 24/7. They developed exciting virtual activities, engineered for "engagement," that are nothing like the real-world experiences young brains evolved to expect.




2. The Virtual World Arrives in Two Waves

The internet, which now dominates the lives of young people, arrived in two waves of linked technologies. The first one did little harm to Millennials. The second one swallowed Gen Z whole.

The first wave came ashore in the 1990s with the arrival of dial-up internet access, which made personal computers good for something beyond word processing and basic games. By 2003, 55 percent of American households had a computer with (slow) internet access. Rates of adolescent depression, loneliness, and other measures of poor mental health did not rise in this first wave. If anything, they went down a bit. Millennial teens (born 1981 through 1995), who were the first to go through puberty with access to the internet, were psychologically healthier and happier, on average, than their older siblings or parents in Generation X (born 1965 through 1980).

The second wave began to rise in the 2000s, though its full force didn't hit until the early 2010s. It began rather innocently with the introduction of social-media platforms that helped people connect with their friends. Posting and sharing content became much easier with sites such as Friendster (launched in 2003), Myspace (2003), and Facebook (2004).

Teens embraced social media soon after it came out, but the time they could spend on these sites was limited in those early years because the sites could only be accessed from a computer, often the family computer in the living room. Young people couldn't access social media (and the rest of the internet) from the school bus, during class time, or while hanging out with friends outdoors. Many teens in the early-to-mid-2000s had cellphones, but these were basic phones (many of them flip phones) that had no internet access. Typing on them was difficult--they had only number keys. Basic phones were tools that helped Millennials meet up with one another in person or talk with each other one-on-one. I have seen no evidence to suggest that basic cellphones harmed the mental health of Millennials.

It was not until the introduction of the iPhone (2007), the App Store (2008), and high-speed internet (which reached 50 percent of American homes in 2007)--and the corresponding pivot to mobile made by many providers of social media, video games, and porn--that it became possible for adolescents to spend nearly every waking moment online. The extraordinary synergy among these innovations was what powered the second technological wave. In 2011, only 23 percent of teens had a smartphone. By 2015, that number had risen to 73 percent, and a quarter of teens said they were online "almost constantly." Their younger siblings in elementary school didn't usually have their own smartphones, but after its release in 2010, the iPad quickly became a staple of young children's daily lives. It was in this brief period, from 2010 to 2015, that childhood in America (and many other countries) was rewired into a form that was more sedentary, solitary, virtual, and incompatible with healthy human development.

3. Techno-optimism and the Birth of the Phone-Based Childhood

The phone-based childhood created by that second wave--including not just smartphones themselves, but all manner of internet-connected devices, such as tablets, laptops, video-game consoles, and smartwatches--arrived near the end of a period of enormous optimism about digital technology. The internet came into our lives in the mid-1990s, soon after the fall of the Soviet Union. By the end of that decade, it was widely thought that the web would be an ally of democracy and a slayer of tyrants. When people are connected to each other, and to all the information in the world, how could any dictator keep them down?

In the 2000s, Silicon Valley and its world-changing inventions were a source of pride and excitement in America. Smart and ambitious young people around the world wanted to move to the West Coast to be part of the digital revolution. Tech-company founders such as Steve Jobs and Sergey Brin were lauded as gods, or at least as modern Prometheans, bringing humans godlike powers. The Arab Spring bloomed in 2011 with the help of decentralized social platforms, including Twitter and Facebook. When pundits and entrepreneurs talked about the power of social media to transform society, it didn't sound like a dark prophecy.

You have to put yourself back in this heady time to understand why adults acquiesced so readily to the rapid transformation of childhood. Many parents had concerns, even then, about what their children were doing online, especially because of the internet's ability to put children in contact with strangers. But there was also a lot of excitement about the upsides of this new digital world. If computers and the internet were the vanguards of progress, and if young people--widely referred to as "digital natives"--were going to live their lives entwined with these technologies, then why not give them a head start? I remember how exciting it was to see my 2-year-old son master the touch-and-swipe interface of my first iPhone in 2008. I thought I could see his neurons being woven together faster as a result of the stimulation it brought to his brain, compared to the passivity of watching television or the slowness of building a block tower. I thought I could see his future job prospects improving.

Touchscreen devices were also a godsend for harried parents. Many of us discovered that we could have peace at a restaurant, on a long car trip, or at home while making dinner or replying to emails if we just gave our children what they most wanted: our smartphones and tablets. We saw that everyone else was doing it and figured it must be okay.

It was the same for older children, desperate to join their friends on social-media platforms, where the minimum age to open an account was set by law to 13, even though no research had been done to establish the safety of these products for minors. Because the platforms did nothing (and still do nothing) to verify the stated age of new-account applicants, any 10-year-old could open multiple accounts without parental permission or knowledge, and many did. Facebook and later Instagram became places where many sixth and seventh graders were hanging out and socializing. If parents did find out about these accounts, it was too late. Nobody wanted their child to be isolated and alone, so parents rarely forced their children to shut down their accounts.

We had no idea what we were doing.

4. The High Cost of a Phone-Based Childhood

In Walden, his 1854 reflection on simple living, Henry David Thoreau wrote, "The cost of a thing is the amount of ... life which is required to be exchanged for it, immediately or in the long run." It's an elegant formulation of what economists would later call the opportunity cost of any choice--all of the things you can no longer do with your money and time once you've committed them to something else. So it's important that we grasp just how much of a young person's day is now taken up by their devices.

The numbers are hard to believe. The most recent Gallup data show that American teens spend about five hours a day just on social-media platforms (including watching videos on TikTok and YouTube). Add in all the other phone- and screen-based activities, and the number rises to somewhere between seven and nine hours a day, on average. The numbers are even higher in single-parent and low-income families, and among Black, Hispanic, and Native American families.

These very high numbers do not include time spent in front of screens for school or homework, nor do they include all the time adolescents spend paying only partial attention to events in the real world while thinking about what they're missing on social media or waiting for their phones to ping. Pew reports that in 2022, one-third of teens said they were on one of the major social-media sites "almost constantly," and nearly half said the same of the internet in general. For these heavy users, nearly every waking hour is an hour absorbed, in full or in part, by their devices.




In Thoreau's terms, how much of life is exchanged for all this screen time? Arguably, most of it. Everything else in an adolescent's day must get squeezed down or eliminated entirely to make room for the vast amount of content that is consumed, and for the hundreds of "friends," "followers," and other network connections that must be serviced with texts, posts, comments, likes, snaps, and direct messages. I recently surveyed my students at NYU, and most of them reported that the very first thing they do when they open their eyes in the morning is check their texts, direct messages, and social-media feeds. It's also the last thing they do before they close their eyes at night. And it's a lot of what they do in between.

The amount of time that adolescents spend sleeping declined in the early 2010s, and many studies tie sleep loss directly to the use of devices around bedtime, particularly when they're used to scroll through social media. Exercise declined, too, which is unfortunate because exercise, like sleep, improves both mental and physical health. Book reading has been declining for decades, pushed aside by digital alternatives, but the decline, like so much else, sped up in the early 2010s. With passive entertainment always available, adolescent minds likely wander less than they used to; contemplation and imagination might be placed on the list of things winnowed down or crowded out.

But perhaps the most devastating cost of the new phone-based childhood was the collapse of time spent interacting with other people face-to-face. A study of how Americans spend their time found that, before 2010, young people (ages 15 to 24) reported spending far more time with their friends (about two hours a day, on average, not counting time together at school) than did older people (who spent just 30 to 60 minutes with friends). Time with friends began decreasing for young people in the 2000s, but the drop accelerated in the 2010s, while it barely changed for older people. By 2019, young people's time with friends had dropped to just 67 minutes a day. It turns out that Gen Z had been socially distancing for many years and had mostly completed the project by the time COVID-19 struck.

Read: What happens when kids don't see their peers for months

You might question the importance of this decline. After all, isn't much of this online time spent interacting with friends through texting, social media, and multiplayer video games? Isn't that just as good?

Some of it surely is, and virtual interactions offer unique benefits too, especially for young people who are geographically or socially isolated. But in general, the virtual world lacks many of the features that make human interactions in the real world nutritious, as we might say, for physical, social, and emotional development. In particular, real-world relationships and social interactions are characterized by four features--typical for hundreds of thousands of years--that online interactions either distort or erase.

First, real-world interactions are embodied, meaning that we use our hands and facial expressions to communicate, and we learn to respond to the body language of others. Virtual interactions, in contrast, mostly rely on language alone. No matter how many emojis are offered as compensation, the elimination of communication channels for which we have eons of evolutionary programming is likely to produce adults who are less comfortable and less skilled at interacting in person.

Second, real-world interactions are synchronous; they happen at the same time. As a result, we learn subtle cues about timing and conversational turn taking. Synchronous interactions make us feel closer to the other person because that's what getting "in sync" does. Texts, posts, and many other virtual interactions lack synchrony. There is less real laughter, more room for misinterpretation, and more stress after a comment that gets no immediate response.

Third, real-world interactions primarily involve one-to-one communication, or sometimes one-to-several. But many virtual communications are broadcast to a potentially huge audience. Online, each person can engage in dozens of asynchronous interactions in parallel, which interferes with the depth achieved in all of them. The sender's motivations are different, too: With a large audience, one's reputation is always on the line; an error or poor performance can damage social standing with large numbers of peers. These communications thus tend to be more performative and anxiety-inducing than one-to-one conversations.

Finally, real-world interactions usually take place within communities that have a high bar for entry and exit, so people are strongly motivated to invest in relationships and repair rifts when they happen. But in many virtual networks, people can easily block others or quit when they are displeased. Relationships within such networks are usually more disposable.

From the September 2015 issue: The coddling of the American mind

These unsatisfying and anxiety-producing features of life online should be recognizable to most adults. Online interactions can bring out antisocial behavior that people would never display in their offline communities. But if life online takes a toll on adults, just imagine what it does to adolescents in the early years of puberty, when their "experience expectant" brains are rewiring based on feedback from their social interactions.

Kids going through puberty online are likely to experience far more social comparison, self-consciousness, public shaming, and chronic anxiety than adolescents in previous generations, which could potentially set developing brains into a habitual state of defensiveness. The brain contains systems that are specialized for approach (when opportunities beckon) and withdrawal (when threats appear or seem likely). People can be in what we might call "discover mode" or "defend mode" at any moment, but generally not both. The two systems together form a mechanism for quickly adapting to changing conditions, like a thermostat that can activate either a heating system or a cooling system as the temperature fluctuates. Some people's internal thermostats are generally set to discover mode, and they flip into defend mode only when clear threats arise. These people tend to see the world as full of opportunities. They are happier and less anxious. Other people's internal thermostats are generally set to defend mode, and they flip into discover mode only when they feel unusually safe. They tend to see the world as full of threats and are more prone to anxiety and depressive disorders.


Percentage of U.S. college freshmen reporting various kinds of disabilities and disorders (source: Higher Education Research Institute)



A simple way to understand the differences between Gen Z and previous generations is that people born in and after 1996 have internal thermostats that were shifted toward defend mode. This is why life on college campuses changed so suddenly when Gen Z arrived, beginning around 2014. Students began requesting "safe spaces" and trigger warnings. They were highly sensitive to "microaggressions" and sometimes claimed that words were "violence." These trends mystified those of us in older generations at the time, but in hindsight, it all makes sense. Gen Z students found words, ideas, and ambiguous social encounters more threatening than had previous generations of students because we had fundamentally altered their psychological development.

5. So Many Harms

The debate around adolescents' use of smartphones and social media typically revolves around mental health, and understandably so. But the harms that have resulted from transforming childhood so suddenly and heedlessly go far beyond mental health. I've touched on some of them--social awkwardness, reduced self-confidence, and a more sedentary childhood. Here are three additional harms.

Fragmented Attention, Disrupted Learning

Staying on task while sitting at a computer is hard enough for an adult with a fully developed prefrontal cortex. It is far more difficult for adolescents in front of their laptop trying to do homework. They are probably less intrinsically motivated to stay on task. They're certainly less able, given their undeveloped prefrontal cortex, and hence it's easy for any company with an app to lure them away with an offer of social validation or entertainment. Their phones are pinging constantly--one study found that the typical adolescent now gets 237 notifications a day, roughly 15 every waking hour. Sustained attention is essential for doing almost anything big, creative, or valuable, yet young people find their attention chopped up into little bits by notifications offering the possibility of high-pleasure, low-effort digital experiences.

It even happens in the classroom. Studies confirm that when students have access to their phones during class time, they use them, especially for texting and checking social media, and their grades and learning suffer. This might explain why benchmark test scores began to decline in the U.S. and around the world in the early 2010s--well before the pandemic hit.

Addiction and Social Withdrawal

The neural basis of behavioral addiction to social media or video games is not exactly the same as chemical addiction to cocaine or opioids. Nonetheless, they all involve abnormally heavy and sustained activation of dopamine neurons and reward pathways. Over time, the brain adapts to these high levels of dopamine; when the child is not engaged in digital activity, their brain doesn't have enough dopamine, and the child experiences withdrawal symptoms. These generally include anxiety, insomnia, and intense irritability. Kids with these kinds of behavioral addictions often become surly and aggressive, and withdraw from their families into their bedrooms and devices.

Social-media and gaming platforms were designed to hook users. How successful are they? How many kids suffer from digital addictions?

The main addiction risks for boys seem to be video games and porn. "Internet gaming disorder," which was added to the main diagnosis manual of psychiatry in 2013 as a condition for further study, describes "significant impairment or distress" in several aspects of life, along with many hallmarks of addiction, including an inability to reduce usage despite attempts to do so. Estimates for the prevalence of IGD range from 7 to 15 percent among adolescent boys and young men. As for porn, a nationally representative survey of American adults published in 2019 found that 7 percent of American men agreed or strongly agreed with the statement "I am addicted to pornography"--and the rates were higher for the youngest men.

Girls have much lower rates of addiction to video games and porn, but they use social media more intensely than boys do. A study of teens in 29 nations found that between 5 and 15 percent of adolescents engage in what is called "problematic social media use," which includes symptoms such as preoccupation, withdrawal symptoms, neglect of other areas of life, and lying to parents and friends about time spent on social media. That study did not break down results by gender, but many others have found that rates of "problematic use" are higher for girls.

Jonathan Haidt: The dangerous experiment on teen girls

I don't want to overstate the risks: Most teens do not become addicted to their phones and video games. But across multiple studies and across genders, rates of problematic use come out in the ballpark of 5 to 15 percent. Is there any other consumer product that parents would let their children use relatively freely if they knew that something like one in 10 kids would end up with a pattern of habitual and compulsive use that disrupted various domains of life and looked a lot like an addiction?

The Decay of Wisdom and the Loss of Meaning 

During that crucial sensitive period for cultural learning, from roughly ages 9 through 15, we should be especially thoughtful about who is socializing our children for adulthood. Instead, that's when most kids get their first smartphone and sign themselves up (with or without parental permission) to consume rivers of content from random strangers. Much of that content is produced by other adolescents, in blocks of a few minutes or a few seconds.

This rerouting of enculturating content has created a generation that is largely cut off from older generations and, to some extent, from the accumulated wisdom of humankind, including knowledge about how to live a flourishing life. Adolescents spend less time steeped in their local or national culture. They are coming of age in a confusing, placeless, ahistorical maelstrom of 30-second stories curated by algorithms designed to mesmerize them. Without solid knowledge of the past and the filtering of good ideas from bad--a process that plays out over many generations--young people will be more prone to believe whatever terrible ideas become popular around them, which might explain why videos showing young people reacting positively to Osama bin Laden's thoughts about America were trending on TikTok last fall.

All this is made worse by the fact that so much of digital public life is an unending supply of micro dramas about somebody somewhere in our country of 340 million people who did something that can fuel an outrage cycle, only to be pushed aside by the next. It doesn't add up to anything and leaves behind only a distorted sense of human nature and affairs.

When our public life becomes fragmented, ephemeral, and incomprehensible, it is a recipe for anomie, or normlessness. The great French sociologist Emile Durkheim showed long ago that a society that fails to bind its people together with some shared sense of sacredness and common respect for rules and norms is not a society of great individual freedom; it is, rather, a place where disoriented individuals have difficulty setting goals and exerting themselves to achieve them. Durkheim argued that anomie was a major driver of suicide rates in European countries. Modern scholars continue to draw on his work to understand suicide rates today. 




Percentage of U.S. high-school seniors who agreed with the statement "Life often seems meaningless." (Source: Monitoring the Future)



Durkheim's observations are crucial for understanding what happened in the early 2010s. A long-running survey of American teens found that, from 1990 to 2010, high-school seniors became slightly less likely to agree with statements such as "Life often feels meaningless." But as soon as they adopted a phone-based life and many began to live in the whirlpool of social media, where no stability can be found, every measure of despair increased. From 2010 to 2019, the number who agreed that their lives felt "meaningless" increased by about 70 percent, to more than one in five.

6. Young People Don't Like Their Phone-Based Lives

How can I be confident that the epidemic of adolescent mental illness was kicked off by the arrival of the phone-based childhood? Skeptics point to other events as possible culprits, including the 2008 global financial crisis, global warming, the 2012 Sandy Hook school shooting and the subsequent active-shooter drills, rising academic pressures, and the opioid epidemic. But while these events might have been contributing factors in some countries, none can explain both the timing and international scope of the disaster.

An additional source of evidence comes from Gen Z itself. With all the talk of regulating social media, raising age limits, and getting phones out of schools, you might expect to find many members of Gen Z writing and speaking out in opposition. I've looked for such arguments and found hardly any. In contrast, many young adults tell stories of devastation.

Freya India, a 24-year-old British essayist who writes about girls, explains how social-media sites carry girls off to unhealthy places: "It seems like your child is simply watching some makeup tutorials, following some mental health influencers, or experimenting with their identity. But let me tell you: they are on a conveyor belt to someplace bad. Whatever insecurity or vulnerability they are struggling with, they will be pushed further and further into it." She continues:

Gen Z were the guinea pigs in this uncontrolled global social experiment. We were the first to have our vulnerabilities and insecurities fed into a machine that magnified and refracted them back at us, all the time, before we had any sense of who we were. We didn't just grow up with algorithms. They raised us. They rearranged our faces. Shaped our identities. Convinced us we were sick.


Rikki Schlott, a 23-year-old American journalist and co-author of The Canceling of the American Mind, writes,

The day-to-day life of a typical teen or tween today would be unrecognizable to someone who came of age before the smartphone arrived. Zoomers are spending an average of 9 hours daily in this screen-time doom loop--desperate to forget the gaping holes they're bleeding out of, even if just for ... 9 hours a day. Uncomfortable silence could be time to ponder why they're so miserable in the first place. Drowning it out with algorithmic white noise is far easier.


A 27-year-old man who spent his adolescent years addicted (his word) to video games and pornography sent me this reflection on what that did to him:

I missed out on a lot of stuff in life--a lot of socialization. I feel the effects now: meeting new people, talking to people. I feel that my interactions are not as smooth and fluid as I want. My knowledge of the world (geography, politics, etc.) is lacking. I didn't spend time having conversations or learning about sports. I often feel like a hollow operating system.


Or consider what Facebook found in a research project involving focus groups of young people, revealed in 2021 by the whistleblower Frances Haugen: "Teens blame Instagram for increases in the rates of anxiety and depression among teens," an internal document said. "This reaction was unprompted and consistent across all groups."

How can it be that an entire generation is hooked on consumer products that so few praise and so many ultimately regret using? Because smartphones and especially social media have put members of Gen Z and their parents into a series of collective-action traps. Once you understand the dynamics of these traps, the escape routes become clear.




7. Collective-Action Problems

Social-media companies such as Meta, TikTok, and Snap are often compared to tobacco companies, but that's not really fair to the tobacco industry. It's true that companies in both industries marketed harmful products to children and tweaked their products for maximum customer retention (that is, addiction), but there's a big difference: Teens could and did choose, in large numbers, not to smoke. Even at the peak of teen cigarette use, in 1997, nearly two-thirds of high-school students did not smoke.

Social media, in contrast, applies a lot more pressure on nonusers, at a much younger age and in a more insidious way. Once a few students in any middle school lie about their age and open accounts at age 11 or 12, they start posting photos and comments about themselves and other students. Drama ensues. The pressure on everyone else to join becomes intense. Even a girl who knows, consciously, that Instagram can foster beauty obsession, anxiety, and eating disorders might sooner take those risks than accept the seeming certainty of being out of the loop, clueless, and excluded. And indeed, if she resists while most of her classmates do not, she might, in fact, be marginalized, which puts her at risk for anxiety and depression, though via a different pathway than the one taken by those who use social media heavily. In this way, social media accomplishes a remarkable feat: It even harms adolescents who do not use it.

From the May 2022 issue: Jonathan Haidt on why the past 10 years of American life have been uniquely stupid

A recent study led by the University of Chicago economist Leonardo Bursztyn captured the dynamics of the social-media trap precisely. The researchers recruited more than 1,000 college students and asked them how much they'd need to be paid to deactivate their accounts on either Instagram or TikTok for four weeks. That's a standard economist's question to try to compute the net value of a product to society. On average, students said they'd need to be paid roughly $50 ($59 for TikTok, $47 for Instagram) to deactivate whichever platform they were asked about. Then the experimenters told the students that they were going to try to get most of the others in their school to deactivate that same platform, offering to pay them to do so as well, and asked, Now how much would you have to be paid to deactivate, if most others did so? The answer, on average, was less than zero. In each case, most students were willing to pay to have that happen.

Social media is all about network effects. Most students are only on it because everyone else is too. Most of them would prefer that nobody be on these platforms. Later in the study, students were asked directly, "Would you prefer to live in a world without Instagram [or TikTok]?" A majority of students said yes--58 percent for each app.

This is the textbook definition of what social scientists call a collective-action problem. It's what happens when a group would be better off if everyone in the group took a particular action, but each actor is deterred from acting, because unless the others do the same, the personal cost outweighs the benefit. Fishermen considering limiting their catch to avoid wiping out the local fish population are caught in this same kind of trap. If no one else does it too, they just lose profit.

Cigarettes trapped individual smokers with a biological addiction. Social media has trapped an entire generation in a collective-action problem. Early app developers deliberately and knowingly exploited the psychological weaknesses and insecurities of young people to pressure them to consume a product that, upon reflection, many wish they could use less, or not at all.

8. Four Norms to Break Four Traps

Young people and their parents are stuck in at least four collective-action traps. Each is hard to escape for an individual family, but escape becomes much easier if families, schools, and communities coordinate and act together. Here are four norms that would roll back the phone-based childhood. I believe that any community that adopts all four will see substantial improvements in youth mental health within two years.

No smartphones before high school  

The trap here is that each child thinks they need a smartphone because "everyone else" has one, and many parents give in because they don't want their child to feel excluded. But if no one else had a smartphone--or even if, say, only half of the child's sixth-grade class had one--parents would feel more comfortable providing a basic flip phone (or no phone at all). Delaying round-the-clock internet access until ninth grade (around age 14) as a national or community norm would help to protect adolescents during the very vulnerable first few years of puberty. According to a 2022 British study, these are the years when social-media use is most correlated with poor mental health. Family policies about tablets, laptops, and video-game consoles should be aligned with smartphone restrictions to prevent overuse of other screen activities.

No social media before 16

The trap here, as with smartphones, is that each adolescent feels a strong need to open accounts on TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and other platforms primarily because that's where most of their peers are posting and gossiping. But if the majority of adolescents were not on these accounts until they were 16, families and adolescents could more easily resist the pressure to sign up. The delay would not mean that kids younger than 16 could never watch videos on TikTok or YouTube--only that they could not open accounts, give away their data, post their own content, and let algorithms get to know them and their preferences.

Phone-free schools 

Most schools claim that they ban phones, but this usually just means that students aren't supposed to take their phone out of their pocket during class. Research shows that most students do use their phones during class time. They also use them during lunchtime, free periods, and breaks between classes--times when students could and should be interacting with their classmates face-to-face. The only way to get students' minds off their phones during the school day is to require all students to put their phones (and other devices that can send or receive texts) into a phone locker or locked pouch at the start of the day. Schools that have gone phone-free always seem to report that it has improved the culture, making students more attentive in class and more interactive with one another. Published studies back them up.

More independence, free play, and responsibility in the real world

Many parents are afraid to give their children the level of independence and responsibility they themselves enjoyed when they were young, even though rates of homicide, drunk driving, and other physical threats to children are way down in recent decades. Part of the fear comes from the fact that parents look at each other to determine what is normal and therefore safe, and they see few examples of families acting as if a 9-year-old can be trusted to walk to a store without a chaperone. But if many parents started sending their children out to play or run errands, then the norms of what is safe and accepted would change quickly. So would ideas about what constitutes "good parenting." And if more parents trusted their children with more responsibility--for example, by asking their kids to do more to help out, or to care for others--then the pervasive sense of uselessness now found in surveys of high-school students might begin to dissipate.

It would be a mistake to overlook this fourth norm. If parents don't replace screen time with real-world experiences involving friends and independent activity, then banning devices will feel like deprivation, not the opening up of a world of opportunities.

The main reason why the phone-based childhood is so harmful is because it pushes aside everything else. Smartphones are experience blockers. Our ultimate goal should not be to remove screens entirely, nor should it be to return childhood to exactly the way it was in 1960. Rather, it should be to create a version of childhood and adolescence that keeps young people anchored in the real world while flourishing in the digital age.

9. What Are We Waiting For?

An essential function of government is to solve collective-action problems. Congress could solve or help solve the ones I've highlighted--for instance, by raising the age of "internet adulthood" to 16 and requiring tech companies to keep underage children off their sites.

In recent decades, however, Congress has not been good at addressing public concerns when the solutions would displease a powerful and deep-pocketed industry. Governors and state legislators have been much more effective, and their successes might let us evaluate how well various reforms work. But the bottom line is that to change norms, we're going to need to do most of the work ourselves, in neighborhood groups, schools, and other communities.

Read: Why Congress keeps failing to protect kids online

There are now hundreds of organizations--most of them started by mothers who saw what smartphones had done to their children--that are working to roll back the phone-based childhood or promote a more independent, real-world childhood. (I have assembled a list of many of them.) One that I co-founded, at LetGrow.org, suggests a variety of simple programs for parents or schools, such as play club (schools keep the playground open at least one day a week before or after school, and kids sign up for phone-free, mixed-age, unstructured play as a regular weekly activity) and the Let Grow Experience (a series of homework assignments in which students--with their parents' consent--choose something to do on their own that they've never done before, such as walk the dog, climb a tree, walk to a store, or cook dinner).

Even without the help of organizations, parents could break their families out of collective-action traps if they coordinated with the parents of their children's friends. Together they could create common smartphone rules and organize unsupervised play sessions or encourage hangouts at a home, park, or shopping mall.




Parents are fed up with what childhood has become. Many are tired of having daily arguments about technologies that were designed to grab hold of their children's attention and not let go. But the phone-based childhood is not inevitable.

The four norms I have proposed cost almost nothing to implement, they cause no clear harm to anyone, and while they could be supported by new legislation, they can be instilled even without it. We can begin implementing all of them right away, this year, especially in communities with good cooperation between schools and parents. A single memo from a principal asking parents to delay smartphones and social media, in support of the school's effort to improve mental health by going phone free, would catalyze collective action and reset the community's norms.

We didn't know what we were doing in the early 2010s. Now we do. It's time to end the phone-based childhood.



This article is adapted from Jonathan Haidt's forthcoming book, The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/03/teen-childhood-smartphone-use-mental-health-effects/677722/?utm_source=feed
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The Cowardice of <em>Guernica</em>

The literary magazine <em>Guernica</em>'s<em> </em>decision to retract an essay about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict reveals much about how the war is hardening human sentiment.

by Phil Klay


Viewers looking at Pablo Picasso's "Guernica" at the Reina Sofia Museum in Madrid (Denis Doyle / Getty)



In the days after October 7, the writer and translator Joanna Chen spoke with a neighbor in Israel whose children were frightened by the constant sound of warplanes. "I tell them these are good booms," the neighbor said to Chen with a grimace. "I understood the subtext," Chen wrote later in an essay published in Guernica magazine on March 4, titled "From the Edges of a Broken World." The booms were, of course, the Israeli army bombing Gaza, part of a campaign that has left at least 30,000 civilians and combatants dead so far.

The moment is just one observation in a much longer meditative piece of writing in which Chen weighs her principles--she refused service in the Israeli military, for years has volunteered at a charity providing transportation for Palestinian children needing medical care, and works on Arabic and Hebrew translations to bridge cultural divides--against the more turbulent feelings of fear, inadequacy, and split allegiances that have cropped up for her after October 7, when 1,200 people were killed and 250 taken hostage in Hamas's assault on Israel. But the conversation with the neighbor is a sharp, novelistic, and telling moment. The mother, aware of the perversity of recasting bombs killing children mere miles away as "good booms," does so anyway because she is a mother, and her children are frightened. The act, at once callous and caring, will stay with me.

Not with the readers of Guernica, though. The magazine, once a prominent publication for fiction, poetry, and literary nonfiction, with a focus on global art and politics, quickly found itself imploding as its all-volunteer staff revolted over the essay. One of the magazine's nonfiction editors posted on social media that she was leaving over Chen's publication. "Parts of the essay felt particularly harmful and disorienting to read, such as the line where a person is quoted saying 'I tell them these are good booms.'" Soon a poetry editor resigned as well, calling Chen's essay a "horrific settler normalization essay"--settler here seeming to refer to all Israelis, because Chen does not live in the occupied territories. More staff members followed, including the senior nonfiction editor and one of the co-publishers (who criticized the essay as "a hand-wringing apologia for Zionism"). Amid this flurry of cascading outrage, on March 10 Guernica pulled the essay from its website, with the note: "Guernica regrets having published this piece, and has retracted it. A more fulsome explanation will follow." As of today, this explanation is still pending, and my request for comment from the editor in chief, Jina Moore Ngarambe, has gone unanswered.

Read: Beware the language that erases reality

Blowups at literary journals are not the most pressing news of the day, but the incident at Guernica reveals the extent to which elite American literary outlets may now be beholden to the narrowest polemical and moralistic approaches to literature. After the publication of Chen's essay, a parade of mutual incomprehension occurred across social media, with pro-Palestine writers announcing what they declared to be the self-evident awfulness of the essay (publishing the essay made Guernica "a pillar of eugenicist white colonialism masquerading as goodness," wrote one of the now-former editors), while reader after reader who came to it because of the controversy--an archived version can still be accessed--commented that they didn't understand what was objectionable. One reader seemed to have mistakenly assumed that Guernica had pulled the essay in response to pressure from pro-Israel critics. "Oh buddy you can't have your civilian population empathizing with the people you're ethnically cleansing," he wrote, with obvious sarcasm. When another reader pointed out that he had it backwards, he responded, "This chain of events is bizarre."

Some people saw anti-Semitism in the decision. James Palmer, a deputy editor of Foreign Policy, noted how absurd it was to suggest that the author approved of the "good bombs" sentiment, and wrote that the outcry was "one step toward trying to exclude Jews from discourse altogether." And it is hard not to see some anti-Semitism at play. One of the resigning editors claimed that the essay "includes random untrue fantasies about Hamas and centers the suffering of oppressors" (Chen briefly mentions the well-documented atrocities of October 7; caring for an Israeli family that lost a daughter, son-in-law, and nephew; and her worries about the fate of Palestinians she knows who have links to Israel).

Madhuri Sastry, one of the co-publishers, notes in her resignation post that she'd earlier successfully insisted on barring a previous essay of Chen's from the magazine's Voices on Palestine compilation. In that same compilation, Guernica chose to include an interview with Alice Walker, the author of a poem that asks "Are Goyim (us) meant to be slaves of Jews," and who once recommended to readers of The New York Times a book that claims that "a small Jewish clique" helped plan the Russian Revolution, World Wars I and II, and "coldly calculated" the Holocaust. No one at Guernica publicly resigned over the magazine's association with Walker.

However, to merely dismiss all of the critics out of hand as insane or intolerant or anti-Semitic would ironically run counter to the spirit of Chen's essay itself. She writes of her desire to reach out to those on the other side of the conflict, people she's worked with or known and who would be angered or horrified by some of the other experiences she relates in the essay, such as the conversation about the "good booms." Given the realities of the conflict, she knows this attempt to connect is just a first step, and an often-frustrating one. Writing to a Palestinian she'd once worked with as a reporter, she laments her failure to come up with something meaningful to say: "I also felt stupid--this was war, and whether I liked it or not, Nuha and I were standing at opposite ends of the very bridge I hoped to cross. I had been naive ... I was inadequate." In another scene, she notes how even before October 7, when groups of Palestinians and Israelis joined together to share their stories, their goodwill failed "to straddle the chasm that divided us."

Read: Why activism leads to so much bad writing

After the publication of Chen's essay, one writer after another pulled their work from the magazine. One wrote, "I will not allow my work to be curated alongside settler angst," while another, the Texas-based Palestinian American poet Fady Joudah, wrote that Chen's essay "is humiliating to Palestinians in any time let alone during a genocide. An essay as if a dispatch from a colonial century ago. Oh how good you are to the natives." I find it hard to read the essay that way, but it would be a mistake, as Chen herself suggests, to ignore such sentiments. For those who more naturally sympathize with the Israeli mother than the Gazan hiding from the bombs, these responses exist across that chasm Chen describes, one that empathy alone is incapable of bridging.

That doesn't mean empathy isn't a start, though. Which is why the retraction of the article is more than an act of cowardice and a betrayal of a writer whose work the magazine shepherded to publication. It's a betrayal of the task of literature, which cannot end wars but can help us see why people wage them, oppose them, or become complicit in them.

Empathy here does not justify or condemn. Empathy is just a tool. The writer needs it to accurately depict their subject; the peacemaker needs it to be able to trace the possibilities for negotiation; even the soldier needs it to understand his adversary. Before we act, we must see war's human terrain in all its complexity, no matter how disorienting and painful that might be. Which means seeing Israelis as well as Palestinians--and not simply the mother comforting her children as the bombs fall and the essayist reaching out across the divide, but far harsher and more unsettling perspectives. Peace is not made between angels and demons but between human beings, and the real hell of life, as Jean Renoir once noted, is that everybody has their reasons. If your journal can't publish work that deals with such messy realities, then your editors might as well resign, because you've turned your back on literature.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/03/guernica-retracted-essay-joanna-chen/677738/?utm_source=feed
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Could a TikTok Ban Actually Happen?

The push to curtail the platform has bipartisan support, but it faces major hurdles.

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.


Efforts to crack down on TikTok are picking up momentum in Congress. What was once a Trump-led effort boosted by Republicans has since become a bipartisan priority for lawmakers hoping to look tough on China in an election year.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The return of measles
 	QAnon for wine moms
 	Trump repeats Obama's mistake.
 	Are Gen Z men and women really drifting apart?




New Momentum

Efforts to ban TikTok in the United States--or at least to attempt to force the Chinese-founded company ByteDance to divest TikTok--have recently picked up momentum. What once seemed like a quixotic, Trumpian endeavor has now shaped into a congressional bill that a bipartisan House committee voted unanimously to advance last week. The bill's pointed provisions, which will most likely be brought to a broader House vote this week, refer to TikTok by name and would force other large apps owned by foreign adversaries to sell to a domestic owner or else be shut down.

Lawmakers' motives for taking on the app boil down to a fear that TikTok could feed data on American users to the Chinese government, and that the platform could be used to spread misinformation and censor American users. (The company denies the validity of both concerns, referencing "Project Texas," its initiative to store Americans' user data and review its algorithmic recommendations through the American-run company Oracle.) President Joe Biden said last week that he would support the bill if it passed through the Senate, which has not yet introduced companion legislation.

In spite of its bipartisan backing in the House, the bill still faces a blend of legal, logistical, and political barriers. Any legislation that might curtail free speech will be under tight legal scrutiny. Previous efforts to ban the app--including a Trump-era executive order and a state law in Montana--quickly ran into First Amendment challenges. "There is a very high bar to restrict speech in the United States," Caitlin Chin-Rothmann, a fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me in an email. "The U.S. government would need to prove that a TikTok ban is narrowly tailored to advance a significant government interest, and that there are no less restrictive means of advancing that interest." The current bill frames its intention as a forced sale rather than an outright ban--a move that aims in part "to circumvent those types of legal challenges," according to Kate Ruane, the director of the Free Expression Project at the Center for Democracy and Technology, which opposes the House bill.

How a sale of TikTok would actually work is unclear. The bill gives TikTok roughly six months to find a new American owner, but landing a buyer might prove tough--and a sale may not go over well in China. Few American companies could afford to spend billions on such a purchase. And the large tech companies that could swing it might not be interested in such a massive purchase--or willing to take on the legal risk. Any acquisition from a competitor would likely face antitrust challenges. A spokesperson for TikTok said that it sees this congressional move as effectively a ban.

Young people, as you may have heard, love TikTok, and banning the app in an election year seems like an easy way to invoke their ire. (Donald Trump, after zealous efforts to take down the app while president, recently pivoted in his views, saying yesterday that young people would "go crazy" without TikTok.) But the bipartisan consensus so far in the House "inoculates members from electoral retribution" from annoyed TikTok users who can't pin the blame on one party, Sarah Kreps, a Cornell University professor and the director of its Tech Policy Institute, told me in an email. Still, the whole episode hasn't done much to assuage concerns that politicians don't understand the importance of social media and internet culture. "Some TikTok users have bemoaned that Congress still believes that TikTok is comprised of 'young people dancing videos,' rather than as a space for legitimate cultural and political expression," Robyn Caplan, an assistant professor at Duke University's Sanford School of Public Policy, told me in an email.

If the bill ends up passing, its provisions would set a clear domestic precedent: Other foreign-run platforms could be subject to similar actions. Ruane is concerned about what such a ban would mean abroad too. Already, American-owned digital platforms have been blocked in other countries, including China, and a TikTok ban could give authoritarian regimes the license to ban others for "pretextual" reasons. The potential fallout, she told me, could further limit users' access to information and freedom of expression across the world.

Because many voters are cold on China, Kreps said that backing anti-China legislation could help lawmakers politically. But banning TikTok outright, Ruane argued, would not actually solve the core issue of the Chinese government being able to access American user data through other means online. In her view, a better way to safeguard those data would be to create comprehensive consumer-privacy laws that would require apps including TikTok, as well as American companies such as Facebook, to face more restrictions on how they handle user data. That kind of comprehensive approach, although perhaps less politically punchy than the House bill, may well improve life on the internet beyond TikTok too.

Related:

	TikTok is too popular to ban. (From 2023)
 	You're looking at TikTok all wrong.




Today's News

	The Biden administration announced a new $300 million military-aid package for Ukraine.
 	During a House Judiciary Committee hearing, Special Counsel Robert Hur defended his report's recommendation to not charge President Biden for mishandling classified documents and stood by his characterization of the president's memory issues. A transcript of Hur's hours-long interview with Biden was also released.
 	Haitian Prime Minister Ariel Henry announced that he will resign after weeks of gang violence plunged the country into a state of emergency.




Evening Read


Illustration by Hokyoung Kim



Did We Fall in Love With the Wrong House?

By Emily Raboteau

I can't talk about our house in the Bronx without telling you first about the pond out front. Given how much worse flooding can be elsewhere in New York City--even just two blocks to the east along the valley of Broadway, where the sewer is always at capacity--not to mention elsewhere in the world, I'm embarrassed to gripe about my personal pond. These days, such bodies of water are everywhere. Mine is not the only pond, but merely the pond I can't avoid ...
 I ruminate over the pond. It has caused me not just embarrassment but shame. It has turned me scientific, made me into a water witch. I understand that the pond is beyond the scope of any one person, or any one agency, to handle, and that it's perilous to ignore. The pond is a dark mirror; in it, our house appears upside down, distorted. It reflects deeper problems of stewardship and governance and the position of our house in relation to both. We are privileged to own a home. Yet we live on land that will drown, that is inundated already.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What do crossword puzzles really test?
 	What to do about the junkification of the internet
 	A bloody retelling of Huckleberry Finn




Culture Break
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Read. Why does romance feel like work nowadays? These two books dissect the crisis of modern love.

Watch. Love Lies Bleeding, a new film starring Kristen Stewart, is a relentless crime thriller grounded by a winning love story.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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 Ozempic Revolution Is Stuck

Millions more Americans are now eligible for obesity drugs. But the injections remain maddeningly hard to find.

by Yasmin Tayag




The irony undergirding the new wave of obesity drugs is that they initially weren't created for obesity at all. The weight loss spurred by Ozempic, a diabetes drug in the class of so-called GLP-1 agonists, gave way to Wegovy--the same drug, repackaged for obesity. Zepbound, another medication, soon followed. Now these drugs have a new purpose: heart health.



On Friday, the FDA approved the use of Wegovy for reducing the risk of heart attack, stroke, and death in adults who are overweight and have cardiovascular disease. The move had been anticipated since the publication of a landmark trial in the fall, which showed the drug's profound effects on cardiovascular  health. The decision could usher in a new era where GLP-1 drugs become mainstream, opening up access to millions of Americans who previously didn't qualify for Wegovy.

Some of the obstacles stopping people from getting the drug may also begin to crumble. Insurance companies commonly deny coverage of Wegovy because obesity is seen as a cosmetic concern rather than a medical one, but that argument may not hold up for cardiovascular disease. "This new FDA indication is HUGE," Katherine Saunders, an obesity-medicine physician at Weill Cornell Medicine, told me in an email. Wegovy may soon be within reach for many more Americans--that is, if they can find it.



In practice, Wegovy is maddeningly hard to get hold of. Shortages of injectable semaglutide, the active ingredient in Wegovy and Ozempic, have been ongoing since March 2022; currently, most doses of Wegovy are in limited supply. As the popularity of semaglutide has skyrocketed, demand has completely outstripped the capacity of its manufacturer, Novo Nordisk. The drug comes in injection pens containing a glass vial; "these are not easy products to make," Lars Fruergaard Jorgensen, the CEO of Novo Nordisk, said in August. In response to the shortages, the company withheld its supply of lower Wegovy doses last year. Because treatment on the medication must begin in low doses, this meant that new patients who wanted to start on Wegovy functionally couldn't. In January, the company began "more than doubling the amount of the lower-dose strengths" of the drug, a Novo Nordisk spokesperson told me, and it plans to gradually increase overall supply throughout the rest of the year.

The ongoing shortages have left providers and patients feeling stuck. "It is devastating to prescribe a lifesaving medication for a patient and then find out it's not covered or we can't locate supply," Saunders said. Doctors are scrambling to make do with what's available. Ivania Rizo, an endocrinologist at Boston Medical Center, told me she has had to turn to older GLP-1 drugs such as Saxenda to "bridge" patients to higher doses of Wegovy, although now that is in shortage too. Patients can spend each day calling pharmacy after pharmacy in search of one with Wegovy in stock, Rizo said. In desperation, some have turned to versions of the drug that are custom-made by compounding pharmacies with little oversight, despite the FDA expressing concerns about them. The shots are supposed to be taken weekly, but others have attempted to stretch their doses beyond that.

That the new FDA approval could very mainstream obesity drugs may create long-needed pressure to help resolve these shortages. It makes clear that Wegovy is a lifesaving medication not only for people with obesity but also for those with cardiovascular disease--the leading cause of death in the U.S.--putting the impetus on Novo Nordisk to ramp up production. But in the short term, the access issues may persist. "The new approval is very likely to worsen shortages, because the demand for Wegovy will continue to climb--now at an even faster pace," Saunders said.

If patients think they're stuck now, they're about to feel entrenched. Wegovy is the only obesity drug that has been approved to reduce the risk of heart attacks, but none of its competitors is easily available either. Supplies of certain dosages of Eli Lilly's Mounjaro, a diabetes drug whose active ingredient is sold for obesity as Zepbound, are limited, and shortages are expected later this year. "We need supply to increase dramatically," Saunders said. Both Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly have invested heavily in expanding production capacity, but some of the new plants won't open until 2029.



For all of its advantages, the FDA approval has a sobering effect on the unrelenting hype around GLP-1s. So much of the excitement around obesity drugs has focused on the future, as dozens of pharmaceutical companies develop more powerful drugs, and commentators imagine a world without obesity. In the process, the issues of the present have gone overlooked. More drugs won't make much of a difference if the drugs themselves are out of reach.
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The Return of Measles

Cases are creeping up in America, and not because of politics. <strong> </strong>

by Daniel Engber




Measles seems poised to make a comeback in America. Two adults and two children staying at a migrant shelter in Chicago have gotten sick with the disease. A sick kid in Sacramento, California, may have exposed hundreds of people to the virus at the hospital. Three other people were diagnosed in Michigan, along with seven from the same elementary school in Florida. As of Thursday, 17 states have reported cases to the CDC since the start of the year. (For comparison, that total was 19, plus the District of Columbia, for all of 2023, and just 6 for 2022.) "We've got this pile of firewood," Matthew Ferrari, the director of the Center for Infectious Disease Dynamics at Penn State, told me, "and the more outbreaks that keep happening, the more matches we're throwing at it."

Who's holding the matchbook? There's an easy answer to who's at fault. One of the nation's political parties, and not the other, turned against vaccines to some extent during the pandemic, leading to voter disparities in death rates. One party, and not the other, has a presumptive presidential candidate who threatens to punish any school that infringes on parental rights by requiring immunizations. And one party, but not the other, appointed a vaccine-skeptical surgeon general in Florida who recently sidestepped standard public-health advice in the middle of an outbreak. The message from Republicans, as The Washington Post's Alexandra Petri joked in a recent column, can sound like this: "We want measles in the schools and books out of them!"

But the politics of vaccination, however grotesque it may be in 2024, obscures what's really going on. It's true that vaccine attitudes have become more polarized. Conservative parents in particular may be opting out of school vaccine requirements in higher numbers than they were before. In the blood-red state of Idaho, for example, more than 12 percent of kindergartners received exemptions from the rules for the 2022-23 school year, a staggering rate of refusal that is up by half from where it was just a few years ago. Politicized recalcitrance is unfortunate, to say the least, and it can be deadly. Even so, America's political divides are simply not the cause of any recent measles outbreak. The virus has returned amid a swirl of global health inequities. Any foothold that it finds in the U.S. will be where hyperlocal social norms, not culture-war debates, are causing gaps in vaccine access and acceptance. The more this fact is overlooked, the more we're all at risk.

Consider where the latest measles cases have been sprouting up: By and large, the recent outbreaks have been a blue-state phenomenon. (Idaho has so far been untouched; the same is true for Utah, with the nation's third-highest school-vaccine-exemption rate.) Zoom into the county level, and you'll find that the pattern is repeated: Measles isn't picking on Republican communities; if anything, it seems to be avoiding them. The recent outbreak in Florida unfolded not in a conservative area such as Sarasota, where vaccination coverage has been lagging, but rather in Biden-friendly Broward County, at a school where 97 percent of the students have received at least one MMR shot. Similarly, the recent cases in Michigan turned up not in any of the state's MAGA-voting, vaccine-forgoing areas but among the diverse and relatively left-wing populations in and around Ann Arbor and Detroit.

Stepping back to look at the country as a whole, one can't even find a strong connection--or, really, any consistent link at all--between U.S. measles outbreaks, year to year, and U.S. children's vaccination rates. Sure, the past three years for which we have student-immunization data might seem to show a pattern: Starting in the fall of 2020, the average rate of MMR coverage for incoming kindergarteners did drop, if only by a little bit, from 93.9 to 93.1 percent; at the same time, the annual number of reported measles cases went up almost tenfold, from 13 to 121. But stretch that window back one more year, and the relationship appears to be reversed. In 2019, America was doing great in terms of measles vaccination--across the country, 95.2 percent of kindergartners were getting immunized, according to the CDC--and yet, in spite of this fantastic progress, measles cases were exploding. More than 1,200 Americans got sick with the disease that year, as measles took its greatest toll in a generation.

It's not that our high measles-vaccination coverage didn't matter then or that our slightly lower coverage doesn't matter now. Vaccination rates should be higher; this is always true. In the face of such a contagious disease, 95 percent would be good; 99 percent much better. When fewer people are protected, more people can get sick. In Matthew Ferrari's terms, a dropping immunization rate means the piles of firewood are getting bigger. If and when the flames do ignite, they could end up reaching farther, and burning longer, than they would have just a year or two ago. In the midst of any outbreak large enough, where thousands are affected, children will die.

Read: The good news about vaccine hesitancy

Despite America's fevered national conversation about vaccines, however, rates of uptake simply haven't changed that much. Even with the recent divot in our national vaccine rates, the country remains in broad agreement on the value of immunity: 93 percent of America's kindergartners are getting measles shots, a rate that has barely budged for decades. The sheer resilience of this norm should not be downplayed or ignored or, even worse, reimagined as a state of grace from which we've fallen. Our protection remains strong. In Florida, the surgeon general's lackadaisical response to the crisis at the Broward County elementary school did not produce a single extra case of the disease, in spite of grim predictions to the contrary, almost certainly thanks to how many kids are already vaccinated.

At the same time, however, measles has been thriving overseas. Its reemergence in America is not a function of the nation's political divides, but of the disease's global prevalence. Europe had almost 60,000 cases last year, up from about 900 in 2022. The World Health Organization reports that the number of reported cases around the world surged to 306,000, after having dropped to a record low of 123,000 in 2021. As the pandemic has made apparent, our world is connected via pathogens: Large outbreaks in other countries, where vaccination coverage may be low, have a tendency to seed tiny outbreaks in the U.S., where coverage has been pretty high, but narrow and persistent cracks in our defenses still remain. (In 2022, more than half of the world's unvaccinated infants were concentrated in just 10 countries; some of these are measles hotspots at this moment.) This also helps explain why so many Americans got measles in 2019. That was a catastrophic year for measles around the world, with 873,000 reported cases in total, the most since 1994. We had pretty good protection then, but the virus was everywhere--and so, the virus was here.

Read: Florida's experiment with measles

In high-income countries such as the U.S., Ferrari told me, "clustering of risk" tends to be the source of measles outbreaks more than minor changes in vaccine coverage overall. Even in 2019, when more than 95 percent of American kindergarteners were getting immunized, we still had pockets of exposure where protection happened to be weakest. By far the biggest outbreak from that year occurred among Hasidic Jewish populations in New York State. Measles was imported via Israel from the hot spot of Ukraine, and took off within a group whose vaccination rates were much, much lower than their neighbors'. In the end, more than 1,100 people were infected during that outbreak, which began in October 2018 and lasted for nearly a year. "A national vaccination rate has one kind of meaning, but all outbreaks are local outbreaks," Noel Brewer, a professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and a member of the federal Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, told me. "They happen on a specific street in a specific group of houses, where a group of people live and interact with each other. And those rates of vaccination in that specific place can drop well below the rate of coverage that will forestall an outbreak."

We've seen this time and time again over the past decade. When bigger outbreaks do occur in the U.S., they tend to happen in tight-knit communities, where immunization norms are radically out of sync with those of the rest of American society, politics aside. In 2014, when an outbreak of nearly 400 cases took hold in Ohio, almost entirely within the Amish community, the local vaccination rate was estimated to be about 14 percent. (The statewide number for young children at that time was more than 95 percent.) In 2011 and 2017, measles broke out among the large Somali American community in Minnesota, where anti-vaccine messaging has been intense, and where immunization rates for 2-year-olds dropped from 92 percent 20 years ago to 35 percent in 2021. An outbreak from the end of 2022, affecting 85 people in and around Columbus, Ohio, may well be linked to the nation's second-biggest community of Somalis.

Care must be taken in how these outbreaks are discussed. In Minnesota, for example, state health officials have avoided calling out the Somali community, for fear of stigmatizing. But another sort of trouble may arise when Americans overlook exactly who's at risk, and exactly why. Experts broadly agree that the most effective way to deal with local outbreaks is with local interventions. Brewer pointed out that during the 2019 outbreak in New York, for example, nurses who belonged to local Jewish congregations took on the role of vaccine advocates. In Minnesota, the Department of Health has brought on more Somali staff, who coordinate with local Somali radio and TV stations to share its message. Yet these efforts can be obscured by news coverage of the crisis that points to a growing anti-science movement and parents giving up on vaccination all across the land. When measles spread among New York's orthodox Jews, The New York Times reported on "an anti-vaccine fervor on the left that is increasingly worrying health authorities." When the virus hit Columbus, NBC News noted that it was "happening as resistance to school vaccination requirements is spreading across the country."

Two different public-health responses can be undertaken in concert, the experts told me: You treat the problem at its source, and you also take the chance to highlight broader trends. A spate of measles cases in one community becomes an opportunity for pushing vaccination everywhere. "That's always an important thing for us to do," Ferrari said. Even so, the impulse to nationalize the problem will have its own, infelicitous effects. First, it's meaningfully misleading. By catastrophizing subtle shifts in vaccination rates, we frighten many parents for no reason. By insisting that every tiny outbreak is a product of our national politics, we distract attention from the smaller measures that can and should be taken--well ahead of any upsurge of disease--to address hyperlocal vaccination crises. And by exaggerating the scale of our divisions--by asserting that we've seen a dangerous shift on a massive scale, or an anti-vaccine takeover of the Republican Party--we may end up worsening the very problem that worries us the most.

We are a highly vaccinated nation, our politics notwithstanding. Telling people otherwise only fosters more division; it feeds the feeling that taking or refusing measles shots is an important mode of self-expression. It further polarizes health behavior, which can only widen the cracks in our defenses. "We have become quite militant and moralistic about vaccination," Brewer told me, "and we probably would do well to be less absolute." Measles outbreaks overseas are growing; measles outbreaks here will follow. Their specific causes ought not be ignored.
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Trump Repeats Obama's Mistake

Political parties suffer when their focus narrows to the presidency.

by David A. Graham




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.


Donald Trump has long detested Barack Obama and sought to present himself as the opposite of his presidential predecessor in every way. But in his takeover of the Republican National Committee, he risks echoing one of Obama's biggest political mistakes.


Last night, Trump's handpicked leadership of the RNC took charge and conducted a purge. The new regime, led by the new chair, Michael Whatley; the vice chair, Lara Trump; and the chief of staff, Chris LaCivita, fired about 60 employees--about a quarter of the staff--as part of "streamlining." The "bloodbath" includes members of the communications, data, and political departments. Insiders told Politico they anticipate that existing contracts with vendors will be voided.

When the new leaders were announced last month, I suggested that the GOP was ceasing to function as a political party, and becoming another subsidiary of Trump Inc. But there is another way to view it. For years now, the RNC has struggled. Republicans might have lost the 2016 presidential election if not for the emergence of Trump, who shook up the party's longtime platform and forged a new coalition, turning out voters no other recent candidate had. Since then, however, Republicans have continued to lag, even with Trump juicing turnout. Republicans got slammed in the 2018 midterms, lost the 2020 presidential race, and missed expectations in 2022. Special elections have been a Democratic playground. The RNC is entering the 2024 election with a third of the Democratic National Committee's reserves.

From this perspective, it's about time that Trump took charge and cleared out the deadwood. Allies such as Charlie Kirk and Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene were jubilant at the overhaul. Although Trump's appointments of his daughter-in-law and a top campaign aide are unusual, nominees typically take over the campaign apparatus ahead of a presidential election, the better to align aims.

David A. Graham: Republicans are no longer a political party

Truth be told, Trump can't really distance himself from the recent mismanagement. The deposed chair, Ronna McDaniel, was Trump's pick in 2017, and his main complaint about her is that she was insufficiently compliant. If Trump just wants more of the same, that's bad news for the party. Trump critics within the GOP also fear that he intends to use the party coffers as a personal defense fund, underwriting his substantial legal bills. Last week, the committee pointedly rejected a proposal by an old-line member to prevent that.

Let's take the best-case scenario for Republicans, though. In the past, the RNC seemed like the professionals compared with the chaotic, amateurish Trump campaigns of 2016 and 2020. (There's a reason Trump resorted to appointing RNC Chair Reince Priebus as his first White House chief of staff, despite Priebus representing the establishment Trump hated.) This year, however, the Trump campaign has seemed organized and disciplined, and LaCivita is reportedly a big part of that. National committees tend to be bloated and old-fashioned. A more focused, streamlined operation could fix what ails the GOP.

The problem is that Trump sees his own success and the success of the Republican Party as bound up together. But some things that are good for Trump are not good for the Republican Party over the long run. This is where Obama offers a cautionary tale.

When he won the Democratic presidential nomination in 2008, Obama was an insurgent; the DNC had long been dominated by allies of Hillary Clinton, whom he defeated in the primary. He wasn't as deeply embedded in the old way of doing things. Obama viewed the Democratic Party as essentially a national organization, with the goal of supporting his political goals and his reelection. Upon winning the presidency, he moved key DNC functions to Chicago, his hometown and political base, despite the protests of party insiders who worried that downballot efforts would be overshadowed by Obama's reelection campaign. He also created a group outside the DNC, Organizing for America, to support his political movement.

The result was a badly weakened DNC. The national focus led to a neglect of other elections. After Senator Ted Kennedy died, Democrats managed to lose a 2010 special election for his seat in Massachusetts, of all places--a failure that some Democrats blamed on the national party. The loss delayed the passage of the Affordable Care Act and required congressional Democrats to water it down to pass it.

The Bay State special was a harbinger. As Matt Yglesias calculated in 2017, the Obama years saw Democrats lose 11 Senate seats, 62 House seats, and 12 governorships. The damage was especially bad at the state level. Democrats lost nearly 1,000 seats in state legislatures, the worst loss since Herbert Hoover dragged down the GOP. Republicans captured 29 separate chambers and gained 10 new trifectas--control of both chambers of the legislature and the governor's mansion. All of this happened at the same time that Democratic presidential candidates won the national popular vote in the 2008, 2012, and 2016 presidential elections (as they would again in 2020).

Read: What happens to the Democratic Party after Obama?

Democrats, including Obama, suffered for their missteps. As the Obamacare experience shows, it's harder to push a policy agenda when you lose elections. Losing control of the Senate makes it difficult to confirm judges, especially to crucial spots such as the Supreme Court--just ask Justice Merrick Garland. And implementing policy is challenging if governors and state Houses are working against you.

An excessive focus on presidential races is also the danger of Trump's RNC takeover. He and his aides have announced that, like Obama, they see the party committee as basically an instrument for the presidential election. "Our mission is straightforward: maximize the Republican Party's resources to get President Trump elected," LaCivita told The New York Times last month. Echoing Obama's Chicago move, the RNC is reportedly already moving most of its operations to Palm Beach, Florida, near Trump's Mar-a-Lago headquarters. All of this makes sense. Trump is a narcissist who can't and won't separate his self-interest from the party's or the nation's.

Slashing the national footprint of the RNC may weaken the party at lower levels. Several state parties are already a mess. The chair of the Florida GOP was recently ousted amid a sex scandal. Michigan's GOP chair, a fervent Trump backer, was also deposed after a tumultuous stint, and the state party is reportedly broke. The Arizona GOP also recently lost its chair and has been racked by feuds. But more MAGA is unlikely to be the solution to these problems, because infighting and obsession with Trump's election denial have been at the center of several blowups. The most effective wing of the GOP apparatus right now, the National Republican Senatorial Committee, has succeeded by managing to create some insulation from Trump, allowing it to select strong candidates. In 2020, Republican congressional candidates mostly ran ahead of Trump.

And even if Trump's theory of the RNC works out in 2024, what happens next? Trump will not always be the president or the nominee. Someday, Republicans will need to choose a new leader, and they may be left with only a shell of a party committee, gutted and stretched to be part of Trump's personal election apparatus. It's a hard and long road to rebuilding from there. Just ask a Democrat.
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        Winners of the 2024 Sony World Photography Awards Open Competition

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 12, 2024

            	21 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The top entries in the 2024 Sony World Photography Awards Open Competition have been announced, and competition organizers were once more kind enough to share some of the winning and shortlisted photos from their 10 categories: Architecture, Creative, Landscape, Lifestyle, Motion, Natural World & Wildlife, Object, Portraiture, Street Photography, and Travel. Captions have been provided by the photographers.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A jaguar bites down on the neck of a caiman on a riverbank.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Caiman Crunch. Winner, Natural World & Wildlife. "We had bid farewell to our Sao Lourenco River lodge, marking the end of our Pantanal adventure, but as we were leaving we heard that a jaguar had been spotted roughly 30 minutes away. We raced to the scene and encountered this sleek female jaguar stalking her prey. Our boat--and my camera--was perfectly positioned as she pounced on an unsuspecting caiman."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Ian Ford, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A team of basketball players all jump at the same time on a court.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                FDU Elevates. Shortlist, Motion. "The Fairleigh Dickinson Knights men's basketball team completes its pre-game warmup with a synchronized dunk, prior to a home game in Hackensack, New Jersey."
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                Ron Ratner, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Four drones shine bright lights onto a cluster of snow-covered spires on a mountainside at moonrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Moonrise Sprites over Storr. Winner, Landscape. "As a moonrise burns across the horizon, lights dance above the Old Man of Storr in Scotland. This iconic rock formation was illuminated with powerful lights attached to drones, which cut through the darkness to reveal the icy landscape. Blizzards howled for the majority of the night, leaving mere minutes to execute this photograph before the moon became too bright."
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                Liam Man, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman smiles, embracing a man wearing a U.S. Navy uniform.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                End of the Night Kiss. Shortlist, Street Photography. "Everyone loves Fleet Week in New York City. Every night of the week, ladies come into the city to dance the night away with the visiting sailors, but the sailors have to leave before midnight to get back to their ships, as their 'Cinderella liberty' comes to an end. This lady had a wonderful time and bids goodnight to her visiting hero."
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                Kathryn Mussallem, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A surfer launches off the top of a crashing wave, with an orange sky in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Airborne. Shortlist, Motion. "I took this at Hikkaduwa in Sri Lanka. There was a fantastic sunset and a lot of people were surfing, so I grabbed my camera and went to photograph the action. I tracked this kid as he showed off his skills and captured this moment."
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                Thusitha Jayasundara, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A sperm whale calf swims beneath its mother, nursing, at the ocean's surface.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mother Love. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. "A rare scene of a sperm whale calf nursing from its mother in the Indian Ocean. The young calf pushes its lower jaw into the nipple cavity and the mother squirts milk into the baby's mouth underwater. As young whales cannot breathe and nurse at the same time, these feeding events are typically quite short."
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                Thien Nguyen Ngoc, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of an insect's face, dotted with dust or pollen]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bumblebee. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. "A close-up portrait of a bumblebee. This shows part of the right side of the bee's face with the eye and antenna clearly visible."
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                Francis Principe-Gillespie, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person walks through a narrow alley beneath several lines of drying clothes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Morning Light. Shortlist, Street Photography. "Following his hectic schedule, a man heads to his office through Kolkata's narrow lanes."
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                Deepbrata Dutta, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several young people play baseball in a wide plaza in front of a large statue of Buddha.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Baseball in Bhutan. Shortlist, Travel. "In the Himalayan mountains in one of the world's most remote countries, Bhutan, a baseball takes flight. Baseball is quickly becoming one of the most popular sports in the country."
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                Matthew DeSantis, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial photo of a cluster of about a dozen small floating houses near a shoreline, with burning grassland in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Between Calm and Catastrophe. Winner, Travel. "On Lake Titicaca, between Peru and Bolivia, a tranquil floating village stands in stark contrast to the approaching wildfire, a dramatic testament to nature's dual disposition."
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                Yan Li, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small group of people engage in a mock battle, whacking each other with burning bundles of long grass and sticks, throwing sparks everywhere.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Torch War. Shortlist, Motion. "Obor-oboran, or 'torch war,' is a traditional ceremony held by the people of Indonesia's Jepara regency, especially those from Tegalsambi village in the Tahunan district."
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                Herman Morrison, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child stands in a wooden-floored house beside a tame capybara.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Capybara in the Amazon. Shortlist, Lifestyle. "A capybara visits a house in San Antonio in the Amazon rainforest, Peru."
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                Sergio Attanasio, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several nuns stand on a grassy and rocky mountaintop, with white clouds below them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mountaineering Nuns. Shortlist, Lifestyle. "A convent of nuns mountain walking on Pic d'Orhy, in the Pyrenees."
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                Paul Robertson, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Three musk ox stand close together on a snow-covered patch of land.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Musketeers. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. "A close-up portrait of three male musk ox captured during a snowstorm. The musk ox is perfectly adapted to cold environments and is covered with an underlayer of qiviut--a wool as warm as cashmere--and a dark fur about 50 cm long."
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                Chris Schmid, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Seven or eight young people jump together from a half-submerged boat into the water below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Break the Limit. Shortlist, Motion. "Children playing at Sunda Kelapa harbor, North Jakarta, Indonesia."
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                Jelly Febrian, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Four young women in bathing suits relax beside a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Zenande, Sinawe, Zinathi, and Buhle at Sea Point Pavilion, Cape Town. Winner, Portraiture. "This image is part of my ongoing series 'Ballade,' which is a poetic homage to my birthplace. My strongest memories are of Sea Point Promenade and the Pavilion swimming pool, although due to apartheid it was only for the privileged white population. Returning in 2023 I was again drawn to these spaces where little seems to have changed in terms of structure and recreation, but they now celebrate cultural and social diversity."
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                Michelle Sank, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A tall and narrow natural rock spire set in a broad canyon lined with cliffs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spire. Shortlist, Landscape. "A strange spire juts out of the barren landscape of the Utah Badlands, bathing in the golden light of the setting sun. Standing 25 meters tall, its otherworldly appearance is more reminiscent of a 'Star Wars' film than anything you would expect to see on Earth."
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                Marcin Zajac, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Horses run across dirt with a large rock formation and dozens of hot-air balloons in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Turning White Horse. Shortlist, Motion. "During a trip to Cappadocia, Turkey, I went to Goreme valley early in the morning to photograph the hot-air balloons taking off near the horse stables. The horses were running around, which enabled me to capture this image."
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                Sarah Wouters, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A line of soldiers performs a synchronized set of actions, standing, tossing, and catching their rifles one after the other.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tossing the Guns. Shortlist, Travel. "A military display at the annual desert festival in Jaisalmer, Rajasthan, India."
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                Wasiri Gajaman, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two otters play together just under the surface of the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Otters at Play. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. "Two otters playing together just under the surface of the water. The photograph was taken during golden hour, as the sun was setting behind the otter enclosure at Caldwell Zoo in Tyler, Texas."
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                Jonathan McSwain, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: On an outcrop above a sandy and rocky desert, a person stands wearing a long, loose garment that blows in the wind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perfect Moment. Shortlist, Travel. "One of the perfect moments from my journey to Jordan."
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                Cziraki Orsolya Boglarka, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/03/winners-2024-sony-world-photography-awards-open-competition/677724/?utm_source=feed
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        When you think about it, the business of bottled water is pretty odd. What other industry produces billions in revenue selling something that almost everyone in America--with some notable and appalling exceptions--can get basically for free? Almost every brand claims in one way or another to be the purest or best-tasting or most luxurious, but very little distinguishes Poland Spring from Aquafina or Dasani or Evian. And then there is Liquid Death. The company sells its water in tallboy cans branded...
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        Hillary Kelly

        Kate Middleton has been reduced to her body. By which I mean: Many weeks into her recovery from surgery, and many years into her life as a royal, the physical form of Catherine, Princess of Wales, has become a commodity that the public feels entitled to consume. Her image has been on screens and in print for the past 20 years, so scrutinized and idolized that now, while she's out of sight, newspaper columnists and intrepid TikTokers are fixated on not just where she is but also how she might look...

      

      
        End the Phone-Based Childhood Now
        Jonathan Haidt

        Photographs by Maggie ShannonThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Something went suddenly and horribly wrong for adolescents in the early 2010s. By now you've likely seen the statistics: Rates of depression and anxiety in the United States--fairly stable in the 2000s--rose by more than 50 percent in many studies from 2010 to 2019. The suicide rate rose 48 percent for adolescents ages 10 to 19. For girls ages 10 to 14, it rose 131 percent.The probl...

      

      
        The Most Powerful Rocket in History Had a Good Morning
        Marina Koren

        SpaceX has once again launched the most powerful rocket in history into the sky, and this time, the mission seems to have passed most of its key milestones. Starship took off without a hitch this morning, separated from its booster, and cruised through space for a while before SpaceX lost contact with it. Instead of splashing down in the ocean as planned, Starship seems to have been destroyed during reentry in Earth's atmosphere.The flight was the third try in an ambitious testing campaign that b...
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        Laurence H. Tribe

        The Supreme Court of the United States did a grave disservice to both the Constitution and the nation in Trump v. Anderson.In a stunning disfigurement of the Fourteenth Amendment, the Court impressed upon it an ahistorical misinterpretation that defies both its plain text and its original meaning. Despite disagreement within the Court that led to a 5-4 split among the justices over momentous but tangential issues that it had no need to reach in order to resolve the controversy before it, the Cour...
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        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Disgust is an incredibly powerful negative emotion, capable of inducing vomiting, panic, and rage. The sound evolutionary reason for our experience of disgust is that it helped keep us alive--by making repellent the tastes, sights, smells, and other sensations associated with death, rottenness, or toxicity. So when your refrigerator smells wrong and, upon inspection, you find that the culprit is a...

      

      
        It's Just an App
        Kate Lindsay

        In 2019, I had full-blown app fatigue. My scrolling time was dominated by Instagram and Twitter, my idle hours by YouTube, and on top of that I was still checking Facebook, Snapchat, and whatever buzzy platform my friends were touting that week. (Remember Lasso? Anyone?) There was no room for any more, I told the publicist sitting across from me in a conference room in Anaheim, California. But she was insistent that, as a journalist writing about internet culture, I needed to start paying more at...

      

      
        I'm Disabled. Please Help Me.
        Michael Schuman

        One cold November morning, I was on Seventh Avenue and 50th Street in Manhattan, on my way to a Dunkin' Donuts. For most people, such an excursion is not a particularly exciting part of the day. But when you are almost blind, as I am, the expedition has a certain complexity.I knew the shop was somewhere just past the northeast corner on 50th, but when I got there, I could not identify the correct storefront. The cane I walk with can prevent me from slamming into a wall or tumbling down a staircas...

      

      
        What's Happening in Russia Is Not an Election
        Brian Klaas

        If you read global news, you'll be told that Russia is holding an election this weekend. That's not true. Millions of Russians will be voting, but not in an election: Call it an "election-style event."Terminology matters. Many people wrongly see elections as synonymous with democracy because the same word is used to refer to wildly different events. A genuine election, when it takes place, is one of the fundamental pillars that uphold democracy. But a rigged contest marks the death of democracy a...
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        Spencer Kornhaber

        Divorce is the hot cultural topic of the year, judging by 2024's most-discussed memoir, magazine column, and 50-part, eight-hour TikTok series titled "Who TF Did I Marry?" The specifics of each tale differ--unhappy families and all that--but they all share something: a pretense of public service. Lyz Lenz warns women that the institution of marriage is sexist; Emily Gould practices radical honesty about mental health; Reesa Teesa exposes a dating-app scammer. Having a larger point, a useful meaning...

      

      
        The Only Force Stronger Than Polarization? Rising Home Prices
        Jerusalem Demsas

        Updated at 1:25 p.m. ET on March 11, 2024.For days before his State of the Union address last week, there were whispers that Joe Biden would make a major push to expand the nation's housing supply--a possibility that worried the yes-in-my-backyard activists who push for more construction in communities across the country. Political polarization in the United States has grown so dire that getting the president on your side can backfire. The morning of the speech, the White House rolled out some mod...

      

      
        Donald Trump Is a National-Security Risk
        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.Since 1952, the White House has allowed major-party candidates access to classified intelligence briefings so that they will be current on important issues if they win the election. Trump should be denied this courtesy.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	How Hur misled the country on B...

      

      
        Gaza on the Brink of Famine
        Alan Taylor

        The United Nations is warning that famine in Gaza is "almost inevitable." Palestinians living in Gaza are struggling with extreme shortages of food, clean water, and medicine. Several countries, including Jordan, France, Egypt, the U.S., the United Arab Emirates, and now Germany, are coordinating airdrops of humanitarian aid to help alleviate the crisis, and the U.S. military is working to a build a temporary port on Gaza's coastline to bring in additional aid. Critics have pointed out that airdr...

      

      
        Why Does Romance Now Feel Like Work?
        Hannah Giorgis

        Complaints about the current state of dating tend to revolve around the impersonal, gamelike behavior that apps such as Tinder, Hinge, and Bumble encourage. In theory, sifting through hundreds of profiles within minutes is supposed to be a convenient means of finding the perfect partner you may never have bumped into offline--or a lively, empowering way to occasionally dip into the dating pool without making any serious commitment. But in reality, the process of searching for your best-possible, m...

      

      
        The Return of Measles
        Daniel Engber

        Measles seems poised to make a comeback in America. Two adults and two children staying at a migrant shelter in Chicago have gotten sick with the disease. A sick kid in Sacramento, California, may have exposed hundreds of people to the virus at the hospital. Three other people were diagnosed in Michigan, along with seven from the same elementary school in Florida. As of Thursday, 17 states have reported cases to the CDC since the start of the year. (For comparison, that total was 19, plus the Dis...

      

      
        The People Rooting for the End of IVF
        Elaine Godfrey

        Updated at 4:10 p.m. ET on March 11, 2024Chaos reigns in Alabama--or at least in the Alabama world of reproductive health. Three weeks ago, the state's supreme court ruled that embryos should be treated as children, thrusting the future of in vitro fertilization, and of thousands of would-be Alabama parents, into uncertainty. Last week, state lawmakers scrambled to pass a legislative fix to protect the right of prospective parents to seek IVF, but they did so without addressing the court's existen...

      

      
        We're Already Living in the Post-Truth Era
        Damon Beres

        This is Atlantic Intelligence, a limited-run series in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.For years, experts have worried that artificial intelligence will produce a new disinformation crisis on the internet. Image-, audio-, and video-generating tools allow people to rapidly create high-quality fakes to spread on social media, potentially tricking people into believing fiction is fact. But as my colleague Charlie Warzel wri...

      

      
        The Atlantic Publishes "The Great American Novels," a New List of the Most Consequential Novels of the Past 100 Years
        The Atlantic

        Today The Atlantic launches "The Great American Novels," an ambitious new project that brings together the most consequential novels of the past 100 years. Focusing on 1924 to 2023--a period that began as literary modernism was cresting and includes all manner of literary possibility, including the experimentations of postmodernism and the narrative satisfactions of genre fiction--the 136 novels on the list include 45 debut novels, nine winners of the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, and three childre...

      

      
        How Hur Misled the Country on Biden's Memory
        Adam Serwer

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.First impressions stick. After a big story hits, the initial conclusions can turn out to be wrong, or partly wrong, but the revisions are not what people remember. They remember the headlines in imposing font, the solemn tone from a presenter, the avalanche of ironic summaries on social media. Political operatives know this, and it's that indelible impression they want, one that sticks like a greasy fingerprint and that n...

      

      
        The Bump-Stocks Case Is About Something Far Bigger Than Gun Regulations
        Stephen I. Vladeck

        Sometimes a Supreme Court case appears to be about a minor technical issue, but is in fact a reflection of a much broader and significant legal development--one that could upend years of settled precedent and, with it, basic understandings of the allocation of powers across our system of government.That's exactly what is happening in Garland v. Cargill, a case for which the Supreme Court heard oral argument at the end of February. The specific challenge in the case is to a Trump-era federal regula...

      

      
        The Cowardice of <em>Guernica</em>
        Phil Klay

        In the days after October 7, the writer and translator Joanna Chen spoke with a neighbor in Israel whose children were frightened by the constant sound of warplanes. "I tell them these are good booms," the neighbor said to Chen with a grimace. "I understood the subtext," Chen wrote later in an essay published in Guernica magazine on March 4, titled "From the Edges of a Broken World." The booms were, of course, the Israeli army bombing Gaza, part of a campaign that has left at least 30,000 civilia...

      

      
        Could a TikTok Ban Actually Happen?
        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.Efforts to crack down on TikTok are picking up momentum in Congress. What was once a Trump-led effort boosted by Republicans has since become a bipartisan priority for lawmakers hoping to look tough on China in an election year.First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
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Of Course America Fell for Liquid Death

How is a company that sells canned water worth $1.4 billion?

by Jacob Stern




When you think about it, the business of bottled water is pretty odd. What other industry produces billions in revenue selling something that almost everyone in America--with some notable and appalling exceptions--can get basically for free? Almost every brand claims in one way or another to be the purest or best-tasting or most luxurious, but very little distinguishes Poland Spring from Aquafina or Dasani or Evian. And then there is Liquid Death. The company sells its water in tallboy cans branded with its over-the-top name, more over-the-top melting-skull logo, and even more over-the-top slogan: "Murder your thirst."



Liquid Death feels more like an absurd stunt than a real company, but it's no joke. You can find its products on the shelves at Target, 7-Eleven, Walmart, and Whole Foods. After the great success of its plain canned water, it has branched out into iced tea and seltzer, with flavors such as Mango Chainsaw, Berry It Alive, and Dead Billionaire (its take on an Arnold Palmer). On Monday, Bloomberg reported that the company is now valued at $1.4 billion, double the valuation it received in late 2022. That would make it more than one-tenth the size of the entire no- and low-alcohol-beverage industry. All of this for canned water (and some edgily named teas).



But not really. Liquid Death is not a water company so much as a brand that happens to sell water. To the extent the company is selling anything, it's selling metal, in both senses of the word: its literal aluminum cans, which it frames as part of its environmentally motivated "Death to Plastic" campaign, and its heavy-metal, punk-rock style. Idiosyncratic as all of this might seem, the company's strategy is not a departure from modern branding. If anything, it is the perfect distillation.



Liquid Death isn't just an excuse for marketing. Metal cans probably do beat plastic bottles, environmentally speaking, but both are much worse than just drinking tap water. You can nurse a can of Liquid Death at a party, and most people will probably mistake it for a beer. But there are lots of canned nonalcoholic drink options. Even the company's CEO, Mike Cessario, has acknowledged that the water is mostly beside the point: He worked in advertising for years before realizing that if he was ever going to get to make the kinds of ads he wanted to make, he'd have to create his own product first. "If you have a valuable brand," he told Bloomberg this week, "it means that people have a reason to care about you beyond the small functional difference" between Liquid Death's water and any other company's.



That's how you end up with a company that makes double-entendre-laced videos featuring porn stars and that partners with Fortnite, Zack Snyder's Rebel Moon, and Steve-O, of MTV's Jackass. On Instagram and TikTok, it is the third-most-followed beverage, behind only Red Bull and Monster; Liquid Death takes social-media comments trashing the product and turns them into songs with names such as "Rather Cut My Own D**k Off" and absurd taste-test commercials in which contestants are made, in one instance, to lick sweat off a man's back.



All of this, in one way or another, is about building the brand, because the brand is what's important; the brand is all there is. Plenty of companies sell branded T-shirts or hoodies, but Liquid Death has gone all in. It offers dozens of different T-shirt and hoodie designs, plus beach chairs and watches and neon signs and trading cards and casket-shaped flasks and boxer briefs.

Liquid Death, Cessario likes to say, is by no means unique in its focus on marketing. "Like every truly large valuable brand," he told The Washington Post last year, "it is all marketing and brand because the reason people choose things 98 percent of the time is not rational. It's emotional."He has a point. And in recent years, marketing has become ever more untethered from the underlying products. As I previously wrote, many companies have begun deploying meta-advertisements: advertisements that are about advertisements or refer explicitly to the fact that they're advertisements.

Think of CeraVe's Super Bowl commercial in which Michael Cera pitches an ad featuring him at his awkward, creepy best to a boardroom full of horrified executives. Or the State Farm commercial that also aired during the Super Bowl, in which Arnold Schwarzenegger struggles to enunciate the word neighbor while playing "Agent State Farm" in an ad within the ad. Think of the Wayfair commercials in which characters say things like "Are we in a Wayfair commercial?" or the Mountain Dew commercials in which celebrities decked out in biohazard-green Mountain Dew gear discuss "how obvious product placement is."



The appeal of these ads is that they make no appeal at all--at least no traditional appeal, no appeal having to do with the product they're ostensibly selling. They wink at the viewer. They say: We know that you know what we're trying to do here, so we're just gonna cut the crap and be straight with you. They flatter the viewer, make them feel like they're in on the joke. The marketing strategy is to renounce marketing strategies. As with most advertising, it's hard to know for sure whether this actually works, but companies seem to think it does; after all, more and more of them are sinking millions into meta-ads.



You can think of Liquid Death as the apotheosis of meta-advertising. It doesn't just say Forget the product for a moment while you watch this ad. It dispenses with the product entirely. The advertisement is the product. What Liquid Death is selling is not so much purified water as purified marketing, marketing that has shed its product--the soul without the body. The company writes the principle straight into its manifesto: "We're just a funny beverage company who hates corporate marketing as much as you do," it reads. "Our evil mission is to make people laugh and get more of them to drink more healthy beverages more often, all while helping to kill plastic pollution."



It's easy to dismiss Liquid Death as a silly one-off gimmick, but the truth is that many of us routinely fall for just this sort of appeal. The same thing is happening when we respond to the Visible phone service Super Bowl commercial in which Jason Alexander rehashes his "Yada yada" bit from Seinfeld and declares, "I'm in an ad right now." And how could it not? Marketing is virtually inescapable. Brands are clamoring for our attention at every moment. It's nice to feel, for a moment, like we're not being advertised to--like Liquid Death is just a good bit and not, as it now is, a billion-dollar business.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/03/liquid-death-canned-water-marketing/677752/?utm_source=feed
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The Eternal Scrutiny of Kate Middleton

Why people feel entitled to the Princess of Wales's whereabouts

by Hillary Kelly




Kate Middleton has been reduced to her body. By which I mean: Many weeks into her recovery from surgery, and many years into her life as a royal, the physical form of Catherine, Princess of Wales, has become a commodity that the public feels entitled to consume. Her image has been on screens and in print for the past 20 years, so scrutinized and idolized that now, while she's out of sight, newspaper columnists and intrepid TikTokers are fixated on not just where she is but also how she might look.

Middleton hasn't been photographed in public--with the exception of two dim (and disputed) paparazzi shots of her in cars--since December. Kensington Palace's only explanation for her absence has been a "planned abdominal surgery," which at first caused mere murmurs and polite concern for her health. But in the absence of more information, people started demanding to see a brand-new photo of her. Last weekend, the palace released a picture of her and her children, which turned out to have been digitally altered, only increasing the online clamor over what the monarchy might be hiding. The hunt for Middleton has now devolved into amateur sleuthing and conspiracy theories--a drama playing out with every apparent new princess sighting. Is this how her face really looks in sunglasses? Has she ever gone out without her wedding rings? When was the last time she wore those boots? In some ways, this whole frenzy--this investigation of Middleton's body--stems from a belief that her physical figure is something that the public owns, or at least deserves to see constantly.

Read: Kate Middleton and the end of shared reality

For a long time, Middleton was a nearly silent presence. In the years that she dated Prince William, she rarely spoke in public; many people didn't know what her voice sounded like until the couple gave an engagement interview in 2010. But she had long been photographed by the paparazzi, and their attention moved in stages. As girlfriend to the future king, the tabloids hoped to catch her in a misstep or tacky moment. When she was photographed in 2008 wearing an emerald-green halter top and Day-Glo shorts at a disco-themed party, the U.K. tabloid the Daily Mail wrote, "The less than demure yellow hotpants she was wearing did little to conceal her dignity."

After she became engaged to Prince William, photos of Middleton wearing bikinis on beach trips still appeared on magazine covers and gossip websites. Commentary circulated on blogs and in glossy magazines about how her physique fit (or didn't fit) a certain paradigm for the female form; eventually Middleton was photographed sunbathing without a bikini top. But the conversation also shifted, ironically, to whether she was appropriately covered up. Alleged experts would pick apart whether her hemlines were long enough and if "royal etiquette" dictated that she could show her shoulders in a strapless gown. When a stiff wind blew up her skirt, Middleton was scolded by tabloids for not properly fitting her dresses' hems with weights. In the months preceding her 2011 royal wedding, a tabloid debate raged about whether she was too thin, which the newspapers disguised as faux concern for her health. (It didn't help that Middleton entered her marriage at around the same time that social media and smartphones spread across the globe, allowing Instagrammers to speculate publicly as much as columnists did.)

After Middleton's marriage and first pregnancy, the questioning turned to how she would carry baby weight, whether her face would grow fuller, and when--long before she even gave birth--she'd "get her body back." This was part of the dominant dialogue about women's bodies in the 2000s, the era of thigh gaps and muffin tops. But for Middleton, who despite the media criticism had been unofficially crowned a perfect corporeal specimen, the scrutiny came from millions of eyes. Their defining preoccupation with the woman became: How does Kate look today? The day after giving birth to her first child, in 2013, she emerged from the hospital with a big smile and what looked like a blowout; the media both lauded and scolded her for being in public so soon.

The intensity hasn't died down since. Many people continue to project their fixations about age and appearance on Middleton's body. Newspapers speculate about whether, now that she's entered her 40s, she's had "baby Botox"; social-media users ask how she could "be that thin and not die"; bloggers insinuate that she "is due to go through her menopause any year now."

Helen Lewis: QAnon for wine moms

Middleton is more than a mere celebrity. An actor, singer, or athlete is perceived to earn their adulation with talent--or at least offer up entertainment in exchange for it. Perhaps the public's sense of entitlement to the royals' whereabouts hints at a different belief: If British citizens are partially financing their lifestyles through their taxes, the royals owe them frequent glimpses of that life in return.

Yet we know so little about Middleton's personality and interests--and this appears to be by design. Middleton seems dedicated to giving her kids a somewhat normal upbringing; apparently she bakes and crafts and enjoys athletics; her charity work is mainly focused on children's development. (As one person on X said about her disappearance, "This is the most interesting thing Kate Middleton has done in her entire life.") This sort of obfuscation seems to come with her job. To be royal is to become an avatar of duty and decorum. Her persona is supposed to be one of dull perfection--beautiful enough to be admired while not provoking any firm opinions about who she really is.

In 2013, the novelist Hilary Mantel delivered a lecture in which she bemoaned this state of affairs for royal women: "Kate seems to have been selected for her role of princess because she was irreproachable: as painfully thin as anyone could wish, without quirks, without oddities, without the risk of the emergence of character." Mantel had carefully studied the women of the Tudor court for her novels set during the reign of Henry VIII, with his dispensable wives; when she said that Middleton had become "a jointed doll on which certain rags are hung," she did so in sympathy. She meant that the princess's image had been wrested entirely from the self.

Middleton is both venerated as aesthetically immaculate and denied any opportunity to show her unvarnished personality, leaving people to fixate on the only thing that they have access to, which is her body. All of this leads to a sad truth: No matter what photo emerges next--even if the Princess of Wales is presented without a wound, wrinkle, or frown in sight, and the picture's provenance is entirely uncontested--it will inevitably be dissected. No image in the world will fully satisfy the public's desire to analyze Middleton. They will simply move on to decoding another part of her.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/03/kate-middleton-photo-celebrity/677756/?utm_source=feed
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End the Phone-Based Childhood Now

The environment in which kids grow up today is hostile to human development.

by Jonathan Haidt




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


Something went suddenly and horribly wrong for adolescents in the early 2010s. By now you've likely seen the statistics: Rates of depression and anxiety in the United States--fairly stable in the 2000s--rose by more than 50 percent in many studies from 2010 to 2019. The suicide rate rose 48 percent for adolescents ages 10 to 19. For girls ages 10 to 14, it rose 131 percent.

The problem was not limited to the U.S.: Similar patterns emerged around the same time in Canada, the U.K., Australia, New Zealand, the Nordic countries, and beyond. By a variety of measures and in a variety of countries, the members of Generation Z (born in and after 1996) are suffering from anxiety, depression, self-harm, and related disorders at levels higher than any other generation for which we have data.

The decline in mental health is just one of many signs that something went awry. Loneliness and friendlessness among American teens began to surge around 2012. Academic achievement went down, too. According to "The Nation's Report Card," scores in reading and math began to decline for U.S. students after 2012, reversing decades of slow but generally steady increase. PISA, the major international measure of educational trends, shows that declines in math, reading, and science happened globally, also beginning in the early 2010s.

Read: It sure looks like phones are making students dumber

As the oldest members of Gen Z reach their late 20s, their troubles are carrying over into adulthood. Young adults are dating less, having less sex, and showing less interest in ever having children than prior generations. They are more likely to live with their parents. They were less likely to get jobs as teens, and managers say they are harder to work with. Many of these trends began with earlier generations, but most of them accelerated with Gen Z.

Surveys show that members of Gen Z are shyer and more risk averse than previous generations, too, and risk aversion may make them less ambitious. In an interview last May, OpenAI co-founder Sam Altman and Stripe co-founder Patrick Collison noted that, for the first time since the 1970s, none of Silicon Valley's preeminent entrepreneurs are under 30. "Something has really gone wrong," Altman said. In a famously young industry, he was baffled by the sudden absence of great founders in their 20s.

Generations are not monolithic, of course. Many young people are flourishing. Taken as a whole, however, Gen Z is in poor mental health and is lagging behind previous generations on many important metrics. And if a generation is doing poorly--if it is more anxious and depressed and is starting families, careers, and important companies at a substantially lower rate than previous generations--then the sociological and economic consequences will be profound for the entire society.


Number of emergency-department visits for nonfatal self-harm per 100,000 children (source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention)



What happened in the early 2010s that altered adolescent development and worsened mental health? Theories abound, but the fact that similar trends are found in many countries worldwide means that events and trends that are specific to the United States cannot be the main story.

I think the answer can be stated simply, although the underlying psychology is complex: Those were the years when adolescents in rich countries traded in their flip phones for smartphones and moved much more of their social lives online--particularly onto social-media platforms designed for virality and addiction. Once young people began carrying the entire internet in their pockets, available to them day and night, it altered their daily experiences and developmental pathways across the board. Friendship, dating, sexuality, exercise, sleep, academics, politics, family dynamics, identity--all were affected. Life changed rapidly for younger children, too, as they began to get access to their parents' smartphones and, later, got their own iPads, laptops, and even smartphones during elementary school.

Jonathan Haidt: Get phones out of schools now

As a social psychologist who has long studied social and moral development, I have been involved in debates about the effects of digital technology for years. Typically, the scientific questions have been framed somewhat narrowly, to make them easier to address with data. For example, do adolescents who consume more social media have higher levels of depression? Does using a smartphone just before bedtime interfere with sleep? The answer to these questions is usually found to be yes, although the size of the relationship is often statistically small, which has led some researchers to conclude that these new technologies are not responsible for the gigantic increases in mental illness that began in the early 2010s.

But before we can evaluate the evidence on any one potential avenue of harm, we need to step back and ask a broader question: What is childhood--including adolescence--and how did it change when smartphones moved to the center of it? If we take a more holistic view of what childhood is and what young children, tweens, and teens need to do to mature into competent adults, the picture becomes much clearer. Smartphone-based life, it turns out, alters or interferes with a great number of developmental processes.

The intrusion of smartphones and social media are not the only changes that have deformed childhood. There's an important backstory, beginning as long ago as the 1980s, when we started systematically depriving children and adolescents of freedom, unsupervised play, responsibility, and opportunities for risk taking, all of which promote competence, maturity, and mental health. But the change in childhood accelerated in the early 2010s, when an already independence-deprived generation was lured into a new virtual universe that seemed safe to parents but in fact is more dangerous, in many respects, than the physical world.

My claim is that the new phone-based childhood that took shape roughly 12 years ago is making young people sick and blocking their progress to flourishing in adulthood. We need a dramatic cultural correction, and we need it now.

1. The Decline of Play and Independence 

Human brains are extraordinarily large compared with those of other primates, and human childhoods are extraordinarily long, too, to give those large brains time to wire up within a particular culture. A child's brain is already 90 percent of its adult size by about age 6. The next 10 or 15 years are about learning norms and mastering skills--physical, analytical, creative, and social. As children and adolescents seek out experiences and practice a wide variety of behaviors, the synapses and neurons that are used frequently are retained while those that are used less often disappear. Neurons that fire together wire together, as brain researchers say.

Brain development is sometimes said to be "experience-expectant," because specific parts of the brain show increased plasticity during periods of life when an animal's brain can "expect" to have certain kinds of experiences. You can see this with baby geese, who will imprint on whatever mother-sized object moves in their vicinity just after they hatch. You can see it with human children, who are able to learn languages quickly and take on the local accent, but only through early puberty; after that, it's hard to learn a language and sound like a native speaker. There is also some evidence of a sensitive period for cultural learning more generally. Japanese children who spent a few years in California in the 1970s came to feel "American" in their identity and ways of interacting only if they attended American schools for a few years between ages 9 and 15. If they left before age 9, there was no lasting impact. If they didn't arrive until they were 15, it was too late; they didn't come to feel American.

Human childhood is an extended cultural apprenticeship with different tasks at different ages all the way through puberty. Once we see it this way, we can identify factors that promote or impede the right kinds of learning at each age. For children of all ages, one of the most powerful drivers of learning is the strong motivation to play. Play is the work of childhood, and all young mammals have the same job: to wire up their brains by playing vigorously and often, practicing the moves and skills they'll need as adults. Kittens will play-pounce on anything that looks like a mouse tail. Human children will play games such as Tag and Sharks and Minnows, which let them practice both their predator skills and their escaping-from-predator skills. Adolescents will play sports with greater intensity, and will incorporate playfulness into their social interactions--flirting, teasing, and developing inside jokes that bond friends together. Hundreds of studies on young rats, monkeys, and humans show that young mammals want to play, need to play, and end up socially, cognitively, and emotionally impaired when they are deprived of play.

One crucial aspect of play is physical risk taking. Children and adolescents must take risks and fail--often--in environments in which failure is not very costly. This is how they extend their abilities, overcome their fears, learn to estimate risk, and learn to cooperate in order to take on larger challenges later. The ever-present possibility of getting hurt while running around, exploring, play-fighting, or getting into a real conflict with another group adds an element of thrill, and thrilling play appears to be the most effective kind for overcoming childhood anxieties and building social, emotional, and physical competence. The desire for risk and thrill increases in the teen years, when failure might carry more serious consequences. Children of all ages need to choose the risk they are ready for at a given moment. Young people who are deprived of opportunities for risk taking and independent exploration will, on average, develop into more anxious and risk-averse adults.

From the April 2014 issue: The overprotected kid

Human childhood and adolescence evolved outdoors, in a physical world full of dangers and opportunities. Its central activities--play, exploration, and intense socializing--were largely unsupervised by adults, allowing children to make their own choices, resolve their own conflicts, and take care of one another. Shared adventures and shared adversity bound young people together into strong friendship clusters within which they mastered the social dynamics of small groups, which prepared them to master bigger challenges and larger groups later on.

And then we changed childhood.

The changes started slowly in the late 1970s and '80s, before the arrival of the internet, as many parents in the U.S. grew fearful that their children would be harmed or abducted if left unsupervised. Such crimes have always been extremely rare, but they loomed larger in parents' minds thanks in part to rising levels of street crime combined with the arrival of cable TV, which enabled round-the-clock coverage of missing-children cases. A general decline in social capital--the degree to which people knew and trusted their neighbors and institutions--exacerbated parental fears. Meanwhile, rising competition for college admissions encouraged more intensive forms of parenting. In the 1990s, American parents began pulling their children indoors or insisting that afternoons be spent in adult-run enrichment activities. Free play, independent exploration, and teen-hangout time declined.

In recent decades, seeing unchaperoned children outdoors has become so novel that when one is spotted in the wild, some adults feel it is their duty to call the police. In 2015, the Pew Research Center found that parents, on average, believed that children should be at least 10 years old to play unsupervised in front of their house, and that kids should be 14 before being allowed to go unsupervised to a public park. Most of these same parents had enjoyed joyous and unsupervised outdoor play by the age of 7 or 8.

But overprotection is only part of the story. The transition away from a more independent childhood was facilitated by steady improvements in digital technology, which made it easier and more inviting for young people to spend a lot more time at home, indoors, and alone in their rooms. Eventually, tech companies got access to children 24/7. They developed exciting virtual activities, engineered for "engagement," that are nothing like the real-world experiences young brains evolved to expect.




2. The Virtual World Arrives in Two Waves

The internet, which now dominates the lives of young people, arrived in two waves of linked technologies. The first one did little harm to Millennials. The second one swallowed Gen Z whole.

The first wave came ashore in the 1990s with the arrival of dial-up internet access, which made personal computers good for something beyond word processing and basic games. By 2003, 55 percent of American households had a computer with (slow) internet access. Rates of adolescent depression, loneliness, and other measures of poor mental health did not rise in this first wave. If anything, they went down a bit. Millennial teens (born 1981 through 1995), who were the first to go through puberty with access to the internet, were psychologically healthier and happier, on average, than their older siblings or parents in Generation X (born 1965 through 1980).

The second wave began to rise in the 2000s, though its full force didn't hit until the early 2010s. It began rather innocently with the introduction of social-media platforms that helped people connect with their friends. Posting and sharing content became much easier with sites such as Friendster (launched in 2003), Myspace (2003), and Facebook (2004).

Teens embraced social media soon after it came out, but the time they could spend on these sites was limited in those early years because the sites could only be accessed from a computer, often the family computer in the living room. Young people couldn't access social media (and the rest of the internet) from the school bus, during class time, or while hanging out with friends outdoors. Many teens in the early-to-mid-2000s had cellphones, but these were basic phones (many of them flip phones) that had no internet access. Typing on them was difficult--they had only number keys. Basic phones were tools that helped Millennials meet up with one another in person or talk with each other one-on-one. I have seen no evidence to suggest that basic cellphones harmed the mental health of Millennials.

It was not until the introduction of the iPhone (2007), the App Store (2008), and high-speed internet (which reached 50 percent of American homes in 2007)--and the corresponding pivot to mobile made by many providers of social media, video games, and porn--that it became possible for adolescents to spend nearly every waking moment online. The extraordinary synergy among these innovations was what powered the second technological wave. In 2011, only 23 percent of teens had a smartphone. By 2015, that number had risen to 73 percent, and a quarter of teens said they were online "almost constantly." Their younger siblings in elementary school didn't usually have their own smartphones, but after its release in 2010, the iPad quickly became a staple of young children's daily lives. It was in this brief period, from 2010 to 2015, that childhood in America (and many other countries) was rewired into a form that was more sedentary, solitary, virtual, and incompatible with healthy human development.

3. Techno-optimism and the Birth of the Phone-Based Childhood

The phone-based childhood created by that second wave--including not just smartphones themselves, but all manner of internet-connected devices, such as tablets, laptops, video-game consoles, and smartwatches--arrived near the end of a period of enormous optimism about digital technology. The internet came into our lives in the mid-1990s, soon after the fall of the Soviet Union. By the end of that decade, it was widely thought that the web would be an ally of democracy and a slayer of tyrants. When people are connected to each other, and to all the information in the world, how could any dictator keep them down?

In the 2000s, Silicon Valley and its world-changing inventions were a source of pride and excitement in America. Smart and ambitious young people around the world wanted to move to the West Coast to be part of the digital revolution. Tech-company founders such as Steve Jobs and Sergey Brin were lauded as gods, or at least as modern Prometheans, bringing humans godlike powers. The Arab Spring bloomed in 2011 with the help of decentralized social platforms, including Twitter and Facebook. When pundits and entrepreneurs talked about the power of social media to transform society, it didn't sound like a dark prophecy.

You have to put yourself back in this heady time to understand why adults acquiesced so readily to the rapid transformation of childhood. Many parents had concerns, even then, about what their children were doing online, especially because of the internet's ability to put children in contact with strangers. But there was also a lot of excitement about the upsides of this new digital world. If computers and the internet were the vanguards of progress, and if young people--widely referred to as "digital natives"--were going to live their lives entwined with these technologies, then why not give them a head start? I remember how exciting it was to see my 2-year-old son master the touch-and-swipe interface of my first iPhone in 2008. I thought I could see his neurons being woven together faster as a result of the stimulation it brought to his brain, compared to the passivity of watching television or the slowness of building a block tower. I thought I could see his future job prospects improving.

Touchscreen devices were also a godsend for harried parents. Many of us discovered that we could have peace at a restaurant, on a long car trip, or at home while making dinner or replying to emails if we just gave our children what they most wanted: our smartphones and tablets. We saw that everyone else was doing it and figured it must be okay.

It was the same for older children, desperate to join their friends on social-media platforms, where the minimum age to open an account was set by law to 13, even though no research had been done to establish the safety of these products for minors. Because the platforms did nothing (and still do nothing) to verify the stated age of new-account applicants, any 10-year-old could open multiple accounts without parental permission or knowledge, and many did. Facebook and later Instagram became places where many sixth and seventh graders were hanging out and socializing. If parents did find out about these accounts, it was too late. Nobody wanted their child to be isolated and alone, so parents rarely forced their children to shut down their accounts.

We had no idea what we were doing.

4. The High Cost of a Phone-Based Childhood

In Walden, his 1854 reflection on simple living, Henry David Thoreau wrote, "The cost of a thing is the amount of ... life which is required to be exchanged for it, immediately or in the long run." It's an elegant formulation of what economists would later call the opportunity cost of any choice--all of the things you can no longer do with your money and time once you've committed them to something else. So it's important that we grasp just how much of a young person's day is now taken up by their devices.

The numbers are hard to believe. The most recent Gallup data show that American teens spend about five hours a day just on social-media platforms (including watching videos on TikTok and YouTube). Add in all the other phone- and screen-based activities, and the number rises to somewhere between seven and nine hours a day, on average. The numbers are even higher in single-parent and low-income families, and among Black, Hispanic, and Native American families.

These very high numbers do not include time spent in front of screens for school or homework, nor do they include all the time adolescents spend paying only partial attention to events in the real world while thinking about what they're missing on social media or waiting for their phones to ping. Pew reports that in 2022, one-third of teens said they were on one of the major social-media sites "almost constantly," and nearly half said the same of the internet in general. For these heavy users, nearly every waking hour is an hour absorbed, in full or in part, by their devices.




In Thoreau's terms, how much of life is exchanged for all this screen time? Arguably, most of it. Everything else in an adolescent's day must get squeezed down or eliminated entirely to make room for the vast amount of content that is consumed, and for the hundreds of "friends," "followers," and other network connections that must be serviced with texts, posts, comments, likes, snaps, and direct messages. I recently surveyed my students at NYU, and most of them reported that the very first thing they do when they open their eyes in the morning is check their texts, direct messages, and social-media feeds. It's also the last thing they do before they close their eyes at night. And it's a lot of what they do in between.

The amount of time that adolescents spend sleeping declined in the early 2010s, and many studies tie sleep loss directly to the use of devices around bedtime, particularly when they're used to scroll through social media. Exercise declined, too, which is unfortunate because exercise, like sleep, improves both mental and physical health. Book reading has been declining for decades, pushed aside by digital alternatives, but the decline, like so much else, sped up in the early 2010s. With passive entertainment always available, adolescent minds likely wander less than they used to; contemplation and imagination might be placed on the list of things winnowed down or crowded out.

But perhaps the most devastating cost of the new phone-based childhood was the collapse of time spent interacting with other people face-to-face. A study of how Americans spend their time found that, before 2010, young people (ages 15 to 24) reported spending far more time with their friends (about two hours a day, on average, not counting time together at school) than did older people (who spent just 30 to 60 minutes with friends). Time with friends began decreasing for young people in the 2000s, but the drop accelerated in the 2010s, while it barely changed for older people. By 2019, young people's time with friends had dropped to just 67 minutes a day. It turns out that Gen Z had been socially distancing for many years and had mostly completed the project by the time COVID-19 struck.

Read: What happens when kids don't see their peers for months

You might question the importance of this decline. After all, isn't much of this online time spent interacting with friends through texting, social media, and multiplayer video games? Isn't that just as good?

Some of it surely is, and virtual interactions offer unique benefits too, especially for young people who are geographically or socially isolated. But in general, the virtual world lacks many of the features that make human interactions in the real world nutritious, as we might say, for physical, social, and emotional development. In particular, real-world relationships and social interactions are characterized by four features--typical for hundreds of thousands of years--that online interactions either distort or erase.

First, real-world interactions are embodied, meaning that we use our hands and facial expressions to communicate, and we learn to respond to the body language of others. Virtual interactions, in contrast, mostly rely on language alone. No matter how many emojis are offered as compensation, the elimination of communication channels for which we have eons of evolutionary programming is likely to produce adults who are less comfortable and less skilled at interacting in person.

Second, real-world interactions are synchronous; they happen at the same time. As a result, we learn subtle cues about timing and conversational turn taking. Synchronous interactions make us feel closer to the other person because that's what getting "in sync" does. Texts, posts, and many other virtual interactions lack synchrony. There is less real laughter, more room for misinterpretation, and more stress after a comment that gets no immediate response.

Third, real-world interactions primarily involve one-to-one communication, or sometimes one-to-several. But many virtual communications are broadcast to a potentially huge audience. Online, each person can engage in dozens of asynchronous interactions in parallel, which interferes with the depth achieved in all of them. The sender's motivations are different, too: With a large audience, one's reputation is always on the line; an error or poor performance can damage social standing with large numbers of peers. These communications thus tend to be more performative and anxiety-inducing than one-to-one conversations.

Finally, real-world interactions usually take place within communities that have a high bar for entry and exit, so people are strongly motivated to invest in relationships and repair rifts when they happen. But in many virtual networks, people can easily block others or quit when they are displeased. Relationships within such networks are usually more disposable.

From the September 2015 issue: The coddling of the American mind

These unsatisfying and anxiety-producing features of life online should be recognizable to most adults. Online interactions can bring out antisocial behavior that people would never display in their offline communities. But if life online takes a toll on adults, just imagine what it does to adolescents in the early years of puberty, when their "experience expectant" brains are rewiring based on feedback from their social interactions.

Kids going through puberty online are likely to experience far more social comparison, self-consciousness, public shaming, and chronic anxiety than adolescents in previous generations, which could potentially set developing brains into a habitual state of defensiveness. The brain contains systems that are specialized for approach (when opportunities beckon) and withdrawal (when threats appear or seem likely). People can be in what we might call "discover mode" or "defend mode" at any moment, but generally not both. The two systems together form a mechanism for quickly adapting to changing conditions, like a thermostat that can activate either a heating system or a cooling system as the temperature fluctuates. Some people's internal thermostats are generally set to discover mode, and they flip into defend mode only when clear threats arise. These people tend to see the world as full of opportunities. They are happier and less anxious. Other people's internal thermostats are generally set to defend mode, and they flip into discover mode only when they feel unusually safe. They tend to see the world as full of threats and are more prone to anxiety and depressive disorders.


Percentage of U.S. college freshmen reporting various kinds of disabilities and disorders (source: Higher Education Research Institute)



A simple way to understand the differences between Gen Z and previous generations is that people born in and after 1996 have internal thermostats that were shifted toward defend mode. This is why life on college campuses changed so suddenly when Gen Z arrived, beginning around 2014. Students began requesting "safe spaces" and trigger warnings. They were highly sensitive to "microaggressions" and sometimes claimed that words were "violence." These trends mystified those of us in older generations at the time, but in hindsight, it all makes sense. Gen Z students found words, ideas, and ambiguous social encounters more threatening than had previous generations of students because we had fundamentally altered their psychological development.

5. So Many Harms

The debate around adolescents' use of smartphones and social media typically revolves around mental health, and understandably so. But the harms that have resulted from transforming childhood so suddenly and heedlessly go far beyond mental health. I've touched on some of them--social awkwardness, reduced self-confidence, and a more sedentary childhood. Here are three additional harms.

Fragmented Attention, Disrupted Learning

Staying on task while sitting at a computer is hard enough for an adult with a fully developed prefrontal cortex. It is far more difficult for adolescents in front of their laptop trying to do homework. They are probably less intrinsically motivated to stay on task. They're certainly less able, given their undeveloped prefrontal cortex, and hence it's easy for any company with an app to lure them away with an offer of social validation or entertainment. Their phones are pinging constantly--one study found that the typical adolescent now gets 237 notifications a day, roughly 15 every waking hour. Sustained attention is essential for doing almost anything big, creative, or valuable, yet young people find their attention chopped up into little bits by notifications offering the possibility of high-pleasure, low-effort digital experiences.

It even happens in the classroom. Studies confirm that when students have access to their phones during class time, they use them, especially for texting and checking social media, and their grades and learning suffer. This might explain why benchmark test scores began to decline in the U.S. and around the world in the early 2010s--well before the pandemic hit.

Addiction and Social Withdrawal

The neural basis of behavioral addiction to social media or video games is not exactly the same as chemical addiction to cocaine or opioids. Nonetheless, they all involve abnormally heavy and sustained activation of dopamine neurons and reward pathways. Over time, the brain adapts to these high levels of dopamine; when the child is not engaged in digital activity, their brain doesn't have enough dopamine, and the child experiences withdrawal symptoms. These generally include anxiety, insomnia, and intense irritability. Kids with these kinds of behavioral addictions often become surly and aggressive, and withdraw from their families into their bedrooms and devices.

Social-media and gaming platforms were designed to hook users. How successful are they? How many kids suffer from digital addictions?

The main addiction risks for boys seem to be video games and porn. "Internet gaming disorder," which was added to the main diagnosis manual of psychiatry in 2013 as a condition for further study, describes "significant impairment or distress" in several aspects of life, along with many hallmarks of addiction, including an inability to reduce usage despite attempts to do so. Estimates for the prevalence of IGD range from 7 to 15 percent among adolescent boys and young men. As for porn, a nationally representative survey of American adults published in 2019 found that 7 percent of American men agreed or strongly agreed with the statement "I am addicted to pornography"--and the rates were higher for the youngest men.

Girls have much lower rates of addiction to video games and porn, but they use social media more intensely than boys do. A study of teens in 29 nations found that between 5 and 15 percent of adolescents engage in what is called "problematic social media use," which includes symptoms such as preoccupation, withdrawal symptoms, neglect of other areas of life, and lying to parents and friends about time spent on social media. That study did not break down results by gender, but many others have found that rates of "problematic use" are higher for girls.

Jonathan Haidt: The dangerous experiment on teen girls

I don't want to overstate the risks: Most teens do not become addicted to their phones and video games. But across multiple studies and across genders, rates of problematic use come out in the ballpark of 5 to 15 percent. Is there any other consumer product that parents would let their children use relatively freely if they knew that something like one in 10 kids would end up with a pattern of habitual and compulsive use that disrupted various domains of life and looked a lot like an addiction?

The Decay of Wisdom and the Loss of Meaning 

During that crucial sensitive period for cultural learning, from roughly ages 9 through 15, we should be especially thoughtful about who is socializing our children for adulthood. Instead, that's when most kids get their first smartphone and sign themselves up (with or without parental permission) to consume rivers of content from random strangers. Much of that content is produced by other adolescents, in blocks of a few minutes or a few seconds.

This rerouting of enculturating content has created a generation that is largely cut off from older generations and, to some extent, from the accumulated wisdom of humankind, including knowledge about how to live a flourishing life. Adolescents spend less time steeped in their local or national culture. They are coming of age in a confusing, placeless, ahistorical maelstrom of 30-second stories curated by algorithms designed to mesmerize them. Without solid knowledge of the past and the filtering of good ideas from bad--a process that plays out over many generations--young people will be more prone to believe whatever terrible ideas become popular around them, which might explain why videos showing young people reacting positively to Osama bin Laden's thoughts about America were trending on TikTok last fall.

All this is made worse by the fact that so much of digital public life is an unending supply of micro dramas about somebody somewhere in our country of 340 million people who did something that can fuel an outrage cycle, only to be pushed aside by the next. It doesn't add up to anything and leaves behind only a distorted sense of human nature and affairs.

When our public life becomes fragmented, ephemeral, and incomprehensible, it is a recipe for anomie, or normlessness. The great French sociologist Emile Durkheim showed long ago that a society that fails to bind its people together with some shared sense of sacredness and common respect for rules and norms is not a society of great individual freedom; it is, rather, a place where disoriented individuals have difficulty setting goals and exerting themselves to achieve them. Durkheim argued that anomie was a major driver of suicide rates in European countries. Modern scholars continue to draw on his work to understand suicide rates today. 




Percentage of U.S. high-school seniors who agreed with the statement "Life often seems meaningless." (Source: Monitoring the Future)



Durkheim's observations are crucial for understanding what happened in the early 2010s. A long-running survey of American teens found that, from 1990 to 2010, high-school seniors became slightly less likely to agree with statements such as "Life often feels meaningless." But as soon as they adopted a phone-based life and many began to live in the whirlpool of social media, where no stability can be found, every measure of despair increased. From 2010 to 2019, the number who agreed that their lives felt "meaningless" increased by about 70 percent, to more than one in five.

6. Young People Don't Like Their Phone-Based Lives

How can I be confident that the epidemic of adolescent mental illness was kicked off by the arrival of the phone-based childhood? Skeptics point to other events as possible culprits, including the 2008 global financial crisis, global warming, the 2012 Sandy Hook school shooting and the subsequent active-shooter drills, rising academic pressures, and the opioid epidemic. But while these events might have been contributing factors in some countries, none can explain both the timing and international scope of the disaster.

An additional source of evidence comes from Gen Z itself. With all the talk of regulating social media, raising age limits, and getting phones out of schools, you might expect to find many members of Gen Z writing and speaking out in opposition. I've looked for such arguments and found hardly any. In contrast, many young adults tell stories of devastation.

Freya India, a 24-year-old British essayist who writes about girls, explains how social-media sites carry girls off to unhealthy places: "It seems like your child is simply watching some makeup tutorials, following some mental health influencers, or experimenting with their identity. But let me tell you: they are on a conveyor belt to someplace bad. Whatever insecurity or vulnerability they are struggling with, they will be pushed further and further into it." She continues:

Gen Z were the guinea pigs in this uncontrolled global social experiment. We were the first to have our vulnerabilities and insecurities fed into a machine that magnified and refracted them back at us, all the time, before we had any sense of who we were. We didn't just grow up with algorithms. They raised us. They rearranged our faces. Shaped our identities. Convinced us we were sick.


Rikki Schlott, a 23-year-old American journalist and co-author of The Canceling of the American Mind, writes,

The day-to-day life of a typical teen or tween today would be unrecognizable to someone who came of age before the smartphone arrived. Zoomers are spending an average of 9 hours daily in this screen-time doom loop--desperate to forget the gaping holes they're bleeding out of, even if just for ... 9 hours a day. Uncomfortable silence could be time to ponder why they're so miserable in the first place. Drowning it out with algorithmic white noise is far easier.


A 27-year-old man who spent his adolescent years addicted (his word) to video games and pornography sent me this reflection on what that did to him:

I missed out on a lot of stuff in life--a lot of socialization. I feel the effects now: meeting new people, talking to people. I feel that my interactions are not as smooth and fluid as I want. My knowledge of the world (geography, politics, etc.) is lacking. I didn't spend time having conversations or learning about sports. I often feel like a hollow operating system.


Or consider what Facebook found in a research project involving focus groups of young people, revealed in 2021 by the whistleblower Frances Haugen: "Teens blame Instagram for increases in the rates of anxiety and depression among teens," an internal document said. "This reaction was unprompted and consistent across all groups."

How can it be that an entire generation is hooked on consumer products that so few praise and so many ultimately regret using? Because smartphones and especially social media have put members of Gen Z and their parents into a series of collective-action traps. Once you understand the dynamics of these traps, the escape routes become clear.




7. Collective-Action Problems

Social-media companies such as Meta, TikTok, and Snap are often compared to tobacco companies, but that's not really fair to the tobacco industry. It's true that companies in both industries marketed harmful products to children and tweaked their products for maximum customer retention (that is, addiction), but there's a big difference: Teens could and did choose, in large numbers, not to smoke. Even at the peak of teen cigarette use, in 1997, nearly two-thirds of high-school students did not smoke.

Social media, in contrast, applies a lot more pressure on nonusers, at a much younger age and in a more insidious way. Once a few students in any middle school lie about their age and open accounts at age 11 or 12, they start posting photos and comments about themselves and other students. Drama ensues. The pressure on everyone else to join becomes intense. Even a girl who knows, consciously, that Instagram can foster beauty obsession, anxiety, and eating disorders might sooner take those risks than accept the seeming certainty of being out of the loop, clueless, and excluded. And indeed, if she resists while most of her classmates do not, she might, in fact, be marginalized, which puts her at risk for anxiety and depression, though via a different pathway than the one taken by those who use social media heavily. In this way, social media accomplishes a remarkable feat: It even harms adolescents who do not use it.

From the May 2022 issue: Jonathan Haidt on why the past 10 years of American life have been uniquely stupid

A recent study led by the University of Chicago economist Leonardo Bursztyn captured the dynamics of the social-media trap precisely. The researchers recruited more than 1,000 college students and asked them how much they'd need to be paid to deactivate their accounts on either Instagram or TikTok for four weeks. That's a standard economist's question to try to compute the net value of a product to society. On average, students said they'd need to be paid roughly $50 ($59 for TikTok, $47 for Instagram) to deactivate whichever platform they were asked about. Then the experimenters told the students that they were going to try to get most of the others in their school to deactivate that same platform, offering to pay them to do so as well, and asked, Now how much would you have to be paid to deactivate, if most others did so? The answer, on average, was less than zero. In each case, most students were willing to pay to have that happen.

Social media is all about network effects. Most students are only on it because everyone else is too. Most of them would prefer that nobody be on these platforms. Later in the study, students were asked directly, "Would you prefer to live in a world without Instagram [or TikTok]?" A majority of students said yes--58 percent for each app.

This is the textbook definition of what social scientists call a collective-action problem. It's what happens when a group would be better off if everyone in the group took a particular action, but each actor is deterred from acting, because unless the others do the same, the personal cost outweighs the benefit. Fishermen considering limiting their catch to avoid wiping out the local fish population are caught in this same kind of trap. If no one else does it too, they just lose profit.

Cigarettes trapped individual smokers with a biological addiction. Social media has trapped an entire generation in a collective-action problem. Early app developers deliberately and knowingly exploited the psychological weaknesses and insecurities of young people to pressure them to consume a product that, upon reflection, many wish they could use less, or not at all.

8. Four Norms to Break Four Traps

Young people and their parents are stuck in at least four collective-action traps. Each is hard to escape for an individual family, but escape becomes much easier if families, schools, and communities coordinate and act together. Here are four norms that would roll back the phone-based childhood. I believe that any community that adopts all four will see substantial improvements in youth mental health within two years.

No smartphones before high school  

The trap here is that each child thinks they need a smartphone because "everyone else" has one, and many parents give in because they don't want their child to feel excluded. But if no one else had a smartphone--or even if, say, only half of the child's sixth-grade class had one--parents would feel more comfortable providing a basic flip phone (or no phone at all). Delaying round-the-clock internet access until ninth grade (around age 14) as a national or community norm would help to protect adolescents during the very vulnerable first few years of puberty. According to a 2022 British study, these are the years when social-media use is most correlated with poor mental health. Family policies about tablets, laptops, and video-game consoles should be aligned with smartphone restrictions to prevent overuse of other screen activities.

No social media before 16

The trap here, as with smartphones, is that each adolescent feels a strong need to open accounts on TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and other platforms primarily because that's where most of their peers are posting and gossiping. But if the majority of adolescents were not on these accounts until they were 16, families and adolescents could more easily resist the pressure to sign up. The delay would not mean that kids younger than 16 could never watch videos on TikTok or YouTube--only that they could not open accounts, give away their data, post their own content, and let algorithms get to know them and their preferences.

Phone-free schools 

Most schools claim that they ban phones, but this usually just means that students aren't supposed to take their phone out of their pocket during class. Research shows that most students do use their phones during class time. They also use them during lunchtime, free periods, and breaks between classes--times when students could and should be interacting with their classmates face-to-face. The only way to get students' minds off their phones during the school day is to require all students to put their phones (and other devices that can send or receive texts) into a phone locker or locked pouch at the start of the day. Schools that have gone phone-free always seem to report that it has improved the culture, making students more attentive in class and more interactive with one another. Published studies back them up.

More independence, free play, and responsibility in the real world

Many parents are afraid to give their children the level of independence and responsibility they themselves enjoyed when they were young, even though rates of homicide, drunk driving, and other physical threats to children are way down in recent decades. Part of the fear comes from the fact that parents look at each other to determine what is normal and therefore safe, and they see few examples of families acting as if a 9-year-old can be trusted to walk to a store without a chaperone. But if many parents started sending their children out to play or run errands, then the norms of what is safe and accepted would change quickly. So would ideas about what constitutes "good parenting." And if more parents trusted their children with more responsibility--for example, by asking their kids to do more to help out, or to care for others--then the pervasive sense of uselessness now found in surveys of high-school students might begin to dissipate.

It would be a mistake to overlook this fourth norm. If parents don't replace screen time with real-world experiences involving friends and independent activity, then banning devices will feel like deprivation, not the opening up of a world of opportunities.

The main reason why the phone-based childhood is so harmful is because it pushes aside everything else. Smartphones are experience blockers. Our ultimate goal should not be to remove screens entirely, nor should it be to return childhood to exactly the way it was in 1960. Rather, it should be to create a version of childhood and adolescence that keeps young people anchored in the real world while flourishing in the digital age.

9. What Are We Waiting For?

An essential function of government is to solve collective-action problems. Congress could solve or help solve the ones I've highlighted--for instance, by raising the age of "internet adulthood" to 16 and requiring tech companies to keep underage children off their sites.

In recent decades, however, Congress has not been good at addressing public concerns when the solutions would displease a powerful and deep-pocketed industry. Governors and state legislators have been much more effective, and their successes might let us evaluate how well various reforms work. But the bottom line is that to change norms, we're going to need to do most of the work ourselves, in neighborhood groups, schools, and other communities.

Read: Why Congress keeps failing to protect kids online

There are now hundreds of organizations--most of them started by mothers who saw what smartphones had done to their children--that are working to roll back the phone-based childhood or promote a more independent, real-world childhood. (I have assembled a list of many of them.) One that I co-founded, at LetGrow.org, suggests a variety of simple programs for parents or schools, such as play club (schools keep the playground open at least one day a week before or after school, and kids sign up for phone-free, mixed-age, unstructured play as a regular weekly activity) and the Let Grow Experience (a series of homework assignments in which students--with their parents' consent--choose something to do on their own that they've never done before, such as walk the dog, climb a tree, walk to a store, or cook dinner).

Even without the help of organizations, parents could break their families out of collective-action traps if they coordinated with the parents of their children's friends. Together they could create common smartphone rules and organize unsupervised play sessions or encourage hangouts at a home, park, or shopping mall.




Parents are fed up with what childhood has become. Many are tired of having daily arguments about technologies that were designed to grab hold of their children's attention and not let go. But the phone-based childhood is not inevitable.

The four norms I have proposed cost almost nothing to implement, they cause no clear harm to anyone, and while they could be supported by new legislation, they can be instilled even without it. We can begin implementing all of them right away, this year, especially in communities with good cooperation between schools and parents. A single memo from a principal asking parents to delay smartphones and social media, in support of the school's effort to improve mental health by going phone free, would catalyze collective action and reset the community's norms.

We didn't know what we were doing in the early 2010s. Now we do. It's time to end the phone-based childhood.



This article is adapted from Jonathan Haidt's forthcoming book, The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness.
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The Most Powerful Rocket in History Had a Good Morning

SpaceX's latest Starship mission flew farther than before--and tested technology that could elevate humankind's spacefaring status.

by Marina Koren




SpaceX has once again launched the most powerful rocket in history into the sky, and this time, the mission seems to have passed most of its key milestones. Starship took off without a hitch this morning, separated from its booster, and cruised through space for a while before SpaceX lost contact with it. Instead of splashing down in the ocean as planned, Starship seems to have been destroyed during reentry in Earth's atmosphere.



The flight was the third try in an ambitious testing campaign that began less than a year ago. The other attempts started with beautiful liftoffs, but they stopped short of completing test objectives and ended in explosions. For today's test, SpaceX changed up its designs and applied them to freshly made Starship prototypes, which are manufactured at a pace that, compared with the rest of rocket history, evokes chocolates coming down the conveyor belt toward Lucille Ball. During today's test, the spacecraft even managed to conduct a crucial test, transferring rocket propellant from one tank into another while traveling at thousands of miles above Earth's surface.



All eyes in the spaceflight community are on Starship right now, because the giant rocket-and-spaceship system has an important job to do in just a couple of years: land American astronauts on the moon on NASA's behalf, bringing humans back to the lunar surface for the first time since 1972. The partnership will involve maneuvers that NASA never tried during the Apollo program: The space agency will launch its astronauts off the ground and take them in a capsule toward the moon, but once they arrive in lunar orbit, a Starship will greet them and transport them down to the surface. And for that Starship to reach lunar orbit, SpaceX must launch a bunch of other Starships to refuel the spaceship for the journey--hence the importance of the fuel transfer. In other words, SpaceX is trying to create a gas station in space, circling Earth at the same dizzying speeds as space stations and satellites.



This floating infrastructure is unlike anything humans have attempted to do in space, and it will elevate our spacefaring capacity far beyond anything that was previously possible. The ability to refuel ships in space would crack open the solar system for us, making it easier for astronauts to reach not only the moon but also Mars and even planets deeper into the solar system. It would mean that spacecraft could utilize payload capacity that would have been reserved for enormous amounts of propellant. This decade may see several triumphant lunar landings, but the gas stations will cement our status as an advanced spacefaring species.



The details of the gas-station plan are still concepts on paper, but the ambitious idea goes like this: SpaceX will launch a number of Starships loaded with propellant, a combination of liquid methane and liquid oxygen, into orbit around Earth. These "tankers," as the company calls them, will deposit fuel into a larger depot, also launched by SpaceX. By the time the Starship carrying NASA's astronauts reaches orbit, it will have used up most of its fuel. The ship will dock with the gas depot, fuel up, and head off toward the moon.



This future depends on nailing a single, basic fuel transfer, as SpaceX seems to have done today; engineers will have to review data to see how well they did. The process might be simple on Earth, but outer space is an environment perfect for ruining rocket fuel. Liquid methane and oxygen must be kept at cryogenic temperatures, but temperatures in space can swing between extreme cold and heat. If the fuel gets too warm, it might evaporate into a gas and float off.



SpaceX must also launch many more Starships without incident before a moon landing can move forward. The company's contract with NASA calls for deploying multiple tankers in quick succession to support astronauts heading to the surface. Elon Musk posted on X this week that he hopes to launch Starship at least six times in 2024. More launch attempts would provide NASA with a much clearer sense of its timeline for the first moon landing of the Artemis program, named for Apollo's sister in Greek mythology. The mission has already been delayed: In January, the agency pushed it from late 2025 to late 2026. Officials said that the schedule change "acknowledges the very real development challenges that have been experienced by our industry partners," which include SpaceX as well as Lockheed Martin, the aerospace contractor responsible for the capsule that will carry astronauts to lunar orbit.



More than half a century since humans set foot on the moon, Earth is sprinkled with launchpads, formidable signs of our space-explorer status. We're in the busiest decade of moon exploration since the 1960s, with government agencies and private companies alike deploying robotic missions to the lunar surface. Local space fans refer to the state highway that leads to SpaceX's base in South Texas, where the latest Starship prototype launched from today, as the "highway to Mars." A 21st-century moon landing will be a significant achievement, and a landing on Mars would mark an entirely new era of humanity's presence in space. But it'll be the gas stations helping take astronauts there that will truly brand us as an off-world species.
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Supreme Betrayal

A requiem for Section 3 of the Fourteenth Amendment

by J. Michael Luttig, Laurence H. Tribe




The Supreme Court of the United States did a grave disservice to both the Constitution and the nation in Trump v. Anderson.

In a stunning disfigurement of the Fourteenth Amendment, the Court impressed upon it an ahistorical misinterpretation that defies both its plain text and its original meaning. Despite disagreement within the Court that led to a 5-4 split among the justices over momentous but tangential issues that it had no need to reach in order to resolve the controversy before it, the Court was disappointingly unanimous in permitting oath-breaking insurrectionists, including former President Donald Trump, to return to power. In doing so, all nine justices denied "We the People" the very power that those who wrote and ratified the Fourteenth Amendment presciently secured to us to save the republic from future insurrectionists--reflecting a lesson hard-learned from the devastation wrought by the Civil War.

Quinta Jurecic: The Supreme Court is not up to the challenge

For a century and a half before the Court's decision, Section 3 of the Fourteenth Amendment was the Constitution's safety net for America's democracy, promising to automatically disqualify from public office all oath-breaking insurrectionists against the Constitution, deeming them too dangerous to entrust with power unless supermajorities of both houses of Congress formally remove their disability. This provision has been mistakenly described by some as "undemocratic" because it limits who may be elected to particular positions of power. But disqualification is not what is antidemocratic; rather, it is the insurrection that is antidemocratic, as the Constitution emphatically tells us.

In any event, all qualifications for office set by the Constitution limit who may be elected to particular positions of power. And no other of these disqualifications requires congressional legislation to become operative, as the Court now insists this one does. To be sure, the other qualifications--age, residence, natural-born citizenship--appear outside the Fourteenth Amendment, whose fifth section specifically makes congressional action to enforce its provisions available. But no such action is needed to enforce the rights secured to individuals by Section 1 of the same amendment, so deeming congressional action necessary to enforce Section 3 creates a constitutional anomaly in this case that the majority could not and did not explain. For that matter, no other provision of the other two Reconstruction amendments requires congressional enforcement either. As the concurring justices explained, the majority "simply [created] a special rule for the insurrection disability in Section 3."

That the disqualification clause has not previously been invoked to keep traitors against the Constitution from having a second opportunity to fracture the framework of our republic reflects not its declining relevance but its success at deterring the most dangerous assaults on our government until now. Put simply, far from what some irresponsibly dismiss as an "obscure, almost discarded provision" of our legal and political system, this section of our Constitution has long been among its mightiest pillars, one that the Supreme Court itself has now all but destroyed.

What ought to have been, as a matter of the Constitution's design and purpose, the climax of the struggle for the survival of America's democracy and the rule of law instead turned out to be its nadir, delivered by a Court unwilling to perform its duty to interpret the Constitution as written. Desperate to assuage the growing sense that it is but a political instrument, the Court instead cemented that image into history. It did so at what could be the most perilous constitutional and political moment in our country's history, when the nation and the Constitution needed the Court most--to adjudicate not the politics of law, but the law of the politics that is poisoning the lifeblood of America.

The issues before the Court were not difficult ones under the Constitution. As Chief Justice John Marshall once wrote of a considerably more challenging question, that of the Court's own role in reviewing the constitutionality of government decisions, this was indeed "a question deeply interesting to the United States; but, happily, not of an intricacy proportional to its interest." As the extraordinary array of amicus briefs filed in Trump v. Anderson made clear, the voluminous historical scholarship exploring the origins of the disqualification clause and its intended operation left no genuine doubt that the Colorado Supreme Court got it exactly right in its decision explaining why the former president was ineligible to "hold any office, civil or military, under the United States," certainly including the presidency.

Perhaps some of the justices were untroubled by the consequences of disregarding both that scholarship and the plain language of the disqualification clause. Joining fully in the Court's anonymous per curiam opinion that states cannot enforce the clause against federal (as opposed to state) officeholders and candidates would presumably have caused those justices no personal discomfort--apart, perhaps, from that of being seen as trying to square the ruling with their ostensible fidelity to textualism and their supposed belief in the binding force of original meaning.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court reveals once again the fraud of originalism

For Justices Sonia Sotomayor, Elena Kagan, and Ketanji Brown Jackson--who wrote a separate concurrence that in parts read more like a dissent--we can only surmise that any discomfort they felt was outweighed by the extra-constitutional allure of going along with the other justices on the decision's bottom line and thus enabling the nation's electorate to work its will, rather than the Constitution's. Those three justices took the opportunity to distance themselves from at least part of what the Court's majority did by criticizing its "attempts to insulate all alleged insurrectionists from future challenges to their holding federal office." Sotomayor, Kagan, and Jackson convincingly dispatched as "inadequately supported as they are gratuitous" the majority's unnecessary holdings that only Congress can enforce the disqualification clause and that Congress's implementing legislation must satisfy the majority's made-up insistence upon "congruence and proportionality." Those three justices left in tatters much that all the other justices, with the exception of Amy Coney Barrett, wrote about the operation of the disqualification clause against federal officeholders, making plain that the majority's "musings" simply cannot be reconciled with the Fourteenth Amendment's language, structure, and history.

For her part, Justice Barrett lectured the country about the "message Americans should take home" from the decision, criticizing the majority for needlessly addressing "the complicated question whether federal legislation is the exclusive vehicle through which Section 3 can be enforced," while simultaneously criticizing her three separately concurring colleagues for supposedly amplifying "disagreement with stridency," despite the absence of a single strident word in their clarion warning.

What, then, accounted for the unanimous outcome in this case? All nine justices were persuaded by the appeal of a fatuous argument featured prominently in the briefs supporting the former president--the argument that no single state should be able to disqualify a candidate for the presidency.

But that argument, despite its prominence in many public discussions of this decision, was always utterly empty of constitutional substance. Anyone who knows anything about the United States Constitution and the way the judicial system operates--and that surely includes all nine Supreme Court justices--has to know that a single state could never have rendered a disqualification ruling that would bind the other 49 states, an admittedly untenable result. Here's how Jason Murray, a counsel for the challengers, put the constitutional answer to that argument when he was pressed on this very question by Justice Kagan:

Ultimately, it's this Court that's going to decide that question of federal constitutional eligibility and settle the issue for the nation. And, certainly, it's not unusual that questions of national importance come up through different states.


Although no justice mentioned this response, nobody should doubt that a state court's determination of a federal constitutional question--such as Colorado's that the former president had "engaged in an insurrection or rebellion" against the U.S. Constitution--is subject to review by the Supreme Court. If the Court upholds the state's disqualification decision, then it will be binding nationwide, in the manner and to the extent decided by the Court. If the state's disqualification is held to be invalid, then it will be invalid in that state, as well as nationwide. It's as simple as that.

Nothing about letting an individual state initiate the disqualification process ever threatened to create what the unanimous Court called a "patchwork" of divergent state resolutions of the controlling federal questions of what constitutes a disqualifying "insurrection" and whether the former president had "engaged" in one. From the outset, the hand-wringing about how no state should be empowered to rule over its sister states on the national question as to who might run for president was all smoke and mirrors, manifestly predicated on a demonstrably false premise about the way our judicial system works.

So it's little surprise that, built on that false premise, the opinion that emerged from the Court's constitutional confusion was a muddled, nameless per curiam decree palpably contrary to the text, history, and purpose of the Fourteenth Amendment.

For no apparent reason other than to create the impression that it was leaving open the possibility that the former president might yet be disqualified pursuant to congressional legislation, the per curiam opinion went out of its way to mention that Congress, in legislation whose enactment predated Section 3, had indeed "effectively provided an additional procedure for enforcing disqualification" by making "engaging in insurrection or rebellion ... a federal crime punishable by disqualification from holding office under the United States"; the opinion also noted that a "successor" to that legislation "remains on the books today."

Many will no doubt catch the transparent implication that, if the former president or other future insurrectionists permanently escape disqualification, that result will be attributable to whoever controls the Justice Department at any given time, not to any action by the Court. But that intended implication overlooks the point that, were that statute all that mattered, a simple majority of Congress could remove the disqualification penalty from that criminal statute, leaving Section 3 unenforceable again. It also conveniently ignores the fact--not denied even by this majority--that Section 3 was specifically intended and written to make criminal conviction unnecessary for disqualifying an insurrectionist from seeking or holding office in the future.

There is, of course, no possibility whatsoever that the statute, 18 U.S. Code SS 2383, will play any role in the former president's eligibility in this election cycle. And the difficulty of enacting legislation of the sort the majority declared essential makes it exceedingly unlikely that anyone who engages in an insurrection against the U.S. Constitution after taking an oath as an officer to support it will ever be disqualified under the Fourteenth Amendment. Thus, as concurring Justices Sotomayor, Kagan, and Jackson damningly noted, the majority's gratuitous resolution of "novel constitutional questions" about how Section 3 could be enforced in the future was plainly intended "to insulate this Court and [Trump] from future controversy" while insulating "all alleged insurrectionists from future challenges to their holding federal office."

George T. Conway III: The Court's Colorado decision wasn't about the law

The five-justice majority came to its constitutionally unsupported view that states can disqualify insurrectionists from state, but not federal, office by pronouncing incongruous a conclusion that would find--nestled within a constitutional amendment that generally expanded "'federal power at the expense of state autonomy'"--anything that would "give States new powers to determine who may hold the Presidency" or indeed any other federal office.

But, as many amicus briefs conclusively demonstrated, the Court's description of how the Fourteenth Amendment altered the intricate relationship of state and federal powers was an absurdly oversimplified and ahistorical caricature. Among the Court's most basic errors was that it described this state action to enforce Section 3 as a "new power" requiring an affirmative "delegation"--an explicit assignment of authority--elsewhere in the Constitution. If the Court had to identify such a delegation, which it did not, it need have looked no further than the elections and electors clauses of Articles I and II, respectively, which indisputably assign the determination of presidential qualification and disqualification to the states, at least in the first instance. Instead, the Court dismissed that constitutional assignment out of hand by asserting, with no explanation, that "there is little reason to think that these Clauses implicitly authorize the States to enforce Section 3 against federal officeholders and candidates." Of course, no explanation could have sufficed, which is why none was offered. Under the Constitution, there is every reason to believe that these clauses in fact do authorize the states to enforce Section 3 against federal officeholders and candidates.

In the end, without even trying to address the compelling analysis of the three-justice concurrence, the majority violated the precept rightly insisted on by Chief Justice John Roberts in objecting to how far the Court had gone in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization two years earlier, which stated that, when "it is not necessary to decide more to dispose of a case, then it is necessary not to decide more." The three justices--objecting that the Court had departed from that "vital principle" by "deciding not just this case, but challenges that might arise in the future"--quoted Justice Stephen Breyer's dissent in Bush v. Gore: "What it does today, the Court should have left undone." "In a sensitive case crying out for judicial restraint," the concurring justices wrote, the majority simply "abandoned" all restraint.

But whatever praise the three justices deserve for distancing themselves from the majority's extraordinary overreach, they cannot be excused for joining the majority in holding--wrongly, in light of the Supreme Court's obvious power and responsibility to ensure uniformity--that the Court's decision to disempower Colorado from playing its part in the ultimate determination was somehow necessary to prevent the emergence of "a chaotic state-by-state patchwork, at odds with our Nation's federalism principles." By insisting that states have no role to play in initiating the disqualification of insurrectionists from federal office even with the Supreme Court sitting to review what each state does so as to ensure nationwide consistency, all nine justices stood federalism on its head.

Whether born of a steeled determination not to disqualify the presumptive Republican nominee from the presidency, or of a debilitating fear of even deciding whether the Constitution disqualifies the presumptive Republican nominee precisely because he is the presumptive Republican nominee, this step that all nine justices took represents a constitutionally unforgivable departure from the fundamental truth of our republic that "no man is above the law."

Nor can their action be explained, much less justified, by the converse truth that neither is any man beneath the law. If the process Colorado had followed to determine Trump's disqualification could have been deemed constitutionally inadequate as a foundation for the Supreme Court to have affirmed the ruling of the state's highest court and applied it to him nationwide, this would be a different case altogether. But nothing any of the justices said even hinted at such inadequacy. On the contrary, the week-long trial by the Colorado state court, which had indisputable jurisdiction to consider the matter, undoubtedly more than satisfied the constitutional requirements for disqualifying the former president under Section 3. At that trial, he was afforded every opportunity to defend himself against the charge that he had personally "engaged" in an "insurrection or rebellion" against the Constitution. Not a single justice suggested that the process was less than what the former president was due. That trial ended in a finding by "clear and convincing evidence" that he had not only engaged in that insurrection but had orchestrated the entire months-long effort to obstruct the joint session's official proceeding, preventing the peaceful transfer of power for the first time in American history. Not a single justice suggested that a more stringent standard of proof was required or that the courts below applied an insufficiently rigorous definition of insurrection. No justice suggested that the First Amendment or anything else in the Constitution shielded the former president from the reach of Section 3.

Mark A. Graber: Of course presidents are officers of the United States

Nor did any justice offer any other reason to doubt the correctness of the conclusion by both courts below that the former president's conduct was indeed the paradigm of an insurrection or a rebellion against the Constitution, disqualifying him from the presidency ever again. Nor, finally, is it easy to imagine a more thoroughgoing misinterpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment and scrambling of the division of responsibilities that the amendment carefully assigns. In supposedly following the blueprint of the amendment, which specifically provides a method for oath-breaking insurrectionists to be exempted from Section 3's disqualification by joint action on the part of two-thirds of both houses of Congress, the Court's majority decreed that mere inaction by Congress would suffice to lift that disqualification. Thus, by effectively flipping on its head the congressional power to remove disqualification, the Court seized for itself the role that the Fourteenth Amendment expressly and deliberately left to Congress--that of deciding whether a particular oath-breaking insurrectionist poses too little danger to the republic to be permanently barred from holding or seeking public office.

Far from preventing what it sought to depict as state usurpation of a federal responsibility, the Supreme Court itself usurped a congressional responsibility, and it did so in the name of protecting a congressional prerogative, that of enacting enforcement legislation under Section 5 of the Fourteenth Amendment.

Our highest court dramatically and dangerously betrayed its obligation to enforce what once was the Constitution's safety net for America's democracy. The Supreme Court has now rendered that safety net a dead letter, effectively rescinding it as if it had never been enacted.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/03/supreme-court-trump-v-anderson-fourteenth-amendment/677755/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Don't Let Your Disgust Be Manipulated

Knowing how this most visceral emotion can be abused by bad actors is your best defense.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

Disgust is an incredibly powerful negative emotion, capable of inducing vomiting, panic, and rage. The sound evolutionary reason for our experience of disgust is that it helped keep us alive--by making repellent the tastes, sights, smells, and other sensations associated with death, rottenness, or toxicity. So when your refrigerator smells wrong and, upon inspection, you find that the culprit is a piece of chicken that has gone south, you feel nauseated by something that just a week ago made your stomach growl with anticipation. And instead of eating the bad meat, you throw it out.

An important part of the brain that helps govern this process is the insula, which works to keep us safe by alerting us to pathogens in our environment that might harm us. But if the insula is damaged, disgust can decrease or disappear. Scholars in 2016 showed this in an experiment involving patients with neurodegenerative diseases that affect the insula; compared with controls, the patients who had compromised insula response reported experiencing less disgust when they viewed television and film scenes that featured something disgusting, such as Trainspotting's infamous drugs-down-the-toilet scene.

Read: How to cultivate disgust

Over time, disgust stimuli extended beyond pathogens to include not just physical phenomena but also behavioral actions, such as seeing someone do something you find objectionable. Indeed, certain immoral actions or opinions that you perceive as dangerous can elicit disgust. So if you feel strongly about, say, the environment, a person expressing what you consider a terrible viewpoint about pollution or climate change can make you feel a visceral disgust for that person--almost like something you've tracked in on your shoe.

If this now begins to sound a little dangerous--because your disgust reflex could be vulnerable to manipulation and exploitation by an unscrupulous demagogue who can tweak your insula--you are right to be concerned. Scholars have shown that political communication can activate the public's sensitivity for disgust. You may have noticed that demagogic leaders tend to use disgust-based language for out-groups: The Nazis often referred to Jews as rats, and Hutu leaders in Rwanda called Tutsis cockroaches in the run-up to the genocide there. These were clearly efforts to associate people with creatures that spread disease and to inflame public revulsion.

Fortunately, it can't happen here, right? Well, think of the last time someone in American politics, media, or public life--perhaps someone who shares your views--referred to others as "disgusting," said that opponents were "trash" or "vermin," or called their convictions a "mind virus." This rhetoric was intended to stimulate your insula, provoking the panic and rage that come with disgust, and make you more willing to take actions based on hate.

The political leaders and ideological activists who are adept at triggering your disgust to serve their purposes are hard to escape: Their claims on your attention are ever more intrusive in our always-on media culture. But if you can recognize their technique of evoking disgust, you can also find ways to prevent their machinations from working on you.

The abuse of human disgust to provoke hatred is highly manipulative, and suggestive of so-called dark-triad personalities, about whom I have written previously in this column (I recently launched a short dark-triad quiz inspired by this 2014 paper, if you are curious about where you fall on the spectrum). They are the 7 percent of a recent study's international population sample who display dominant traits of narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy, and they make life miserable if you have dealings with them in work or love. We all have known people like this personally, and suffered as a result. Getting away from them is always the right strategy.

No doubt, many advocates for ideological causes are good and virtuous, and even those who are neither of those things are not necessarily dark-triad types. But scholars have found that people who score highly in certain dark-triad characteristics are associated with participation in politics and involvement in activism. This can lead to a phenomenon known as "virtuous victimhood," wherein activists try to stake out a moral high ground based on claims of mistreatment rather than on righteous actions. Dark-triad activists can be found on both the left and the right, turning our democracy into a Hobbesian struggle for power and twisting efforts to achieve social change into vindictive cancel culture.

Arthur C. Brooks: The sociopaths among us--and how to avoid them

It doesn't take too many shrewd influencers to spread disgust, because the emotion is highly contagious. Researchers have shown that when people watch video clips of the faces of people who are disgusted, this observation alone activates the viewers' own insula. That is what enables a climate of political or social polarization to easily take hold in a culture, so that just a few influential manipulators with an audience can convince many others that a viewpoint contrary to their own is an existential threat--and that those with opposing or different views are disgusting, in effect a dangerous human pathogen in our society.

In history's worst cases, this dynamic has led to genocide. That seems a remote threat in the America of 2024, yet the phenomenon can still make solidarity across differing segments of society impossible, and explain many of our ongoing polarization problems today. America's crisis of civility, whether in the Capitol in Washington, D.C., or on college campuses, owes much to the manipulation of disgust on either side of the aisle.

For years, researchers thought that political conservatives were especially susceptible, but recent research has shown that this is not true; their sensitivity depends on the issue at hand. For example, conservatives do tend to feel disgust for behavior such as consuming illegal drugs or disturbing a church service, but liberals feel disgust when witnessing environmental pollution or xenophobia. An interesting recent example of this was the coronavirus, which appeared to elicit less disgust among conservatives than among liberals.

From the March 2024 issue: The ride of techno-authoritarianism

One key to breaking malign actors' grip on our insulae is precisely the knowledge of how it works. Researchers who in 2022 were studying ways to lower disgust sensitivity in patients dealing with obsessive-compulsive disorder found that an effective way to do so is through education about how disgust works. Next time a leader encourages you to feel disgusted by the way other people think about immigration, climate change, or criminal justice, just say, "Hands off my insula, buddy."

Another way to fight off the efforts of disgust influencers is to increase your exposure to whatever they're trying to manipulate your negative reaction to. Dutch food scholars in 2021 looked at the main public barrier to sustainable food alternatives such as laboratory-cultivated meat and edible insects--foodstuffs that would typically provoke a disgust response in many cultures. The researchers found that the best way to break down this barrier was through increased exposure to these alternatives.

I will confess that I have no desire to eat bugs. But I have found in my own work and life that my disgust for others' beliefs decreases when I meet in person the people who hold them. I suspect that this is one reason activist leaders seem to enforce a purity culture in their movement and can be so eager to cast out opponents with "problematic" views. If you actually meet the problematic person, you will find it harder to maintain a dehumanizing disgust for them, misguided though you may think they are.

While you are working to avoid the manipulation of your insula by leaders and activists, make sure that you are not inadvertently spreading disgust: Remember that disgust is contagious when people witness it in us. Notwithstanding your feelings about others and their beliefs, endeavor to eradicate language that expresses loathing and contempt toward them.

Read: What is a populist?

You might have one last question lurking after reading all of this: What if some people truly do deserve your disgust? What if their behaviors and beliefs are so reprehensible that you should consider them to be social disease vectors?

As a social scientist working in the center of conventional American discourse on social and political issues, I would humbly ask you to consider whether you can think of moments when you have been unduly influenced by an activist or leader to revile an opponent, and regretted that manipulation later. But even if you can be sure that no one's been tampering with your insula, consider what your goal is in the causes you espouse. If it is to change society, then you will need to change others' opinions--and people rarely change their mind if they feel that they're seen and portrayed as an object of disgust.
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It's Just an App

America won't miss TikTok.

by Kate Lindsay




In 2019, I had full-blown app fatigue. My scrolling time was dominated by Instagram and Twitter, my idle hours by YouTube, and on top of that I was still checking Facebook, Snapchat, and whatever buzzy platform my friends were touting that week. (Remember Lasso? Anyone?) There was no room for any more, I told the publicist sitting across from me in a conference room in Anaheim, California. But she was insistent that, as a journalist writing about internet culture, I needed to start paying more attention to the app I knew only peripherally as a place for tween lip-synching and dancing. TikTok, she said, would soon be for everyone.



This promise came true. TikTok is now a social-media juggernaut that has transformed internet culture--and beyond. The app, with its short, audio-heavy videos served in an algorithmic feed, has launched the careers of multiple now-mainstream musicians, including Lil Nas X and Noah Kahan. It's the reason Stanley cups and Birkenstock clogs were under lots of Christmas trees last year. Everything from Billboard charts to beauty trends to politics itself has bowed to or been transformed by TikTok.



All of that is now under threat. Today, the House of Representatives overwhelmingly voted to force TikTok's parent company, ByteDance, to divest from the app or face a ban in the United States. (ByteDance was founded by Chinese entrepreneurs, and some American lawmakers are worried it has ties to the Chinese government, which the company denies.) If it passes the Senate--still a big if--President Joe Biden has said he would sign the bill into law, potentially removing one of the most visited social-media apps in the country. But Americans may miss it less than they think.



Sure, TikTok has cultivated a culture and community that no other platform has come close to replicating. There's a speed to how TikTok facilitates conversations and trends, and its algorithm is unnervingly good at picking up on a user's interests and showing them what they want to see. You could use the app for just five minutes and come away with a new song to listen to, a new recipe to try for dinner, and a new piece of kitchenware already being packed up and shipped to you. Four years ago, when the coronavirus pandemic sent much of the country into lockdown, users flocked to the app in droves in search of entertainment and connection. The number of people who used the app at least once a month in the United States jumped from 11 million at the start of 2018 to 100 million in less than three years. Today, that number is more than 150 million.



But TikTok is far from America's favorite social-media app. In a recent Pew survey, a third of adults said they had ever used TikTok--about half the percentage of people who have used Facebook, and slightly less even than Pinterest. Of course, TikTok is much newer than Facebook and Instagram; it's Gen Z that has been branded the "TikTok generation." But TikTok is not Zoomers' favorite app either. In another recent Pew survey, 63 percent of 13-to-17-year-olds said they're on TikTok--but more are on YouTube, and Snapchat is nearly as popular as TikTok. There are valid reasons to question a potential ban, but users will certainly have options if it comes to pass.



Read: You're looking at TikTok all wrong



TikTok's best days in the U.S. may be behind it, anyway. The long-term viability of a social-media app is dependent on its ability to bring in new users, and TikTok's growth has flatlined. Like Facebook before it, TikTok is beginning to struggle with younger people. Almost 40 percent of the app's users are now in their 30s and 40s, according to an analysis by the journalist Ryan Broderick. Millennials are its fastest-growing demographic, and they are more likely to actually post something. If this demographic continues to dominate, it's hard to see how TikTok remains the hub for internet and youth culture.



The app isn't helping itself. Over the past week, the company has repeatedly sent its users push alerts urging them to call their representatives to express their love of the app, and many did just that--which likely inflamed concerns from politicians that TikTok could be used for propaganda. But there are more fundamental issues as well. Those who are loyal to TikTok will tell you that the good old days are long gone. It went from a plaything for regular people--the dancing tweens, the animal antics--to a stage for brands and creators, and continues to make moves that push itself further from its original premise. It is experimenting with videos up to 15 minutes long, as well as ones filmed horizontally--which sounds a lot more like YouTube than TikTok. Perhaps the biggest change is TikTok Shop, the app's foray into e-commerce. Users have lamented that the feature is turning the algorithmic "For You" feed into a de facto QVC livestream, with commission-based videos touting cheap and useless goods encouraged to interrupt users' feeds. And most recently, the app's music catalog, the backbone of its robust video-trend culture, was slashed after TikTok failed to reach a deal with Universal Music Group.



Read: How to watch a movie in 15 easy steps



If TikTok does indeed die, the ban may ultimately feel meaningless for millions of online Americans: YouTube, Instagram, and Snapchat have all responded to the rise of TikTok by creating their own endlessly scrolling, vertical, algorithmically controlled video feeds. When India banned TikTok, in 2020, people simply migrated elsewhere. "I don't think that anybody has really complained about missing TikTok," an Indian venture capitalist told Rest of World last year.



The previous time America tried to ban TikTok, in 2020, the "For You" page was flooded with preemptive goodbyes and urgent pleas from creators for their followers to find them elsewhere on the internet. Yet today's vote is hardly dominating feeds. Perhaps that's because now, unlike then, TikTok is for everyone--just like so many of the other apps to choose from.
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I'm Disabled. Please Help Me.

I've come to understand that being nearly blind means my reliance on others is permanent. But I have not completely accepted this.

by Michael Schuman




One cold November morning, I was on Seventh Avenue and 50th Street in Manhattan, on my way to a Dunkin' Donuts. For most people, such an excursion is not a particularly exciting part of the day. But when you are almost blind, as I am, the expedition has a certain complexity.

I knew the shop was somewhere just past the northeast corner on 50th, but when I got there, I could not identify the correct storefront. The cane I walk with can prevent me from slamming into a wall or tumbling down a staircase, but it can't distinguish a donut shop from an Indian restaurant or a dry cleaner. I wandered back and forth, hoping a whiff of chocolate would guide me to the right doorway. No luck. I was stranded on the street, unable to find my way but also unwilling to return to my hotel sans latte.

Obviously, I had to seek help. But doing so has always made me feel uncomfortable, embarrassed, and vulnerable--potential quarry of the unscrupulous and uncaring. I made one rather meek and unsuccessful attempt to get someone's attention.

The kindness of a stranger eventually rescued me from my predicament and my recalcitrance.

Read: The competitive world of blind sports

"Are you lost?" a woman (probably elderly, based on her voice) asked. I told her what I was looking for. "It's over here," she responded.

I followed her, and she opened the Dunkin' Donuts door for me. Turns out I had passed it by about 20 feet. I thanked her profusely, then returned to my hotel, latte in hand.

New Yorkers are especially adept at aiding the disabled. On two occasions, people insisted on helping me hail a taxi, then waited to make sure I got into the back seat. A young woman approached me at a crosswalk to politely inform me I could safely cross the street. A doorman voluntarily escorted me down 55th Street to a restaurant.

Relying on the generosity of random strangers is not how I want to live my life. No one likes to be a burden on others. Yet the harsh reality is that I am. Those around me, most of all my family and friends but also anyone I happen to encounter over the course of a day--waiters, store clerks, taxi drivers, assorted pedestrians--are obliged to assist me, whether I (or they) like it or not. There's no other way for me to get through life.



This unsettling feeling of dependency is new for me. I started referring to myself as "disabled" just a few months ago. My condition--a genetic retinal disorder called retinitis pigmentosa--causes my eyesight to deteriorate over time, so although I have never been fully sighted, I had long been able to go about life with a fair degree of independence.

Beginning in my teens, my goal was to be "normal," or at least to appear "normal." I tried to do whatever everyone else was doing. That included learning to drive. I took the wheel of my mom's Volvo on my own only a couple of times before turning in my keys for good, but I'd made my point: Getting a driver's license was a rite of passage for any New Jersey teenager, and I refused to be different.

No one could tell me otherwise. The doctor who diagnosed me in my teens recommended that I choose a career that would not require good vision. The next, a well-regarded retinal specialist in New York, prattled off a list of activities I should not do, which included playing sports and riding a bicycle. He advised that I carry a flashlight in the dark--an early symptom of my condition is night blindness--which I quickly discovered was of absolutely no help. No one, not even supposed experts, truly understood what it was like to live with my problem. I kept riding my bike.

To the greatest extent possible, I tried to conceal my condition--not because I was embarrassed but because I didn't consider it anyone's business. Asking for special accommodations was simply out of the question. That could invite discrimination. Best not to talk too much.

In the mid-2000s, I was a correspondent for Time magazine based in Hong Kong. A top editor asked me during a visit to the New York headquarters whether I wanted to join the Baghdad bureau. Of course I did, but my blindness has always placed some constraints on my activities. At the time, Iraq was in the throes of chaos. No military organization would have sent me there, so I wasn't about to go with a media organization. The editor either didn't know I was almost blind or wasn't bothered by it. I didn't intend to blurt it out. I reminded him that I was the economics correspondent.

"You're a pro--we'll train you up," he said.

"The bloodiest thing I ever covered was a stock-market crash," I told him.

The concern that prompted my reticence was not unfounded. Disabled people often face discrimination that goes unrecognized. The unemployment rate among the disabled in the United States was more than 7 percent in 2023, twice as high as for the workforce overall.

"We still have a long way to go" to address discrimination against the disabled, Sara Minkara, the special adviser on international disability rights at the U.S. State Department, told me. "Disability is not yet normalized in our society."

The problem is that "accessibility is seen as an add-on, as a burden," she continued. "When you embrace and integrate and include persons with disability, it will benefit society at large. We have value to contribute."

From the March 2023 issue: Society tells me to celebrate my disability. What if I don't want to?

I've been fortunate that my employers have realized this and for the most part treated me no differently from anyone else. My career has taken me across the globe, from Madrid to Moscow to Mumbai, entirely on my own. I got trapped in the middle of a military mutiny in Manila, fought off thieves in Geneva, and dodged my government minder in Pyongyang.

Now I can't find a Dunkin' Donuts in Midtown Manhattan. The transition has not been easy. I began walking with a cane about four years ago, and not only is it a pain in the ass; it is an advertisement that I'm handicapped. No more hiding.

Some abled people who can see, hear, and walk treat me as if I'm broken, and thus incapable. They meet disabled people who show that we can actually do things with bewildered wonder, as though we're miracles of humanity. At immigration in Beijing's airport a few weeks ago, an officer started asking questions about The Atlantic--addressing my wife, not me, because I apparently also can't hear or speak.

"What's wrong with him?" he asked.

"He's visually impaired," she answered.

"And he works?" came the response.

A member of the security staff at the airport in Singapore very politely insisted that I sit while he examined me; because I can't see, he seemed to assume, I also can't stand.

At other times I'm treated as more object than human. I was waiting for an elevator in my apartment building's lobby the other day when a man standing beside me, apparently assuming that I would not be able to see one arrive, grabbed my jacket at the shoulder as though to drag me inside like a piece of luggage. Try that on a sighted person and you'd probably get punched or arrested. Walking near my apartment recently, I came upon several mothers with baby carriages arranged haphazardly in front of me. Though I had my white cane, none deemed it necessary to move out of my way, and as I attempted to navigate among them, one mom, thinking I might slam into her carriage, reached out and shoved me backwards.

"The discourse and conversation around disabilities historically has been shaped by people without disabilities, and that is a huge problem," Bonnielin Swenor, the director of the Disability Health Research Center at Johns Hopkins University, told me.

"We have created a societal view that it is an evil, awful thing," Swenor (who also happens to be visually impaired) continued. "For many, that view is a by-product of what we have learned, what society has taught us, and that we are living in a world that is not built for us."

It certainly isn't. Revolving doors at office towers might as well be called "blind-person milling machines." Try finding the bottle of vitamins you want on a CVS shelf or minding the gap on the S train at Times Square without plunging to the tracks. Beijing, where I currently reside, is a death trap for the disabled. Every time I cross a chaotic street, I fear I'll end up like the often-unfortunate amphibian in the old video game Frogger. I've thought of writing a James Bond movie script in which the bad guy is blind and intent on destroying the world in order to rebuild it to suit the disabled.

Short of that, I've been forced to foist certain responsibilities onto others, most of all my wife, who is stuck with me more than anyone else. She has to fill out paper forms for me and locate the right pair of pants at a Uniqlo. Sometimes when I'm home alone, I drop something and can't find it. "Somewhere on the kitchen floor is a grape," I tell her upon her return.

I have little choice, but the feelings of guilt persist, making me reluctant to seek help. Flying on my own has become a trial. I dare you to find your suitcase on a baggage-claim carousel blindfolded. But I can't bring myself to request assistance from the airline. I still assume I'll figure it out along the way. My wife, worried I won't, contacts airlines for me.



She's right. I've been thinking about this the wrong way, insisting on a faulty mental construct--the myth, that is, that we should all be independent. None of us is, really. We rely on one another all day long, in all kinds of ways--parents taking turns driving their kids to soccer practice, a daughter escorting her elderly mother to the doctor, office workers contributing to a team project. So I need help finding a Dunkin' Donuts. What's the big deal?

Swenor and other advocates call for reform in how the abled think and talk about the disabled, and in how we think about ourselves. "This is all about creating a society that includes disabled people, and changing that perspective from 'lesser' and 'can't,'" she told me. As part of an advisory committee, Swenor advocated for the National Institutes of Health to remove the language about reducing disability from its mission statement, a proposal that has won a fair amount of support. "Up until now, the investment and the conversation has almost myopically been on curing and eliminating" disabilities, Swenor said. But disability isn't going to disappear, so more emphasis should be placed "on creating structures and systems and a more equitable society."

This resonates with me. At the moment, there is no treatment or cure for my condition. I can't change to adapt to the world; the world will have to adapt to me.

Of course, I realize that won't happen, or at least not to a degree that would make me substantially more independent. However much we spend to make cities more accessible, or whatever technology we try to introduce, I will still routinely encounter hazards and problems that I cannot resolve on my own. My reliance on others is permanent.

Still, much can be done. Tweaking language is a start, but barely one, and not always helpful anyway. I've recently noted public toilets labeled for the "differently abled" rather than the "disabled." That's adorable and well intentioned. But it's also wrong. I'm not able to do things "differently" from others; I lack capabilities, and this makes me unable to perform certain tasks. I have to worry about accidentally peeing on my shoe; most people don't. More helpful than switching the signage would be to brighten the lights in these typically dimly lit spaces and stop hiding the soap behind stylish mirrors. Better still, let's not use disabled toilets as storage closets or illicit smoking dens. At an airport lounge in Hong Kong recently, the staff kept the disabled restroom locked, apparently so they wouldn't have to clean it.

From the September 2023 issue: The ones we sent away

The campaign against discrimination can also go too far. One of the world's most popular YouTube stars, known as MrBeast, has come under fire for engaging in what's called "inspiration porn." He spends significant sums on hearing aids, cataract surgeries, and other medical assistance for the needy, then posts videos of the result. Critics accuse him of exploiting the disabled and misrepresenting their true struggles.

The genuinely charitable don't need to advertise their virtuous deeds on YouTube. But who cares? Providing hearing aids to the impaired and impoverished can change their life by allowing them to work more easily and gain greater independence.

Discouraging those who want to help serves no one. Our lives are spent bumping into one another (in my case, too often literally). A few of those interactions, with family and close friends, can be complex and durable; some last a lifetime. The majority are temporary, even fleeting. Some of these can be of great consequence--the emergency-room doctor who treats your broken leg, for instance. Most are of lesser significance--the friendly woman who served your eggs and toast this morning, the person who held a door open, the Uber driver who lifted your suitcase into his trunk. In each of these innumerable daily encounters, we assist one another, sometimes so automatically that we don't recognize our actions as indicators of our perpetual interdependence. In that light, my life is pretty normal after all.

Or so I tell myself. I have come to understand that the disabled will always rely on the goodwill and generosity of others. But I have not completely accepted this. The craving for lost independence, the fear of dependency, will persist, and perhaps even intensify as I descend further toward blindness. That feeling, too, seems an inevitable part of life. So if you see a middle-aged guy with a white cane aimlessly wandering on 50th Street, lend a hand. He'll appreciate it.
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What's Happening in Russia Is Not an Election

Words matter. Call it an "election-style event."

by Brian Klaas




If you read global news, you'll be told that Russia is holding an election this weekend. That's not true. Millions of Russians will be voting, but not in an election: Call it an "election-style event."

Terminology matters. Many people wrongly see elections as synonymous with democracy because the same word is used to refer to wildly different events. A genuine election, when it takes place, is one of the fundamental pillars that uphold democracy. But a rigged contest marks the death of democracy and renders all the other essential pillars irrelevant, because the people no longer have a meaningful say over who governs.

This year, more people are casting ballots than ever before in human history, and yet the world is becoming less democratic. That's because many of those votes are meaningless, registered in sham contests that don't deserve to be called elections. Russia's upcoming charade is a classic example of voting without democracy.

Read: Lots of people will vote this year. That doesn't mean democracy will survive.

Why do tyrants like Vladimir Putin bother holding "elections" at all? To rig them--while presenting the illusion of legitimacy to two audiences, one domestic, the other international. The resounding victory that Putin will win in his upcoming election-style event will remind his opponents inside Russia that he has absolute control over the political system and that they should see resistance as futile. For those watching outside Russia, the pageant provides Putin with a useful fig leaf--albeit not a very convincing one to anyone with critical-thinking skills--to claim that his rule has been approved by the popular will.

The veneer of legitimacy will fool some. For despots, that's often enough. (In the opposite direction, Donald Trump has proved how powerful false claims of election rigging can be. Whole swaths of the American electorate now base their political worldview on this foundational lie of Trump's 2024 campaign.)

One oft-cited talking point, based on flawed polling, is that Putin doesn't need to rig elections, because he's genuinely popular within Russia. But that line of reasoning betrays a deep misunderstanding of what democracy requires.

First, Russian election-style events are routinely rigged. Even setting aside the rather important fact that the entire political landscape is tightly controlled by the regime--and that Putin literally murders his political opponents--the voting process itself is heavily manipulated. The 2021 election occasioned widespread reports of ballot-box stuffing, intimidation, and suspicious late tallies being added to electronically tabulated results. Even voter-turnout figures in Russia appear to be inflated to boost the illusion of Putin's popular mandate.

The researchers Dmitry Kobak, Sergey Shpilkin, and Maxim S. Pshenichnikov examined raw data produced by Putin's sham contests and found dubious patterns that don't show up in legitimate elections--specifically, the overrepresentation of pleasingly digestible round integers. Numbers such as 85.0 percent showed up in Russian election data more often than numbers such as 85.3 percent. In one study, this over-representation of whole numbers held true for every reported figure above 70 percent turnout and above 75 percent voting "yes" in one of Putin's fake referenda. In other words, whenever the results were in landslide territory, there was strong evidence of tampering. In the graphic the researchers produced (below), a grid pattern starts to emerge in the upper right, showcasing the particular density of results around specific whole integers, a telltale sign of human manipulation.

Of course, the henchmen aren't stupid enough to simply report a round number of 85.0 percent turnout. Instead, as the researchers explain, they use that figure as a target, and then might report something like 867 "yes" votes out of 1,020 cast. In isolation, these raw vote tallies seem perfectly ordinary--neither is a particularly round number. But if you calculate the proportion, it's exactly 85.0 percent. By adding up all the percentages produced across the country, a systematic pattern of deliberate falsification emerges. (In some countries' elections, the manipulation goes in the other direction, as those who are inventing electoral tallies avoid fabricating numbers that end in 0 or 5 because they seem too round. An abnormally low number of vote counts that end in those digits is also strong evidence of human manipulation.)




Autocrats can manipulate electoral outcomes even before votes are cast or counted. In Russia, all the candidates are handpicked by the Kremlin. If you want to know what happens to political opponents it doesn't approve of, just ask Yulia Navalnaya. And, as Peter Pomerantsev, a disinformation researcher who used to work in Russian television production, once told me, everything around the election-style event is choreographed to give the illusion of choice, right down to the slick political debates on television. In the past, they have involved ostensible Putin opponents who are designed to be the most repellent figures imaginable.

Read: How Russia meddled in its own elections

"You'd have some sort of ... sweating, red-faced communist; and some effete, drippy liberal; and some sweary-mouthed right-wing nationalist," Pomerantsev told me. "Essentially, this is a bit of a puppet show whose one message is There is no alternative to Putin. You're meant to watch this and say--well for most people--'Look at all these freaks; Putin is so much better.'"

When information pipelines are tightly controlled, free expression is a myth, and political opposition comes with an inherent risk of death, the vote tally has already become irrelevant. That's why Russia's election-style events shouldn't be considered elections, regardless of what happens on the day of voting itself.

Russia is not about to clean up its voting procedures and create better institutions overnight. But even if it did, democracy would still need room to grow. Undoing the effects of censorship, propaganda, and disinformation--and the crushing politics of fear--takes time. Elections can't be free where the minds of voters are caged. Even if their minds are someday freed after Putin's regime collapses, propagandistic brainwashing also takes time to undo.

Those who yearn for a peaceful, democratic Russia have limited influence to topple Putin. But when Russians go to the polls this weekend, the least that those who support democracy can do is accurately describe what's happening. Voters are casting ballots in an election-style event. Russian elections, alas, do not yet exist.
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The Pleasure of Judging a Pop Star

Ariana Grande has turned her divorce drama into music that's beautiful--and a little poisonous.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Divorce is the hot cultural topic of the year, judging by 2024's most-discussed memoir, magazine column, and 50-part, eight-hour TikTok series titled "Who TF Did I Marry?" The specifics of each tale differ--unhappy families and all that--but they all share something: a pretense of public service. Lyz Lenz warns women that the institution of marriage is sexist; Emily Gould practices radical honesty about mental health; Reesa Teesa exposes a dating-app scammer. Having a larger point, a useful meaning, helps class up what could otherwise look like oversharing. We in the audience can tell ourselves we're not voyeurs; we're students.

Uh-huh. Whatever else we're getting from consuming relationship drama, we're getting entertainment. Just look to the celebrity-gossip ecosystem, which is as robust as ever despite various reckonings--take Britney Spears's saga--demonstrating it as immoral, bigoted, vapid, and fake. On her recent single "Yes, and?" the ever-scrutinized pop star Ariana Grande asked, "Why do you care whose **** I ride? Why?" The answer is complicated--human behavior and misogyny are probably in the mix--but also simple. Judging other people's choices can make us feel better about our own. And some things, such as strangers' most intimate secrets, are just plain interesting.

Grande's question is, in fact, a little hypocritical. Celebrities, like memoirists, are becoming more and more canny about feeding their personal life directly to the public. In pop music, the precise and writerly work of Taylor Swift and Olivia Rodrigo invite the audience to project real human faces onto otherwise universal stories about betrayal and heartbreak. Grande, the former Nickelodeon star with woodwind-like vocal chords, is their analogue in the world of dance-pop. Her new album, Eternal Sunshine, delves into her recent divorce in a fashion that's meticulous, dishy, and a little poisonous.

I swear I have tried to remain only vaguely aware of Grande's, or any other musician's, love life. But she's made it part of her act at least since titling a song "Pete Davidson" while dating the then-SNL cast member in 2018. Months later, her single "Thank U, Next" named him amid a lyrical list of ex-boyfriends. Her most recent body of work before now, 2020's Positions, was recorded in the early throes of romance with the real-estate agent Dalton Gomez, whom she would soon marry. A quick, sinuous collection of R&B songs about sex, the album felt like a cliffhanger on the way to a traditional happily ever after: "If I put it quite plainly / Just gimme them babies," Grande trilled.

But her next chapter turned out to have a few twists, which she now addresses on Eternal Sunshine. She and Gomez divorced last year amid reports that she was dating Ethan Slater, her co-star in the upcoming film adaptation of Wicked. Slater's estranged wife gave an angry statement to Page Six, implying that Grande was--to use a term that online commenters circulated then ad nauseum--a "homewrecker." In a year-end post on Instagram, Grande wrote, "i have never felt more pride or joy or love while simultaneously feeling so deeply misunderstood by people who don't know me." Shortly after, she announced her next album.

Tumultuous though these developments seem, Grande's new music sounds controlled and tender. The producer Max Martin is known for explosively catchy music, but on Eternal Sunshine, he and his team show their subtlety. Jazzy key changes, ornately stacked harmonies, and quavering synth arpeggios suggest a common ground between the soul producer Quincy Jones and the electronic diva Robyn. Grande mostly forgoes belting for a less showy, but still difficult, kind of vocal: rasping with such gentle steadiness that it brings to mind the thought of a nurse dressing a wound.

Not everything on Eternal Sunshine is successful; the softness of the production can verge into blandness, its bittersweetness becoming noncommittal. Various melodies echo sharper, more memorable kiss-off tracks of this millennium, including Drake's "Hotline Bling," Justin Timberlake's "Cry Me a River," and Justin Bieber's "Love Yourself." Grande sometimes leans on platitudes for filler: "The stars, they aligned," she sings.

Mostly, however, Grande's candor gives the songs an edge. Lest anyone think she's singing allegorically, she names her own best friend in the scene-setting disco track "Bye": "So I grab my stuff / Courtney just pulled up in the driveway." Later, Grande presents herself as being "too much" for her ex, who lied, delayed therapy, and started sleeping with someone else ("Hope you feel alright when you're in her," Grande coos in an absent-minded tone). As for her new guy, his affection was refreshing "like the first sip of wine after a long day" or "like my biggest fan when I hear what the critiques say." Throughout, Grande extends saintly kindness and understanding (or is it passive aggression?) to the guy she's leaving behind. "Hope you'll still think fondly of our little life," she sings.

The main message behind this laundry-airing is ... to follow your heart. On the album's closing song, Grande sings about the "ordinary things" in life that are ennobled by true love, and Grande's grandmother shares a spoken-word reflection about adoring her late husband. The idealism is sweet, but it's not really where the emotional pull of the album comes from. Rather, the intrigue here lies in the fact that Grande--at least the Grande that projects herself in her songs--comes off as knowingly fickle, even reckless. She flips off the naysayers on "Yes, and?," a gliding club track (which has a perfect opening line for 2024: "In case you haven't noticed / Well, everybody's tired"). But mostly she leaves her story's moral tension unresolved. "I'll play the villain if you need me to," she sings on the brooding "True Story."

So, do we need her to play the villain? Psychologically, as listeners, for fun, perhaps. Socially, as citizens, no, it does not matter whom Ariana Grande spends her nights with. Judging other people is inevitable; sharing those judgments on the internet is not. Dissect her story with your real-life friends as this effective and sad album sticks around, soundtracking the messy lives most of us have the fortune to navigate in private.
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The Only Force Stronger Than Polarization? Rising Home Prices

Checking Zillow is not an ideological activity.

by Jerusalem Demsas




Updated at 1:25 p.m. ET on March 11, 2024.

For days before his State of the Union address last week, there were whispers that Joe Biden would make a major push to expand the nation's housing supply--a possibility that worried the yes-in-my-backyard activists who push for more construction in communities across the country. Political polarization in the United States has grown so dire that getting the president on your side can backfire. The morning of the speech, the White House rolled out some modest proposals, but fortunately for the activists, Biden himself offered only brief, mild comments on the subject, which were inevitably overwhelmed by commentary on more contentious issues.

"Many YIMBYs breathed a sigh of relief that Biden didn't polarize the issue," Brian Hanlon, the CEO of the advocacy group California YIMBY, told me, referencing political-science research indicating that if a president takes a strong public stand on an issue, people from the other party are less likely to back it.

A lot of causes--including immigration reform, vaccination, Ukraine funding, and, most recently, in vitro fertilization--have supporters across the ideological spectrum but nevertheless have become mired in red-blue polarization, blocking what could be bipartisan legislation to address major issues facing Americans. In Congress, lawmakers regularly work together across the aisle, but on one condition: The issue in question can't be too politically salient--that is, the type of issue that voters really care about. This is why Congress can pass laws about subsidizing semiconductors but not laws addressing immigration.

For groups that want to get their priorities enacted, the question is how to gain enough attention without getting caught up in the polarization vortex. And no movement is walking this tightrope more precariously than the YIMBYs--who typically favor easing restrictions on housing development.

Their movement was born in San Francisco, a city where the last Republican elected official left office in 2014 after serving on the Bay Area Rapid Transit Board of Directors. But as the housing-affordability crisis spread to cities and states across the nation, so too has the network of activists, lawyers, elected officials, and policy wonks. That movement has now taken root not just in liberal enclaves such as San Francisco and Portland, Oregon, but also in Salt Lake City and Whitefish, Montana.

Over time, YIMBY tactics have shifted from lobbying city councils and town zoning boards one by one to pushing governors and legislatures to ease zoning rules and other housing-supply constraints across entire states. Henry Honorof, the director of a loose national coalition of pro-housing groups, told me that no state has passed pro-housing legislation without bipartisan support. Even in solidly blue California, Democratic YIMBYs need Republican converts. Helpfully, making housing more affordable appeals to equity-minded leftists, while deregulating the private market appeals to property-rights-loving conservatives.

The greatest fear of many pro-housing advocates is that their issue will be caught in the cross fire of the presidential election. It has happened before.

In 2020, then-President Donald Trump tried to activate NIMBYism in the electorate. In an August 2020 Wall Street Journal op-ed co-authored with his secretary of housing and urban development, Trump warned that the "left wants to take [the] American dream away from you" by pushing for "high-density housing." He escalated these attacks on Twitter, on the campaign trail, and even, obliquely, on the debate stage. Yet Republicans and Democrats did not sort themselves into NIMBY and YIMBY camps, at least in part because news outlets and voters were so focused on COVID-19 that housing policy got little attention.

Jessica Trounstine: What Trump misunderstands about suburban voters

Over the past four years, as the affordability crisis has worsened, the YIMBYs have gained ground. In conservative Montana, an anti-California message spurred lawmakers into passing pro-development bills; in Washington State, ambitious proposals were passed in the name of affordability and racial equity. But members face pressure on both sides to abandon ship. How long can they hold on?

One reason the YIMBY movement has remained bipartisan is that it's decentralized. But the gang gets together periodically for a national conference amusingly called "YIMBYtown"--the rare place where you might find socialists, centrist economists, and Trump-supporting elected officials all in the same room, working toward the same goal. But when I attended this year's event, in Austin, Texas, some cracks in the coalition were showing.

The most explosive moment came at a panel about housing affordability in Texas. On stage was Brennan Griffin, an official at the progressive nonprofit Texas Appleseed. He was flanked by conservatives: On one side sat Judge Glock, a director at the conservative Manhattan Institute who has called for clearing homeless encampments; on the other was Cody Vasut, a Republican state representative, and Chance Weldon, the director of litigation at the conservative Texas Public Policy Foundation.

Early in the panel, the heckling started: "Why should we believe that any of these people in here care about affordable housing in Austin?" a protester named Cynthia Vasquez asked. She and a handful of others started walking through the event room, handing out flyers that accused the moderator and one of the panelists of "criminalizing unhoused people" and faulted four local progressive city-council members for associating with conservatives. They were met with some derision as mumbles of "Oh, boy" and "There you go" filtered through the room.

Reihan Salam: Why YIMBY righteousness backfires

When I spoke with the protesters, they cited concerns that included rising property taxes for low-income homeowners if development pressure increased in East Austin and the lack of affordable-housing mandates in the recent upzoning proposals supported by local YIMBYs. But they were also clearly galled by the mere fact that the conference was claiming to work on housing affordability while joining with conservatives.

The protesters themselves would certainly not consider themselves YIMBYs, but a handful of conference participants were visibly affected by their display. Just as Trump in 2020 was threatening the coalition from the right, the protest in Austin pointed to perhaps the greater threat: The coalition could fall apart starting from the left. During the question-and-answer period that followed the protest, one audience member asked panelists to discuss the concerns about displacement that low-income residents of many communities express. "The people who are screaming and hollering, they've got real fears," Denzel Burnside, the executive director of the North Carolina advocacy group WakeUP Wake County, said--to applause from much of the crowd.

After the conference, Dan Reed, the regional policy director for the D.C. urbanist group Greater Greater Washington, published a brief blog post expressing misgivings about the prominent role played by Montana's Republican governor, Greg Gianforte, and urging fellow housing advocates to do better. Even as YIMBYs were notching up wins in Montana, Reed noted, state lawmakers expelled a trans colleague from the floor. By highlighting conservatives such as Gianforte, Reed argued, the movement "feeds the perception" that it's for "white libertarian bros."

And yet, when I talked with Burnside immediately after the disrupted panel, he expressed no misgivings about joining with conservatives on housing policy. "I'm in the South, red state," he said. "This can be a bipartisan issue." For a former minister who has worked to enact progressive policy change in conservative states, compromise is a way of life. "I'm always trying to find the ecumenical, theological, philosophical position of welcoming the neighbor," Burnside explained. "Even if that neighbor does not look like me. Even if that neighbor doesn't think like I think ... I got my patch, you got your patch, but in order for us to become a whole carpet we gotta find some places that we weave in the middle."

Jerusalem Demsas: Colorado's ingenious idea for solving the housing crisis

One thing that helps bind an ideologically diverse pro-housing movement is that everyone in a community suffers when housing prices soar. Checking Zillow is a nonpartisan activity. The other thing keeping the coalition together is that, well, it's barely a coalition at all. YIMBYs work in the context of their own states and cities. No national group dictates the bills they support or the messages they send.

Burnside's group in North Carolina is part of a burgeoning national federation called the Welcoming Neighbors Network, a group that has deliberately tried to maintain a low profile while connecting local independent groups with research, organizing, and policy assistance as needed. Honorof, the director of the network, told me that, wherever members are working on housing matters with allies on the right or on the left, "there's a very explicit understanding that we're not talking about anything else."

This approach is possible only because two things can be true at once: Housing is important, and housing isn't everything.

Christian Solorio is a 34-year-old progressive former state representative in Arizona who works as an architect by day and serves on the board of two pro-housing organizations in his state in his free time. As we sat together in Austin, he was waiting for updates about the state Senate vote for the Arizona Starter Homes Act, a bill that would prevent cities with populations exceeding 70,000 from requiring large lot sizes and large square footage, and from imposing other regulations that push houses to be more expensive.

The bill has received bipartisan support and bipartisan opposition. It passed the House with 15 Democrats and 18 Republicans voting for it, while 13 Democrats and 13 Republicans voted against it. The Senate was similarly divided. Solorio recounted that the bill's passage in the House coincided with a heated partisan debate over an anti-immigration bill that Democratic Governor Katie Hobbs has already promised to veto. How did Democratic legislators go from arguing about the most divisive border-state issue to crossing the aisle and voting with their opponents on a Republican-led pro-housing bill? Because that's how politics works.

That doesn't mean the bill will become law. Hobbs told reporters she's still considering whether or not to sign the Arizona Starter Homes Act, noting that she prefers legislation with support from local jurisdictions, and this bill has been opposed by the local-government lobby. Either way, the political price is low. In a state as divided as Arizona, where the last gubernatorial election was between Hobbs and the right-wing firebrand Kari Lake, no one's switching their votes over zoning policy.

Not even die-hard YIMBYs. "I'm a Democrat; I voted for the governor," Solorio told me. "And if she ended up being the biggest NIMBY in our state, I'd still vote for her reelection because zoning, even though I'm one of the biggest zoning-reform advocates in the state ... still doesn't rise high enough for me to flip my vote."



This article originally included an incorrect affiliation for Texas State Representative Cody Vasut and omitted Chance Weldon, of the Texas Public Policy Foundation.
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Donald Trump Is a National-Security Risk

The GOP candidate should not be given intelligence briefings.

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.


Since 1952, the White House has allowed major-party candidates access to classified intelligence briefings so that they will be current on important issues if they win the election. Trump should be denied this courtesy.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How Hur misled the country on Biden's memory
 	It's just an app.
 	The terrible costs of a phone-based childhood




An Insider Threat

According to reports last week, the U.S. intelligence community is preparing to give Donald Trump classified intelligence briefings, a courtesy every White House extends to major-party candidates to ensure an effective transition. An excellent tradition--but not one that should be observed this year.

The decision rests, as always, with the sitting president, and Joe Biden is likely to continue this practice so that he will not be accused of "politicizing" access to intelligence. Such accusations need not be taken seriously; they would only be more meaningless noise from a GOP that has already stumbled in a clumsy attempt to impeach Biden after leveling charges of corruption at both him and his son. And although denying Trump access to classified briefs would produce squawks and yowls from Republicans, it would also serve as a reminder that Trump cannot be trusted with classified information.

The risks of denying Trump these early briefings are negligible. As we learned from his presidency, Trump is fundamentally unbriefable: He doesn't listen, and he doesn't understand complicated national-security matters anyway. The problem with giving Trump these briefings, however, isn't that he's ignorant. He's also dangerous, as his record shows.

Indeed, if Trump were a federal employee, he'd have likely already been stripped of his clearances and escorted from the building. I say this from experience: I was granted my first security clearance when I was 25 years old--Ronald Reagan was still president, which tells you how long ago that was--and I held a top-secret clearance when I advised a senior U.S. senator during the Gulf War. I then held a clearance as a Department of Defense employee for more than a quarter century.

Government employees who hold clearances have to attend annual refresher courses about a variety of issues, including some pretty obvious stuff about not writing down passwords or taking money from a friendly Chinese businessman wearing an American baseball cap. (No, really, that's a scenario in some of the course materials.) But one area of annual training is always about "insider threats," the people in your own organization who may pose risks to classified information. Federal workers are taken through a list of behaviors and characteristics that should trigger their concern enough to report the person involved, or at least initiate a talk with a supervisor.

Trump checks almost every box on those lists. (You can find examples of insider-threat training here and here, but every agency has particular briefs they give to their organizations.)

In general, clearance holders are told to watch their co-workers for various warnings, including expressions of hostility to the U.S. government, erratic behavior, unreported contact or financial dealings with foreigners, unexplained wealth (or severe financial problems), an interest in classified material beyond the subject's work requirements, or evidence of illegal drug use or substance abuse. Every case is different, but rarely does a government employee raise almost every one of these red flags.

Opposing U.S. policy, for example, is not a problem for people with clearances--I did it myself--but Trump's hatred of the current administration is wedded to a generic contempt for what he calls the "deep state," a slam he applies to any American institution that tries to hold him accountable for his behavior. This kind of anti-establishment rage would put any clearance in jeopardy, especially given Trump's rantings about how the current government (and American society overall) is full of "vermin."

Meanwhile, a federal worker who had even a fraction of the cache of classified documents Trump took with him after he left Washington would be in a world of trouble--especially if he or she told the Justice Department to go pound sand after being instructed to return them. And by "trouble," I mean "almost certainly arrested and frog-marched to jail."

Trump's knotty and opaque finances--and what we now know to be his lies about his wealth--in New York before he was a candidate would likely also have tanked his access to highly classified information. (Government workers can have a lot of problems of all kinds, but lying about them is almost always deadly for a clearance.) Worse, anyone seeking even a minor clearance who was as entangled as Trump has been over the years with the Russian government and who held a bank account in China would likely be laughed right out of the office.

Trump's open and continuing affection for men such as Russian President Vladimir Putin, Chinese President Xi Jinping, and North Korean Maximum-Weirdo Dynasty Boss Kim Jong Un would also be, to say the least, a matter of concern for any security organization. (Or, I should say, for any American security organization. Russia's FSB, I'm sure, would see no issues here.)

But even if Trump could explain away his creepy dictator crushes and clarify his byzantine finances, he is currently facing more than half a billion dollars in court judgments against him.

That's a lot of money for anyone, and Trump's scramble to post a bond for even a small portion of that suggests that the man is in terrible financial condition, which is always a bright-red light in the clearance process. (Debt trips up a lot of people, and I knew folks who had clearances suspended over their money troubles.)

Whether Trump is too erratic or volatile for elected office is a judgment for voters, but his statements and public behavior have long suggested (at least to me and many others) that he is an emotionally unstable person. Emotional problems in themselves are not a disqualification; we all have them. But Trump's irrational tirades and threats are the kind of thing that can become a clearance issue. The former president's lack of impulse control--note that he has been unable to stop attacking the writer E. Jean Carroll, despite huge court judgments against him for defaming her--could also lead him to blurt out whatever he learns from his briefings during rallies or public appearances if he thinks it will help him.

As to the other major category considered in granting clearances, I have no idea whether Trump uses or abuses substances or medications of any kind. But what I do know is that Trump encouraged an attack on the U.S. constitutional order and tried to overturn a legal election. He has now vowed to pardon people who were duly convicted in courts of law for their actions in the January 6 insurrection--he calls them "hostages"--and are now serving the sentences they've earned.

In sum, Trump is an anti-American, debt-ridden, unstable man who has voiced his open support for violent seditionists. If he were any other citizen asking for the privilege of handling classified material, he would be sent packing.

If he is elected, of course, government employees will have no choice but to give the returning president access to everything, including the files that are among the holiest of holies, such as the identities of our spies overseas and the status of our nuclear forces. Senior civil servants could refuse and publicly resign, and explain why, but in the end, the system (despite Trump's "deep state" accusations) is designed to support the president, not obstruct him, and a reelected President Trump will get whatever he demands.

If the American people decide to allow Trump back into the White House, President Biden can't do anything about it. In the meantime, however, he can limit the damage by delaying Trump's access to classified material for as long as possible.

Related:

	Trump crosses a crucial line.
 	A military loyal to Trump




Today's News

	The House passed a bill that would either force TikTok's Chinese-founded owner, ByteDance, to divest from the app or have it banned in the United States.
 	The judge in the Georgia criminal case against Donald Trump and his allies dismissed six charges from the 41-count indictment for lacking sufficient information about the defendants' alleged efforts to solicit public officials to violate their oaths of office.
 	Last night, Biden and Trump secured the delegates needed to clinch their parties' nominations for the presidential election.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Climate change threatens to make summer stone fruits smaller and less sweet, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



'Some Damn Fine Shoes'

By Steven Kurutz

In 1989, the American workwear brand Carhartt produced a special clothing collection to mark its centennial. While shopping with my wife at a vintage store in New Jersey a few years ago, I came across one of these garments--a cotton-duck work jacket with a patch on the chest pocket that read "100 years, 1889-1989." The same was stamped on each brass button. Intrigued, I took the jacket off its hanger. The inside was lined with a blanketlike fabric to provide extra warmth when working outdoors. "Crafted with pride in U.S.A." read the neck tag, and the underside bore the insignia of the United Garment Workers of America, a now-defunct labor union founded around the same time as Carhartt itself.
 Nineteen eighty-nine doesn't seem that long ago. But holding this jacket in my hands, I began to have the feeling you get when looking at a very old photograph. I was holding an artifact from a lost world.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The bump-stocks case is about something far bigger than gun regulations.
 	The cowardice of Guernica
 	Photos: "Gaza on the brink of famine"
 	The Ozempic revolution is stuck.




Culture Break


Katia Temkin



Listen. Ariana Grande's new album, Eternal Sunshine, puts a musical spin on her divorce drama that's beautiful--and a little poisonous, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. In Percival Everett's latest book, James, he imagines Adventures of Huckleberry Finn from the perspective of Jim, Huck's enslaved sidekick.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai 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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        Gaza on the Brink of Famine

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 13, 2024

            	22 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The United Nations is warning that famine in Gaza is "almost inevitable." Palestinians living in Gaza are struggling with extreme shortages of food, clean water, and medicine. Several countries, including Jordan, France, Egypt, the U.S., the United Arab Emirates, and now Germany, are coordinating airdrops of humanitarian aid to help alleviate the crisis, and the U.S. military is working to a build a temporary port on Gaza's coastline to bring in additional aid. Critics have pointed out that airdrops and a temporary pier are insufficient, dangerous, and haphazard operations compared with ensuring a steady and reliable supply of aid delivered by trucks, which might be achieved by a cease-fire agreement. Gathered below are recent images from the growing crisis in the Gaza Strip.
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                Palestinian children wait to receive food cooked by a charity kitchen amid shortages of food supplies, as the conflict between Israel and the Palestinian Islamist group Hamas continues, in Rafah, in the southern Gaza Strip, on March 5, 2024.
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                [image: People on a dirt road look up toward parachutes falling toward distant buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Parachutes carry humanitarian-aid packages to the ground after being dropped from a plane, as Palestinians wait to receive them in Gaza City on March 9, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a makeshift-tent city near existing buildings, with a moonlit cloud in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of makeshift tents set up by Palestinians that migrated to the south of the Gaza Strip in search of safety, in Rafah, on February 24, 2024.
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                [image: A young person pulls a piece of wood from the rubble of a destroyed building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children collect wood, paper and cardboard to use as fuel, scavenging through the rubble of buildings destroyed by Israeli attacks, in Gaza City, on March 5, 2024.
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                [image: Two children carry plastic tubs in a street as others pass nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children who have taken refuge in Rafah due to Israeli attacks carry food distributed by charitable organizations, in Rafah, Gaza, on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: A military aircraft drops dozens of crates attached to parachutes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture, taken from Israel's southern border with the Gaza Strip, shows a military aircraft dropping humanitarian aid over the Palestinian territory on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: People run on a beach toward parachutes carrying aid packages falling into the surf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This image grab from an AFPTV video shows Palestinians running toward parachutes carrying food parcels, airdropped from U.S. aircraft onto a beach in the Gaza Strip on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: A woman bakes bread on a stone over a wood fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian woman who took refuge in the city of Rafah bakes bread over a wood fire inside a makeshift tent, on February 18, 2024.
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                [image: A young boy who is suffering from malnutrition lies on a bed, receiving treatment at a health-care center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian boy who is suffering from malnutrition receives treatment at a health-care center in Rafah on March 4, 2024.
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                [image: Children stand in a line, waiting beside water jugs that are being filled by a person with a hose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children wait for hours in distribution lines to gather enough water and food for their families, in Rafah, on February 25, 2024.
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                [image: A group of six men stand in a street talking. Each wears a black balaclava over their face. One carries a rifle while the others carry long sticks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Masked members of the so-called "Popular Committees of Protection" patrol the streets of Gaza's southern city of Rafah on March 6, 2024. These groups have sprung up in Rafah in recent days, acting to maintain security and control skyrocketing prices of food items in street markets.
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                [image: A large crowd gathers near two trucks, with many people carrying away bags of flour.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians carry bags of flour from an aid truck near an Israeli checkpoint in Gaza City on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of many makeshift tents]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of makeshift tents set up in the El-Mavasi district of Rafah, Gaza, on February 9, 2024
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                [image: Smoke rises from an explosion in a Gaza neighborhood, seen from a distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A picture taken from Rafah shows smoke billowing during an Israeli bombardment over Khan Younis in the southern Gaza Strip on February 11, 2024.
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                [image: A young person sits beside a wood fire, holding a pan on a grill over the flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian family who left their homes due to the Israeli attacks on the Gaza Strip has their sahur (pre-dawn) meal with za'atar, pepper sauce, a few pieces of bread, and tea, during the holy month of Ramadan, at Gaza's Salah al-Din shelter, on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: People in a crowd hold up plastic tubs while waiting for food handouts.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians hold empty containers while they line up to receive food being distributed by aid organizations on the second day of Ramadan, in Rafah, on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: Two men lean over the rubble of a destroyed building, picking out round loaves of bread.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men salvage bread found amid the rubble of the Abu Anza family home that was destroyed in an overnight Israeli air strike in Rafah on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A view out the open rear door of a military aircraft as aid packages attached to parachutes are dropped over a beach, seen below]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A U.S. Air Force plane drops humanitarian aid for Gaza residents, in this screengrab from a video released on March 5, 2024.
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                [image: Several people are seen in the foreground, looking toward six parachutes in the sky beyond.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch as the U.S. military carries out its first aid drop over Gaza on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: A person peers out from behind a hanging blanket, as others gather in a hallway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Displaced Palestinians take shelter in a school run by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) in Rafah, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A platter of food cooks inside a wood-fire oven.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A group of volunteer Palestinian women in Gaza prepare food to distribute to families who fled Israeli attacks and took refuge in Rafah, as part of preparations for the upcoming holy month of Ramadan, on March 10, 2024.
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                [image: People sit side by side on the ground, along a row of food plates, sharing a meal among refugee tents.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians share an Iftar meal, the breaking of fast, on the first day of Ramadan, at a camp for displaced people in Rafah on March 11, 2024, amid ongoing battles between Israel and the militant group Hamas.
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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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Why Does Romance Now Feel Like Work?

Two recent books dig into the crisis of modern love--and how we might forge more meaningful connections.

by Hannah Giorgis




Complaints about the current state of dating tend to revolve around the impersonal, gamelike behavior that apps such as Tinder, Hinge, and Bumble encourage. In theory, sifting through hundreds of profiles within minutes is supposed to be a convenient means of finding the perfect partner you may never have bumped into offline--or a lively, empowering way to occasionally dip into the dating pool without making any serious commitment. But in reality, the process of searching for your best-possible, most optimized match is often fundamentally at odds with the curiosity and consideration that meaningful romantic connections require.
 
 It's also, for a lot of young people, a minefield of conflicting expectations. Dating apps rose to prominence around the same time as girlboss feminism, which championed the high-powered (and often single) career woman. It was--and, in many ways, still is--a strange cultural climate for single women who openly want romantic relationships. Singledom and swiping are supposed to be fun, a promise that relies on a somewhat paradoxical assumption: You will eventually find someone to settle down with--but only if you're not asking too much of men or taking yourself too seriously. Meanwhile, the social pressure for women to be partnered, and to have children, didn't actually disappear from the workplace or from other spheres of life.

More than a decade into the widespread usage of smartphone-based dating services, marriage is on the decline, a trend that lawmakers and pundits loudly decry. But however tempting it might be to fault "the apps" alone for the demise of romance, two new books suggest that it's far more complicated than it seems. The books--both, as it happens, called The End of Love--examine the social and political fault lines, some of them formed decades or centuries ago, that have led to modern fissures between men and women. To close the gap, they argue, we'll need to change our approach to all loving relationships--not just romantic ones between two straight people.
 
 Before the notion of romantic love became popularized, marriage was largely considered a pragmatic union between two families. In her book, the American sociologist Sabrina Strings traces the origins of the "Romantic Ideal," the 12th-century European tales of knights and the ladies they rescued--amorous fantasies that often hinged on a heroine's powerlessness, and later inspired the bodice rippers that once dominated the romance genre. It wasn't until the 18th century, and the radical social upheavals of the Industrial Revolution, that the Romantic Ideal became "one of the driving imperatives for courtship, and ultimately, marriage among Western Europeans," as Strings writes.

But even after this change, the idea that women entered relationships freely was a convenient fiction: Sacrificing oneself for love, writes the Argentine journalist Tamara Tenenbaum in her book, was "supposedly ... the only possible path toward a meaningful life and toward transcendence." Women weren't often offered other avenues to become their full selves; there is no archetypal "female version of James Dean," in part because women faced dangerous repercussions for social rebellion. The Romantic Ideal stemmed from complex, oppressive conditions in which women had little agency, meaning they required liberation from their circumstances. (Not until 1974 could women in the United States get credit cards in their own name.) Many marriage conventions developed within this dynamic of forced economic dependence on men. Consider how uncommon it is, even now, for a married man to take his wife's last name, whereas about eight in 10 women who marry men still change theirs.

Today, many young people attempting to date don't face expectations that fall neatly along these traditional lines, because some of the egalitarian principles championed by feminists and LGBTQ activists are more commonly accepted now than they were in the 20th century. But part of what makes finding romance so difficult is that cultural messaging has shifted in other ways--and not equally across demographics. Many young men online are finding a world of ultra-popular right-wing influencers who rose to internet fame by posting misogynistic tirades--part of the backlash to women becoming more outspoken about their discontent.

These online personalities prime their young male listeners for political radicalization by stoking their dating-related anxieties, in some cases suggesting that many women want men only for their money--and caution their followers against investing emotionally or financially in their romantic prospects. Young men are, on the whole, shifting further to the right. And it's not just the internet that's fomenting these tensions: In the United States, where recent polling suggests that young women's political preferences are trending to the left, there are clear signs that the growing political divide between men and women is partly due to recent changes in legislation that restrict family-planning options. (It doesn't help that some conservative lawmakers have also begun to challenge no-fault divorce laws.)

One of the most salient threads of Tenenbaum's book is a peculiar anxiety that many Millennial and Gen Z women are now wrestling with, as an indirect result of social movements that rocked the 20th century (and, later, #MeToo). In many countries, women are now legally permitted to work, own property, and open bank accounts without a father or husband's permission. Many girls and young women know, at least intellectually, that romance isn't their only path to living their best life. And yet, young women born into this world of relative freedom still inherit some of the same social conditioning as their forerunners.

The specifics of feminist struggle have changed since the 1960s, Tenenbaum writes, but "the conceptual engine of romantic love is in excellent working condition." This sticky notion of romance as a prerequisite for "having it all" creates an existential dilemma for women who want to marry a man one day, especially the many who hope to become mothers: Even with the advent of assisted reproductive technologies, there's a limited biological window for women to find a partner who also wants those things. Condescending platitudes about how fun singledom can be, or how important it is to love yourself, fail to address most women's real concerns.



In some of her book's most interesting passages, Tenenbaum writes candidly about the strangeness of seeking love as an educated, ostensibly feminist woman. Her upbringing in an Orthodox Jewish neighborhood of Buenos Aires didn't shield her from the secular world's cultural messaging that casts romance, not just marriage, as the most meaningful pursuit for girls and women. Despite feeling satisfied with her friendships and career, she wasn't immune; it's one thing to intellectualize the pitfalls of romance, but actually rejecting its allure is something entirely different.

Tenenbaum recalls allowing men in clubs to mistreat her and doing "many things I didn't want to do so that my boyfriend would not leave me"--seemingly an allusion to consensual but unwanted sex. "Those of us who have given ourselves to love imagined that by giving a man all our energy and time ... we've done something completely different to those women who married for convenience or obligation," she observes of herself and many friends. They believed they were pursuing something more immaterial, and even spiritual--but instead they were "simply using different language to mask the material, financial and political exchanges at play." It might be easy to disparage the housewives and arranged marriages of prior generations, but Tenenbaum's introspection leads to a thornier conclusion: Modern relationships, too, are fueled by unequal conditions that are seldom recognized.

These passages register as earnest, critical assessments of what can happen when young people internalize the wildly conflicting messages they receive from elders, popular culture, and, of course, the internet. It is, in a word, exhausting for many women to be simultaneously tasked with seeking out love and pretending that it doesn't take labor to do so. At one point, Tenenbaum cheekily observes that on Goop, Gwyneth Paltrow's lifestyle platform, "the section dedicated to 'relationships' is under the 'work' tab." ("Relationships" has since been relisted under "Wellness.") To give readers sharper language for the experiences they might be contending with, Tenenbaum extensively cites the work of academics, journalists, and authors, such as the Peruvian writer Gabriela Wiener, whose powerful essay "The Sex of Survivors" talks about reclaiming pleasure after sexual trauma.

Read: How should feminists have sex now?

More than any study, these analyses and personal reflections illustrate the painful feelings that accompany many women's romantic and sexual encounters--and suggest that there's no meaningful way forward without acknowledging the roots of those emotions. As Tenenbaum writes, "It's not singlehood, dear friend, that hurts; it's not casual sex, the fluidity of our bonds, nor their ephemeral nature that causes pain." Rather, it's the way that power operates in relationships. Desire isn't a spontaneous, apolitical passion; it's shaped by the world around us, and by what we've been taught to value. Romance operates like a market, in other words, one in which some people have far more buying power than others.



In the face of this deeply felt conundrum, most modern dating advice simply urges women to work harder at asking for less from men. Girls and women learn to devalue the other relationships in their lives, discouraging them from investing in equally valuable connections. Both Tenenbaum and Strings suggest that we might all be better off if coupledom were less compulsory in the workplace and other important social spaces: How many people, especially women, have been trapped in bad relationships because of social pressure, punitive laws, or a lack of money? How much freer and safer might the world be for them, and for children, if it were easier to build a life that doesn't hinge on whether a man finds you suitable to marry?

One idea, they suggest, is to refocus our relationships on care rather than romantic love. Both authors take cues on this idea from marginalized communities, such as queer people in their respective countries, for whom coupledom has been just one of many important social institutions. Where Strings and Tenenbaum differ is in their perspective on how the pressure cookers of online dating, social media, and economic repression affect different social groups. Strings spends much of her book outlining how racism has excluded Black and other "insufficiently white" women from being seen as worthy of love and partnership, connecting the physical preferences articulated by many men (including Black men) to antebellum propaganda meant to dehumanize Black people. "Beauty was (and still is) regulated by the terms set forth in race science: tall, straight hair, fair skin, slender build," she writes. These historical forces undergird many of the interactions Black women have when attempting to date online, and even explain the predatory glut of relationship self-help books marketed to Black women.

Read: What if friendship, not marriage, was at the center of life?

By contrast, Tenenbaum's book never meaningfully acknowledges how foundational race is to desire. In a chapter where she identifies the exhausting imperative for women to "embody the hegemonic beauty standards," she glosses over a racial hierarchy that isn't relevant only in the United States. Former Argentine President Alberto Fernandez once claimed that his citizens descend from those who arrived on "boats ... from Europe," but Afro-Argentines have a long, complex history in the country that this popular mythology belies. This omission of Black (and Indigenous) Argentines by an Argentinean writer is a noticeable lapse in a book that is otherwise remarkable in its ability to name the amorphous discomforts of modern love--and in its author's willingness to imagine new ways of relating to one another. She does, for example, write compellingly about the ways that queer communities have modeled care and love outside the confines of romance--for instance, by maintaining healthy relationships with former partners.

There are other ways to prioritize platonic bonds without cozying up to your exes. But what Tenenbaum is exploring in her writing is the idea that love isn't confined to the kinds of relationships that tend to be signifiers of social status. Most people will never marry a friend they have no interest in sleeping with, but that doesn't mean we can't reconsider the impulse to subordinate all our relationships to the ones that involve sex or romance. We can still share our homes, help raise one another's children, and care for one another in old age.

These conclusions probably won't be satisfying to people most concerned with preserving the institution of marriage. But Tenenbaum and Strings each gesture toward a world that frees heterosexual people, even married ones, to seriously reckon with--and establish deep connections beyond--the insularity of the family unit. Forging a path to that world may be more arduous than trying to revive mid-century marriage rates, but unburdening marriage of all its baggage could make the decision to wed all the more joyful. As Tenenbaum writes, "The couple can only be saved if we decenter it ... And, more importantly, because crucially, I don't care about saving the couple: with great love, friendships, communities, and luck perhaps we can at least manage to save ourselves." Perhaps, if love as we know it is over, there might be something even more wondrous awaiting us.
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The Return of Measles

Cases are creeping up in America, and not because of politics. <strong> </strong>

by Daniel Engber




Measles seems poised to make a comeback in America. Two adults and two children staying at a migrant shelter in Chicago have gotten sick with the disease. A sick kid in Sacramento, California, may have exposed hundreds of people to the virus at the hospital. Three other people were diagnosed in Michigan, along with seven from the same elementary school in Florida. As of Thursday, 17 states have reported cases to the CDC since the start of the year. (For comparison, that total was 19, plus the District of Columbia, for all of 2023, and just 6 for 2022.) "We've got this pile of firewood," Matthew Ferrari, the director of the Center for Infectious Disease Dynamics at Penn State, told me, "and the more outbreaks that keep happening, the more matches we're throwing at it."

Who's holding the matchbook? There's an easy answer to who's at fault. One of the nation's political parties, and not the other, turned against vaccines to some extent during the pandemic, leading to voter disparities in death rates. One party, and not the other, has a presumptive presidential candidate who threatens to punish any school that infringes on parental rights by requiring immunizations. And one party, but not the other, appointed a vaccine-skeptical surgeon general in Florida who recently sidestepped standard public-health advice in the middle of an outbreak. The message from Republicans, as The Washington Post's Alexandra Petri joked in a recent column, can sound like this: "We want measles in the schools and books out of them!"

But the politics of vaccination, however grotesque it may be in 2024, obscures what's really going on. It's true that vaccine attitudes have become more polarized. Conservative parents in particular may be opting out of school vaccine requirements in higher numbers than they were before. In the blood-red state of Idaho, for example, more than 12 percent of kindergartners received exemptions from the rules for the 2022-23 school year, a staggering rate of refusal that is up by half from where it was just a few years ago. Politicized recalcitrance is unfortunate, to say the least, and it can be deadly. Even so, America's political divides are simply not the cause of any recent measles outbreak. The virus has returned amid a swirl of global health inequities. Any foothold that it finds in the U.S. will be where hyperlocal social norms, not culture-war debates, are causing gaps in vaccine access and acceptance. The more this fact is overlooked, the more we're all at risk.

Consider where the latest measles cases have been sprouting up: By and large, the recent outbreaks have been a blue-state phenomenon. (Idaho has so far been untouched; the same is true for Utah, with the nation's third-highest school-vaccine-exemption rate.) Zoom into the county level, and you'll find that the pattern is repeated: Measles isn't picking on Republican communities; if anything, it seems to be avoiding them. The recent outbreak in Florida unfolded not in a conservative area such as Sarasota, where vaccination coverage has been lagging, but rather in Biden-friendly Broward County, at a school where 97 percent of the students have received at least one MMR shot. Similarly, the recent cases in Michigan turned up not in any of the state's MAGA-voting, vaccine-forgoing areas but among the diverse and relatively left-wing populations in and around Ann Arbor and Detroit.

Stepping back to look at the country as a whole, one can't even find a strong connection--or, really, any consistent link at all--between U.S. measles outbreaks, year to year, and U.S. children's vaccination rates. Sure, the past three years for which we have student-immunization data might seem to show a pattern: Starting in the fall of 2020, the average rate of MMR coverage for incoming kindergarteners did drop, if only by a little bit, from 93.9 to 93.1 percent; at the same time, the annual number of reported measles cases went up almost tenfold, from 13 to 121. But stretch that window back one more year, and the relationship appears to be reversed. In 2019, America was doing great in terms of measles vaccination--across the country, 95.2 percent of kindergartners were getting immunized, according to the CDC--and yet, in spite of this fantastic progress, measles cases were exploding. More than 1,200 Americans got sick with the disease that year, as measles took its greatest toll in a generation.

It's not that our high measles-vaccination coverage didn't matter then or that our slightly lower coverage doesn't matter now. Vaccination rates should be higher; this is always true. In the face of such a contagious disease, 95 percent would be good; 99 percent much better. When fewer people are protected, more people can get sick. In Matthew Ferrari's terms, a dropping immunization rate means the piles of firewood are getting bigger. If and when the flames do ignite, they could end up reaching farther, and burning longer, than they would have just a year or two ago. In the midst of any outbreak large enough, where thousands are affected, children will die.

Read: The good news about vaccine hesitancy

Despite America's fevered national conversation about vaccines, however, rates of uptake simply haven't changed that much. Even with the recent divot in our national vaccine rates, the country remains in broad agreement on the value of immunity: 93 percent of America's kindergartners are getting measles shots, a rate that has barely budged for decades. The sheer resilience of this norm should not be downplayed or ignored or, even worse, reimagined as a state of grace from which we've fallen. Our protection remains strong. In Florida, the surgeon general's lackadaisical response to the crisis at the Broward County elementary school did not produce a single extra case of the disease, in spite of grim predictions to the contrary, almost certainly thanks to how many kids are already vaccinated.

At the same time, however, measles has been thriving overseas. Its reemergence in America is not a function of the nation's political divides, but of the disease's global prevalence. Europe had almost 60,000 cases last year, up from about 900 in 2022. The World Health Organization reports that the number of reported cases around the world surged to 306,000, after having dropped to a record low of 123,000 in 2021. As the pandemic has made apparent, our world is connected via pathogens: Large outbreaks in other countries, where vaccination coverage may be low, have a tendency to seed tiny outbreaks in the U.S., where coverage has been pretty high, but narrow and persistent cracks in our defenses still remain. (In 2022, more than half of the world's unvaccinated infants were concentrated in just 10 countries; some of these are measles hotspots at this moment.) This also helps explain why so many Americans got measles in 2019. That was a catastrophic year for measles around the world, with 873,000 reported cases in total, the most since 1994. We had pretty good protection then, but the virus was everywhere--and so, the virus was here.

Read: Florida's experiment with measles

In high-income countries such as the U.S., Ferrari told me, "clustering of risk" tends to be the source of measles outbreaks more than minor changes in vaccine coverage overall. Even in 2019, when more than 95 percent of American kindergarteners were getting immunized, we still had pockets of exposure where protection happened to be weakest. By far the biggest outbreak from that year occurred among Hasidic Jewish populations in New York State. Measles was imported via Israel from the hot spot of Ukraine, and took off within a group whose vaccination rates were much, much lower than their neighbors'. In the end, more than 1,100 people were infected during that outbreak, which began in October 2018 and lasted for nearly a year. "A national vaccination rate has one kind of meaning, but all outbreaks are local outbreaks," Noel Brewer, a professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and a member of the federal Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, told me. "They happen on a specific street in a specific group of houses, where a group of people live and interact with each other. And those rates of vaccination in that specific place can drop well below the rate of coverage that will forestall an outbreak."

We've seen this time and time again over the past decade. When bigger outbreaks do occur in the U.S., they tend to happen in tight-knit communities, where immunization norms are radically out of sync with those of the rest of American society, politics aside. In 2014, when an outbreak of nearly 400 cases took hold in Ohio, almost entirely within the Amish community, the local vaccination rate was estimated to be about 14 percent. (The statewide number for young children at that time was more than 95 percent.) In 2011 and 2017, measles broke out among the large Somali American community in Minnesota, where anti-vaccine messaging has been intense, and where immunization rates for 2-year-olds dropped from 92 percent 20 years ago to 35 percent in 2021. An outbreak from the end of 2022, affecting 85 people in and around Columbus, Ohio, may well be linked to the nation's second-biggest community of Somalis.

Care must be taken in how these outbreaks are discussed. In Minnesota, for example, state health officials have avoided calling out the Somali community, for fear of stigmatizing. But another sort of trouble may arise when Americans overlook exactly who's at risk, and exactly why. Experts broadly agree that the most effective way to deal with local outbreaks is with local interventions. Brewer pointed out that during the 2019 outbreak in New York, for example, nurses who belonged to local Jewish congregations took on the role of vaccine advocates. In Minnesota, the Department of Health has brought on more Somali staff, who coordinate with local Somali radio and TV stations to share its message. Yet these efforts can be obscured by news coverage of the crisis that points to a growing anti-science movement and parents giving up on vaccination all across the land. When measles spread among New York's orthodox Jews, The New York Times reported on "an anti-vaccine fervor on the left that is increasingly worrying health authorities." When the virus hit Columbus, NBC News noted that it was "happening as resistance to school vaccination requirements is spreading across the country."

Two different public-health responses can be undertaken in concert, the experts told me: You treat the problem at its source, and you also take the chance to highlight broader trends. A spate of measles cases in one community becomes an opportunity for pushing vaccination everywhere. "That's always an important thing for us to do," Ferrari said. Even so, the impulse to nationalize the problem will have its own, infelicitous effects. First, it's meaningfully misleading. By catastrophizing subtle shifts in vaccination rates, we frighten many parents for no reason. By insisting that every tiny outbreak is a product of our national politics, we distract attention from the smaller measures that can and should be taken--well ahead of any upsurge of disease--to address hyperlocal vaccination crises. And by exaggerating the scale of our divisions--by asserting that we've seen a dangerous shift on a massive scale, or an anti-vaccine takeover of the Republican Party--we may end up worsening the very problem that worries us the most.

We are a highly vaccinated nation, our politics notwithstanding. Telling people otherwise only fosters more division; it feeds the feeling that taking or refusing measles shots is an important mode of self-expression. It further polarizes health behavior, which can only widen the cracks in our defenses. "We have become quite militant and moralistic about vaccination," Brewer told me, "and we probably would do well to be less absolute." Measles outbreaks overseas are growing; measles outbreaks here will follow. Their specific causes ought not be ignored.
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The People Rooting for the End of IVF

An Alabama court ruling that recognized an embryo as a child has put the popular fertility treatment into the center of a national ethics debate.

by Elaine Godfrey




Updated at 4:10 p.m. ET on March 11, 2024

Chaos reigns in Alabama--or at least in the Alabama world of reproductive health. Three weeks ago, the state's supreme court ruled that embryos should be treated as children, thrusting the future of in vitro fertilization, and of thousands of would-be Alabama parents, into uncertainty. Last week, state lawmakers scrambled to pass a legislative fix to protect the right of prospective parents to seek IVF, but they did so without addressing the court's existential questions about personhood.

Meanwhile, those in the wider anti-abortion movement who oppose IVF are feeling hopeful. Whatever the outcome in Alabama, the situation has yanked the issue "into the public consciousness" nationwide, Aaron Kheriaty, a fellow at the conservative Ethics and Public Policy Center, told me. He and his allies object to IVF for the same reason that they object to abortion: Both procedures result, they believe, in the destruction of innocent life. And in an America without federal abortion protections, in which states will continue to redefine and recategorize what qualifies as life, more citizens will soon encounter what Kheriaty considers the moral hazards of IVF.

In his ideal world, the anti-abortion movement would make ending IVF its new goal--the next frontier in a post-Roe society. The problem, of course, is that crossing that frontier will be bumpy, to say the least. IVF is extremely popular, and banning it is not--something President Joe Biden made a point of highlighting in his State of the Union speech last week. (A full 86 percent of Americans support keeping it legal, according to the latest polling.) "Even a lot of pro-lifers don't want to touch this issue," Kheriaty acknowledged. "It's almost easier to talk about abortion." But he and his allies see the Alabama ruling as a chance to start a national conversation about the morality of IVF--even if, at first, Americans don't want to listen.

Read: The anti-abortion movement's attack on unwanted pregnancies

After all, their movement has already won another unpopular, decades-long fight: With patience and dedication, pro-life activists succeeded in transforming abortion rights from a niche issue in religious circles to a mainstream cause--eventually making opposition to Roe a litmus test for Republican candidates. Perhaps, the thinking goes, pro-lifers could achieve the same with IVF.

The typical IVF procedure goes like this: A doctor retrieves a number of eggs from a woman's ovaries--maybe eight to 10--and fertilizes them with sperm in laboratory conditions. The fertilized eggs will grow in the lab for a few days, before one or more embryos will be selected for transfer to the woman's uterus. A patient using IVF to get pregnant will likely have several embryos left over, and it's up to the patient whether those extras are discarded, frozen for future use, or donated, either to research or to another couple. 

In the Alabama case, three couples were storing frozen embryos at an IVF clinic, where they were mistakenly destroyed. When the couples sued the clinic in a civil trial for the wrongful death of a child, the state supreme court ruled that they were entitled to damages, declaring in a novel interpretation of Alabama law that embryos qualify as children. The public's response to the ruling can perhaps best be described as panicked. Two of the state's major in-vitro-fertilization clinics immediately paused operations, citing uncertain legal liability, which disrupted many couples' medical treatments and forced some out of state for care. Lawmakers across the country raced to clarify their position.

But the ruling shouldn't have come as such a shock, at least to the pro-life community. After all, "it's a very morally consistent outcome" with what anti-abortion advocates have long argued--that life begins at conception--Andrew T. Walker, an ethics and public-theology professor at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, told me: "It's the culmination of other pro-life arguments about human dignity, brought to the IVF domain."

Read: The significance of Michelle Obama's fertility story

The central criticism of IVF from Walker and others who share his opinion concerns the destruction of extra embryos, which they view as fully human. For some people, a degree of cognitive dissociation is required to look at a tiny embryo and see a human baby, which is a point that IVF defenders commonly make. ("I would invite them to try to change the diaper of an in vitro-fertilized egg," Sean Tipton, the chief advocacy and policy officer at the American Society for Reproductive Medicine, told me. More soberly, Kate Devine, the medical director of US Fertility, a network of reproduction-focused practices, told me that referring to an embryo as a baby "is unjust and inaccurate and threatens to withhold highly efficacious family-building treatments from people affected by the disease of infertility.")

To IVF critics, however, an embryo is just a very young person. "The only real difference between those frozen embryos and me sitting here having this conversation with you is time," Katy Faust, the president of the anti-abortion nonprofit Them Before Us, told me. "If you believe that children have a right to life, and that life begins at conception, then 'Big Fertility' as an industry is responsible for more child deaths than the abortion industry." Faust's organization argues from a "children's rights" perspective, meaning it also believes that IVF is wrong, in part, because it allows single women and homosexual couples to have babies, which deprives children of having both a mother and a father.

This leads to the other major criticism of IVF: that the process itself is so unnatural that it devalues sex and treats children as a commodity. The argument to which many religious Americans subscribe is that having children is a "cooperative act among husband, wife, and God himself," John M. Haas, a former president of the National Catholic Bioethics Center, has written. "Children, in the final analysis, should be begotten not made." The secular version of that opinion is that IVF poses all kinds of thorny bioethical quandaries, including questions about the implications of preimplantation genetic testing and the selection for sex and other traits. When a doctor takes babies "out of the normal process of conception, lines them up in a row, and picks which is the best baby, that brings a eugenicist mindset into it that's really destructive," Leah Sargeant, a Catholic writer, told me. "There are big moral complications and red flags that aren't being treated as such."

She and the others believe that now is the time to stop ignoring those red flags. The Alabama Supreme Court has offered a chance to teach people about IVF--and the implications they may not yet be aware of. Some couples who've undergone IVF don't even consider the consequences "until they themselves have seven [extra] frozen embryos," Faust said, "and now they go, 'Oh, shit, what do we do?'" The more Americans learn about IVF, the less they'll use it, opponents argue, just as Americans have broadly moved away from international adoption for ethical reasons. Walker would advise faith leaders to counsel couples against the process. "As I've talked with people, they've come around," he said.

The IVF opponents I interviewed all made clear that they sympathize with couples struggling with infertility. But they also believe that not all couples will be able to have biological children. "Not every way of pursuing children turns out to be a good way," Sargeant said; people will have to accept that "you don't have total control over whether you get one."

Read: The pro-life movement's not-so-secret plan for Trump

None of these arguments is going to be an applause line for anti-IVF campaigners in most parts of the country. "I know that my view is deeply unpopular," Walker told me, with a laugh. The Alabama ruling left Republicans in disarray: Even some hard-line social conservatives in Congress, including House Speaker Mike Johnson, have tried to distance themselves from it, arguing that they oppose abortion but support IVF from a natalist position. Democrats, meanwhile, are already using the issue as a wedge: If, in the lead-up to the 2024 election, they can connect Republicans' support for Dobbs to the possible end of IVF, they'll have an even easier job painting the GOP as extreme on reproductive health and out of touch with the average American voter.

Even so, the anti-IVF people I interviewed say, at least Americans would be talking about it. Talking, they believe, is the beginning of persuasion. And they're prepared to be patient.

Earlier this week, Kheriaty texted me with what he seems to take as evidence that his movement is already making progress. He sent a comment he'd gotten from a reader in response to his latest column about the perils of IVF. "This troubling dilemma wasn't on top of mind when we embarked on our IVF path," the reader had written. The clinic had explained what would happen to their unused embryos, the woman said, but she hadn't realized the issue "would loom" so heavily over her afterward.



This article originally identified John M. Haas as the president of the National Catholic Bioethics Center; in fact, he is a former president of the center.
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We're Already Living in the Post-Truth Era

You don't need to see a fake image for it to affect your mind.

by Damon Beres




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a limited-run series in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.

For years, experts have worried that artificial intelligence will produce a new disinformation crisis on the internet. Image-, audio-, and video-generating tools allow people to rapidly create high-quality fakes to spread on social media, potentially tricking people into believing fiction is fact. But as my colleague Charlie Warzel writes, the mere existence of this technology has a corrosive effect on reality: It doesn't take a shocking, specific incident for AI to plant doubt into countless hearts and minds.

Charlie's article offers a perspective on the dustup over an edited photograph released by Kensington Palace on Sunday of Kate Middleton and her children. The image was immediately flagged by observers--and, shortly thereafter, by wire services such as the Associated Press--as suspicious, becoming the latest bit of "evidence" in a conspiratorial online discourse about Middleton's prolonged absence from the public eye. There's no reason to suspect that the image is fully synthetic. But in the generative-AI era, any bit of media might be. "It's never been easier to collect evidence that sustains a particular worldview and build a made-up world around cognitive biases on any political or pop-culture issue," Charlie writes. "It's in this environment that these new tech tools become something more than reality blurrers: They're chaos agents, offering new avenues for confirmation bias, whether or not they're actually used."

-- Damon Beres, senior editor




Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Samir Hussein / Getty.



Kate Middleton and the End of Shared Reality

By Charlie Warzel

If you're looking for an image that perfectly showcases the confusion and chaos of a choose-your-own-reality information dystopia, you probably couldn't do better than yesterday's portrait of Catherine, Princess of Wales. In just one day, the photograph has transformed from a hastily released piece of public-relations damage control into something of a Rorschach test--a collision between plausibility and conspiracy.
 For the uninitiated: Yesterday, in celebration of Mother's Day in the U.K., the Royal Family released a portrait on Instagram of Kate Middleton with her three children. But this was no ordinary photo. Middleton has been away from the public eye since December reportedly because of unspecified health issues, leading to a ceaseless parade of conspiracy theories. Royal watchers and news organizations naturally pored over the image, and they found a number of alarming peculiarities. According to the Associated Press, "the photo shows an inconsistency in the alignment of Princess Charlotte's left hand"--it looks to me like part of the princess's sleeve is disappearing. Such oddities were enough to cause the AP, Agence France-Presse, and Reuters to release kill notifications--alerts that the wire services would no longer distribute the photo. The AP noted that the photo appeared to have been "manipulated."


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	What to do about the junkification of the internet: "Social-media companies define how billions of people experience the web," Nathaniel Lubin writes. "The rise of synthetic content only makes their role more important."
 	Why we must resist AI's soft mind control: "When I tried to work out how Google's Gemini tool thinks, I discovered instead how it wants me to think," Fred Bauer writes.
 	We haven't seen the worst of fake news: "Deepfakes still might be poised to corrupt the basic ways we process reality--or what's left of it," Matteo Wong writes.




P.S.

AI may play a role in how social-media companies patrol their platforms in the lead-up to the election. "Meta has started training large language models on its community guidelines, to potentially use them to help determine whether a piece of content runs afoul of its policies," my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote in an article last week about the steps tech companies could take to tamp down on political extremism. "Recent advances in AI cut both ways, however; they also enable bad actors to make dangerous content more easily, which led the authors of [a recent NYU report on online disinformation] to flag AI as another threat to the next election cycle."

-- Damon
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Publishes "The Great American Novels," a New List of the Most Consequential Novels of the Past 100 Years

The list launches with events at the New Orleans Book Festival and on April 3 at the Strand, in New York


Illustration by Sarah Schulte



Today The Atlantic launches "The Great American Novels," an ambitious new project that brings together the most consequential novels of the past 100 years. Focusing on 1924 to 2023--a period that began as literary modernism was cresting and includes all manner of literary possibility, including the experimentations of postmodernism and the narrative satisfactions of genre fiction--the 136 novels on the list include 45 debut novels, nine winners of the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, and three children's books. Twelve were published before the introduction of the mass-market paperback to America, and 24 after the release of the Kindle. At least 60 have been banned by schools or libraries. In an introduction to the list, The Atlantic's editors write that, together, the books selected represent the best of what novels can do: "challenge us, delight us, pull us in and then release us, a little smarter and a little more alive than we were before. You have to read them."
 
 In 1868, the writer John William DeForest established the idea of the great American novel as a work of fiction that accomplished "the task of painting the American soul." The Atlantic's editors write, "In 2024, our definition of literary greatness is wider, deeper, and weirder than DeForest likely could have imagined. At the same time, the novel is also under threat, as the forces of anti-intellectualism and authoritarianism seek to ban books and curtail freedom of expression. The American canon is more capacious, more fluid, and more fragile than perhaps ever before."
 
 All of the books on "The Great American Novels" list were first published in the United States (or intended to be, as with The Bell Jar and Lolita). To narrow down the titles further, our editors approached experts--scholars, critics, and novelists, both at The Atlantic and outside of it--and asked for their suggestions. They write, "We wanted to recognize the very best--novels that say something intriguing about the world and do it distinctively, in intentional, artful prose--no matter how many or few that ended up being (136, as it turns out). Our goal was to recognize those classics that stand the test of time but also to make the case for the unexpected, the unfairly forgotten, and the recently published works that already feel indelible. We aimed for comprehensiveness, rigor, and open-mindedness. Serendipity too: We hoped to replicate that particular joy of a friend pressing a book into your hand and saying, 'You have to read this; you'll love it.'"
 
 At The Atlantic, the list was led by projects editor Ellen Cushing, deputy editor Jane Kim, senior editor Gal Beckerman, associate editor Emma Sarappo, and literary editor Ann Hulbert.

The publication of the "Great American Novels" is part of The Atlantic's robust and expanded Books section devoted to essays, criticism, reporting, original fiction, poetry, and book recommendations, along with The Atlantic's weekly Books Briefing newsletter.

Related Events:
 
 New Orleans Book Festival: This afternoon (March 14), The Atlantic is collaborating with the New Orleans Book Festival, at Tulane University, for the festival's opening session. Editors will dive into the process behind selecting these literary masterpieces while exploring the books' enduring impact and cultural significance. The first conversation will feature Walter Isaacson in dialogue with The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg; a second conversation will feature Cushing and Kim, with staff writers and authors Clint Smith and Jemele Hill; a third conversation this evening will feature the novelist Jesmyn Ward with Hill. The festival is free and open to the public, and attendees can register on the festival website.
 
 The Strand: On April 3, the Strand will host an in-person event with The Atlantic's editors for a discussion on "The Great American Novels." Tickets are available here.
 
 Press Contact:
 Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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How Hur Misled the Country on Biden's Memory

The saga has been something of a self-inflicted wound for Democrats.

by Adam Serwer




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.


First impressions stick. After a big story hits, the initial conclusions can turn out to be wrong, or partly wrong, but the revisions are not what people remember. They remember the headlines in imposing font, the solemn tone from a presenter, the avalanche of ironic summaries on social media. Political operatives know this, and it's that indelible impression they want, one that sticks like a greasy fingerprint and that no number of follow-ups or awkward corrections could possibly wipe away.

Five years ago, a partisan political operative with the credibility of a long career in government service misled the public about official documents in order to get Donald Trump the positive spin he wanted in the press. The play worked so well that a special counsel appointed to examine President Joe Biden's handling of classified documents, Robert Hur, ran it again.

In 2019, then-Attorney General Bill Barr--who would later resign amid Trump's attempts to suborn the Justice Department into backing his effort to seize power after losing reelection--announced that Special Counsel Robert Mueller had not found sufficient evidence to indict Trump on allegations that he had assisted in a Russian effort to sway the 2016 election and had obstructed an investigation into that effort. Mueller's investigation led to indictments of several Trump associates, but he later testified that Justice Department policy barred prosecuting a sitting president, and so indicting Trump was not an option. Barr's summary--which suggested that Trump had been absolved of any crimes--was so misleading that it drew a rebuke not only from Mueller himself but from a federal judge in a public-records lawsuit over material related to the investigation. That judge, Reggie Walton, wrote in 2020 that the discrepancies "cause the court to seriously question whether Attorney General Barr made a calculated attempt to influence public discourse about the Mueller report in favor of President Trump despite certain findings in the redacted version of the Mueller report to the contrary."

David A. Graham: The Special Counsel's devastating description of Biden

As my colleague David Graham wrote at the time, the ploy worked. Trump claimed "total exoneration," and mainstream outlets blared his innocence in towering headlines. Only later did the public learn that Mueller's report had found "no criminal conspiracy but considerable links between Donald Trump's campaign and Russia, and strongly suggested that Trump had obstructed justice."

Now this same pattern has emerged once again, only instead of working in the president's favor, it has undermined him. Hur, a former U.S. attorney in the Trump administration, was appointed by Attorney General Merrick Garland to investigate Biden for potential criminal wrongdoing after classified documents were found at his home. (Trump has been indicted on charges that he deliberately mishandled classified documents after storing such documents at his home in Florida and deliberately showing them off to visitors as "highly confidential" and "secret information.")

In Hur's own summary of his investigation, he concluded that "no criminal charges are warranted in this matter," even absent DOJ policy barring prosecution of a sitting president. But that part was not what caught the media's attention. Rather it was Hur's characterization of Biden as having memory problems, validating conservative attacks on the president as too old to do the job. The transcripts of Hur's interviews with Biden, released yesterday by House Democrats, suggest that characterization--politically convenient for Republicans and the Trump campaign--was misleading.

Sparking alarming headlines about Biden's mental faculties, Hur had written that Biden "would likely present himself to a jury, as he did during our interview of him, as a sympathetic, well-meaning, elderly man with a poor memory" and "diminished faculties in advancing age." As with Barr's, that conclusion set off a media frenzy in which many mainstream outlets strongly reinforced conservative propaganda that Biden was mentally unfit to serve, a narrative that reverberated until the president's animated delivery of the State of the Union address last week.

In press coverage following the report, Hur's phrase was frequently shortened to an "elderly man with a poor memory," turning the evaluation of a potential legal strategy into something akin to a medical diagnosis. A cacophony of mainstream-media coverage questioning Biden's age and fitness followed, while conservative politicians and media figures outright declared Biden incapacitated and demanded he be removed from office according to the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, which provides for succession in case a president is "unable to discharge his duties."

The transcripts of Hur's interviews with Biden illuminate Hur's summary as uncharitable at best. As a report in The Washington Post noted, "Biden doesn't come across as being as absent-minded as Hur has made him out to be."

Hur wrote that Biden "did not remember, even within several years, when his son Beau died." Yet the transcript shows Biden remembering the exact day, May 30, after which staffers offer the year--2015--and Biden says, "Was it 2015 he had died?" In another exchange Hur singled out as indicative of Biden's poor memory, he said Biden mischaracterized the point of view of an Obama-administration official who had opposed a surge of combat troops to the war in Afghanistan, but left out that Biden correctly stated the official's views in an exchange later that day. The transcript also shows Biden struggling with other dates while answering questions about when he obtained certain documents or in the interval between the Obama and Biden administrations, when he decided to run for president. But as The New York Times reported, "In both instances, Mr. Biden said the wrong year but appeared to recognize that he had misspoken and immediately stopped to seek clarity and orient himself."

The transcript does not completely refute Hur's description of Biden's memory, but it is entirely incompatible with the conservative refrain that Biden has "age-related dementia." Indeed, both Barr and Hur framed their conclusions with a telltale lawyerly touch that would push the media and the public toward a far broader conclusion about Trump's supposed innocence or Biden's alleged decline while allowing them to deny that they had been so explicit.

There's no question that both Biden and Trump are much older than they used to be. To watch clips of either of them from 20 years ago is to recognize a significant difference. But the transcript shows Biden exactly as he appeared in the State of the Union last week, as someone who has lost a step or two as he's aged but is fully capable of grasping the politics and policy implications demanded by the presidency. "Mr. Biden went into great detail about many matters, the transcript shows," the Times reported. "He made jokes over the two days, teasing the prosecutors. And at certain points, he corrected his interrogators when they were the ones who misspoke." During an exchange about Biden's home, Hur remarked that Biden had a "photographic understanding and recall of the house," a remark Hur acknowledged in yesterday's testimony before the House that he had left out of his original report.

People with serious cognitive decline do not simply have verbal flubs or memory lapses of the sort both campaigns are constantly highlighting on social media. They avoid asking questions they fear might betray their loss of memory; they struggle to recollect the season, the time of day, the state they are currently in. They awkwardly attempt to hide their inability to recall recently relayed information in ways that simply underline its absence. They repeat innocuous statements that they do not realize they made minutes earlier. They pretend to know people they've never met and fail to recognize people they've known for decades. The late Democratic Senator Dianne Feinstein of California, the clearest recent example of this in politics, was reported to have had incidents such as a meeting at which lawmakers had to "reintroduce themselves to Feinstein multiple times during an interaction that lasted several hours," as the San Francisco Chronicle reported in 2022.

During his testimony before the House, Hur insisted that "partisan politics had no place whatsoever in my work." He tried to have it both ways, insisting that his report was accurate while refuting the most uncharitable right-wing characterizations of Biden's memory. But as legal experts pointed out after the report was released, Hur's description of Biden's memory was not a necessary element of his duties, and it is unlikely that someone with as much experience in Washington as Hur would be so naive as to not understand how those phrases would be used politically.

Yet Hur's report is itself something of a self-inflicted wound for Democrats, a predictable result of their efforts to rebut bad-faith criticism from partisan actors by going out of their way to seem nonpartisan. The age story caught fire in the press, not only because of genuine voter concern over Biden's age but because this is the sort of superficially nonideological criticism that some reporters feel comfortable repeating in their own words, believing that it illustrates their lack of partisanship to conservative sources and audiences. Coverage of the Hillary Clinton email investigation reached saturation levels in 2016 for similar reasons.

There are more parallels between those stories. Then-President Barack Obama appointed James Comey, a Republican, to run the FBI, in an effort to illustrate his commitment to bipartisanship; Attorney General Garland's decision to appoint Hur probably had similar intentions. Comey, like Hur, declined to press charges but then broke protocol. In Comey's case, he did so by first holding a press conference in which he criticized Clinton, and later, during the final days of the presidential campaign, announcing that he was reopening the investigation into Clinton while keeping the bureau's investigation into Trump a secret. A 2017 analysis published by FiveThirtyEight makes a compelling argument that the latter decision threw a close election to Trump.

Helen Lewis: Biden's age is now unavoidable

For reasons that remain unclear to me, Democrats seem to have internalized the Republican insistence that only Republicans are capable of the fairness and objectivity necessary to investigate or enforce the law. Any lifelong Republican who fails to put partisanship above their duties is instantly and retroactively turned into a left-wing operative by the conservative media. Acting to prevent complaints of bias (as opposed to actually being fair) is ultimately futile: Comey's last-minute gift to the Trump campaign didn't prevent Trump from smearing him as a liberal stooge.

These efforts to work the refs pay off. Right-wing criticism of Obama probably influenced him to pick a grandstanding Republican to head the FBI, an agency that has never been run by a Democrat, just as it likely influenced Garland to pick a grandstanding Republican to investigate Biden. Conservative criticism of the mainstream press leads too many journalists to attempt to prove they aren't liberals, which results in wholesale amplification of right-wing propaganda to deflect criticisms that the media aren't objective; the facts become a secondary concern.

Fairness, objectivity, and due process are important values, but there is a difference between upholding them and seeking to convince everyone that that's what you're doing. Performatively pursuing the latter can easily come at the expense of the former. If you try too hard to convince people you are doing the right thing instead of just doing the right thing, you often end up doing the wrong thing.
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The Bump-Stocks Case Is About Something Far Bigger Than Gun Regulations

It's about the fundamentals of how American government works.

by Stephen I. Vladeck




Sometimes a Supreme Court case appears to be about a minor technical issue, but is in fact a reflection of a much broader and significant legal development--one that could upend years of settled precedent and, with it, basic understandings of the allocation of powers across our system of government.

That's exactly what is happening in Garland v. Cargill, a case for which the Supreme Court heard oral argument at the end of February. The specific challenge in the case is to a Trump-era federal regulation banning all "bump stocks"--contraptions that, when attached to semiautomatic firearms, allow them to discharge ammunition even more rapidly and without additional pulls of the trigger. Although the specific legal issue before the justices reduces to the technical question of whether a bump stock thus converts a semiautomatic rifle into a "machine gun," Garland v. Cargill is a much broader illustration of--and referendum on--the real-world implications of the Court's mounting hostility toward federal administrative agencies. That's because the real question in Cargill is not whether a rifle with a bump stock counts as a machine gun; the real question is whether we're ready for a world in which that question will be resolved not by an expert executive-branch agency that answers directly to the president, but by federal judges who answer to no one.

The basic dispute in Cargill is easy enough to describe: On October 1, 2017, a single shooter at a Las Vegas music festival killed 60 people and wounded almost 500 more--the deadliest shooting by a lone gunman in U.S. history. Part of what made it possible for the shooter to discharge so many rounds of ammunition (more than 1,000) in such a short amount of time was his use of bump stocks. At that time, the specific bump stocks the shooter used were not regulated by federal authorities.

In response, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF)--a Justice Department agency that is tasked with interpreting and administering federal gun-control laws--adopted a new regulation instructing that, given how they transformed the mechanical function of semiautomatic rifles, all bump stocks transformed semiautomatic rifles into machine guns, and were thus effectively banned by federal law. The rule gave those who already owned the devices 90 days to turn them in or destroy them before civil or criminal penalties would apply.

Read: The plan to incapacitate the federal government

The rule was promptly challenged in multiple federal courts. And although some of the lawsuits argued that the rule violated the Second Amendment, the central objection was that it exceeded the ATF's statutory authority--because bump stocks are not, in fact, machine guns, and the ATF was authorized by Congress to prohibit only things that were. It was that argument that won the day in the hyper-conservative New Orleans-based U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit, which, breaking from the other federal courts of appeals to consider the matter, ruled in 2022 that the ATF lacked the authority to regulate bump stocks, because the relevant statutes didn't clearly support its interpretation of "machine gun."

Not so long ago, a case like Cargill would not have come down to whether a court agreed with an agency's interpretation of a statute Congress had tasked it with enforcing. Indeed, decades of administrative law, including but not limited to the Supreme Court's 1984 ruling in Chevron v. Natural Resources Defense Council, recognized that agency experts were often in a better position to resolve ambiguities in the statutes that Congress tasked them with enforcing than federal judges were. Thus, it had long been settled that, so long as an agency's interpretation of ambiguous language in a statute (like what counts as a machine gun) was reasonable, the agency was allowed to act based on that interpretation.

But as the Supreme Court has taken a sharp right turn in recent years, one of the areas in which it has moved most aggressively is to rein in such deference. The first salvo was the rise of the "major-questions doctrine," which denies agencies the power to regulate at all on matters of "vast economic or political significance" unless Congress has clearly and specifically authorized the precise regulation at issue. In the 2023 student-loan case, for instance, it wasn't enough for the Supreme Court that Congress had given the secretary of education broad authority to "waive or modify any statutory or regulatory provision [applicable to student-loan programs] as the Secretary deems necessary in connection with a war or other military operation or national emergency." Because that sweeping delegation hadn't specifically authorized loan forgiveness, the program was unlawful. Indeed, whether a particular matter is of "vast economic or political significance" will often be in the eye of the beholder--the judge, not the agency or the Congress that passed the underlying statute in the first place.

That was already worrying enough, but what's alarming in Cargill is that the Court is in the midst of getting rid of deference to agencies outside the "major questions" context, too. Thus, instead of debating whether ATF's reaction to the Las Vegas shooting was reasonable (which it clearly was), the oral argument before the Supreme Court devolved into the justices struggling to understand the exact mechanical function of a bump stock--so that they could decide for themselves whether or not it fits within the statutory definition of a "machine gun." As even a cursory perusal of the transcript reveals, this wasn't a high-minded debate about broader points of law; it was nine neophytes trying to understand the mechanics of something they've never touched solely by having it described to them. One comes away from the transcript with the sense that the argument would have been far more productive had it been held at a shooting range. So instead of debating whether the executive branch overreacted or not, the debate was about what, in the abstract, the justices would have done in its place.

But as troubling as it is to have the justices substituting their judgment for those of executive-branch agencies that are staffed with experts in the field, the real issue going forward is going to be the lack of expertise of lower-court judges. After all, the Supreme Court hears roughly 60 cases each term, a small subset of which are these kinds of regulatory disputes. The overwhelming majority of the thousands of challenges to federal rules filed each year are conclusively resolved by lower federal courts--where litigants from across the political spectrum have become much more sophisticated in steering their cases to ideologically or politically sympathetic judges in both the district courts and the courts of appeals.

Read: The Supreme Court once again reveals the fraud of originalism 

Consider, in this respect, what's happening in Texas. A single judge in Amarillo, Matthew Kacsmaryk, hears 100 percent of new civil cases filed in Texas's northernmost city, from which appeals go to the Fifth Circuit. It's no coincidence that litigants challenging policies on a nationwide basis--like the Alliance Defending Freedom's challenge to mifepristone--are steering their cases to the Texas panhandle. And although this kind of judge-shopping is a bit harder for left-leaning plaintiffs to pursue (because of quirks in how different states divide their districts), we already saw, during the Trump administration, a concentration of challenges to federal policies in California, Maryland, New York, and other Democratic strongholds. The demise of deference to agencies is thus a threat to all executive-branch policies, regardless of whose ox is currently being gored.

There will, of course, be cases in which the courts ultimately side with the agencies. But whether or not Cargill ends up as one of them, the February 28 oral argument was a sobering lesson in the very real consequences of transferring this kind of power away from expert executive-branch agencies and to unelected, generalist judges--of conditioning the executive branch's ability to react to the regulatory lessons of tragedies such as the Las Vegas shooting on the agreement of those federal judges least likely to be sympathetic to the problem that the executive branch is trying to solve. And although Congress could clarify these ambiguities or otherwise fill in some of these statutory gaps, even a well-functioning Congress will never be able to fill all of them, and not just for guns but for industries across the board--pharmaceuticals, cars, natural-resource extraction, home goods, you name it. The result is not, as critics of administrative deference regularly claim, better for "democracy." Instead, if it's better for any one thing, it's deregulation. And maybe that's the point.
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The Cowardice of <em>Guernica</em>

The literary magazine <em>Guernica</em>'s<em> </em>decision to retract an essay about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict reveals much about how the war is hardening human sentiment.

by Phil Klay


Viewers looking at Pablo Picasso's "Guernica" at the Reina Sofia Museum in Madrid (Denis Doyle / Getty)



In the days after October 7, the writer and translator Joanna Chen spoke with a neighbor in Israel whose children were frightened by the constant sound of warplanes. "I tell them these are good booms," the neighbor said to Chen with a grimace. "I understood the subtext," Chen wrote later in an essay published in Guernica magazine on March 4, titled "From the Edges of a Broken World." The booms were, of course, the Israeli army bombing Gaza, part of a campaign that has left at least 30,000 civilians and combatants dead so far.

The moment is just one observation in a much longer meditative piece of writing in which Chen weighs her principles--she refused service in the Israeli military, for years has volunteered at a charity providing transportation for Palestinian children needing medical care, and works on Arabic and Hebrew translations to bridge cultural divides--against the more turbulent feelings of fear, inadequacy, and split allegiances that have cropped up for her after October 7, when 1,200 people were killed and 250 taken hostage in Hamas's assault on Israel. But the conversation with the neighbor is a sharp, novelistic, and telling moment. The mother, aware of the perversity of recasting bombs killing children mere miles away as "good booms," does so anyway because she is a mother, and her children are frightened. The act, at once callous and caring, will stay with me.

Not with the readers of Guernica, though. The magazine, once a prominent publication for fiction, poetry, and literary nonfiction, with a focus on global art and politics, quickly found itself imploding as its all-volunteer staff revolted over the essay. One of the magazine's nonfiction editors posted on social media that she was leaving over Chen's publication. "Parts of the essay felt particularly harmful and disorienting to read, such as the line where a person is quoted saying 'I tell them these are good booms.'" Soon a poetry editor resigned as well, calling Chen's essay a "horrific settler normalization essay"--settler here seeming to refer to all Israelis, because Chen does not live in the occupied territories. More staff members followed, including the senior nonfiction editor and one of the co-publishers (who criticized the essay as "a hand-wringing apologia for Zionism"). Amid this flurry of cascading outrage, on March 10 Guernica pulled the essay from its website, with the note: "Guernica regrets having published this piece, and has retracted it. A more fulsome explanation will follow." As of today, this explanation is still pending, and my request for comment from the editor in chief, Jina Moore Ngarambe, has gone unanswered.

Read: Beware the language that erases reality

Blowups at literary journals are not the most pressing news of the day, but the incident at Guernica reveals the extent to which elite American literary outlets may now be beholden to the narrowest polemical and moralistic approaches to literature. After the publication of Chen's essay, a parade of mutual incomprehension occurred across social media, with pro-Palestine writers announcing what they declared to be the self-evident awfulness of the essay (publishing the essay made Guernica "a pillar of eugenicist white colonialism masquerading as goodness," wrote one of the now-former editors), while reader after reader who came to it because of the controversy--an archived version can still be accessed--commented that they didn't understand what was objectionable. One reader seemed to have mistakenly assumed that Guernica had pulled the essay in response to pressure from pro-Israel critics. "Oh buddy you can't have your civilian population empathizing with the people you're ethnically cleansing," he wrote, with obvious sarcasm. When another reader pointed out that he had it backwards, he responded, "This chain of events is bizarre."

Some people saw anti-Semitism in the decision. James Palmer, a deputy editor of Foreign Policy, noted how absurd it was to suggest that the author approved of the "good bombs" sentiment, and wrote that the outcry was "one step toward trying to exclude Jews from discourse altogether." And it is hard not to see some anti-Semitism at play. One of the resigning editors claimed that the essay "includes random untrue fantasies about Hamas and centers the suffering of oppressors" (Chen briefly mentions the well-documented atrocities of October 7; caring for an Israeli family that lost a daughter, son-in-law, and nephew; and her worries about the fate of Palestinians she knows who have links to Israel).

Madhuri Sastry, one of the co-publishers, notes in her resignation post that she'd earlier successfully insisted on barring a previous essay of Chen's from the magazine's Voices on Palestine compilation. In that same compilation, Guernica chose to include an interview with Alice Walker, the author of a poem that asks "Are Goyim (us) meant to be slaves of Jews," and who once recommended to readers of The New York Times a book that claims that "a small Jewish clique" helped plan the Russian Revolution, World Wars I and II, and "coldly calculated" the Holocaust. No one at Guernica publicly resigned over the magazine's association with Walker.

However, to merely dismiss all of the critics out of hand as insane or intolerant or anti-Semitic would ironically run counter to the spirit of Chen's essay itself. She writes of her desire to reach out to those on the other side of the conflict, people she's worked with or known and who would be angered or horrified by some of the other experiences she relates in the essay, such as the conversation about the "good booms." Given the realities of the conflict, she knows this attempt to connect is just a first step, and an often-frustrating one. Writing to a Palestinian she'd once worked with as a reporter, she laments her failure to come up with something meaningful to say: "I also felt stupid--this was war, and whether I liked it or not, Nuha and I were standing at opposite ends of the very bridge I hoped to cross. I had been naive ... I was inadequate." In another scene, she notes how even before October 7, when groups of Palestinians and Israelis joined together to share their stories, their goodwill failed "to straddle the chasm that divided us."

Read: Why activism leads to so much bad writing

After the publication of Chen's essay, one writer after another pulled their work from the magazine. One wrote, "I will not allow my work to be curated alongside settler angst," while another, the Texas-based Palestinian American poet Fady Joudah, wrote that Chen's essay "is humiliating to Palestinians in any time let alone during a genocide. An essay as if a dispatch from a colonial century ago. Oh how good you are to the natives." I find it hard to read the essay that way, but it would be a mistake, as Chen herself suggests, to ignore such sentiments. For those who more naturally sympathize with the Israeli mother than the Gazan hiding from the bombs, these responses exist across that chasm Chen describes, one that empathy alone is incapable of bridging.

That doesn't mean empathy isn't a start, though. Which is why the retraction of the article is more than an act of cowardice and a betrayal of a writer whose work the magazine shepherded to publication. It's a betrayal of the task of literature, which cannot end wars but can help us see why people wage them, oppose them, or become complicit in them.

Empathy here does not justify or condemn. Empathy is just a tool. The writer needs it to accurately depict their subject; the peacemaker needs it to be able to trace the possibilities for negotiation; even the soldier needs it to understand his adversary. Before we act, we must see war's human terrain in all its complexity, no matter how disorienting and painful that might be. Which means seeing Israelis as well as Palestinians--and not simply the mother comforting her children as the bombs fall and the essayist reaching out across the divide, but far harsher and more unsettling perspectives. Peace is not made between angels and demons but between human beings, and the real hell of life, as Jean Renoir once noted, is that everybody has their reasons. If your journal can't publish work that deals with such messy realities, then your editors might as well resign, because you've turned your back on literature.
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Could a TikTok Ban Actually Happen?

The push to curtail the platform has bipartisan support, but it faces major hurdles.

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.


Efforts to crack down on TikTok are picking up momentum in Congress. What was once a Trump-led effort boosted by Republicans has since become a bipartisan priority for lawmakers hoping to look tough on China in an election year.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The return of measles
 	QAnon for wine moms
 	Trump repeats Obama's mistake.
 	Are Gen Z men and women really drifting apart?




New Momentum

Efforts to ban TikTok in the United States--or at least to attempt to force the Chinese-founded company ByteDance to divest TikTok--have recently picked up momentum. What once seemed like a quixotic, Trumpian endeavor has now shaped into a congressional bill that a bipartisan House committee voted unanimously to advance last week. The bill's pointed provisions, which will most likely be brought to a broader House vote this week, refer to TikTok by name and would force other large apps owned by foreign adversaries to sell to a domestic owner or else be shut down.

Lawmakers' motives for taking on the app boil down to a fear that TikTok could feed data on American users to the Chinese government, and that the platform could be used to spread misinformation and censor American users. (The company denies the validity of both concerns, referencing "Project Texas," its initiative to store Americans' user data and review its algorithmic recommendations through the American-run company Oracle.) President Joe Biden said last week that he would support the bill if it passed through the Senate, which has not yet introduced companion legislation.

In spite of its bipartisan backing in the House, the bill still faces a blend of legal, logistical, and political barriers. Any legislation that might curtail free speech will be under tight legal scrutiny. Previous efforts to ban the app--including a Trump-era executive order and a state law in Montana--quickly ran into First Amendment challenges. "There is a very high bar to restrict speech in the United States," Caitlin Chin-Rothmann, a fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me in an email. "The U.S. government would need to prove that a TikTok ban is narrowly tailored to advance a significant government interest, and that there are no less restrictive means of advancing that interest." The current bill frames its intention as a forced sale rather than an outright ban--a move that aims in part "to circumvent those types of legal challenges," according to Kate Ruane, the director of the Free Expression Project at the Center for Democracy and Technology, which opposes the House bill.

How a sale of TikTok would actually work is unclear. The bill gives TikTok roughly six months to find a new American owner, but landing a buyer might prove tough--and a sale may not go over well in China. Few American companies could afford to spend billions on such a purchase. And the large tech companies that could swing it might not be interested in such a massive purchase--or willing to take on the legal risk. Any acquisition from a competitor would likely face antitrust challenges. A spokesperson for TikTok said that it sees this congressional move as effectively a ban.

Young people, as you may have heard, love TikTok, and banning the app in an election year seems like an easy way to invoke their ire. (Donald Trump, after zealous efforts to take down the app while president, recently pivoted in his views, saying yesterday that young people would "go crazy" without TikTok.) But the bipartisan consensus so far in the House "inoculates members from electoral retribution" from annoyed TikTok users who can't pin the blame on one party, Sarah Kreps, a Cornell University professor and the director of its Tech Policy Institute, told me in an email. Still, the whole episode hasn't done much to assuage concerns that politicians don't understand the importance of social media and internet culture. "Some TikTok users have bemoaned that Congress still believes that TikTok is comprised of 'young people dancing videos,' rather than as a space for legitimate cultural and political expression," Robyn Caplan, an assistant professor at Duke University's Sanford School of Public Policy, told me in an email.

If the bill ends up passing, its provisions would set a clear domestic precedent: Other foreign-run platforms could be subject to similar actions. Ruane is concerned about what such a ban would mean abroad too. Already, American-owned digital platforms have been blocked in other countries, including China, and a TikTok ban could give authoritarian regimes the license to ban others for "pretextual" reasons. The potential fallout, she told me, could further limit users' access to information and freedom of expression across the world.

Because many voters are cold on China, Kreps said that backing anti-China legislation could help lawmakers politically. But banning TikTok outright, Ruane argued, would not actually solve the core issue of the Chinese government being able to access American user data through other means online. In her view, a better way to safeguard those data would be to create comprehensive consumer-privacy laws that would require apps including TikTok, as well as American companies such as Facebook, to face more restrictions on how they handle user data. That kind of comprehensive approach, although perhaps less politically punchy than the House bill, may well improve life on the internet beyond TikTok too.

Related:

	TikTok is too popular to ban. (From 2023)
 	You're looking at TikTok all wrong.




Today's News

	The Biden administration announced a new $300 million military-aid package for Ukraine.
 	During a House Judiciary Committee hearing, Special Counsel Robert Hur defended his report's recommendation to not charge President Biden for mishandling classified documents and stood by his characterization of the president's memory issues. A transcript of Hur's hours-long interview with Biden was also released.
 	Haitian Prime Minister Ariel Henry announced that he will resign after weeks of gang violence plunged the country into a state of emergency.




Evening Read


Illustration by Hokyoung Kim



Did We Fall in Love With the Wrong House?

By Emily Raboteau

I can't talk about our house in the Bronx without telling you first about the pond out front. Given how much worse flooding can be elsewhere in New York City--even just two blocks to the east along the valley of Broadway, where the sewer is always at capacity--not to mention elsewhere in the world, I'm embarrassed to gripe about my personal pond. These days, such bodies of water are everywhere. Mine is not the only pond, but merely the pond I can't avoid ...
 I ruminate over the pond. It has caused me not just embarrassment but shame. It has turned me scientific, made me into a water witch. I understand that the pond is beyond the scope of any one person, or any one agency, to handle, and that it's perilous to ignore. The pond is a dark mirror; in it, our house appears upside down, distorted. It reflects deeper problems of stewardship and governance and the position of our house in relation to both. We are privileged to own a home. Yet we live on land that will drown, that is inundated already.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What do crossword puzzles really test?
 	What to do about the junkification of the internet
 	A bloody retelling of Huckleberry Finn




Culture Break
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Read. Why does romance feel like work nowadays? These two books dissect the crisis of modern love.

Watch. Love Lies Bleeding, a new film starring Kristen Stewart, is a relentless crime thriller grounded by a winning love story.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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 Hur Misled the Country on Biden's Memory
        Adam Serwer

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.First impressions stick. After a big story hits, the initial conclusions can turn out to be wrong, or partly wrong, but the revisions are not what people remember. They remember the headlines in imposing font, the solemn tone from a presenter, the avalanche of ironic summaries on social media. Political operatives know this, and it's that indelible impression they want, one that sticks like a greasy fingerprint and that n...

      

      
        Trump Repeats Obama's Mistake
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump has long detested Barack Obama and sought to present himself as the opposite of his presidential predecessor in every way. But in his takeover of the Republican National Committee, he risks echoing one of Obama's biggest political mistakes.Last night, Trump's handpicked leadership of the RNC took charge and conducted a purge. The new regime, led by the new chair, Michael Whatley; the vice chair, Lara Trump; a...

      

      
        Are Gen Z Men and Women Really Drifting Apart?
        Rose Horowitch

        Judging by recent headlines, young men and women are more politically divided now than ever before. "A new global gender divide is emerging," the Financial Times data journalist John Burn-Murdoch wrote in a widely cited January article. Burn-Murdoch's analysis featured several eye-popping graphs that appeared to show a huge ideological rift opening up between young men and young women over the past decade. The implications--for politics, of course, but also for male-female relations and, by extens...

      

      
        The People Rooting for the End of IVF
        Elaine Godfrey

        Updated at 4:10 p.m. ET on March 11, 2024Chaos reigns in Alabama--or at least in the Alabama world of reproductive health. Three weeks ago, the state's supreme court ruled that embryos should be treated as children, thrusting the future of in vitro fertilization, and of thousands of would-be Alabama parents, into uncertainty. Last week, state lawmakers scrambled to pass a legislative fix to protect the right of prospective parents to seek IVF, but they did so without addressing the court's existen...

      

      
        Trump Finds Another Line to Cross
        John Hendrickson

        Former President Donald Trump, perhaps threatened by President Joe Biden's well-received State of the Union address, mocked his opponent's lifelong stutter at a rally in Georgia yesterday. "Wasn't it--didn't it bring us together?" Trump asked sarcastically. He kept the bit going, slipping into a Biden caricature. "'I'm gonna bring the country tuh-tuh-tuh-together,'" Trump said, straining and narrowing his mouth for comedic effect.Trump has made a new habit of this. "'He's a threat to d-d-democracy...

      

      
        Why the National Guard Won't Make the Subways Safer
        Russell Berman

        The millions of people who crowd into New York City's busiest subway stations every day have recently encountered a sight reminiscent of a frightening, bygone era: National Guard troops with long guns patrolling platforms and checking bags.After 9/11 and at moments of high alert in the years since, New York deployed soldiers in the subway to deter would-be terrorists and reassure the public that the transit system was safe from attack. The National Guard is now there for a different reason. Earli...

      

      
        Katie Britt's Strange Speech
        Elaina Plott Calabro

        You might not have known it from Katie Britt's State of the Union rebuttal last night--a performance derided by members of her own party as "bizarre" and "confusing"--but up until then, Britt had distinguished herself in the Senate with a reputation for being startlingly, well, normal.As in, she wasn't obsessed with Twitter (or X, as it's now called). She evinced more than a passing interest in policy. For her, conservatism seemed to mean things other than simply "supporting Trump."It was just five...

      

      
        Can Biden Begin a Reset Tonight?
        Ronald Brownstein

        As President Joe Biden prepares to deliver his State of the Union address tonight, his pathways to reelection are narrowing. His best remaining option, despite all of the concerns about his age, may be to persuade voters to look forward, not back.In his now-certain rematch against former President Donald Trump, Biden has three broad possibilities for framing the contest to voters. One is to present the race as a referendum on Biden's performance during his four years in office. The second is to s...

      

      
        The Fallout of Trump's Colorado Victory
        John Hendrickson

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.At about 10 a.m. on Monday, the eve of Super Tuesday, the Supreme Court released its unanimous decision that former President Donald Trump was eligible to appear on the 2024 Colorado election ballot. Shortly after this news broke, Jena Griswold, Colorado's secretary of state, posted on social media that she was "disappointed" in the Court's ruling, and that, in her view, the justices were stripping states of their authori...

      

      
        It's Not Just That Biden Is Old
        Mark Leibovich

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.We were reminded yet again this past weekend that Joe Biden might be in deep electoral trouble. Once again, hands were wrung.This latest bout of alarm was occasioned by a New York Times/Siena College poll showing that only 23 percent of Democratic-primary voters said they are enthusiastic about President Biden's candidacy. Forty-five percent said Biden should not be the party's nominee. And Donald Trump led by five points...
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How Hur Misled the Country on Biden's Memory

The saga has been something of a self-inflicted wound for Democrats.

by Adam Serwer




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.


First impressions stick. After a big story hits, the initial conclusions can turn out to be wrong, or partly wrong, but the revisions are not what people remember. They remember the headlines in imposing font, the solemn tone from a presenter, the avalanche of ironic summaries on social media. Political operatives know this, and it's that indelible impression they want, one that sticks like a greasy fingerprint and that no number of follow-ups or awkward corrections could possibly wipe away.

Five years ago, a partisan political operative with the credibility of a long career in government service misled the public about official documents in order to get Donald Trump the positive spin he wanted in the press. The play worked so well that a special counsel appointed to examine President Joe Biden's handling of classified documents, Robert Hur, ran it again.

In 2019, then-Attorney General Bill Barr--who would later resign amid Trump's attempts to suborn the Justice Department into backing his effort to seize power after losing reelection--announced that Special Counsel Robert Mueller had not found sufficient evidence to indict Trump on allegations that he had assisted in a Russian effort to sway the 2016 election and had obstructed an investigation into that effort. Mueller's investigation led to indictments of several Trump associates, but he later testified that Justice Department policy barred prosecuting a sitting president, and so indicting Trump was not an option. Barr's summary--which suggested that Trump had been absolved of any crimes--was so misleading that it drew a rebuke not only from Mueller himself but from a federal judge in a public-records lawsuit over material related to the investigation. That judge, Reggie Walton, wrote in 2020 that the discrepancies "cause the court to seriously question whether Attorney General Barr made a calculated attempt to influence public discourse about the Mueller report in favor of President Trump despite certain findings in the redacted version of the Mueller report to the contrary."

David A. Graham: The Special Counsel's devastating description of Biden

As my colleague David Graham wrote at the time, the ploy worked. Trump claimed "total exoneration," and mainstream outlets blared his innocence in towering headlines. Only later did the public learn that Mueller's report had found "no criminal conspiracy but considerable links between Donald Trump's campaign and Russia, and strongly suggested that Trump had obstructed justice."

Now this same pattern has emerged once again, only instead of working in the president's favor, it has undermined him. Hur, a former U.S. attorney in the Trump administration, was appointed by Attorney General Merrick Garland to investigate Biden for potential criminal wrongdoing after classified documents were found at his home. (Trump has been indicted on charges that he deliberately mishandled classified documents after storing such documents at his home in Florida and deliberately showing them off to visitors as "highly confidential" and "secret information.")

In Hur's own summary of his investigation, he concluded that "no criminal charges are warranted in this matter," even absent DOJ policy barring prosecution of a sitting president. But that part was not what caught the media's attention. Rather it was Hur's characterization of Biden as having memory problems, validating conservative attacks on the president as too old to do the job. The transcripts of Hur's interviews with Biden, released yesterday by House Democrats, suggest that characterization--politically convenient for Republicans and the Trump campaign--was misleading.

Sparking alarming headlines about Biden's mental faculties, Hur had written that Biden "would likely present himself to a jury, as he did during our interview of him, as a sympathetic, well-meaning, elderly man with a poor memory" and "diminished faculties in advancing age." As with Barr's, that conclusion set off a media frenzy in which many mainstream outlets strongly reinforced conservative propaganda that Biden was mentally unfit to serve, a narrative that reverberated until the president's animated delivery of the State of the Union address last week.

In press coverage following the report, Hur's phrase was frequently shortened to an "elderly man with a poor memory," turning the evaluation of a potential legal strategy into something akin to a medical diagnosis. A cacophony of mainstream-media coverage questioning Biden's age and fitness followed, while conservative politicians and media figures outright declared Biden incapacitated and demanded he be removed from office according to the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, which provides for succession in case a president is "unable to discharge his duties."

The transcripts of Hur's interviews with Biden illuminate Hur's summary as uncharitable at best. As a report in The Washington Post noted, "Biden doesn't come across as being as absent-minded as Hur has made him out to be."

Hur wrote that Biden "did not remember, even within several years, when his son Beau died." Yet the transcript shows Biden remembering the exact day, May 30, after which staffers offer the year--2015--and Biden says, "Was it 2015 he had died?" In another exchange Hur singled out as indicative of Biden's poor memory, he said Biden mischaracterized the point of view of an Obama-administration official who had opposed a surge of combat troops to the war in Afghanistan, but left out that Biden correctly stated the official's views in an exchange later that day. The transcript also shows Biden struggling with other dates while answering questions about when he obtained certain documents or in the interval between the Obama and Biden administrations, when he decided to run for president. But as The New York Times reported, "In both instances, Mr. Biden said the wrong year but appeared to recognize that he had misspoken and immediately stopped to seek clarity and orient himself."

The transcript does not completely refute Hur's description of Biden's memory, but it is entirely incompatible with the conservative refrain that Biden has "age-related dementia." Indeed, both Barr and Hur framed their conclusions with a telltale lawyerly touch that would push the media and the public toward a far broader conclusion about Trump's supposed innocence or Biden's alleged decline while allowing them to deny that they had been so explicit.

There's no question that both Biden and Trump are much older than they used to be. To watch clips of either of them from 20 years ago is to recognize a significant difference. But the transcript shows Biden exactly as he appeared in the State of the Union last week, as someone who has lost a step or two as he's aged but is fully capable of grasping the politics and policy implications demanded by the presidency. "Mr. Biden went into great detail about many matters, the transcript shows," the Times reported. "He made jokes over the two days, teasing the prosecutors. And at certain points, he corrected his interrogators when they were the ones who misspoke." During an exchange about Biden's home, Hur remarked that Biden had a "photographic understanding and recall of the house," a remark Hur acknowledged in yesterday's testimony before the House that he had left out of his original report.

People with serious cognitive decline do not simply have verbal flubs or memory lapses of the sort both campaigns are constantly highlighting on social media. They avoid asking questions they fear might betray their loss of memory; they struggle to recollect the season, the time of day, the state they are currently in. They awkwardly attempt to hide their inability to recall recently relayed information in ways that simply underline its absence. They repeat innocuous statements that they do not realize they made minutes earlier. They pretend to know people they've never met and fail to recognize people they've known for decades. The late Democratic Senator Dianne Feinstein of California, the clearest recent example of this in politics, was reported to have had incidents such as a meeting at which lawmakers had to "reintroduce themselves to Feinstein multiple times during an interaction that lasted several hours," as the San Francisco Chronicle reported in 2022.

During his testimony before the House, Hur insisted that "partisan politics had no place whatsoever in my work." He tried to have it both ways, insisting that his report was accurate while refuting the most uncharitable right-wing characterizations of Biden's memory. But as legal experts pointed out after the report was released, Hur's description of Biden's memory was not a necessary element of his duties, and it is unlikely that someone with as much experience in Washington as Hur would be so naive as to not understand how those phrases would be used politically.

Yet Hur's report is itself something of a self-inflicted wound for Democrats, a predictable result of their efforts to rebut bad-faith criticism from partisan actors by going out of their way to seem nonpartisan. The age story caught fire in the press, not only because of genuine voter concern over Biden's age but because this is the sort of superficially nonideological criticism that some reporters feel comfortable repeating in their own words, believing that it illustrates their lack of partisanship to conservative sources and audiences. Coverage of the Hillary Clinton email investigation reached saturation levels in 2016 for similar reasons.

There are more parallels between those stories. Then-President Barack Obama appointed James Comey, a Republican, to run the FBI, in an effort to illustrate his commitment to bipartisanship; Attorney General Garland's decision to appoint Hur probably had similar intentions. Comey, like Hur, declined to press charges but then broke protocol. In Comey's case, he did so by first holding a press conference in which he criticized Clinton, and later, during the final days of the presidential campaign, announcing that he was reopening the investigation into Clinton while keeping the bureau's investigation into Trump a secret. A 2017 analysis published by FiveThirtyEight makes a compelling argument that the latter decision threw a close election to Trump.

Helen Lewis: Biden's age is now unavoidable

For reasons that remain unclear to me, Democrats seem to have internalized the Republican insistence that only Republicans are capable of the fairness and objectivity necessary to investigate or enforce the law. Any lifelong Republican who fails to put partisanship above their duties is instantly and retroactively turned into a left-wing operative by the conservative media. Acting to prevent complaints of bias (as opposed to actually being fair) is ultimately futile: Comey's last-minute gift to the Trump campaign didn't prevent Trump from smearing him as a liberal stooge.

These efforts to work the refs pay off. Right-wing criticism of Obama probably influenced him to pick a grandstanding Republican to head the FBI, an agency that has never been run by a Democrat, just as it likely influenced Garland to pick a grandstanding Republican to investigate Biden. Conservative criticism of the mainstream press leads too many journalists to attempt to prove they aren't liberals, which results in wholesale amplification of right-wing propaganda to deflect criticisms that the media aren't objective; the facts become a secondary concern.

Fairness, objectivity, and due process are important values, but there is a difference between upholding them and seeking to convince everyone that that's what you're doing. Performatively pursuing the latter can easily come at the expense of the former. If you try too hard to convince people you are doing the right thing instead of just doing the right thing, you often end up doing the wrong thing.
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Trump Repeats Obama's Mistake

Political parties suffer when their focus narrows to the presidency.

by David A. Graham




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.


Donald Trump has long detested Barack Obama and sought to present himself as the opposite of his presidential predecessor in every way. But in his takeover of the Republican National Committee, he risks echoing one of Obama's biggest political mistakes.


Last night, Trump's handpicked leadership of the RNC took charge and conducted a purge. The new regime, led by the new chair, Michael Whatley; the vice chair, Lara Trump; and the chief of staff, Chris LaCivita, fired about 60 employees--about a quarter of the staff--as part of "streamlining." The "bloodbath" includes members of the communications, data, and political departments. Insiders told Politico they anticipate that existing contracts with vendors will be voided.

When the new leaders were announced last month, I suggested that the GOP was ceasing to function as a political party, and becoming another subsidiary of Trump Inc. But there is another way to view it. For years now, the RNC has struggled. Republicans might have lost the 2016 presidential election if not for the emergence of Trump, who shook up the party's longtime platform and forged a new coalition, turning out voters no other recent candidate had. Since then, however, Republicans have continued to lag, even with Trump juicing turnout. Republicans got slammed in the 2018 midterms, lost the 2020 presidential race, and missed expectations in 2022. Special elections have been a Democratic playground. The RNC is entering the 2024 election with a third of the Democratic National Committee's reserves.

From this perspective, it's about time that Trump took charge and cleared out the deadwood. Allies such as Charlie Kirk and Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene were jubilant at the overhaul. Although Trump's appointments of his daughter-in-law and a top campaign aide are unusual, nominees typically take over the campaign apparatus ahead of a presidential election, the better to align aims.

David A. Graham: Republicans are no longer a political party

Truth be told, Trump can't really distance himself from the recent mismanagement. The deposed chair, Ronna McDaniel, was Trump's pick in 2017, and his main complaint about her is that she was insufficiently compliant. If Trump just wants more of the same, that's bad news for the party. Trump critics within the GOP also fear that he intends to use the party coffers as a personal defense fund, underwriting his substantial legal bills. Last week, the committee pointedly rejected a proposal by an old-line member to prevent that.

Let's take the best-case scenario for Republicans, though. In the past, the RNC seemed like the professionals compared with the chaotic, amateurish Trump campaigns of 2016 and 2020. (There's a reason Trump resorted to appointing RNC Chair Reince Priebus as his first White House chief of staff, despite Priebus representing the establishment Trump hated.) This year, however, the Trump campaign has seemed organized and disciplined, and LaCivita is reportedly a big part of that. National committees tend to be bloated and old-fashioned. A more focused, streamlined operation could fix what ails the GOP.

The problem is that Trump sees his own success and the success of the Republican Party as bound up together. But some things that are good for Trump are not good for the Republican Party over the long run. This is where Obama offers a cautionary tale.

When he won the Democratic presidential nomination in 2008, Obama was an insurgent; the DNC had long been dominated by allies of Hillary Clinton, whom he defeated in the primary. He wasn't as deeply embedded in the old way of doing things. Obama viewed the Democratic Party as essentially a national organization, with the goal of supporting his political goals and his reelection. Upon winning the presidency, he moved key DNC functions to Chicago, his hometown and political base, despite the protests of party insiders who worried that downballot efforts would be overshadowed by Obama's reelection campaign. He also created a group outside the DNC, Organizing for America, to support his political movement.

The result was a badly weakened DNC. The national focus led to a neglect of other elections. After Senator Ted Kennedy died, Democrats managed to lose a 2010 special election for his seat in Massachusetts, of all places--a failure that some Democrats blamed on the national party. The loss delayed the passage of the Affordable Care Act and required congressional Democrats to water it down to pass it.

The Bay State special was a harbinger. As Matt Yglesias calculated in 2017, the Obama years saw Democrats lose 11 Senate seats, 62 House seats, and 12 governorships. The damage was especially bad at the state level. Democrats lost nearly 1,000 seats in state legislatures, the worst loss since Herbert Hoover dragged down the GOP. Republicans captured 29 separate chambers and gained 10 new trifectas--control of both chambers of the legislature and the governor's mansion. All of this happened at the same time that Democratic presidential candidates won the national popular vote in the 2008, 2012, and 2016 presidential elections (as they would again in 2020).

Read: What happens to the Democratic Party after Obama?

Democrats, including Obama, suffered for their missteps. As the Obamacare experience shows, it's harder to push a policy agenda when you lose elections. Losing control of the Senate makes it difficult to confirm judges, especially to crucial spots such as the Supreme Court--just ask Justice Merrick Garland. And implementing policy is challenging if governors and state Houses are working against you.

An excessive focus on presidential races is also the danger of Trump's RNC takeover. He and his aides have announced that, like Obama, they see the party committee as basically an instrument for the presidential election. "Our mission is straightforward: maximize the Republican Party's resources to get President Trump elected," LaCivita told The New York Times last month. Echoing Obama's Chicago move, the RNC is reportedly already moving most of its operations to Palm Beach, Florida, near Trump's Mar-a-Lago headquarters. All of this makes sense. Trump is a narcissist who can't and won't separate his self-interest from the party's or the nation's.

Slashing the national footprint of the RNC may weaken the party at lower levels. Several state parties are already a mess. The chair of the Florida GOP was recently ousted amid a sex scandal. Michigan's GOP chair, a fervent Trump backer, was also deposed after a tumultuous stint, and the state party is reportedly broke. The Arizona GOP also recently lost its chair and has been racked by feuds. But more MAGA is unlikely to be the solution to these problems, because infighting and obsession with Trump's election denial have been at the center of several blowups. The most effective wing of the GOP apparatus right now, the National Republican Senatorial Committee, has succeeded by managing to create some insulation from Trump, allowing it to select strong candidates. In 2020, Republican congressional candidates mostly ran ahead of Trump.

And even if Trump's theory of the RNC works out in 2024, what happens next? Trump will not always be the president or the nominee. Someday, Republicans will need to choose a new leader, and they may be left with only a shell of a party committee, gutted and stretched to be part of Trump's personal election apparatus. It's a hard and long road to rebuilding from there. Just ask a Democrat.
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Are Gen Z Men and Women Really Drifting Apart?

The much-theorized political rift has yet to show up in actual voting behavior.

by Rose Horowitch




Judging by recent headlines, young men and women are more politically divided now than ever before. "A new global gender divide is emerging," the Financial Times data journalist John Burn-Murdoch wrote in a widely cited January article. Burn-Murdoch's analysis featured several eye-popping graphs that appeared to show a huge ideological rift opening up between young men and young women over the past decade. The implications--for politics, of course, but also for male-female relations and, by extension, the future of the species--were alarming. A New York Times opinion podcast convened to discuss, according to the episode title, "The Gender Split and the 'Looming Apocalypse of the Developed World.'" The Washington Post editorial board warned, "If attitudes don't shift, a political dating mismatch will threaten marriage."

But nearly as quickly as the theory gained attention, it has come under scrutiny. "For every survey question where you can find a unique gender gap among the youngest age cohort, you can find many other questions where you don't find that gap," John Sides, a political-science professor at Vanderbilt University, told me. "Where we started with this whole conversation was that there's this big thing happening; it's happening worldwide. Then you just pick at it for a few minutes, and it becomes this really complex story." Skeptics point out that, at least as far as the United States goes, the claims about a new gender divide rest on selective readings of inconclusive evidence. Although several studies show young men and women splitting apart, at least as many suggest that the gender gap is stable. And at the ballot box, the evidence of a growing divide is hard to find. The Gen Z war of the sexes, in other words, is probably not apocalyptic. It may not even exist at all.

The gender gap in voting--women to the left, men to the right--has been a fixture of American politics since at least the 1980 presidential election, when, according to exit polls, Ronald Reagan won 55 percent of male voters but only 47 of women.

Some evidence suggests that the divide has recently widened. In 2023, according to Gallup data, 18-to-29-year-old women were 15 percentage points more likely than men in the same age group to identify as liberal, compared with only seven points a decade ago. Young men's ideology has remained more stable, but some surveys suggest that young white men in particular have been drifting rightward. The Harvard Youth Poll, for example, found that 33 percent of white men aged 18 to 24 identified as Republican in 2016, compared with 41 percent in 2023. This trend has begun appearing in new-voter-registration data as well, according to Tom Bonier, a Democratic political strategist. "Believe me, as a partisan Democrat, I would prefer that it's not the case--but it appears to be true," he told me. "We're still generally arguing about if it's happening, which to me is silly. The conversation hasn't moved to why."

Ronald Brownstein: Is Gen Z coming for the GOP?

Why indeed? Several factors present themselves for consideration. One is social-media-induced gender polarization. (Think misogynistic "manosphere" influencers and women who talk about how "all men are trash.") Another, as always, is Donald Trump. Twenty-something-year-old women seemed repelled by Trump's ascendance in 2016, John Della Volpe, who heads the Harvard Youth Poll, told me. They were much more likely to vote for Hillary Clinton. Then there's the #MeToo movement, which emerged in 2017, soon after Trump took office. Daniel Cox, a senior fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, a free-market-conservative think tank, argues that it durably shaped young women's political consciousness. A 2022 poll found that nearly three-quarters of women under 30 say they support #MeToo, the highest of any age group. The Supreme Court's decision to overturn Roe v. Wade also seems to have been a turning point. Going into the 2022 midterm election, 61 percent of young women said abortion was a "critical" concern, according to a survey conducted by AEI. "Young women increasingly believe that what happens to any woman in the United States impacts their lives and experiences as well," Cox told me. "That became really salient after Roe was overturned." Gen Z women are more likely than Generation X or Baby Boomer women--though slightly less likely than Millennial women--to say that they have been discriminated against because of their gender at some point in their life.

Not so fast, say young men. Gen Z men are also more likely than older generations to say that they've been discriminated against based on gender. "There's this kind of weird ping-pong going on between Gen Z men and women about who's really struggling, who's really the victim," Richard Reeves, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, told me. Reeves, who founded the American Institute for Boys and Men, argues that although men still dominate the highest levels of society in the U.S., those on the lower rungs are doing worse than ever. They are far less likely than women to go to college or find a good job, and far more likely to end up in prison or dead. These young men feel--rightly, in Reeves's view--that mainstream institutions and the Democratic Party haven't addressed their problems. And, in the aftermath of #MeToo, some seem to believe that society has turned against men. Survey data indicate that Gen Z men are much less likely to identify as feminists than Millennial men are, and about as likely as middle-aged men. "I really do worry that we're trending toward a bit of a women's party and a men's party in politics," Reeves told me.

But if young men and women really were drifting apart politically, you would expect to see evidence on Election Day. And here's where the theory starts showing cracks. The Cooperative Election Study, a national survey administered by YouGov, found that nearly 68 percent of 18-to-29-year-old men voted for Joe Biden in the 2020 presidential election, compared with about 70 percent of women in that age group--the same percentage gap as in 2008. (The split was larger--nearly seven points--in 2016, when Trump's personal behavior toward women was especially salient.) Catalist, a progressive firm that models election results based on voter-file data, found that the gender divide was roughly the same for all age groups in recent elections. In the 2022 midterms, according to Pew's analysis of validated voters, considered the gold standard of postelection polling, the youngest voters had the smallest gender divide, and overwhelmingly supported Democrats.

Richard V. Reeves: Redshirt the boys

Many of the polls that show a widening gender divide ask about ideology. But research shows that many people don't have a clear idea of what the labels mean. Gallup, whose data partly inspired the gender-gap frenzy, notes that only about half of Democrats identify as liberal. Ten percent describe themselves as conservative, and the remainder say their views are moderate. The ideological lines are only slightly less scrambled among self-identified Republicans. "Everything here hinges on what characteristics or questions we are trying to measure," Sides told me. "When you ask people if they identify as liberal or as a feminist, you learn whether people believe that label describes them. But you didn't ask how they define that label." People might dislike the term liberal but still support, say, abortion access and high government spending. Indeed, 2020 polling data from Nationscape, which assesses people's positions on individual issues, indicated that young men and women are no more divided than older generations. In every age group, for example, women are more in favor of banning assault rifles and providing universal health care than men are, by a comparable margin.

Or perhaps the unique Gen Z gender divide just hasn't shown up electorally yet. Most 2024 election polling doesn't break down different age groups by gender--and even if it did, trying to draw firm conclusions would be foolish. Twenty-somethings are just hard to study. Young people are less engaged in politics, with high rates of independent and unaffiliated voters. Their worldviews are still malleable. Many of them are reluctant to answer questions, especially over the phone. Under those circumstances, even high-quality polls show wildly, even implausibly divergent possibilities for the youth vote. A recent USA Today/Suffolk University poll found that, in a hypothetical 2024 rematch, Trump beat out Biden among registered voters under 35--an almost-unheard-of shift within four years. In October, a New York Times/Siena poll suggested that the youngest generation is equally split between Trump and Biden, whereas last month's Times survey showed Biden winning young voters by double digits even as he lost ground overall. 

Whatever is going on inside all of those young minds, the old people studying them have yet to figure it out. The biggest chasm, as always, may be not between young men and young women, but between young people and everyone else.
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The People Rooting for the End of IVF

An Alabama court ruling that recognized an embryo as a child has put the popular fertility treatment into the center of a national ethics debate.

by Elaine Godfrey




Updated at 4:10 p.m. ET on March 11, 2024

Chaos reigns in Alabama--or at least in the Alabama world of reproductive health. Three weeks ago, the state's supreme court ruled that embryos should be treated as children, thrusting the future of in vitro fertilization, and of thousands of would-be Alabama parents, into uncertainty. Last week, state lawmakers scrambled to pass a legislative fix to protect the right of prospective parents to seek IVF, but they did so without addressing the court's existential questions about personhood.

Meanwhile, those in the wider anti-abortion movement who oppose IVF are feeling hopeful. Whatever the outcome in Alabama, the situation has yanked the issue "into the public consciousness" nationwide, Aaron Kheriaty, a fellow at the conservative Ethics and Public Policy Center, told me. He and his allies object to IVF for the same reason that they object to abortion: Both procedures result, they believe, in the destruction of innocent life. And in an America without federal abortion protections, in which states will continue to redefine and recategorize what qualifies as life, more citizens will soon encounter what Kheriaty considers the moral hazards of IVF.

In his ideal world, the anti-abortion movement would make ending IVF its new goal--the next frontier in a post-Roe society. The problem, of course, is that crossing that frontier will be bumpy, to say the least. IVF is extremely popular, and banning it is not--something President Joe Biden made a point of highlighting in his State of the Union speech last week. (A full 86 percent of Americans support keeping it legal, according to the latest polling.) "Even a lot of pro-lifers don't want to touch this issue," Kheriaty acknowledged. "It's almost easier to talk about abortion." But he and his allies see the Alabama ruling as a chance to start a national conversation about the morality of IVF--even if, at first, Americans don't want to listen.

Read: The anti-abortion movement's attack on unwanted pregnancies

After all, their movement has already won another unpopular, decades-long fight: With patience and dedication, pro-life activists succeeded in transforming abortion rights from a niche issue in religious circles to a mainstream cause--eventually making opposition to Roe a litmus test for Republican candidates. Perhaps, the thinking goes, pro-lifers could achieve the same with IVF.

The typical IVF procedure goes like this: A doctor retrieves a number of eggs from a woman's ovaries--maybe eight to 10--and fertilizes them with sperm in laboratory conditions. The fertilized eggs will grow in the lab for a few days, before one or more embryos will be selected for transfer to the woman's uterus. A patient using IVF to get pregnant will likely have several embryos left over, and it's up to the patient whether those extras are discarded, frozen for future use, or donated, either to research or to another couple. 

In the Alabama case, three couples were storing frozen embryos at an IVF clinic, where they were mistakenly destroyed. When the couples sued the clinic in a civil trial for the wrongful death of a child, the state supreme court ruled that they were entitled to damages, declaring in a novel interpretation of Alabama law that embryos qualify as children. The public's response to the ruling can perhaps best be described as panicked. Two of the state's major in-vitro-fertilization clinics immediately paused operations, citing uncertain legal liability, which disrupted many couples' medical treatments and forced some out of state for care. Lawmakers across the country raced to clarify their position.

But the ruling shouldn't have come as such a shock, at least to the pro-life community. After all, "it's a very morally consistent outcome" with what anti-abortion advocates have long argued--that life begins at conception--Andrew T. Walker, an ethics and public-theology professor at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, told me: "It's the culmination of other pro-life arguments about human dignity, brought to the IVF domain."

Read: The significance of Michelle Obama's fertility story

The central criticism of IVF from Walker and others who share his opinion concerns the destruction of extra embryos, which they view as fully human. For some people, a degree of cognitive dissociation is required to look at a tiny embryo and see a human baby, which is a point that IVF defenders commonly make. ("I would invite them to try to change the diaper of an in vitro-fertilized egg," Sean Tipton, the chief advocacy and policy officer at the American Society for Reproductive Medicine, told me. More soberly, Kate Devine, the medical director of US Fertility, a network of reproduction-focused practices, told me that referring to an embryo as a baby "is unjust and inaccurate and threatens to withhold highly efficacious family-building treatments from people affected by the disease of infertility.")

To IVF critics, however, an embryo is just a very young person. "The only real difference between those frozen embryos and me sitting here having this conversation with you is time," Katy Faust, the president of the anti-abortion nonprofit Them Before Us, told me. "If you believe that children have a right to life, and that life begins at conception, then 'Big Fertility' as an industry is responsible for more child deaths than the abortion industry." Faust's organization argues from a "children's rights" perspective, meaning it also believes that IVF is wrong, in part, because it allows single women and homosexual couples to have babies, which deprives children of having both a mother and a father.

This leads to the other major criticism of IVF: that the process itself is so unnatural that it devalues sex and treats children as a commodity. The argument to which many religious Americans subscribe is that having children is a "cooperative act among husband, wife, and God himself," John M. Haas, a former president of the National Catholic Bioethics Center, has written. "Children, in the final analysis, should be begotten not made." The secular version of that opinion is that IVF poses all kinds of thorny bioethical quandaries, including questions about the implications of preimplantation genetic testing and the selection for sex and other traits. When a doctor takes babies "out of the normal process of conception, lines them up in a row, and picks which is the best baby, that brings a eugenicist mindset into it that's really destructive," Leah Sargeant, a Catholic writer, told me. "There are big moral complications and red flags that aren't being treated as such."

She and the others believe that now is the time to stop ignoring those red flags. The Alabama Supreme Court has offered a chance to teach people about IVF--and the implications they may not yet be aware of. Some couples who've undergone IVF don't even consider the consequences "until they themselves have seven [extra] frozen embryos," Faust said, "and now they go, 'Oh, shit, what do we do?'" The more Americans learn about IVF, the less they'll use it, opponents argue, just as Americans have broadly moved away from international adoption for ethical reasons. Walker would advise faith leaders to counsel couples against the process. "As I've talked with people, they've come around," he said.

The IVF opponents I interviewed all made clear that they sympathize with couples struggling with infertility. But they also believe that not all couples will be able to have biological children. "Not every way of pursuing children turns out to be a good way," Sargeant said; people will have to accept that "you don't have total control over whether you get one."

Read: The pro-life movement's not-so-secret plan for Trump

None of these arguments is going to be an applause line for anti-IVF campaigners in most parts of the country. "I know that my view is deeply unpopular," Walker told me, with a laugh. The Alabama ruling left Republicans in disarray: Even some hard-line social conservatives in Congress, including House Speaker Mike Johnson, have tried to distance themselves from it, arguing that they oppose abortion but support IVF from a natalist position. Democrats, meanwhile, are already using the issue as a wedge: If, in the lead-up to the 2024 election, they can connect Republicans' support for Dobbs to the possible end of IVF, they'll have an even easier job painting the GOP as extreme on reproductive health and out of touch with the average American voter.

Even so, the anti-IVF people I interviewed say, at least Americans would be talking about it. Talking, they believe, is the beginning of persuasion. And they're prepared to be patient.

Earlier this week, Kheriaty texted me with what he seems to take as evidence that his movement is already making progress. He sent a comment he'd gotten from a reader in response to his latest column about the perils of IVF. "This troubling dilemma wasn't on top of mind when we embarked on our IVF path," the reader had written. The clinic had explained what would happen to their unused embryos, the woman said, but she hadn't realized the issue "would loom" so heavily over her afterward.



This article originally identified John M. Haas as the president of the National Catholic Bioethics Center; in fact, he is a former president of the center.
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Trump Finds Another Line to Cross

The former president used to exercise a modicum of restraint around Joe Biden's stutter. No longer.

by John Hendrickson




Former President Donald Trump, perhaps threatened by President Joe Biden's well-received State of the Union address, mocked his opponent's lifelong stutter at a rally in Georgia yesterday. "Wasn't it--didn't it bring us together?" Trump asked sarcastically. He kept the bit going, slipping into a Biden caricature. "'I'm gonna bring the country tuh-tuh-tuh-together,'" Trump said, straining and narrowing his mouth for comedic effect.

Trump has made a new habit of this. "'He's a threat to d-d-democracy,'" Trump said in his vaudeville Biden character at a January rally in Iowa. That jibe was also a response to a big Biden speech--one tied to the anniversary of the January 6 insurrection. (Guess who the he was in that sentence.)

More than Trump's ugly taunt, one thing stands out to me about these moments: the sound of Trump's supporters laughing right along with him. This is a building block of Trumpism. The man at the top gives his followers permission to be the worst version of themselves.

I was on my way to meet friends last night when someone texted me a link to Trump's latest fake-stuttering clip. I am a lifelong stutterer, and as I rode the subway, holding my phone up to my ear, out came that old familiar mockery--like Adam Sandler in Billy Madison saying, "Tuh-tuh-tuh-today, junior!" Only this time the taunt was coming from a 77-year-old man.

Read: What Joe Biden can't bring himself to say

Stuttering is one of many disabilities to have entered Trump's crosshairs. In 2015, he infamously made fun of a New York Times reporter's disabled upper-body movements. Three years later, as president, when planning a White House event for military veterans, he asked his staff not to include amputees wounded in combat, saying, "Nobody wants to see that." Stuttering is a neurological disorder that affects roughly 3 million Americans. Biden has stuttered since childhood. He has worked to manage his disfluent speech for decades, but, contrary to the story he tells about his life, he has never fully "beat" it.

As I noted in 2019 when I first wrote about Biden's relationship to his stutter, living with this disorder is by no means a quest for pity. And having a stutter is not a get-out-of-jail-free card for any verbal flub. Sometimes, when Biden mixes up a name, date, or fact, he is doing just that: making a mistake, and his stutter is not the reason. I am among those who believe the balance of Biden's stuttering to non-stuttering-related verbal issues has shifted since I interviewed him five years ago.

And yet, Biden can still come off confident, conversational, and lucid. Although he's not a naturally gifted orator like Barack Obama or Bill Clinton, he can still be an effective public speaker--someone who, as my colleague Jennifer Senior noted, understands "the connect." Notably, he can find a way to do all of the above while still periodically stuttering, as he proved during his State of the Union speech. Depending on the day, his voice might be booming or it might be shaky. He may go long stretches of time without interruption, or visibly and audibly repeat certain sounds in a classic stutter formation. Such moments are outside of Biden's control, as they are for any stutterer, which makes them an appealing pressure point for Trump, the bully.

For a time, Trump exercised a modicum of restraint around this topic. As I once wrote, Trump was probably wise enough to realize that, to paraphrase Michael Jordan, Republicans stutter too. (Including Trump's friend Herschel Walker, who has his place on the Stuttering Foundation's website, along with Biden.) During the 2020 election, Trump wouldn't go right for the jugular with the S-word. Instead, at his final campaign events, he would play a sizzle reel of Biden's vocal stumbles, looking up at the screen and laughing at Biden along with the crowd. Back then, Trump left most of the direct stuttering vitriol to his allies and family. "Joe, can you get it out? Let's get the words out, Joe," his daughter-in-law, Lara Trump, said at a Women for Trump event. She's now RNC co-chair.

David A. Graham: Republicans are no longer a political party

Watching this new clip brought me back to my conversation with Biden five years ago. At the time, I asked him whether he thought Trump would one day nickname him "St-St-St-Stuttering Joe." If Trump were to go there, Biden told me, "it'll just expose him for what he is."

Trump has now definitively gone there. What has that exposed? Only what we already knew: Trump may be among the most famous and powerful people in modern history, but he remains a small-minded bully. He mocks Biden's disability because he believes the voters will reward him for it--that there is more to be gained than lost by dehumanizing his rival and the millions of other Americans who stutter, or who go through life managing other disorders and disabilities. I would like to believe that more people are repulsed than entertained, and that Trump has made a grave miscalculation. We have eight more months of this until we find out.
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Why the National Guard Won't Make the Subways Safer

Former police commissioner William Bratton calls the New York governor's recent reforms "the equivalent of putting a Band-Aid on a hemorrhage."

by Russell Berman




The millions of people who crowd into New York City's busiest subway stations every day have recently encountered a sight reminiscent of a frightening, bygone era: National Guard troops with long guns patrolling platforms and checking bags.

After 9/11 and at moments of high alert in the years since, New York deployed soldiers in the subway to deter would-be terrorists and reassure the public that the transit system was safe from attack. The National Guard is now there for a different reason. Earlier this week, Governor Kathy Hochul sent 1,000 state police officers and National Guard troops into the city's underground labyrinth not to scour for bombs but to combat far more ordinary crime--a recent spate of assaults, thefts, and stabbings, including against transit workers.

The order, which Hochul issued independently of the city's mayor, Eric Adams, prompted immediate criticism. Progressives accused her of militarizing the subways and validating Republican exaggerations about a spike in crime, potentially making people even more fearful of using public transit. Law-enforcement advocates, a group that typically supports a robust show of force, didn't like the idea either.

"I would describe it as the equivalent of putting a Band-Aid on a hemorrhage," William Bratton, who led the police departments of New York, Boston, and Los Angeles, told me. "It will actually do nothing to stop the flow of blood, because it's not going to the source of where the blood is coming from."

David A. Graham: The subway-crime death spiral

Bratton's success in reducing subway crime as the chief of New York City's transit police in the early 1990s led then-Mayor Rudy Giuliani to appoint him as NYPD commissioner. He returned to the post under a much different mayor, Democrat Bill de Blasio, nearly two decades later. During a 40-minute phone interview yesterday, Bratton acknowledged that many New Yorkers perceive subway crime to be more pervasive than it really is; rates of violent crime in New York City (and many other urban centers) have come down since the early months of pandemic and are much lower than they were in 1990, when he took over the transit police.

Bratton is most famous--and, in the minds of many, notorious--as a practitioner of the "broken windows" theory of policing, which calls for aggressive enforcement of minor crime as a precondition for tackling more serious offenses. The idea has been widely criticized for being racially discriminatory and contributing to mass incarceration. But Bratton remains a strong proponent.

He blamed the fact that crime remains unacceptably high for many people--and for politicians in an election year--on a culture of leniency brought on by well-intentioned criminal-justice reformers. Changes to the bail system that were enacted in 2019--some of which have been scaled back--have made it harder to keep convicted criminals off the streets, Bratton said, while city leaders are more reluctant to forcibly remove homeless people who resist intervention due to mental illness. Bratton said that police officers are less likely to arrest people for fare evasion, which leads to more serious infractions. "We are not punishing people for inappropriate behavior," Bratton said.

The subways need more police officers, Bratton said, and Adams had already announced a deployment of an additional 1,000 last month. But an influx of National Guard troops won't be as effective, he argued. They can't arrest people, and the items they are looking for in bags--explosive devices and guns, mainly--aren't the source of most subway crime. The highest-profile incidents have involved small knives or assailants who pushed people onto the subway tracks. "What are the bag checks actually going to accomplish?" he asked. "The deterrence really is not there."

Our conversation has been lightly edited for length and clarity.



Russell Berman: What did you think of the governor's decision to send the National Guard and the state police into the subways?

William Bratton: I would describe it basically as a public-relations initiative that is the equivalent of putting a Band-Aid on a hemorrhage. It will actually do nothing to stop the flow of blood, because it's not going to the source of where the blood is coming from.

The problem with crime in the subways, as with crime in the streets, is the idea that we are not punishing people for inappropriate behavior, whether it's as simple as a fare evasion or something more significant--assaults and robberies and, in some instances, murders.

The presence of the National Guard in the subway system is not needed, not necessary; nor are, for that matter, state troopers. The NYPD and the MTA are fully capable of policing the subways and the train systems.

Berman: This is going to remind people of what New York was like in the months and years after 9/11, when you routinely saw National Guard troops doing bag checks in busy stations. Was it more effective to do that then, because people were worried about what was in those bags? Now they are more worried about other things.

Bratton: That was appropriate then. People understood that what the National Guard was looking for in that era were bombs. So the bag checks made sense. It wasn't so much the level of crime in the subways. What they were fearful of was terrorists, so the use of the National Guard for that purpose was appropriate at that time.

What is the problem in terms of crime in the subway? It is the actions of the mentally ill, who have been involved in assaults and shoving people onto the tracks. It is the actions of a relatively small number of repeat criminals. And what are the bag checks actually going to accomplish? If you are carrying a gun, if you're carrying a knife, you walk downstairs and see a bag check, you're going to walk back up the stairs and down the block and go in another entrance and go right on through. So the deterrence is really not there.

William Bratton: Police reform needs to come from within

Berman: Did those bag checks back then after 9/11 ever find anything significant, or was it mostly for making people feel like someone was watching?

Bratton: I'm not aware that anything was ever detected. Might something have been deterred? Possibly somebody who was coming into the subway with a device and decides, Well, I'm not going to do it after all. But I can't say with any certainty or knowledge.

Berman: Governor Hochul is also proposing a bill that would allow judges to ban anyone from the public-transit system who has been convicted of assault within the system. What do you make of that?

Bratton: It would be difficult to enforce. They'd be banned from the system, but if they're on the system behaving themselves, who's going to know?

Berman: Earlier you mentioned that law enforcement should be punishing fare evasion more than they do. When people hear that, they might think of the "broken windows" theory of policing. These people aren't necessarily violent; they're just jumping the gate. Is your argument that you're trying to address higher-level crime by prosecuting lower-level crime?

Bratton: "Broken windows" is correcting the behavior when it's at a minor stage before it becomes more serious. Somebody who's not paying their fare might be coming into the subway system with some type of weapon. Oftentimes they're coming into the system to commit a crime--or, if they encounter a situation in the subway, out comes a box cutter, out comes the knife, out comes the gun. The situation escalates.
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Katie Britt's Strange Speech

Before last night, the Alabama senator had distinguished herself with a reputation for being, well, normal.

by Elaina Plott Calabro




You might not have known it from Katie Britt's State of the Union rebuttal last night--a performance derided by members of her own party as "bizarre" and "confusing"--but up until then, Britt had distinguished herself in the Senate with a reputation for being startlingly, well, normal.

As in, she wasn't obsessed with Twitter (or X, as it's now called). She evinced more than a passing interest in policy. For her, conservatism seemed to mean things other than simply "supporting Trump."

It was just five days ago that Newt Gingrich was imagining the possibilities for Britt's future, framing the freshman senator from Alabama's coming rebuttal to President Joe Biden's State of the Union address as her "big audition." "It will be interesting to see if Britt rises to the occasion," the former House speaker had mused to a New York talk-radio host. "If she does, it will be a major step up in her potentially being Trump's vice-presidential candidate."

When I called Gingrich this morning and asked if Britt had, in fact, risen to the occasion last night, he sounded flustered. "Ah, well, um, I don't have any comment right now, thank you." He hung up.

Gingrich is far from the only Republican skirting on-the-record conversations today about Britt's performance. The Alabamian's 17-minute address, delivered from her own kitchen, surprised many in the party for its tonal confusion and the dramatic affectations that often distracted from the message itself--a party-line discourse on illegal immigration and the imperiled future of American families. The speech has been mocked widely on social media and cable news, including by various right-wing commentators. But lawmakers and other prominent Republicans--those who had cast the event as Britt's potential star turn--have mostly stayed quiet.

David A. Graham: The most unusual State of the Union in living memory

Why did the GOP assign such stakes to a speech from someone who, before last night, most Americans had never heard of?

Pressure is of course inherent to any State of the Union rebuttal; parties have long used the event to sell Americans on a vision for the future of their institution, the kind of leadership voters can expect if they just stick it out (promise!). Yet the hopeful anticipation attending Britt's appearance was unusual, and not only because her party is desperate to showcase that young, college-educated mothers still exist within their ranks: Britt, married with two children, was just 40 when she was sworn in as Alabama's junior senator last year, the youngest Republican woman ever elected to the upper chamber.

Britt's real distinction, however, has been her ability to move with startling ease among the various factions of her party, maintaining good standing among the chamber-of-commerce types responsible for her political rise while steadily earning the trust of her more overtly MAGA colleagues and voters back home. In a moment when the GOP base diligently screens elected leaders for even a phantasm of apostasy, Britt's 66 percent approval rating in Alabama suggests that not even her cross-aisle friendships--she's been vocally supportive of Democrat and fellow freshman Senator John Fetterman, who early in his tenure sought inpatient treatment for clinical depression--have compromised perceptions of her purity. (Her approval rating is three points higher than that of Tommy Tuberville, Alabama's other senator, whose politics, from his 2020 campaign on, have been anchored in little more than outspoken devotion to former President Donald Trump.)

Call it the Richard Shelby example. Shelby, the longtime Alabama senator who retired in 2023 after 44 years in Congress, first met Britt in 2004; he hired her as a press aide on the recommendation of his wife, who had taught Britt at the University of Alabama. Twelve years later--during which time Britt graduated from her alma mater's law school and practiced in Birmingham--Shelby named her chief of staff. From 2016 to 2018, Britt observed up close her party's shifting dynamics in the Trump era and the skill with which her boss navigated them; rather than rushing to Fox News to discuss the president's latest tweet, he quietly wielded the power he'd patiently amassed atop some of the most powerful committees in Congress. When running to succeed Shelby, Britt assured his legions of deep-pocketed supporters that she would take her former boss's lessons to heart. Translation: She would leave the sound bites to the Auburn football coach.

Norm Ornstein: The Senate's deep and dirty secret

But as she campaigned, she also showcased her ability to win over the most ardent of Trump fans--including Trump himself. Though Trump had endorsed her chief primary opponent, Mo Brooks, the ultra-right-wing congressman from northern Alabama, early in the race, Britt lobbied for the former president's backing as soon as his relationship with Brooks showed signs of fraying. Trump soon announced his support for Britt; in the space of a year, he had gone from calling her an unqualified "assistant" to a "RINO Senator" to praising her as a "fearless America First warrior."

In her short time in the Senate, Britt has followed, more or less, Shelby's head-down approach, securing a coveted spot on the Appropriations Committee and impressing her party's leadership with unusual initiative in fundraising for her senior colleagues. "If she aspires to rise through elected leadership, I see a pretty clear path forward," Senator John Cornyn of Texas told Politico's Jonathan Martin last year.

Less than a year into her tenure, Britt set out to promote the release of a memoir, God Calls Us to Do Hard Things: Lessons From the Alabama Wiregrass. Asked by a CBS host about her interest in joining the Trump ticket, Britt laughed off the question. Since then, Britt's name has landed on any number of VP longlists drawn up by major media outlets. (Trump, for his part, has never suggested the Alabama lawmaker as a possible candidate.)

For prominent Republicans, Thursday was the night to introduce the woman lauded in the halls of Congress to the rest of America. If the responses (and non-responses) have been any indication, it wasn't the unveiling they'd hoped for. Addressing the camera from her own kitchen table in Montgomery, Britt seemed to ricochet from one practiced emotion to another as she conjured an apocalyptic portrait of America under the "dithering and diminished" Biden. She focused much of her speech on illegal immigration, sharing in detail her encounter with a young girl sex-trafficked by a cartel, and referencing the Venezuelan migrant charged in the recent killing of the Georgia nursing student Laken Riley.

"Right now," Britt said, "the American dream has turned into a nightmare."

At times her facial expressions seemed incongruous--a strained smile as she shared her fear for "the future of children in every corner of our nation"; a flicker of aw-shucks pity at some mentions of Biden, seemingly at odds with the studied malevolence she would go on to attribute to him. At other points, she paired an intense gaze with a whispered voice, including in a direct appeal to American parents "and, in particular, to my fellow moms": "We see you, we hear you, and we stand with you."

Jennifer Senior: Joe Biden's happy place

Her own Senate colleague's clumsy assessment of the speech seemed to reinforce precisely the stereotype of the GOP that Katie Britt, in being tapped to deliver the party's response to Biden, was theoretically meant to counteract. "She was picked as a housewife, not just a senator, somebody who sees it from a different perspective," Tuberville told reporters today. (Britt's office did not respond to an interview request, but in a statement to Business Insider, her spokesperson said: "Joe Biden angrily screamed for an hour and was roundly praised for a 'fiery' speech. Katie Britt passionately made the case on the need for a new direction and is being criticized by the liberal media. Color me surprised.")

When I reached Shelby by phone this morning, he told me he had stayed up to watch his former chief. How had she done? "Well, I think this: You know, she's young, she's dynamic. You never know where you'll go, but she's on a fast track, and ..." His voice briefly trailed off. "I thought she did well last night. You've gotta remember, that's a lot of pressure; that is a lot of pressure to follow a State of the Union."

He went on: "She touched on some bases; of course, she's expected to do some things, and I thought she came [off] pretty--pretty well. I couldn't have done it, you know?"

Shelby brought up the chatter about Britt as a contender for Trump's running mate. I asked what advice he would give her if Trump invited her onto the ticket. "Well, she doesn't need any advice--she can make her own decision," he said. "But, you know, to run on a national ticket--not many people ever turn that down."

For all the various takes on Britt's performance last night, and what it might mean for her political future, she seems to have done well by the person who arguably has the most power over it, at least in this moment.

"Katie Britt was a GREAT contrast to an Angry, and obviously very Disturbed, 'President,'" Trump wrote on Truth Social last night. "She was compassionate and caring, especially concerning Women and Women's Issues. Her conversation on Migrant Crime was powerful and insightful. Great job Katie!"
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Can Biden Begin a Reset Tonight?

Letting go of the past may be the key to his future.

by Ronald Brownstein




As President Joe Biden prepares to deliver his State of the Union address tonight, his pathways to reelection are narrowing. His best remaining option, despite all of the concerns about his age, may be to persuade voters to look forward, not back.

In his now-certain rematch against former President Donald Trump, Biden has three broad possibilities for framing the contest to voters. One is to present the race as a referendum on Biden's performance during his four years in office. The second is to structure it as a comparison between his four years and Trump's four years as president. The third is to offer it as a choice between what he and Trump would do over the next four years in the White House.

The referendum route already looks like a dead end for Biden. The comparison path remains difficult terrain for him, given that voters now express more satisfaction with Trump's performance as president than they ever did while he was in office. The third option probably offers Biden the best chance to recover from his consistent deficit to Trump in polls.

Read: Biden is still the Democrats' best bet for November

Political scientists agree: Every presidential reelection campaign combines elements of a backward-looking referendum on the incumbent and a forward-looking choice between the incumbent and the challenger.

But on balance, the referendum element of presidential reelection campaigns has appeared to influence the outcome the most. Since modern polling began, the presidents whose approval ratings stood well above 50 percent in Gallup surveys through the election year (including Dwight Eisenhower, Ronald Reagan, and Bill Clinton) all won a second term comfortably. Conversely, the presidents whose approval ratings fell well below 50 percent in election-year Gallup polls all lost their reelection bids: Jimmy Carter, George H. W. Bush, and Trump.

That history isn't encouraging for Biden. His approval rating in a wide array of national polls has been stuck at about 40 percent or less. What's more, most voters are returning intensely negative verdicts on specific elements of Biden's record. In the latest New York Times/Siena College poll, released last weekend, just 20 percent of Americans said Biden's policies had helped them personally; more than twice as many said his policies had hurt them. In the lastest Fox News poll, about three-fifths of Americans said Biden had mostly failed at helping working-class Americans, handling the economy, and improving America's image around the world, while about seven in 10 said he had failed at managing security at the border.

In the past, such withering judgments almost certainly would have ensured defeat for an incumbent president, and if Biden loses in November, analysts may conclude that he simply failed a referendum on his performance.

But Democrats, and even some Republicans, see more opportunity for Biden than previous presidents to surmount negative grades about his tenure.

One reason is that in an era when distrust of political leaders and institutions is so endemic, officeholders are winning reelection with approval ratings much lower than in earlier generations, pollsters in both parties told me. The other reason is that the intense passions provoked by Trump may make this year less of a referendum and more of a choice than is typical in reelection campaigns.

The choice, though, has unusual dimensions that complicate Biden's situation, including an especially concrete element of comparison: Trump was president so recently that most voters still have strong impressions about his performance. For Biden, comparing his four years to Trump's represents the second broad way to frame the election. But at this point, that doesn't look like a winning hand for the incumbent either.

One of the scariest trends for Democrats is that retrospective assessments of Trump's performance are rising, perhaps in reaction to voter discontent over Biden's record. Nearly half of voters in last weekend's Wall Street Journal national poll said they now approve of Trump's performance as president--10 percentage points more than those who said the same about Biden's current performance.

Trump has made clear that he wants voters to view the contest mostly as a comparison between his time in office and Biden's. "We had everything going so beautifully," Trump declared in his victory speech after the Super Tuesday primaries. "Joe Biden, if he would have just left everything alone, he could have gone to the beach. He would have had a tremendous success at the border and elsewhere."

Facing these dismal reviews in polls of his job performance, and the tendency among many voters to view Trump's record more favorably than his, Biden naturally will be tempted in tonight's State of the Union to emphasize all that he has accomplished. And he has many positive trends that he can highlight.

Yet every Democratic strategist I spoke with in recent days agreed that Biden would be mistaken to spend too much time trying to burnish perceptions of his record. "The challenge for Biden is his inclination to want credit and claim credit and talk about the greatest economy in 50 years or whatever," David Axelrod, who served as the top political adviser to Barack Obama during his presidency, told me. "You have to resist that."

The veteran Democratic pollster Stanley B. Greenberg reacts as if he hears nails on a chalkboard whenever Biden stresses positive trends in the economy. That emphasis, he argues, is "missing how angry voters are," particularly over the cumulative increase in prices for essentials such as groceries and rent since Biden took office. Greenberg told me, "That defines the economy for people, and they are angry at the huge inequality, the big monopolies that are profiteering. They are also angry about what's happening with crime, and they are angry now with the border." To tout other accomplishments against that backdrop, Greenberg said, makes Biden look out of touch.

Patrick Gaspard, the CEO of the Center for American Progress, an influential liberal think tank, says that although Biden may want to accentuate the positive, it is more important for him to acknowledge the frustration that so many Americans feel about their "lived experience with inflation and immigration." "You can't just race ahead with your policy prescriptions without people feeling that you actually get it and telling them that they are right to feel the way they do," he told me.

Gaspard, Axelrod, and Greenberg each said he believed that Biden, rather than looking back, must shift the economic argument as much as possible toward what he and Trump would do if returned to power. That's Biden's third broad option for framing the race. "I don't think you want to argue about whether you are better off in those [Trump] years or these years," Axelrod told me. "You want to argue about who will help you be better off in the future, and what you have to do to make people better off in the future."

That future-oriented frame, all three said, will allow Biden to highlight more effectively his legislative achievements not as proof of how much he has accomplished for Americans but as evidence that he's committed in a second term to fighting for average families against powerful interests.

Biden has already been portraying himself in that populist mode, with his regulatory moves against "junk fees" and surprise medical bills, and the ongoing negotiations by Medicare with big pharmaceutical companies to lower drug prices for seniors. "President Biden took on drug companies to get a better deal for the American people, and he won," Neera Tanden, the chief White House domestic policy adviser, told reporters yesterday, in a preview of what will likely be a common refrain through the campaign.

Greenberg believes that the president needs to drastically amplify the volume on this argument: He says that Democratic base voters expressing discontent over Biden are eager to hear him take on "the top one percent, the big companies, the monopolies that have price gouged, [made] huge profits at your expense, didn't raise your wages, didn't cut prices." Greenberg, like many other Democrats, also thinks Biden's best chance to narrow Trump's advantage on the economy is to portray him as most concerned about serving the same powerful interests that voters are angry about.

Yet the viewpoint of many, Black and Latino voters included, that they were better off under Trump could blunt the impact of those Democratic arguments. Many voters may not mind that Trump's presidency delivered the greatest rewards to the affluent and corporations if they feel that they also benefited more from his tenure than they have under Biden. With inflation still weighing so heavily on voters living paycheck to paycheck, "they blame [Biden] for the problem in the first place, and they don't think his solutions help the situation," Jim McLaughlin, a pollster for Trump, told me.

Democrats view the rising retrospective ratings for Trump's presidency as a sign that many voters are forgetting what they didn't like about it at the time, whether his belligerent tweets or his role in the January 6 insurrection. With those memories fading, fewer voters in polls are expressing alarm about the dangers a reelected Trump could pose to democracy and the rule of law as Democrats hoped or expected.

"This is one of the existential narratives of the campaign: How do we make people really fear his second term?" Leslie Dach, a veteran Democratic communications strategist, told me. "People aren't focused. They are still in the denial phase. They think, Oh, he's just a showman."

A survey of swing voters released earlier this week by Save My Country Action Fund, a group that Dach co-founded, quantified that challenge. The survey found that less than one-third of swing voters in key states had heard much about Trump's most inflammatory recent statements, such as his declaration that immigrants are "poisoning the blood" of the country and his pledge to pardon some of the January 6 rioters. Extreme comments like those, Dach argues, provide Democrats with an opportunity to refresh voters' concerns that a second Trump term will bring chaos, division, and even violence.

"He has created an extraordinary body of evidence that he will be more extreme and more dangerous in a second term than he was in the first, and he keeps refreshing the body of evidence every day," Geoff Garin, who conducted the poll, told me.

Read: The Americans who need chaos

Abortion may offer Biden similar opportunities. In the new CBS/YouGov poll, just one-third of voters said Trump deserved blame for the Supreme Court's 2022 decision rescinding the nationwide right to abortion, even though he's claimed credit for appointing the three justices who tipped the balance. If Biden and his allies can increase the share who blame Trump, they will likely make voters more concerned that a reelected Trump would seek to ban abortion nationwide. Climate could serve the same function for young people: A survey of battleground states released yesterday by the advocacy group Climate Power found that "when people are reminded about Trump's [climate] record, they become more concerned about what he will do" if reelected, Christina Polizzi, the group's deputy managing director for communications, told me.

Though a race focused more on the future than the past might improve Biden's prospects, it wouldn't offer him guarantees. Voters' judgments about what the two men will do are influenced by their assessments of what they have done; significantly more voters in the CBS/YouGov poll, for instance, said that Trump's policies going forward were more likely than Biden's to improve both inflation and border security. And a forward-looking race also forces voters to consider which man they believe is physically more capable of handling the job for the next four years.

In the 2022 election, Democrats won an unprecedented number of voters with negative views of Biden's performance and the economy because those voters considered the Republican alternatives a threat to their rights, values, and democracy itself. That dynamic may work for Biden again--but only to a point: There's a limit to how many voters disappointed in an incumbent president will vote for him anyway because they consider the alternative unacceptable. If Biden, starting tonight, can't generate at least some additional hope about what his own second term would bring, fear about a second Trump term may not be enough to save him.
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The Fallout of Trump's Colorado Victory

Secretary of State Jena Griswold believes the state's elections are safe and secure under her watch--even if she, herself, is now at risk.

by John Hendrickson


Jena Griswold, the Colorado secretary of state (center), speaks with members of the media outside the U.S. Supreme Court, in Washington, D.C., on Thursday, February 8, 2024, after oral arguments over a Colorado ruling that barred Donald Trump from this year's presidential ballot because of his efforts to overturn the 2020 election. (Nathan Howard / Bloomberg / Getty)
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At about 10 a.m. on Monday, the eve of Super Tuesday, the Supreme Court released its unanimous decision that former President Donald Trump was eligible to appear on the 2024 Colorado election ballot. Shortly after this news broke, Jena Griswold, Colorado's secretary of state, posted on social media that she was "disappointed" in the Court's ruling, and that, in her view, the justices were stripping states of their authority to enforce the Fourteenth Amendment of the Constitution. Sitting in her downtown-Denver office yesterday afternoon, Griswold showed me some of the DMs she'd received over the previous 24 hours. "Well, one of the things--you probably don't want to print this--is I'm being called a cunt every two minutes," she said.

Griswold read a selection of the messages out loud--a mixture of angst, anger, sadness, and resolve in her voice. "Karma will be a bitch ... Build gas chambers ... We are on to you ... Reap what you sow ... Hope you choke and die ... Fuck you, ogre bitch ... I'm coming ... Resign now before I get you ... Kill yourself in the name of democracy ... Set yourself on fire ..."

Her eyes wide and intense, she was the image of a person on high alert: Strangers had been able to get ahold of her personal cellphone number. Messages of this nature had been coming in for a while. In one saved voicemail from her office line that she played for me, a caller told Griswold that he hopes "some fucking immigrant from fucking Iran cuts her kids' heads off" and "somebody shoots her in the head." His monologue lasted more than a minute and a half and concluded with a warning: "I'll be seeing you soon."

Griswold is in the last two years of her second and final term (her position is term-limited). Secretary of state is the first public office she ever sought, and she refused to say whether she'd run for a different position in 2026. Griswold, who was a relatively unknown Democrat in a purple state, was elected when she was just 33. She has been outspoken in her belief that Trump is a danger to democracy, but her job, by design, has a certain neutrality to it. At least, it once did.

Although statewide elected officials have always faced harsh public criticism and intense scrutiny, the vile tenor of the Trump era has changed the reality of the role. Yesterday, Griswold said that the Supreme Court ruling, while technically the "conclusion" of the Trump Colorado-ballot affair, will likely not mark the end of the threats and harassment she's facing. If anything, the Court's decision bolstered the notion that Trump is above the law, and may have even emboldened his cultlike supporters to continue to act out. Last night, Trump vanquished his final Republican challenger, former United Nations Ambassador Nikki Haley, in all but one of the Super Tuesday states. Haley dropped out of the race this morning, clearing the path for Trump altogether.

David A. Graham: The Republican primary is over

Trumpism isn't going anywhere. And calling Trump a threat to democracy, or expressing her displeasure with the Supreme Court ruling, may well open Griswold up to more vitriol. Like other state-level bureaucrats, she has had to figure out in real time how to respond to the threat of Trump and his extremist followers.

"Those who do not speak up when they're in positions of power become complicit," she said. "Those who do speak up do not automatically become partisan. And I think that's an argument from the far right: that speaking out for democracy is in some way partisan."

As Super Tuesday kicked off, Griswold met me at a ballot-processing center in Jefferson County, a blue suburban and rural area about half an hour west of Denver. Wearing an Apple Watch and blue blazer, she was trailed by aides and one security official as she walked through the front door. Her focus, at least in that moment, was to show me how safe and secure she believed Colorado's elections had grown under her watch--even if she, herself, was now more at risk.

Griswold told me that a local news outlet, The Colorado Sun, had recently conducted a poll and that, in the category of "trust," those who "administer elections and count ballots in Colorado" outperformed every other civic category. She also said that, as of the last processing, an overwhelming majority of voters, no matter their party, had used a mail-in or drop-box ballot. Nevertheless, a common MAGA-world talking point is that anything other than old-school, same-day, in-person voting is tantamount to voter fraud. In Jefferson County, between 95 and 98 percent of all voters, regardless of party affiliation, opt to use ballot drop boxes or to vote by mail in lieu of using traditional voting machines at polling stations.

I rode the elevator with Griswold's group and the Jefferson County clerk down to the basement of the facility for a look at the various ballot-processing procedures. We wandered long concrete hallways and toured several windowless rooms that required key-card entry: the ballot-casting room, the signature-verification room. In one area, ballots zipped through a massive machine that workers had nicknamed "HAL." The basement was filled with election judges wearing colored lanyards denoting their political affiliation and mingling pleasantly with one another. Many of these short-term contractors are older, retired people--Griswold shook their hands and thanked them. Wherever we went, individuals stopped to take notice of the roving entourage, though it was unclear how many recognized her.

In Colorado, as in other states, ballot-counting and all related procedures are carried out by a politically diverse pool of workers. But back in 2020, Griswold told me, certain conservative election judges in the state underwent "alternative training" by Republican-aligned groups for their roles and improperly rejected "huge amounts" of legitimate ballots. In another recent scandal, former Mesa County Clerk Tina Peters was hit with 10 charges on allegations related to a voting-systems breach. Peters maintains that she was looking for evidence of voter fraud or manipulation in the machines, which were built by Dominion Voting Systems, the same company at the center of last year's historic Fox News settlement. (Some of the threats Griswold receives invoke Peters's name as if she were a martyr.)

Early this morning, Griswold's spokesperson told me that yesterday's Super Tuesday primary went "very smoothly" and that "no major problems were reported." What chaos might have happened had the Court ruled the other way? Would two sets of ballots have been floating around out there, like alternative Super Bowl-victory T-shirts for both teams? Griswold told me that, in the unlikely event that the Court deemed Trump ineligible, all the votes cast for him would have simply been "rejected." She compared this outcome to that of other erstwhile Republican candidates, such as Vivek Ramaswamy, who is no longer in the race but whose name is still on the Colorado ballot because her office didn't receive his paperwork to formally remove it. Of course, had Trump's more than half-a-million Colorado primary votes been "rejected," even by law, something akin to another January 6 might have taken place. Griswold acknowledged this.

Read: How Democrats could disqualify Trump if the Supreme Court doesn't

"We unfortunately contingency-plan for a lot of things," she said, "including, by the way, in 2020. Everything that Trump was threatening--sending federal law enforcement to polling locations, pulling out the voting equipment, federalizing the National Guard--I took every single thing he said very seriously."

Griswold grew up in tiny, unincorporated Drake, Colorado, not far from Rocky Mountain National Park. In what sounded a bit like a phrase she's often repeated, Griswold told me that she lived "in a cabin, with an outhouse outside, on food stamps." She is the first member of her family to go to a four-year college. She eventually went on to law school at the University of Pennsylvania, and has more than $200,000 left in student debt. Still, as with everything about her personal experience she shared, she was wary of being perceived as weak, or helpless, or unduly complaining.

"I think the amount of threats and harassment coming in, if you were to internalize all of that--would be very hard to do this job," she said. "I don't want you to take away from this that I'm super sad and everything's going bad." She told me that the harassment campaign had, in a way, been galvanizing. "It's very motivating to try to stop those guys."

The threats began to trickle in after Trump's defeat in the 2020 election. But they accelerated last September, when Griswold found herself as a co-defendant in the lawsuit alleging that Trump's seditious actions in the final weeks of his presidency prevented him from holding office ever again.

In the months since then, Griswold has received thousands of gruesome messages and threats--she showed me a white binder of documentation nearly two inches thick. She receives intermittent physical protection from the Colorado state patrol but, much to her consternation, does not have 24/7 government-funded security. (In lieu of a round-the-clock state-patrol detail, Griswold occasionally carries out her job with private security in tow, which she pays for out of her department's budget.) As with former Vice President Mike Pence, people at rallies have called for her hanging. A man in the Midwest called her office warning, In the name of Jesus Christ, the angel of death is coming to get you. "They didn't know who he was; they just knew the phone he called from," she said. "And then that phone started to move. The guy drove into Colorado. So, that was really unnerving."

George T. Conway III: The court's Colorado decision wasn't about the law

Griswold told me she believes that certain people, including Donald Trump and Colorado Representative Lauren Boebert, "opened up these floodgates." But the problem is much more insidious, she said. "It's every single Republican election-denier in Congress. It's every single moderate Republican who refuses to stand up to Donald Trump or to call out the conspiracies or political violence."

Late yesterday afternoon, back in her office, I asked Griswold if she had spoken about her situation with Brad Raffensperger, the Georgia secretary of state who in 2020 drew Trump's wrath and likewise received threats.

Raffensperger, Griswold said, had indeed "opened the door about his experiences" in a private conversation with her that she wouldn't divulge on the record. "Not many people live under a constant threat environment, including not many secretaries of state," she said. "It's not all secretaries of state continually going through this. And so there's not a lot of people who can relate to what it is to live like this."

She told me that she believed the threats against her weren't being taken seriously enough by certain government officials, perhaps because of her gender.

"I'm not telling you I don't get upset," she said. "I don't think I'm avoiding it. I think I'm not allowing it to debilitate me, and that's a big difference."

Noah Bookbinder, the president of Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington, which represented the Colorado plaintiffs in the Fourteenth Amendment case, told me that, even in defeat, he believed that this suit had proved Trump engaged in insurrection. The six Coloradans at the center of the matter, Bookbinder added, were not extreme liberals or "Washington people," and offered that they had "risked a lot putting themselves forward" in challenging Trump. "These were people who were active in Republican communities and really had some resistance from people they know. And they put a lot on the line to do what they thought was the right thing for the country," he said. Heroes, in other words.

Griswold's place in this chapter of electoral history might be less clear. I asked her how she squares her anti-Trump posture with the need to remain neutral as an election official. "I think that, No. 1, standing up for democracy is not partisan," she said. Nor, for that matter, is standing up against those who attack our democracy, she added, "even if they're a front-runner for the Republican Party, and even if they're president of the United States."
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It's Not Just That Biden Is Old

It's that he's being reckless.

by Mark Leibovich




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.


We were reminded yet again this past weekend that Joe Biden might be in deep electoral trouble. Once again, hands were wrung.

This latest bout of alarm was occasioned by a New York Times/Siena College poll showing that only 23 percent of Democratic-primary voters said they are enthusiastic about President Biden's candidacy. Forty-five percent said Biden should not be the party's nominee. And Donald Trump led by five points in a head-to-head matchup.

Yes, voters overwhelmingly believe that Biden is too old to be running for another term. He looks old, walks old, and seems not as sharp as he once was. This is not a new story. The premise has been challenged vigorously by the White House--to no avail.

But there might be more to voters' acrimony toward Biden than just his age. In speaking with Democrats about the president's reelection chances, I often pick up a sharp tone that goes beyond resignation. It sounds more like rage.

Senior citizens are not unpopular, per se. Biden himself was relatively well liked into his 70s, even among those who were not eager to vote for him. Some Democrats might have preferred Barack Obama or Bernie Sanders in past elections, but Biden still inspired a certain fondness.

Helen Lewis: Biden's age is now unavoidable

Democrats were grateful that he was willing to run against, and able to defeat, Trump in 2020. It's not at all clear that the likes of Sanders, Elizabeth Warren, or Pete Buttigieg could have pulled that off. Many voters appreciated the relative normalcy Biden brought to the White House after the bedlam of Trump. This gratitude was reflected in the sturdy approval ratings Biden received in the first six months of his term.

But those numbers have since plummeted. From the high 50s (in early 2021) to the low 40s (in much of 2022 and 2023) to the 30s (36 percent in the Times/Siena poll). Biden's team has expressed bewilderment over this decline, which has coincided with an improved economy. Many pollsters pin the reversal on the bloody U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan in August 2021. But that does not account for Biden's steadily falling fortunes long afterward.

As a general rule, voters tend not to appreciate late-career politicians when they're trying to stick around. Hillary Clinton was among the most admired leaders in America when she left her post as secretary of state, in early 2013. That esteem eroded considerably when she started seeking a promotion in 2015. Perhaps Biden's turnabout owes to a similar phenomenon: Voters preferred his presidency as a farewell tour more than an endurance run.

Even many of Biden's biggest defenders say privately that they didn't expect him to run again. Biden himself suggested as much. "Look, I view myself as a bridge, not as anything else," Biden said at a March 2020 campaign rally in Detroit. He called himself a "transition candidate." Sarah Longwell, the Bulwark publisher who has conducted focus groups across the political spectrum, told me last September: "It seems pretty implicit in the way voters talk that they didn't expect him to be a two-term president."

Read: So much for Biden the bridge president

I'm struck when I speak with exasperated Biden voters by how often they bring up the "bridge" quote and the "transition candidate" line. This suggests that they viewed their past support for Biden as an emergency proposition--and that his ongoing presence violates an implied bargain. Sure, politicians are always trying to keep their options open. But you can understand how voters might feel bait-and-switched by Biden's refusal to go away.

It's easy to sympathize with an old-timer reluctant to give up something he loves. In Biden's case, though, the stakes are potentially catastrophic. By running again--despite his age, despite his low approval ratings, despite his poor showing in the polls against Trump--Biden could be engaging in one of the most selfish, hubristic, and potentially destructive acts ever undertaken by an American president. If he winds up losing, that's all anyone will remember him for. Bill Maher has said Biden could go down as the "Ruth Bader Ginsburg of the presidency." Or of democracy.

Large majorities of Americans don't want to see Trump back in the White House. Many are terrified at the prospect--with extremely good reason. Biden has put them in an incredibly dangerous position. But the more unpopular Biden becomes, the more stubborn he appears.

Jonathan V. Last: Biden is still the Democrats' best bet for November

Many of Biden's defenders say it's too late to do anything about this predicament. "Democrats are increasingly getting very, very vocal in their defense of Biden," the Brookings Institution's Elaine Kamarck, a member of the Democratic National Committee, told The New York Times recently. "The guy's a good guy. He's not senile. He's made good choices. The economy's the best economy in the world. I mean, shut up. Let's get behind this guy."

I'm no political-messaging expert, but the shut-up-and-get-behind-this-guy approach seems a tad off-putting. Maybe it is too late to do anything. Or is it, really? The persistence of the question signals an enduring market for a better option. At the very least, voters seem less than thrilled with this situation. A lot of them blame Biden for it.

The plane has taken off. It is clearly sputtering. The pilot is not saying much. When he does, he sounds shaky. He is not inspiring confidence. A solid majority of passengers would much rather someone else were at the controls. They have voiced this concern repeatedly. (For the record, the Federal Aviation Administration's compulsory retirement age for commercial pilots is 65.)

But the flight attendants keep telling us it's too late. The plane's already in the air. And this is the only captain we have available. Trust us, in private he's in peak form. He's not senile.

Please remain seated, and keep your seat belts fastened.
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Organizers of the 2024 British Wildlife Photography Awards just announced their collection of winners and runners-up. More than 14,000 images were submitted in 11 different categories, celebrating the wildlife and wild spaces found across the United Kingdom. Competition or...

      

      
        What's Happening in Russia Is Not an Election
        Brian Klaas

        If you read global news, you'll be told that Russia is holding an election this weekend. That's not true. Millions of Russians will be voting, but not in an election: Call it an "election-style event."Terminology matters. Many people wrongly see elections as synonymous with democracy because the same word is used to refer to wildly different events. A genuine election, when it takes place, is one of the fundamental pillars that uphold democracy. But a rigged contest marks the death of democracy a...
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The United Nations is warning that famine in Gaza is "almost inevitable." Palestinians living in Gaza are struggling with extreme shortages of food, clean water, and medicine. Several countries, including Jordan, France, Egypt, the U.S., the United Arab Emirates, and now Germany, are coordinating...
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The top entries in the 2024 Sony World Photography Awards Open Competition have been announced, and competition organizers were once more kind enough to share some of the winning and shortlisted photos from their 10 categories: Architecture, Creative, Landscape, Lifestyle, M...
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Humanitarian aid air-dropped into Gaza, the funeral of Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny in Moscow, a skijoring competition in Colorado, a blizzard in California, scenes from Paris Fashion Week in France, a sinking cargo ship off the coast of Yemen, thousands of cross-country ski racers in Swed...

      

      
        The Houthis Are Very, Very Pleased
        Robert F. Worth

        The Leader is a man of about 40, with a smooth, youthful face and a thin beard and mustache. In televised speeches, he wears a blazer with a shawl over his shoulders, his dark eyes menacing and humorless. Apart from that, so little is known about him that he might as well be a phantom. He has no birth certificate or passport and is said to have spent his formative years living in caves. No foreign diplomat has ever met him in person. He presides over a starving, brutalized people in northern Yeme...
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        Winners of the British Wildlife Photography Awards 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	3:06 PM ET
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            Organizers of the 2024 British Wildlife Photography Awards just announced their collection of winners and runners-up. More than 14,000 images were submitted in 11 different categories, celebrating the wildlife and wild spaces found across the United Kingdom. Competition organizers were kind enough to share some of this year's amazing images below. Captions were provided by the photographers.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The silhouette of a bird is seen above the water's surface as it flaps and runs to take off.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Running on Water. RSPB Young British Wildlife Photographer of the Year and 15-17 Years Winner. "I woke up at 4:45 a.m. with the hope of capturing backlit waterfowl images at Frensham Pond in Surrey. I lay down at the edge of the pond and waited for the birds to become active. As the morning progressed, rays of sunlight began to shine through trees along the edge of the pond, creating spotlights in the morning mist. This created a beautiful atmosphere, which I aimed to capture in my images. This coot was fleeing a fight, running across the water to take flight through the mist and rays of light."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Max Wood / British Wildlife Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A wet jumping squirrel, seen in mid-air, with droplets of water flying in the air]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Squirrel Silhouette. Black & White, Runner-up. "Red squirrels are native and cherished in Cumbria, although they face competition and disease from grey squirrels. These charming creatures visit our garden daily for hazelnuts, and I can capture their antics without causing disturbance. During winter, when food is scarce, providing for them feels like helping our native population. This spring, young kits joined the adults for breakfast, and capturing their dynamic movements against the sky was a fascinating challenge."
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                Rosamund Macfarlane / British Wildlife Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A walrus lies on the ground in front of a small boat harbor at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                What's All the Fuss About? Urban Wildlife, Runner-up. "In this photograph, the Arctic walrus who had come ashore to rest on the harbor slipway in Scarborough has lifted its head as a car passed on Foreshore Road. The image is lit by the streetlights to the left and features the town's fishing boats in the background."
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                Will Palmer / British Wildlife Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A misty forest scene, with bluebells carpeting the ground]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Into the Mist. Wild Woods, Runner-up. "On the remains of an Iron Age hill fort on Badbury Hill in Oxfordshire, Badbury Clump is an area of wonderful beech woodland, carpeted in bluebells each spring ... Luckily, the woodland was shrouded in dense fog on this particular morning, and the vibrant new beech leaves and subtle hues of the bluebells added a contrasting splash of color to the otherwise monochromatic scene."
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                Philip Selby / British Wildlife Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A soccer ball floats in ocean water, with a large cluster of barnacles attached to its underside, below the waterline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ocean Drifter. British Wildlife Photographer of the Year and Winner of Coast & Marine. "Ocean Drifter is a photo of a football that is covered in goose barnacles below the waterline. Above the water is just a football. But below the waterline is a colony of creatures. The football was washed up in Dorset after making a huge ocean journey across the Atlantic and then returned to the sea for the photo to be taken."
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                [image: Three butterflies perch on three stalks of grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Three's a Crowd. Hidden Britain, Winner. "I think I have a slight addiction to photographing blue butterflies--I just love them! They are such beautiful little insects, and they enhance any wildflower meadow or garden they inhabit. Blues are quite social insects, and they can often be found roosting quite close together--or even on the same grass or flower. I found a dozen or so blues all resting close together one evening last summer."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Ross Hoddinott / British Wildlife Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A fox walks beside a metal fence and a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Day Walker. Urban Wildlife, Winner. "This vixen had taken up residence in an electricity substation after being pushed out of her parental territory. The fenced-off area provided her with a quiet place to rest away from the busy city. She would often walk along this wall, and I was able to capture this photo through the gaps in the metal fencing, while making the most of some striking lens flare."
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                Simon Withyman / British Wildlife Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two birds face each other, seen in silhouette.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancing in the Dark. Animal Behavior, Runner-up. "A pair of great crested grebes engage in their courtship ritual at sunrise. This carefully choreographed dance serves to strengthen their bonds during the mating season. The photo was captured in the early hours on an urban lake in North Tyneside--once a former mining site, now thriving with wildlife, it hosts up to four separate pairs of grebes, competing for territory and displaying their flamboyant courtship style."
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                Matthew Glover / British Wildlife Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A spider grapples with a bee while hanging onto the underside of a flower, seen from below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Daisy Danger. Hidden Britain, Runner-up. "This photo was taken in a patch of land along the A30 in Devon that has been left untouched for a long time, making it a haven for wildflowers and the wildlife that inhabits it. Using the Laowa wide-angle macro lens, I aimed to capture this scene. While walking, I came across a flower crab spider wrestling with a bee on an ox-eye daisy."
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                Lucien Harris / British Wildlife Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A starling, photographed flying at night, with some of its motion seen as a blur]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Starling at Night. Animal Portraits, Winner. "I had been observing the birds in my garden as they fed on sunflower seeds and peanuts from the feeder for some time. I aimed to capture the sense of movement and flight patterns in my images while still preserving the fine details of the birds."
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                [image: A view of trees, looking straight up from the forest floor]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Beech for the Sky. Wild Woods, Winner. "Beech-tree grove near Dunbar in East Lothian. When the leaves are almost gone, the branches show their 'canopy shyness'--a phenomenon observed in many species of trees in which the crowns of mature trees do not touch each other. In doing so, the trees form a canopy that has channel-like gaps which, when photographed from below, appear to create an intricate network of channels between the respective canopies."
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                Graham Niven / British Wildlife Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a hare in a field, facing the camera]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sunrise Hare. Animal Portraits, Runner-up. "I'm fortunate enough to have access to a private farm and have spent a lot of time with brown hares over the past couple of years. During this time, I've invested many hours into developing fieldcraft and gaining a good understanding of their behavior, allowing me to get close without disturbing the animal--hares are often skittish. For this image, I lay low and silent in a spot of the field they tend to follow from the hedgerow."
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                Spencer Burrows / British Wildlife Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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's Happening in Russia Is Not an Election

Words matter. Call it an "election-style event."

by Brian Klaas




If you read global news, you'll be told that Russia is holding an election this weekend. That's not true. Millions of Russians will be voting, but not in an election: Call it an "election-style event."

Terminology matters. Many people wrongly see elections as synonymous with democracy because the same word is used to refer to wildly different events. A genuine election, when it takes place, is one of the fundamental pillars that uphold democracy. But a rigged contest marks the death of democracy and renders all the other essential pillars irrelevant, because the people no longer have a meaningful say over who governs.

This year, more people are casting ballots than ever before in human history, and yet the world is becoming less democratic. That's because many of those votes are meaningless, registered in sham contests that don't deserve to be called elections. Russia's upcoming charade is a classic example of voting without democracy.

Read: Lots of people will vote this year. That doesn't mean democracy will survive.

Why do tyrants like Vladimir Putin bother holding "elections" at all? To rig them--while presenting the illusion of legitimacy to two audiences, one domestic, the other international. The resounding victory that Putin will win in his upcoming election-style event will remind his opponents inside Russia that he has absolute control over the political system and that they should see resistance as futile. For those watching outside Russia, the pageant provides Putin with a useful fig leaf--albeit not a very convincing one to anyone with critical-thinking skills--to claim that his rule has been approved by the popular will.

The veneer of legitimacy will fool some. For despots, that's often enough. (In the opposite direction, Donald Trump has proved how powerful false claims of election rigging can be. Whole swaths of the American electorate now base their political worldview on this foundational lie of Trump's 2024 campaign.)

One oft-cited talking point, based on flawed polling, is that Putin doesn't need to rig elections, because he's genuinely popular within Russia. But that line of reasoning betrays a deep misunderstanding of what democracy requires.

First, Russian election-style events are routinely rigged. Even setting aside the rather important fact that the entire political landscape is tightly controlled by the regime--and that Putin literally murders his political opponents--the voting process itself is heavily manipulated. The 2021 election occasioned widespread reports of ballot-box stuffing, intimidation, and suspicious late tallies being added to electronically tabulated results. Even voter-turnout figures in Russia appear to be inflated to boost the illusion of Putin's popular mandate.

The researchers Dmitry Kobak, Sergey Shpilkin, and Maxim S. Pshenichnikov examined raw data produced by Putin's sham contests and found dubious patterns that don't show up in legitimate elections--specifically, the overrepresentation of pleasingly digestible round integers. Numbers such as 85.0 percent showed up in Russian election data more often than numbers such as 85.3 percent. In one study, this over-representation of whole numbers held true for every reported figure above 70 percent turnout and above 75 percent voting "yes" in one of Putin's fake referenda. In other words, whenever the results were in landslide territory, there was strong evidence of tampering. In the graphic the researchers produced (below), a grid pattern starts to emerge in the upper right, showcasing the particular density of results around specific whole integers, a telltale sign of human manipulation.

Of course, the henchmen aren't stupid enough to simply report a round number of 85.0 percent turnout. Instead, as the researchers explain, they use that figure as a target, and then might report something like 867 "yes" votes out of 1,020 cast. In isolation, these raw vote tallies seem perfectly ordinary--neither is a particularly round number. But if you calculate the proportion, it's exactly 85.0 percent. By adding up all the percentages produced across the country, a systematic pattern of deliberate falsification emerges. (In some countries' elections, the manipulation goes in the other direction, as those who are inventing electoral tallies avoid fabricating numbers that end in 0 or 5 because they seem too round. An abnormally low number of vote counts that end in those digits is also strong evidence of human manipulation.)




Autocrats can manipulate electoral outcomes even before votes are cast or counted. In Russia, all the candidates are handpicked by the Kremlin. If you want to know what happens to political opponents it doesn't approve of, just ask Yulia Navalnaya. And, as Peter Pomerantsev, a disinformation researcher who used to work in Russian television production, once told me, everything around the election-style event is choreographed to give the illusion of choice, right down to the slick political debates on television. In the past, they have involved ostensible Putin opponents who are designed to be the most repellent figures imaginable.

Read: How Russia meddled in its own elections

"You'd have some sort of ... sweating, red-faced communist; and some effete, drippy liberal; and some sweary-mouthed right-wing nationalist," Pomerantsev told me. "Essentially, this is a bit of a puppet show whose one message is There is no alternative to Putin. You're meant to watch this and say--well for most people--'Look at all these freaks; Putin is so much better.'"

When information pipelines are tightly controlled, free expression is a myth, and political opposition comes with an inherent risk of death, the vote tally has already become irrelevant. That's why Russia's election-style events shouldn't be considered elections, regardless of what happens on the day of voting itself.

Russia is not about to clean up its voting procedures and create better institutions overnight. But even if it did, democracy would still need room to grow. Undoing the effects of censorship, propaganda, and disinformation--and the crushing politics of fear--takes time. Elections can't be free where the minds of voters are caged. Even if their minds are someday freed after Putin's regime collapses, propagandistic brainwashing also takes time to undo.

Those who yearn for a peaceful, democratic Russia have limited influence to topple Putin. But when Russians go to the polls this weekend, the least that those who support democracy can do is accurately describe what's happening. Voters are casting ballots in an election-style event. Russian elections, alas, do not yet exist.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/03/russia-2024-rigged-election/677717/?utm_source=feed
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            The United Nations is warning that famine in Gaza is "almost inevitable." Palestinians living in Gaza are struggling with extreme shortages of food, clean water, and medicine. Several countries, including Jordan, France, Egypt, the U.S., the United Arab Emirates, and now Germany, are coordinating airdrops of humanitarian aid to help alleviate the crisis, and the U.S. military is working to a build a temporary port on Gaza's coastline to bring in additional aid. Critics have pointed out that airdrops and a temporary pier are insufficient, dangerous, and haphazard operations compared with ensuring a steady and reliable supply of aid delivered by trucks, which might be achieved by a cease-fire agreement. Gathered below are recent images from the growing crisis in the Gaza Strip.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Children stand at the front of a crowd that pushes forward, holding out bowls and pots to receive food.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children wait to receive food cooked by a charity kitchen amid shortages of food supplies, as the conflict between Israel and the Palestinian Islamist group Hamas continues, in Rafah, in the southern Gaza Strip, on March 5, 2024.
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                [image: People on a dirt road look up toward parachutes falling toward distant buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Parachutes carry humanitarian-aid packages to the ground after being dropped from a plane, as Palestinians wait to receive them in Gaza City on March 9, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a makeshift-tent city near existing buildings, with a moonlit cloud in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of makeshift tents set up by Palestinians that migrated to the south of the Gaza Strip in search of safety, in Rafah, on February 24, 2024.
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                [image: A young person pulls a piece of wood from the rubble of a destroyed building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children collect wood, paper and cardboard to use as fuel, scavenging through the rubble of buildings destroyed by Israeli attacks, in Gaza City, on March 5, 2024.
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                [image: Two children carry plastic tubs in a street as others pass nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children who have taken refuge in Rafah due to Israeli attacks carry food distributed by charitable organizations, in Rafah, Gaza, on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: A military aircraft drops dozens of crates attached to parachutes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture, taken from Israel's southern border with the Gaza Strip, shows a military aircraft dropping humanitarian aid over the Palestinian territory on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: People run on a beach toward parachutes carrying aid packages falling into the surf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This image grab from an AFPTV video shows Palestinians running toward parachutes carrying food parcels, airdropped from U.S. aircraft onto a beach in the Gaza Strip on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: A woman bakes bread on a stone over a wood fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian woman who took refuge in the city of Rafah bakes bread over a wood fire inside a makeshift tent, on February 18, 2024.
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                [image: A young boy who is suffering from malnutrition lies on a bed, receiving treatment at a health-care center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian boy who is suffering from malnutrition receives treatment at a health-care center in Rafah on March 4, 2024.
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                [image: Children stand in a line, waiting beside water jugs that are being filled by a person with a hose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children wait for hours in distribution lines to gather enough water and food for their families, in Rafah, on February 25, 2024.
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                [image: A group of six men stand in a street talking. Each wears a black balaclava over their face. One carries a rifle while the others carry long sticks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Masked members of the so-called "Popular Committees of Protection" patrol the streets of Gaza's southern city of Rafah on March 6, 2024. These groups have sprung up in Rafah in recent days, acting to maintain security and control skyrocketing prices of food items in street markets.
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                [image: A large crowd gathers near two trucks, with many people carrying away bags of flour.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians carry bags of flour from an aid truck near an Israeli checkpoint in Gaza City on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of many makeshift tents]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of makeshift tents set up in the El-Mavasi district of Rafah, Gaza, on February 9, 2024
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                [image: Smoke rises from an explosion in a Gaza neighborhood, seen from a distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A picture taken from Rafah shows smoke billowing during an Israeli bombardment over Khan Younis in the southern Gaza Strip on February 11, 2024.
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                [image: A young person sits beside a wood fire, holding a pan on a grill over the flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian family who left their homes due to the Israeli attacks on the Gaza Strip has their sahur (pre-dawn) meal with za'atar, pepper sauce, a few pieces of bread, and tea, during the holy month of Ramadan, at Gaza's Salah al-Din shelter, on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: People in a crowd hold up plastic tubs while waiting for food handouts.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians hold empty containers while they line up to receive food being distributed by aid organizations on the second day of Ramadan, in Rafah, on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: Two men lean over the rubble of a destroyed building, picking out round loaves of bread.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men salvage bread found amid the rubble of the Abu Anza family home that was destroyed in an overnight Israeli air strike in Rafah on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A view out the open rear door of a military aircraft as aid packages attached to parachutes are dropped over a beach, seen below]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A U.S. Air Force plane drops humanitarian aid for Gaza residents, in this screengrab from a video released on March 5, 2024.
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                [image: Several people are seen in the foreground, looking toward six parachutes in the sky beyond.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch as the U.S. military carries out its first aid drop over Gaza on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: A person peers out from behind a hanging blanket, as others gather in a hallway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Displaced Palestinians take shelter in a school run by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) in Rafah, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A platter of food cooks inside a wood-fire oven.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A group of volunteer Palestinian women in Gaza prepare food to distribute to families who fled Israeli attacks and took refuge in Rafah, as part of preparations for the upcoming holy month of Ramadan, on March 10, 2024.
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                [image: People sit side by side on the ground, along a row of food plates, sharing a meal among refugee tents.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians share an Iftar meal, the breaking of fast, on the first day of Ramadan, at a camp for displaced people in Rafah on March 11, 2024, amid ongoing battles between Israel and the militant group Hamas.
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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 top entries in the 2024 Sony World Photography Awards Open Competition have been announced, and competition organizers were once more kind enough to share some of the winning and shortlisted photos from their 10 categories: Architecture, Creative, Landscape, Lifestyle, Motion, Natural World & Wildlife, Object, Portraiture, Street Photography, and Travel. Captions have been provided by the photographers.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A jaguar bites down on the neck of a caiman on a riverbank.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Caiman Crunch. Winner, Natural World & Wildlife. "We had bid farewell to our Sao Lourenco River lodge, marking the end of our Pantanal adventure, but as we were leaving we heard that a jaguar had been spotted roughly 30 minutes away. We raced to the scene and encountered this sleek female jaguar stalking her prey. Our boat--and my camera--was perfectly positioned as she pounced on an unsuspecting caiman."
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                Ian Ford, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A team of basketball players all jump at the same time on a court.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                FDU Elevates. Shortlist, Motion. "The Fairleigh Dickinson Knights men's basketball team completes its pre-game warmup with a synchronized dunk, prior to a home game in Hackensack, New Jersey."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Ron Ratner, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Four drones shine bright lights onto a cluster of snow-covered spires on a mountainside at moonrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Moonrise Sprites over Storr. Winner, Landscape. "As a moonrise burns across the horizon, lights dance above the Old Man of Storr in Scotland. This iconic rock formation was illuminated with powerful lights attached to drones, which cut through the darkness to reveal the icy landscape. Blizzards howled for the majority of the night, leaving mere minutes to execute this photograph before the moon became too bright."
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                Liam Man, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman smiles, embracing a man wearing a U.S. Navy uniform.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                End of the Night Kiss. Shortlist, Street Photography. "Everyone loves Fleet Week in New York City. Every night of the week, ladies come into the city to dance the night away with the visiting sailors, but the sailors have to leave before midnight to get back to their ships, as their 'Cinderella liberty' comes to an end. This lady had a wonderful time and bids goodnight to her visiting hero."
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                Kathryn Mussallem, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A surfer launches off the top of a crashing wave, with an orange sky in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Airborne. Shortlist, Motion. "I took this at Hikkaduwa in Sri Lanka. There was a fantastic sunset and a lot of people were surfing, so I grabbed my camera and went to photograph the action. I tracked this kid as he showed off his skills and captured this moment."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Thusitha Jayasundara, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A sperm whale calf swims beneath its mother, nursing, at the ocean's surface.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mother Love. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. "A rare scene of a sperm whale calf nursing from its mother in the Indian Ocean. The young calf pushes its lower jaw into the nipple cavity and the mother squirts milk into the baby's mouth underwater. As young whales cannot breathe and nurse at the same time, these feeding events are typically quite short."
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                Thien Nguyen Ngoc, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of an insect's face, dotted with dust or pollen]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bumblebee. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. "A close-up portrait of a bumblebee. This shows part of the right side of the bee's face with the eye and antenna clearly visible."
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                Francis Principe-Gillespie, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person walks through a narrow alley beneath several lines of drying clothes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Morning Light. Shortlist, Street Photography. "Following his hectic schedule, a man heads to his office through Kolkata's narrow lanes."
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                Deepbrata Dutta, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several young people play baseball in a wide plaza in front of a large statue of Buddha.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Baseball in Bhutan. Shortlist, Travel. "In the Himalayan mountains in one of the world's most remote countries, Bhutan, a baseball takes flight. Baseball is quickly becoming one of the most popular sports in the country."
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                Matthew DeSantis, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial photo of a cluster of about a dozen small floating houses near a shoreline, with burning grassland in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Between Calm and Catastrophe. Winner, Travel. "On Lake Titicaca, between Peru and Bolivia, a tranquil floating village stands in stark contrast to the approaching wildfire, a dramatic testament to nature's dual disposition."
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                Yan Li, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small group of people engage in a mock battle, whacking each other with burning bundles of long grass and sticks, throwing sparks everywhere.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Torch War. Shortlist, Motion. "Obor-oboran, or 'torch war,' is a traditional ceremony held by the people of Indonesia's Jepara regency, especially those from Tegalsambi village in the Tahunan district."
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                Herman Morrison, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child stands in a wooden-floored house beside a tame capybara.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Capybara in the Amazon. Shortlist, Lifestyle. "A capybara visits a house in San Antonio in the Amazon rainforest, Peru."
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                Sergio Attanasio, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several nuns stand on a grassy and rocky mountaintop, with white clouds below them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mountaineering Nuns. Shortlist, Lifestyle. "A convent of nuns mountain walking on Pic d'Orhy, in the Pyrenees."
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                Paul Robertson, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Three musk ox stand close together on a snow-covered patch of land.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Musketeers. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. "A close-up portrait of three male musk ox captured during a snowstorm. The musk ox is perfectly adapted to cold environments and is covered with an underlayer of qiviut--a wool as warm as cashmere--and a dark fur about 50 cm long."
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                Chris Schmid, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Seven or eight young people jump together from a half-submerged boat into the water below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Break the Limit. Shortlist, Motion. "Children playing at Sunda Kelapa harbor, North Jakarta, Indonesia."
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                Jelly Febrian, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Four young women in bathing suits relax beside a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Zenande, Sinawe, Zinathi, and Buhle at Sea Point Pavilion, Cape Town. Winner, Portraiture. "This image is part of my ongoing series 'Ballade,' which is a poetic homage to my birthplace. My strongest memories are of Sea Point Promenade and the Pavilion swimming pool, although due to apartheid it was only for the privileged white population. Returning in 2023 I was again drawn to these spaces where little seems to have changed in terms of structure and recreation, but they now celebrate cultural and social diversity."
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                Michelle Sank, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A tall and narrow natural rock spire set in a broad canyon lined with cliffs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spire. Shortlist, Landscape. "A strange spire juts out of the barren landscape of the Utah Badlands, bathing in the golden light of the setting sun. Standing 25 meters tall, its otherworldly appearance is more reminiscent of a 'Star Wars' film than anything you would expect to see on Earth."
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                Marcin Zajac, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Horses run across dirt with a large rock formation and dozens of hot-air balloons in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Turning White Horse. Shortlist, Motion. "During a trip to Cappadocia, Turkey, I went to Goreme valley early in the morning to photograph the hot-air balloons taking off near the horse stables. The horses were running around, which enabled me to capture this image."
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                Sarah Wouters, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A line of soldiers performs a synchronized set of actions, standing, tossing, and catching their rifles one after the other.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tossing the Guns. Shortlist, Travel. "A military display at the annual desert festival in Jaisalmer, Rajasthan, India."
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                Wasiri Gajaman, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two otters play together just under the surface of the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Otters at Play. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. "Two otters playing together just under the surface of the water. The photograph was taken during golden hour, as the sun was setting behind the otter enclosure at Caldwell Zoo in Tyler, Texas."
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                Jonathan McSwain, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: On an outcrop above a sandy and rocky desert, a person stands wearing a long, loose garment that blows in the wind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perfect Moment. Shortlist, Travel. "One of the perfect moments from my journey to Jordan."
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        Photos of the Week: Snowy Soccer, Crouching Spider, Pain Simulator

        
            	Alan Taylor
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            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Humanitarian aid air-dropped into Gaza, the funeral of Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny in Moscow, a skijoring competition in Colorado, a blizzard in California, scenes from Paris Fashion Week in France, a sinking cargo ship off the coast of Yemen, thousands of cross-country ski racers in Sweden, a parade of effigies in Bali, and much more

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A model wearing a long coat made of stuffed animals walks down a runway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model walks the runway during the Vetements Womenswear Fall/Winter 2024-2025 show as part of Paris Fashion Week on March 1, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: A very young baboon looks up while holding a pillow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lemon, a nine-week-old baboon, is cared for at Tarsus Nature Park in Mersin, Turkey, after his mother rejected him, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A line of performers hold up large demonic heads during a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Balinese people perform a ritual dance during a parade of effigies known as "ogoh-ogoh," symbolizing evil, prior to a parade on the Day of Silence, also known locally as Nyepi, in Denpasar, on Indonesia's resort island of Bali, on March 1, 2024.
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                [image: A person rides a horse at sunrise in shallow water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Camille Piantoni rides Cylinder while preparing for an upcoming race with a sunrise beach session at Altona Beach in Altona North, Australia, on March 6, 2024.
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                [image: A rider on a horse uses a rope to tow a skier down a snow-covered city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rider pulls a skier down Harrison Avenue during the 76th annual Leadville Ski Joring weekend competition in Leadville, Colorado, on March 3, 2024. Skijoring, which has its origins as a competitive sport in Scandinavia, has been adapted over the years to include teams made up of a rider and a skier who must navigate jumps, slalom gates, and the spearing of rings for points.
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                [image: Athletes play soccer in a stadium on a very snowy day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Los Angeles FC and Real Salt Lake battle for the ball in the snow at America First Field in Sandy, Utah, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: A parakeet picks a cherry blossom from a tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A parakeet picks a cherry blossom at Battersea Park in London, England, on March 6, 2024.
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                [image: A cow stands in a field under a snowfall as birds fly past.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cow stands in a field under a snowfall as birds fly past in Sorbiers, near Saint-Etienne, France, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: Sled dogs wearing protective booties run, pulling a sled and rider.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nicolas Petit and his dog team take part in the official restart of the 52nd Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race in Willow, Alaska, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: Thousands of cross-country skiers gather at the start of a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nearly 16,000 cross-country ski racers gather at the start of the 100th Vasaloppet in Salen, Sweden, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A person picks through garbage in a large dump.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A waste picker scouts for recyclable junk in a sewage drain used as a garbage dump, in a slum area in Lahore, Pakistan, on March 4, 2024.
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                [image: The bow of a partially sunk cargo ship pokes out of the ocean.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture taken on March 7, 2024, shows the cargo ship Rubymar partly submerged off the coast of Yemen. The bulk carrier went down after a Houthi missile attack, and poses grave environmental risks as thousands of tons of fertilizer threaten to spill into the Red Sea, officials and experts warn.
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                [image: An aerial view of more than a dozen seals lying on an iceberg]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crabeater seals bask on an iceberg near Horseshoe Island, in Antarctica, on February 11, 2024. Photo released on March 5, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sebnem Coskun / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A cow walks past a brush fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cow walks past a brush fire fueled by high winds near Canadian, Texas, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: Clouds of exhaust are lit up in the night sky, looking like glowing clouds, or a nebula in space.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Exhaust is illuminated in the night sky as the solid rocket booster separates from the SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket after lifting off with the Crew Dragon Endeavour capsule from NASA's Kennedy Space Center in Florida on March 3, 2024. Three U.S. astronauts and a Russian cosmonaut launched for the International Space Station.
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                [image: Models walk across an open space in a large dark room illuminated by a single tall light box in its center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Models walk the runway during the Coperni Womenswear Fall/Winter 2024-2025 show as part of Paris Fashion Week on March 4, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: A large spider-like art installation]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The artwork "Crouching Spider," by French artist Louise Bourgeois, is presented at the Art Center of Chateau la Coste at Le Puy-Sainte Reparade, France, on February 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two people stand on concrete near the sea, wearing costumes made of animal skins.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants stand by the seaside during the sixth European Festival of Bell-bearing in Thessaloniki, Greece, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A pole vaulter clears the bar during a jump.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team USA's Katie Moon competes in the Women's Pole Vault final during the Indoor World Athletics Championships in Glasgow, Scotland, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: A goalkeeper poses, holding her gloved hands up in front of her face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Goalkeeper Michelle Betos, of NJ/NY Gotham FC, poses for a portrait during a media-day event at Hanover Marriott on March 5, 2024, in Whippany, New Jersey.
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                [image: A man winces as electrical signals are sent via a wire under his jacket to a device on his belly that simulates women's menstrual pain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Masaya Shibasaki, an employee of EXEO Group Inc., reacts as he tries the VR electrical device "Perionoid," developed by Osaka Heat Cool, which delivers electrical stimulation that simulates menstrual pain, during a workshop ahead of International Women's Day at the company headquarters in Tokyo, Japan, on March 7, 2024.
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                [image: Four soldiers in battle gear ride in a small inflatable boat in a swimming pool, with a working dog they are training.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Kommando Spezialkraefte (KSK) military special-forces unit demonstrate how they train dogs for water operations on March 5, 2024, in Calw, Germany. The KSK is an elite unit of the Bundeswehr, the German armed forces, and participates in NATO's Special Operations Land Task Groups.
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                [image: A Chinese Coast Guard ship fires a water cannon at a smaller ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Chinese Coast Guard ship fires a water cannon at a Philippine Navy chartered vessel that was conducting a resupply mission to troops stationed at Second Thomas Shoal, on March 5, 2024, in the South China Sea. Philippine and Chinese vessels collided in the high seas, leaving four Filipinos with minor injuries after a supply vessel's windshield was shattered by water cannons, the Philippines said. The incidents happened as the Philippines was conducting a routine resupply mission to troops stationed aboard BRP Sierra Madre, a grounded Navy ship that serves as the country's outpost in Second Thomas Shoal (locally called Ayungin Shoal).
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                [image: Two fighter jets fly beneath smoke trails from other jets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Philippine Air Force pilots maneuver FA-50PH fighter jets as they perform at an air show with the Republic of Korea Air Force's Black Eagles aerobatic unit on March 3, 2024, in Pampanga, Philippines.
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                [image: A crane lifts a large unexploded bomb out of a damaged house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bomb disposal workers use a crane to remove an unexploded Russian bomb from a house in Kostiantynivka, Ukraine, on March 6, 2024.
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                [image: The moon sets over a mountain shrouded in clouds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon sets over a peak in the Sierra Nevada mountain range during a blizzard in Big Pine, California, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A person pushes a grocery cart through the snow in a parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A customer pushes their grocery cart through the snow to their car as a blizzard hits Mammoth Lakes, California, on March 2, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                David Swanson / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An overloaded inflatable dinghy carries dozens of people in open ocean water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An inflatable dinghy carrying about 65 migrants crosses the English Channel on March 6, 2024. According to official figures, 401 migrants arrived in the U.K. via small boat on Monday, the busiest day of the year so far for Channel crossings. This brings the provisional total number of U.K. arrivals this year to 2,983. Government data indicate that this is more than the 2,953 logged this time last year and surpasses the running totals documented from January 1 to March 4 each year since current records began in 2018.
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                [image: A large crowd walks past toppled barriers and flowers strewn on the ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People shout slogans during the funeral of Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny, outside an Orthodox temple in Moscow, Russia, on March 1, 2024. Thousands of people gathered at the funeral of Vladimir Putin's critic, who died in a penal colony last month.
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                [image: A young person stands next to the ruins of a mosque destroyed by an air strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On March 2, 2024, a Palestinian youth stands next to Al-Bukhari Mosque, which was destroyed in Israeli strikes in Deir al-Balah, in central Gaza.
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                [image: Several dozen parachutes carrying crates fall above war-damaged buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Packages of humanitarian aid fall toward northern Gaza after being dropped from a military aircraft amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and the Palestinian group Hamas, as seen from Israel's border with Gaza in southern Israel on March 7, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a tractor pulling a rig, tilling soil in a large field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer prepares the soil before planting grain in Yerkivtsi, Kyiv region, Ukraine, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A collection of several tents set up on high platforms built in a stand of trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tree houses set up by activists stand near the Tesla Gigafactory for electric cars in Grunheide, near Berlin, Germany, on March 5, 2024. Production at Tesla's electric-vehicle plant in Germany came to a standstill and workers were evacuated after a power outage that officials suspect was caused by arson. The interior ministry in the state of Brandenburg says unidentified people are suspected of deliberately setting fire to a high-voltage transmission line on a power pylon.
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                [image: A soldier wearing a helmet and camouflage makeup stands guard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the Kosovo Security Force stands guard during a ceremony marking the 26th anniversary of the killing of Kosovo Liberation Army founding member and commander Adem Jashari, in Pristina, on March 5, 2024. Jashari was among dozens of members of his family killed by Serb security forces in the village of Prekaz in 1998, sparking a full-blown rebel insurgency.
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                [image: Two cormorants stand in a nest, silhouetted by a setting sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great cormorants rest in a nest as the sun sets at Sankey Tank Lake in Bengaluru, India, on March 4, 2024.
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The Houthis Are Very, Very Pleased

Since staking claim to the Palestinian cause, the Yemeni militants have come to seem unstoppable.

by Robert F. Worth


A Houthi recruit takes part in an armed parade in Sanaa, Yemen, December 2, 2023. (MohammedHamoud / Getty)



The Leader is a man of about 40, with a smooth, youthful face and a thin beard and mustache. In televised speeches, he wears a blazer with a shawl over his shoulders, his dark eyes menacing and humorless. Apart from that, so little is known about him that he might as well be a phantom. He has no birth certificate or passport and is said to have spent his formative years living in caves. No foreign diplomat has ever met him in person. He presides over a starving, brutalized people in northern Yemen and has sent an armada of child soldiers to their deaths. In January, one of his courts condemned nine men to be executed for homosexual behavior--seven by stoning, two by crucifixion.

Yet Abdulmalik al-Houthi may now be the most popular public figure in the Middle East. Ever since his soldiers began attacking and boarding commercial ships in the Red Sea in November--ostensibly in defense of Palestine--he has been treated like a latter-day Che Guevara, his portrait and speeches shared on social media across five continents. The Houthis' bravado may not have done much for Gaza, but it has gouged a hole in the global economy, forcing maritime traffic away from the Suez Canal. It has also made the Houthis into heroes for young Arabs and Muslims who are embracing the Palestinian cause as their own. The Houthis have even made inroads among Western progressives, who helped make a TikTok star of "Tim-Houthi Chalamet," a handsome young Yemeni who advertises his loyalty to the group.

The consequences of the Houthis' Red Sea attacks are still hard to fathom. Almost overnight, a militant movement in the remote badlands of Yemen has found a terrifying new relevance: It has choked off the waterway that carries about 15 percent of the world's trade. The U.S. Navy began firing back at Houthi launch sites in January--its most intense exchange of the 21st century to date--but even then, the Houthis did not back down.

One measure of the Houthis' new power is that the proud Arab autocrats who hate them hardly dare to criticize them. They fear drawing more attention to the gap between their own tepid statements of support for Palestinians and the Houthis' brazen defiance. Some are afraid that they, too, will become targets for Houthi missiles. The Arab leaders have long seen the Houthis as dangerous proxies for Iran, the group's main military supplier, but some observers now say the truth may be even worse: that the Houthis are fanatics who answer to no one.

The Red Sea crisis has pushed the Arab world--and Saudi Arabia in particular--into a painful dilemma. Saudi diplomats have been working for years on an ambitious peace plan that would ease the Houthis' political and economic isolation and reconcile them with their rivals in Yemen's "legitimate" government in the south (which controls perhaps 30 percent of the population). But now, with dramatic new proof of the Houthis' recklessness, the Saudis face the possibility that their efforts will only make Abdulmalik al-Houthi even more powerful, and more dangerous.



The Houthi spokesman was right on time for our meeting. I was a little surprised by his appearance; I had half expected to see a swaggering tribesman of the kind I used to meet in Yemen--mouth bulging with khat leaves, a shawl over his shoulders and a curved dagger in his belt. Instead, Abdelmalek al-Ejri was a neat-looking fellow in a blue-tartan blazer and a button-down shirt. He kept a physical distance as he greeted me, his manner polite but guarded, as if to register that we stood on opposite sides of a chasm.

We met in a spotless cafe in Muscat, the capital of the Sultanate of Oman. The city has for years been a kind of portal to the outside world for the Houthis, whose control of the Yemeni capital is not recognized by any country other than Iran. But it is an odd place to discuss Yemen because--despite their physical proximity and shared desert landscape--Oman is essentially the inverse of its neighbor. Where Yemen is lawless and violent, Oman is almost impossibly sedate and tidy, an Arab Switzerland. Omanis glide around in their elegant cloth head wraps and white dishdashas, looking serene; you can be arrested for rude public gestures or loud swearing, even for littering. Some of this, one imagines, is a deliberate effort to keep Yemen's chaos at bay.

Read: Were the Saudis right about the Houthis after all?

I had been warned that al-Ejri, a diplomat of sorts, might downplay the aggressiveness and radicalism of the Houthis, who prefer to call their movement Ansar Allah, or "Partisans of God." He did start off a little defensively, with a long speech about the unfairness of America's blind support for Israel. But he also made clear that the Houthis are very, very pleased with their new global status, and they aim to wield it like a club. "We are more confident now, because we have huge public support," he said. "This encourages us to speak on behalf of Yemen." He meant all of Yemen, though the Houthis control less than half of Yemen's territory.

He went on to boast that the Houthis have outpaced their longtime patron in the so-called Axis of Resistance. "Our stance on Gaza is more advanced than anyone, even Iran," he said. "Iran was shocked that Ansar Allah had the guts to do what we did." Although the relationship is clearly very close--Iranian Revolutionary Guard officials are said to be in Sanaa, Yemen's capital, right now--the Houthis do appear to have considerable independence and are believed to have shrugged off Iranian advice several times in the past. (Unlike some other Iranian allies, the Houthis are not mainstream Shiites and are not bound by the Khomeinist doctrine of rule by clerics.)

I asked him whether the Houthis would be willing to share power with other Yemeni political groups and was amazed again by the brashness of his answer. Abdulmalik al-Houthi will remain the supreme political authority in Yemen under any future government, he said, because his power comes directly from the people and is therefore beyond question. He then volunteered a comparison with Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of Hezbollah and another close ally of the Iranian regime. But al-Ejri added that al-Houthi will be "stronger and bigger" than his Lebanese counterpart, because the Houthis are and will be "the main player, the main stakeholder" in Yemen. In other words, al-Houthi will be a kind of counterpart to the supreme leader in Iran, who has the final word on all affairs of state.

The Houthis weren't always this open about their political agenda. I first came across them in 2008, when I made frequent trips to Yemen as a Beirut-based correspondent for The New York Times. I was standing outside a Sanaa courthouse one morning when an armored vehicle charged up and screeched to a halt. It had barred windows, and as the guards got out, I could hear the prisoners inside chanting in unison: "God is Great! Death to America! Death to Israel! A curse on the Jews! Victory to Islam!"

The Yemeni reporters alongside me were as baffled as I was. We knew that the Houthis were an insurgent group in the country's northern mountains who had been fighting an on-and-off war with the Yemeni state for years. We knew that they placed enormous, almost comical importance on their freedom to recite the words we had just heard, known to them as the sarkha, or "shout" (it had been banned by the government). But no one seemed to know what they wanted, why they were fighting, or how many they were. Al-Houthi, their leader, said in interviews at the time that they were simply defending themselves and wanted only to be left alone.

Even 10 years later, when they had conquered Yemen's capital and were ruling most of its population, a penumbra of mystery surrounded them. I used to discuss the movement with Hassan Zaid, who knew its founders and was a well-respected scholar of Zaydi Islam, the sect to which the Houthis belong (like most people in the far north). During my last visit to Sanaa, in late 2018, I asked Zaid if the Houthis had a political vision. He replied promptly that they had none. He was serving as the group's youth minister at the time, so I was a little taken aback. "The problem with the Houthis is that they are a reaction to other people's behavior," he said.

Zaid had doctrinal differences with the Houthis, whose ideology strays far from Zaydi orthodoxy. When he was gunned down by mysterious assailants in 2020, I was saddened--I had always liked him--but not surprised. Several other eminent Zaydi figures who had criticized the Houthis were murdered under similar circumstances. The Houthis, naturally, blamed the Saudis.


Abdulmalik al-Houthi speaks at a ceremony honoring the birth of the Prophet Muhammad in Saada province, Yemen, February 4, 2012. (Khaled Abdullah / Reuters)




Houthi boats escort the hijacked Galaxy Leader cargo ship in the Red Sea in this undated photo, released on November 20, 2023. (Houthi Military Media / Reuters)



Being coy may have suited the Houthis in the early days, and their ambitions may have evolved over time. But a will to power is built into their origin story. The Houthi family belongs to a caste that stood at the top of the social hierarchy in northern Yemen for more than 1,000 years. As Sayyids--claiming lineal descent from the Prophet Muhammad--they were part of the same group as the religious monarchs known as Imams who ruled the area for most of that time. Their fortunes changed when a group of young officers ousted the last Imam in 1962 and formed a republic. Afterward, the northern Sayyids were scorned as relics of a benighted theocratic era, and many fell into poverty.

Things got even worse for the Houthis in the early 1980s, when the Saudis--shaken by the Iranian revolution--began promoting their own brand of hard-line religion in northern Yemen. Yemen had never had a serious sectarian problem. But as Saudi-funded preachers spread their intolerant Wahhabi faith, the Zaydi clerics decided that they had to fight back. They trained a new generation of revivalist Zaydis who were steeped in anger at the House of Saud and its American ally. Among the most zealous was a young man named Hussein al-Houthi.

Hussein's ambitions went far beyond defending Zaydism. He traveled to Iran and to Sudan, which was an entrepot for all sorts of Islamists in the 1990s. When he came home, he transformed his family's experience (and his own) into a new ideological weapon: a combustible blend of historic entitlement and outraged victimhood. He grew even more radical after Ali Abdullah Saleh, Yemen's longtime president, pledged his full support to George W. Bush in the War on Terror, which some Islamists saw as a war on Islam. It was then that the Houthi sarkha was first heard.

Hussein's teachings, gathered in a 2,129-page online document called the Malazim ("installments"), are now revered by the movement almost as much as the Quran itself. Gun-toting Houthi soldiers can be found scrutinizing them with a special Android smartphone app.

The Malazim contains a kind of blueprint for religious dictatorship--an updated version of the Imamate. According to the Princeton-based scholar Bernard Haykel, who lived in Yemen for years, Hussein proclaimed the need for a supreme leader who embodies a "cosmic revolutionary ethos" and will act as a "guide for the community and the world." Most mainstream Muslims (and even many Zaydis) would consider all of this hideously idolatrous.

Hussein's status was further elevated by his martyrdom at the hands of Yemeni soldiers in 2004. His younger brother Abdulmalik then took the helm and led the intermittent wars against the Yemeni government until 2010. Much of northern Yemen was devastated during these years, but the movement came out stronger after each conflict, thanks to the Yemeni government's corruption and perceived cruelty. The Houthis have always been lucky in their enemies.



One reason the Houthis have been so poorly understood is that their movement arose in the shadow of the Saudi monarchy. The arrogance and wealth of the Saudis, and the poisonous influence of their puritanical Wahhabi clerics, lent credence to the Houthis' argument that they were just defending themselves. And the Saudis share some blame for creating this desert Frankenstein, having meddled recklessly in Yemen for many years.

Riyadh tried to play a more constructive role after 2012, when protests brought down Saleh. Saudi Arabia oversaw a shaky transition and pumped billions of dollars into Yemen. But in the political vacuum that followed, the Houthis--with an army hardened by years of war--seized much of the country while pretending to play along with a democratic process.

In early 2015, a few months after capturing the capital, the Houthis signed a deal with Iran, which had already been surreptitiously providing them with weapons and training. The Houthis began running 14 flights a week between Sanaa and Tehran, while the Iranian Revolutionary Guards sent officers and arms directly to their new allies in the Axis of Resistance. This was too much for Riyadh. The Saudis assembled a coalition and declared war. The Obama administration reluctantly supported them, worrying that it would be pulled into an unwinnable proxy war against Iran.

Read: The Houthis have backed Iran into a corner

The war backfired, as expected. Poorly trained Saudi pilots, fearing anti-aircraft fire, dropped their bombs from too high, and indiscriminate raids killed thousands of Yemeni civilians. With the Saudi coalition imposing a blockade, food became scarce and much of the population was pushed to the brink of starvation. The Yemeni forces fighting alongside the coalition were weakened by factional divisions and corruption. As the years passed, the Houthi counterattacks became more effective. By 2019 the Houthis were firing ballistic and cruise missiles at Saudi oil fields and airports, and although the Saudis were able to intercept most of the strikes, the struggle was becoming painfully asymmetrical. Patriot interceptors can cost more than $1 million apiece, while Houthi armed drones are worth a few hundred dollars.

In early 2022, a Houthi missile struck an oil-distribution station in Jeddah during Formula 1's Saudi Arabian Grand Prix, one of the kingdom's signature tourist events. A huge plume of black smoke was visible from the track. The Saudis had made efforts toward a peace deal for several years, but this time Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman appears to have decided that enough was enough. The United Nations brokered a cease-fire a week later. Saudi negotiators, together with a UN envoy, began talking to the Houthis about a longer-term peace agreement.

The accord, known in diplo-speak as "the road map," goes well beyond ending the war. It aims to pave the way for a happier future in Yemen, with provisions for reconstruction, the departure of all foreign forces, and an "inclusive" political dialogue between the Houthis and their rivals in southern Yemen, whom they have fought intermittently for a decade.

The road map will also withdraw restrictions on the Houthis' main ports and airports, which have been blockaded for years. That will open their doors to the world and bestow a legitimacy they have long craved while providing a huge boost to their income. On top of this, the agreement would commit the Saudis to paying salaries to state employees in every part of Yemen, including soldiers, for at least six months. This could amount to as much as $150 million a month, a vast sum in Yemen. Most of it would go to the Houthi-controlled part of the country, where the bulk of the population lives. In all likelihood, some percentage of those salaries will be funneled into the Houthi war machine, which has mastered various methods of extorting cash from an impoverished population.


Houthi recruits take part in a military parade in the port city of Hodeidah, September 1, 2022. (Getty)



In other words, the road map will transform the Houthis from a terrorist group into a state. Whether this will nudge them toward greater maturity or merely enable their worst instincts remains to be seen. It may, among other things, allow Iran to airlift weapons directly to the Houthis rather than shipping them surreptitiously in disguised boats, as it has been doing for about 15 years. The Saudis are taking these risks because MBS does not want any more disruptions to Vision 2030, his extravagant bid to transform Saudi Arabia's economy and society.

The road map is also likely to equip the Houthis for a war of conquest against all the areas of Yemen they do not already control. They have tried to capture these areas in the past, and they have made no secret of their desire to dominate the entire country. Whether they would stop at the border is anyone's guess. Houthi propaganda includes threats to strike deep into Saudi Arabia and capture Mecca, and (even more improbably) Jerusalem. The Saudis are so nervous about this that none of the officials I met with during a recent trip to Riyadh would agree to be quoted.

The road-map negotiations were long and difficult. Hearing about them made me pity the people whose job it was to sit across the table from the Houthis. Several I spoke with described a string of exhausting sessions with men who are masters at the art of upping the ante, which they did, time and again. One example: The salaries of Yemeni government workers were initially supposed to be covered partly by taxes on a Houthi-controlled port and partly by profits from Yemen's own oil and gas. By the end, the Saudis had agreed to pay for it all.

Abdulmalik al-Houthi followed the negotiations closely and is clearly in charge: "The buck stops with him," one diplomat who was involved told me. "He has a command of the details, not just the vision." Only on rare occasions does he engage directly with foreigners, and the ritual is always the same. The visitors arrive in Sanaa, where they are driven by Houthi officials to a private house. They are shown into a room with a desk and computer monitor, and al-Houthi speaks to them by video link from his stronghold in the northwestern city of Saada, 110 miles away.

In the end, the Houthis got what they wanted, because the Saudis were desperate to close the deal. "Their attitude is, We won," the diplomat told me. "Anyone who wants to share power must do so under their terms."



The Saudis say that they only facilitated the discussions over the road map, which is billed as an agreement between the Houthis and their rivals in Yemen's "internationally recognized" government, based in the south. This is a legal fiction. The southern government is an unelected puppet, entirely dependent on Saudi largesse to stay afloat. It is also a facade, beneath which is a congeries of mutually hostile southern factions. One thing they agree on is hatred of the road map, which they see--with some justification--as a capitulation to Houthi demands. But they cannot say so, because that would endanger the paychecks from Riyadh.

This was painfully apparent when I went to meet the president of Yemen, Rashad al-Alimi. Although his government is based in Yemen, he lives and holds his meetings in the Ritz-Carlton hotel in Riyadh--a palacelike building set apart from the rest of the city, with a marble ballroom where four prancing horses, cast in brass and copper, loom over the guests. The symbolism of the setting was impossible to ignore. Back in 2017, the Ritz-Carlton was transformed into the world's most lavish prison when Mohammed bin Salman arrested dozens of Saudi Arabia's richest and most powerful figures, accused them of corruption, and forced them to sign over much of their wealth.

From the April 2022 issue: Absolute power

Al-Alimi is not a prisoner, but he isn't exactly free. A slim, bald 70-year-old with a tiny mustache, he greeted me with pained courtesy, like a doctor who is reluctant to deliver bad news. He talked at length about the cruelties the Houthis have inflicted on the Yemeni city of Taiz, his hometown. The Houthis, he said, "broke all the taboos of wartime," using snipers to fire on civilians and condemning female political prisoners to death.

When I asked about the road map, al-Alimi couldn't bring himself to praise it. "I believe peace is the top priority for Yemen," he said, looking melancholy. Not long afterward he said, "The Houthis will come to peace only after they are defeated." He left it to me to draw the obvious conclusion. He would sign the accord, but he considered it a mistake.

The contrast between al-Alimi's dour mood and the glowing confidence of the Houthis was almost embarrassing. When I mentioned al-Alimi to Abdelmalek al-Ejri, the Houthi representative in Oman, his face broke into a sarcastic grin. "We refuse to let the Saudis deal with us in the way they deal with the so-called legitimate government," he said. He dismissed al-Alimi as a figurehead with no real authority, whose one virtue is that he will sign the road map if the Saudis tell him to: "Anything the Saudis say, he will reply 'Yes.'"

Some southern-Yemeni leaders are more willing to say what they think. In January, Aidarus al-Zoubaidi, who is al-Alimi's deputy but also heads an armed faction that favors an independent state in southern Yemen, criticized the American-led air strikes, saying that they would not be enough to deter the Houthis. Zoubaidi has called for the West to provide arms, intelligence, and training to the factions in the south, so that they can at least contain the Houthis, if not push them back. His boldness is related to his pocketbook; his main patron has been the United Arab Emirates, not Saudi Arabia.

The southerners' frustration is understandable. Although the Houthis have won a reputation as fierce warriors, they have suffered a few real setbacks at the hands of their Yemeni rivals. In 2018 the Houthis nearly lost their economic lifeline, the port of Hodeidah on the Red Sea coast. If the southern soldiers had pushed just another few miles to the port, they would have forced the Houthis to their knees. At a minimum, the Houthis would have had to make painful concessions, and in all likelihood, they would not be fighting a naval war in the Red Sea today.

Instead, the Saudi coalition withdrew from Hodeidah under pressure from the United States and aid groups who warned that the battle could lead to an even deeper humanitarian catastrophe. Some analysts and human-rights workers now believe that those concerns were exaggerated amid an atmosphere of widespread anger at the Saudis.

In fact, the Houthis may well have been rescued--not for the first time--by a bizarre twist of fate. In early October of that year, Saudi agents killed and dismembered the Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi in Istanbul. Gory details of the murder leaked to the press, and a wave of fury engulfed the Saudis, who were already being criticized for their indiscriminate bombing campaign in Yemen. I shared that anger; I knew Khashoggi well and had many long talks with him in Riyadh. But his death became a political football whose uses were difficult to foresee at the time.

The Saudi government was forced into a defensive crouch, and international allies no longer had the patience to support its fight for an obscure port on the Red Sea. The UN organized a cease-fire that required both sides to withdraw, but the Houthis have since violated it and regained control of the port. In retrospect, it seems possible that the outrageous public murder of a single famous man became the shield for a movement that has since killed thousands of Yemenis.

Can the Houthis be dislodged? They can seem invincible, especially now that they have successfully branded themselves as champions of the Palestinian cause. That posture appears to have entrenched their power at home as well, helping them recruit some 16,000 new soldiers in the first month of the Gaza war, according to one independent report. In the areas they control, they have made the schools into factories of propaganda and war-mongering. A recent university exam in the city of Ibb featured a question about geometry, using missiles fired into the Red Sea as an example. Women are now discouraged from driving, and gender segregation is more rigid. Fear and censorship are more pervasive. One of my longtime friends in Sanaa now erases his texts to me as soon as I have read them.

Even the Houthis' weaknesses are dangerous, because they foster a dependence on war. Their government is incompetent and bankrupt. Food prices have shot up, and Yemen's ability to export labor--its mainstay for decades--is crashing, thanks partly to a lack of job training. Remittances from abroad (mostly Yemeni laborers in Saudi Arabia) have dropped, and conditions are only getting worse. Acute malnutrition is rampant, leaving many young people with stunted limbs and brain damage. Inflows of food aid are way down even though roughly 80 percent of the population depends on them. The road map includes a formula for sharing revenues from Yemen's oil and gas reserves, which are located outside the Houthi zone of control, and have been largely offline for years. But skeptics say that mutual hatred will scuttle that. The Houthis have clashed with southern factions in recent weeks, and some observers worry the two-year cease-fire may be fraying.

Eliot A. Cohen: The Decatur option

If civil war breaks out again, Iran hawks in the United States may call for re-arming the southern factions as a military counterweight. Some Saudi leaders may even see a civil war as useful in weakening the Houthis, as long as Riyadh can stay out of the fighting. But such a war would pit a Shiite alliance in the north against Sunni forces in the south, inflaming sectarian rivalries and drawing in jihadists from other countries. New versions of al-Qaeda or the Islamic State would bloom in the desert. Does anyone really want to go down that road again?


A man stands in front of billboards that read "Allah is the greatest of all. Death to America. Death to Israel. A curse on the Jews. Victory to Islam." Sanaa, September 16, 2012. (Mohamed al-Sayaghi / Reuters)



Unfortunately, every possible course is risky. Breaking the Houthis may be impossible, but they don't bend easily, either. Perhaps, without a war to rally the faithful, the Houthis could be pressured toward compromise and consensus. Yemenis are famously unruly and independent-minded, and they have shown signs of discontent with Houthi rule. Some observers think that the Saudis could play a positive role by reviving the deep network of influence they had before Saleh was overthrown, as long as they wield it more wisely. Promising pockets of local governance in areas of Yemen outside of Houthi control could ultimately serve as models in the north.

For the outside world, there is a larger concern: Now that the Houthis have shown what they can do in the Red Sea, what is to stop them from finding new pretexts to do it again? Their arsenal includes unmanned, explosive-packed boats and submarines, with parts provided by Iran. If one of these were to strike an American naval vessel, it could kill a lot of sailors. This is exactly what happened 24 years ago, when suicide attackers in a boat struck the U.S.S. Cole off the southern Yemeni coast, in one of the opening acts of al-Qaeda's long confrontation with what it called "the far enemy."

The diplomats who wrote the road map now say it must be revised with these dangers in mind. "We can't just let bygones be bygones and forget all this happened," one American official told me. "The peace process will have to ensure that the Houthi threat is contained, and that the Houthis are not further emboldened and empowered."

How do you contain a force as volatile and reckless as the Houthis? The road map will need to provide an answer, or it could lead to a very dark dead end.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/03/houthis-yemen-war-palestine/677637/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Global | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Technology | The Atlantic

      
        Of Course America Fell for Liquid Death
        Jacob Stern

        When you think about it, the business of bottled water is pretty odd. What other industry produces billions in revenue selling something that almost everyone in America--with some notable and appalling exceptions--can get basically for free? Almost every brand claims in one way or another to be the purest or best-tasting or most luxurious, but very little distinguishes Poland Spring from Aquafina or Dasani or Evian. And then there is Liquid Death. The company sells its water in tallboy cans branded...

      

      
        It's Just an App
        Kate Lindsay

        In 2019, I had full-blown app fatigue. My scrolling time was dominated by Instagram and Twitter, my idle hours by YouTube, and on top of that I was still checking Facebook, Snapchat, and whatever buzzy platform my friends were touting that week. (Remember Lasso? Anyone?) There was no room for any more, I told the publicist sitting across from me in a conference room in Anaheim, California. But she was insistent that, as a journalist writing about internet culture, I needed to start paying more at...

      

      
        End the Phone-Based Childhood Now
        Jonathan Haidt

        Photographs by Maggie ShannonThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Something went suddenly and horribly wrong for adolescents in the early 2010s. By now you've likely seen the statistics: Rates of depression and anxiety in the United States--fairly stable in the 2000s--rose by more than 50 percent in many studies from 2010 to 2019. The suicide rate rose 48 percent for adolescents ages 10 to 19. For girls ages 10 to 14, it rose 131 percent.The probl...

      

      
        What to Do About the Junkification of the Internet
        Nathaniel Lubin

        Earlier this year, sexually explicit images of Taylor Swift were shared repeatedly on X. The pictures were almost certainly created with generative-AI tools, demonstrating the ease with which the technology can be put to nefarious ends. This case mirrors many other apparently similar examples, including fake images depicting the arrest of former President Donald Trump, AI-generated images of Black voters who support Trump, and fabricated images of Dr. Anthony Fauci.There is a tendency for media c...

      

      
        Kate Middleton and the End of Shared Reality
        Charlie Warzel

        If you're looking for an image that perfectly showcases the confusion and chaos of a choose-your-own-reality information dystopia, you probably couldn't do better than yesterday's portrait of Catherine, Princess of Wales. In just one day, the photograph has transformed from a hastily released piece of public-relations damage control into something of a Rorschach test--a collision between plausibility and conspiracy.For the uninitiated: Yesterday, in celebration of Mother's Day in the U.K., the Roy...

      

      
        I Asked 13 Tech Companies About Their Plans for Election Violence
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        In January, Donald Trump laid out in stark terms what consequences await America if charges against him for conspiring to overturn the 2020 election wind up interfering with his presidential victory in 2024. "It'll be bedlam in the country," he told reporters after an appeals-court hearing. Just before a reporter began asking if he would rule out violence from his supporters, Trump walked away.This would be a shocking display from a presidential candidate--except the presidential candidate was Don...

      

      
        Electric Cars Are Still Not Good Enough
        Andrew Moseman

        The Chevrolet Bolt was the little electric car that could. Never the fastest or the fanciest EV, the Bolt and its sticker price of roughly $30,000 made it cheaper than lots of gas cars, all while delivering a respectable 259 miles of range. With its legion of fans, the Bolt outsold every non-Tesla EV in America last year. But if you want to buy a new one, you'd better hurry: Chevy's parent company, General Motors, stopped making the Bolt at the end of 2023.The demise of the Bolt was supposed to m...

      

      
        I Am in Cloud-Storage Hell
        Charlie Warzel

        Here I was, going about my day and minding my own business, when a notification popped up on my phone that made my blood run cold: Your iCloud storage is full. I am, as I've written before, a digital hoarder whose trinkets, tchotchkes, and stacks of yellowing newspapers (read: old pixelated memes) are distributed across an unknown number of cloud servers around the globe. On Apple's, I've managed to blow through 200 gigabytes of storage, an amount of data that, not even a decade ago, felt almost ...

      

      
        Tech Fanboys Have a New Hero
        Ross Andersen

        Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg, and Jeff Bezos have each taken a turn as technology's alpha dog, but none of them can claim that title now. Musk has become a polarizing figure, drained of all mystique. Zuckerberg sold us on a social-media dream that turned out to be a nightmare. Bezos self-ejected from the CEO chair at Amazon, so he could make rockets and frolic on his yacht with his fiancee. (Good for him.)At the top of the tech world, a vacancy now looms like a missing tooth. In the months after Ch...

      

      
        It's Time to Give Up on Email
        Ian Bogost

        You got a new credit card, maybe, or signed up for a food-delivery service. Let the emailing begin. First there's one to verify your new account, then a message to confirm that you've verified your new account, then an offer for an upgrade or a discount. A service I recently started using sent four emails for a single activity, counting log-in notices, confirmations, receipts, and confirmations of the confirmations. Workday, the software that manages HR and payroll for my office, emailed me an al...

      

      
        
          	
            Global | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Of Course America Fell for Liquid Death

How is a company that sells canned water worth $1.4 billion?

by Jacob Stern




When you think about it, the business of bottled water is pretty odd. What other industry produces billions in revenue selling something that almost everyone in America--with some notable and appalling exceptions--can get basically for free? Almost every brand claims in one way or another to be the purest or best-tasting or most luxurious, but very little distinguishes Poland Spring from Aquafina or Dasani or Evian. And then there is Liquid Death. The company sells its water in tallboy cans branded with its over-the-top name, more over-the-top melting-skull logo, and even more over-the-top slogan: "Murder your thirst."



Liquid Death feels more like an absurd stunt than a real company, but it's no joke. You can find its products on the shelves at Target, 7-Eleven, Walmart, and Whole Foods. After the great success of its plain canned water, it has branched out into iced tea and seltzer, with flavors such as Mango Chainsaw, Berry It Alive, and Dead Billionaire (its take on an Arnold Palmer). On Monday, Bloomberg reported that the company is now valued at $1.4 billion, double the valuation it received in late 2022. That would make it more than one-tenth the size of the entire no- and low-alcohol-beverage industry. All of this for canned water (and some edgily named teas).



But not really. Liquid Death is not a water company so much as a brand that happens to sell water. To the extent the company is selling anything, it's selling metal, in both senses of the word: its literal aluminum cans, which it frames as part of its environmentally motivated "Death to Plastic" campaign, and its heavy-metal, punk-rock style. Idiosyncratic as all of this might seem, the company's strategy is not a departure from modern branding. If anything, it is the perfect distillation.



Liquid Death isn't just an excuse for marketing. Metal cans probably do beat plastic bottles, environmentally speaking, but both are much worse than just drinking tap water. You can nurse a can of Liquid Death at a party, and most people will probably mistake it for a beer. But there are lots of canned nonalcoholic drink options. Even the company's CEO, Mike Cessario, has acknowledged that the water is mostly beside the point: He worked in advertising for years before realizing that if he was ever going to get to make the kinds of ads he wanted to make, he'd have to create his own product first. "If you have a valuable brand," he told Bloomberg this week, "it means that people have a reason to care about you beyond the small functional difference" between Liquid Death's water and any other company's.



That's how you end up with a company that makes double-entendre-laced videos featuring porn stars and that partners with Fortnite, Zack Snyder's Rebel Moon, and Steve-O, of MTV's Jackass. On Instagram and TikTok, it is the third-most-followed beverage, behind only Red Bull and Monster; Liquid Death takes social-media comments trashing the product and turns them into songs with names such as "Rather Cut My Own D**k Off" and absurd taste-test commercials in which contestants are made, in one instance, to lick sweat off a man's back.



All of this, in one way or another, is about building the brand, because the brand is what's important; the brand is all there is. Plenty of companies sell branded T-shirts or hoodies, but Liquid Death has gone all in. It offers dozens of different T-shirt and hoodie designs, plus beach chairs and watches and neon signs and trading cards and casket-shaped flasks and boxer briefs.

Liquid Death, Cessario likes to say, is by no means unique in its focus on marketing. "Like every truly large valuable brand," he told The Washington Post last year, "it is all marketing and brand because the reason people choose things 98 percent of the time is not rational. It's emotional."He has a point. And in recent years, marketing has become ever more untethered from the underlying products. As I previously wrote, many companies have begun deploying meta-advertisements: advertisements that are about advertisements or refer explicitly to the fact that they're advertisements.

Think of CeraVe's Super Bowl commercial in which Michael Cera pitches an ad featuring him at his awkward, creepy best to a boardroom full of horrified executives. Or the State Farm commercial that also aired during the Super Bowl, in which Arnold Schwarzenegger struggles to enunciate the word neighbor while playing "Agent State Farm" in an ad within the ad. Think of the Wayfair commercials in which characters say things like "Are we in a Wayfair commercial?" or the Mountain Dew commercials in which celebrities decked out in biohazard-green Mountain Dew gear discuss "how obvious product placement is."



The appeal of these ads is that they make no appeal at all--at least no traditional appeal, no appeal having to do with the product they're ostensibly selling. They wink at the viewer. They say: We know that you know what we're trying to do here, so we're just gonna cut the crap and be straight with you. They flatter the viewer, make them feel like they're in on the joke. The marketing strategy is to renounce marketing strategies. As with most advertising, it's hard to know for sure whether this actually works, but companies seem to think it does; after all, more and more of them are sinking millions into meta-ads.



You can think of Liquid Death as the apotheosis of meta-advertising. It doesn't just say Forget the product for a moment while you watch this ad. It dispenses with the product entirely. The advertisement is the product. What Liquid Death is selling is not so much purified water as purified marketing, marketing that has shed its product--the soul without the body. The company writes the principle straight into its manifesto: "We're just a funny beverage company who hates corporate marketing as much as you do," it reads. "Our evil mission is to make people laugh and get more of them to drink more healthy beverages more often, all while helping to kill plastic pollution."



It's easy to dismiss Liquid Death as a silly one-off gimmick, but the truth is that many of us routinely fall for just this sort of appeal. The same thing is happening when we respond to the Visible phone service Super Bowl commercial in which Jason Alexander rehashes his "Yada yada" bit from Seinfeld and declares, "I'm in an ad right now." And how could it not? Marketing is virtually inescapable. Brands are clamoring for our attention at every moment. It's nice to feel, for a moment, like we're not being advertised to--like Liquid Death is just a good bit and not, as it now is, a billion-dollar business.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/03/liquid-death-canned-water-marketing/677752/?utm_source=feed
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It's Just an App

America won't miss TikTok.

by Kate Lindsay




In 2019, I had full-blown app fatigue. My scrolling time was dominated by Instagram and Twitter, my idle hours by YouTube, and on top of that I was still checking Facebook, Snapchat, and whatever buzzy platform my friends were touting that week. (Remember Lasso? Anyone?) There was no room for any more, I told the publicist sitting across from me in a conference room in Anaheim, California. But she was insistent that, as a journalist writing about internet culture, I needed to start paying more attention to the app I knew only peripherally as a place for tween lip-synching and dancing. TikTok, she said, would soon be for everyone.



This promise came true. TikTok is now a social-media juggernaut that has transformed internet culture--and beyond. The app, with its short, audio-heavy videos served in an algorithmic feed, has launched the careers of multiple now-mainstream musicians, including Lil Nas X and Noah Kahan. It's the reason Stanley cups and Birkenstock clogs were under lots of Christmas trees last year. Everything from Billboard charts to beauty trends to politics itself has bowed to or been transformed by TikTok.



All of that is now under threat. Today, the House of Representatives overwhelmingly voted to force TikTok's parent company, ByteDance, to divest from the app or face a ban in the United States. (ByteDance was founded by Chinese entrepreneurs, and some American lawmakers are worried it has ties to the Chinese government, which the company denies.) If it passes the Senate--still a big if--President Joe Biden has said he would sign the bill into law, potentially removing one of the most visited social-media apps in the country. But Americans may miss it less than they think.



Sure, TikTok has cultivated a culture and community that no other platform has come close to replicating. There's a speed to how TikTok facilitates conversations and trends, and its algorithm is unnervingly good at picking up on a user's interests and showing them what they want to see. You could use the app for just five minutes and come away with a new song to listen to, a new recipe to try for dinner, and a new piece of kitchenware already being packed up and shipped to you. Four years ago, when the coronavirus pandemic sent much of the country into lockdown, users flocked to the app in droves in search of entertainment and connection. The number of people who used the app at least once a month in the United States jumped from 11 million at the start of 2018 to 100 million in less than three years. Today, that number is more than 150 million.



But TikTok is far from America's favorite social-media app. In a recent Pew survey, a third of adults said they had ever used TikTok--about half the percentage of people who have used Facebook, and slightly less even than Pinterest. Of course, TikTok is much newer than Facebook and Instagram; it's Gen Z that has been branded the "TikTok generation." But TikTok is not Zoomers' favorite app either. In another recent Pew survey, 63 percent of 13-to-17-year-olds said they're on TikTok--but more are on YouTube, and Snapchat is nearly as popular as TikTok. There are valid reasons to question a potential ban, but users will certainly have options if it comes to pass.



Read: You're looking at TikTok all wrong



TikTok's best days in the U.S. may be behind it, anyway. The long-term viability of a social-media app is dependent on its ability to bring in new users, and TikTok's growth has flatlined. Like Facebook before it, TikTok is beginning to struggle with younger people. Almost 40 percent of the app's users are now in their 30s and 40s, according to an analysis by the journalist Ryan Broderick. Millennials are its fastest-growing demographic, and they are more likely to actually post something. If this demographic continues to dominate, it's hard to see how TikTok remains the hub for internet and youth culture.



The app isn't helping itself. Over the past week, the company has repeatedly sent its users push alerts urging them to call their representatives to express their love of the app, and many did just that--which likely inflamed concerns from politicians that TikTok could be used for propaganda. But there are more fundamental issues as well. Those who are loyal to TikTok will tell you that the good old days are long gone. It went from a plaything for regular people--the dancing tweens, the animal antics--to a stage for brands and creators, and continues to make moves that push itself further from its original premise. It is experimenting with videos up to 15 minutes long, as well as ones filmed horizontally--which sounds a lot more like YouTube than TikTok. Perhaps the biggest change is TikTok Shop, the app's foray into e-commerce. Users have lamented that the feature is turning the algorithmic "For You" feed into a de facto QVC livestream, with commission-based videos touting cheap and useless goods encouraged to interrupt users' feeds. And most recently, the app's music catalog, the backbone of its robust video-trend culture, was slashed after TikTok failed to reach a deal with Universal Music Group.



Read: How to watch a movie in 15 easy steps



If TikTok does indeed die, the ban may ultimately feel meaningless for millions of online Americans: YouTube, Instagram, and Snapchat have all responded to the rise of TikTok by creating their own endlessly scrolling, vertical, algorithmically controlled video feeds. When India banned TikTok, in 2020, people simply migrated elsewhere. "I don't think that anybody has really complained about missing TikTok," an Indian venture capitalist told Rest of World last year.



The previous time America tried to ban TikTok, in 2020, the "For You" page was flooded with preemptive goodbyes and urgent pleas from creators for their followers to find them elsewhere on the internet. Yet today's vote is hardly dominating feeds. Perhaps that's because now, unlike then, TikTok is for everyone--just like so many of the other apps to choose from.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/03/america-wont-miss-tiktok-ban-congress/677745/?utm_source=feed
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End the Phone-Based Childhood Now

The environment in which kids grow up today is hostile to human development.

by Jonathan Haidt




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


Something went suddenly and horribly wrong for adolescents in the early 2010s. By now you've likely seen the statistics: Rates of depression and anxiety in the United States--fairly stable in the 2000s--rose by more than 50 percent in many studies from 2010 to 2019. The suicide rate rose 48 percent for adolescents ages 10 to 19. For girls ages 10 to 14, it rose 131 percent.

The problem was not limited to the U.S.: Similar patterns emerged around the same time in Canada, the U.K., Australia, New Zealand, the Nordic countries, and beyond. By a variety of measures and in a variety of countries, the members of Generation Z (born in and after 1996) are suffering from anxiety, depression, self-harm, and related disorders at levels higher than any other generation for which we have data.

The decline in mental health is just one of many signs that something went awry. Loneliness and friendlessness among American teens began to surge around 2012. Academic achievement went down, too. According to "The Nation's Report Card," scores in reading and math began to decline for U.S. students after 2012, reversing decades of slow but generally steady increase. PISA, the major international measure of educational trends, shows that declines in math, reading, and science happened globally, also beginning in the early 2010s.

Read: It sure looks like phones are making students dumber

As the oldest members of Gen Z reach their late 20s, their troubles are carrying over into adulthood. Young adults are dating less, having less sex, and showing less interest in ever having children than prior generations. They are more likely to live with their parents. They were less likely to get jobs as teens, and managers say they are harder to work with. Many of these trends began with earlier generations, but most of them accelerated with Gen Z.

Surveys show that members of Gen Z are shyer and more risk averse than previous generations, too, and risk aversion may make them less ambitious. In an interview last May, OpenAI co-founder Sam Altman and Stripe co-founder Patrick Collison noted that, for the first time since the 1970s, none of Silicon Valley's preeminent entrepreneurs are under 30. "Something has really gone wrong," Altman said. In a famously young industry, he was baffled by the sudden absence of great founders in their 20s.

Generations are not monolithic, of course. Many young people are flourishing. Taken as a whole, however, Gen Z is in poor mental health and is lagging behind previous generations on many important metrics. And if a generation is doing poorly--if it is more anxious and depressed and is starting families, careers, and important companies at a substantially lower rate than previous generations--then the sociological and economic consequences will be profound for the entire society.


Number of emergency-department visits for nonfatal self-harm per 100,000 children (source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention)



What happened in the early 2010s that altered adolescent development and worsened mental health? Theories abound, but the fact that similar trends are found in many countries worldwide means that events and trends that are specific to the United States cannot be the main story.

I think the answer can be stated simply, although the underlying psychology is complex: Those were the years when adolescents in rich countries traded in their flip phones for smartphones and moved much more of their social lives online--particularly onto social-media platforms designed for virality and addiction. Once young people began carrying the entire internet in their pockets, available to them day and night, it altered their daily experiences and developmental pathways across the board. Friendship, dating, sexuality, exercise, sleep, academics, politics, family dynamics, identity--all were affected. Life changed rapidly for younger children, too, as they began to get access to their parents' smartphones and, later, got their own iPads, laptops, and even smartphones during elementary school.

Jonathan Haidt: Get phones out of schools now

As a social psychologist who has long studied social and moral development, I have been involved in debates about the effects of digital technology for years. Typically, the scientific questions have been framed somewhat narrowly, to make them easier to address with data. For example, do adolescents who consume more social media have higher levels of depression? Does using a smartphone just before bedtime interfere with sleep? The answer to these questions is usually found to be yes, although the size of the relationship is often statistically small, which has led some researchers to conclude that these new technologies are not responsible for the gigantic increases in mental illness that began in the early 2010s.

But before we can evaluate the evidence on any one potential avenue of harm, we need to step back and ask a broader question: What is childhood--including adolescence--and how did it change when smartphones moved to the center of it? If we take a more holistic view of what childhood is and what young children, tweens, and teens need to do to mature into competent adults, the picture becomes much clearer. Smartphone-based life, it turns out, alters or interferes with a great number of developmental processes.

The intrusion of smartphones and social media are not the only changes that have deformed childhood. There's an important backstory, beginning as long ago as the 1980s, when we started systematically depriving children and adolescents of freedom, unsupervised play, responsibility, and opportunities for risk taking, all of which promote competence, maturity, and mental health. But the change in childhood accelerated in the early 2010s, when an already independence-deprived generation was lured into a new virtual universe that seemed safe to parents but in fact is more dangerous, in many respects, than the physical world.

My claim is that the new phone-based childhood that took shape roughly 12 years ago is making young people sick and blocking their progress to flourishing in adulthood. We need a dramatic cultural correction, and we need it now.

1. The Decline of Play and Independence 

Human brains are extraordinarily large compared with those of other primates, and human childhoods are extraordinarily long, too, to give those large brains time to wire up within a particular culture. A child's brain is already 90 percent of its adult size by about age 6. The next 10 or 15 years are about learning norms and mastering skills--physical, analytical, creative, and social. As children and adolescents seek out experiences and practice a wide variety of behaviors, the synapses and neurons that are used frequently are retained while those that are used less often disappear. Neurons that fire together wire together, as brain researchers say.

Brain development is sometimes said to be "experience-expectant," because specific parts of the brain show increased plasticity during periods of life when an animal's brain can "expect" to have certain kinds of experiences. You can see this with baby geese, who will imprint on whatever mother-sized object moves in their vicinity just after they hatch. You can see it with human children, who are able to learn languages quickly and take on the local accent, but only through early puberty; after that, it's hard to learn a language and sound like a native speaker. There is also some evidence of a sensitive period for cultural learning more generally. Japanese children who spent a few years in California in the 1970s came to feel "American" in their identity and ways of interacting only if they attended American schools for a few years between ages 9 and 15. If they left before age 9, there was no lasting impact. If they didn't arrive until they were 15, it was too late; they didn't come to feel American.

Human childhood is an extended cultural apprenticeship with different tasks at different ages all the way through puberty. Once we see it this way, we can identify factors that promote or impede the right kinds of learning at each age. For children of all ages, one of the most powerful drivers of learning is the strong motivation to play. Play is the work of childhood, and all young mammals have the same job: to wire up their brains by playing vigorously and often, practicing the moves and skills they'll need as adults. Kittens will play-pounce on anything that looks like a mouse tail. Human children will play games such as Tag and Sharks and Minnows, which let them practice both their predator skills and their escaping-from-predator skills. Adolescents will play sports with greater intensity, and will incorporate playfulness into their social interactions--flirting, teasing, and developing inside jokes that bond friends together. Hundreds of studies on young rats, monkeys, and humans show that young mammals want to play, need to play, and end up socially, cognitively, and emotionally impaired when they are deprived of play.

One crucial aspect of play is physical risk taking. Children and adolescents must take risks and fail--often--in environments in which failure is not very costly. This is how they extend their abilities, overcome their fears, learn to estimate risk, and learn to cooperate in order to take on larger challenges later. The ever-present possibility of getting hurt while running around, exploring, play-fighting, or getting into a real conflict with another group adds an element of thrill, and thrilling play appears to be the most effective kind for overcoming childhood anxieties and building social, emotional, and physical competence. The desire for risk and thrill increases in the teen years, when failure might carry more serious consequences. Children of all ages need to choose the risk they are ready for at a given moment. Young people who are deprived of opportunities for risk taking and independent exploration will, on average, develop into more anxious and risk-averse adults.

From the April 2014 issue: The overprotected kid

Human childhood and adolescence evolved outdoors, in a physical world full of dangers and opportunities. Its central activities--play, exploration, and intense socializing--were largely unsupervised by adults, allowing children to make their own choices, resolve their own conflicts, and take care of one another. Shared adventures and shared adversity bound young people together into strong friendship clusters within which they mastered the social dynamics of small groups, which prepared them to master bigger challenges and larger groups later on.

And then we changed childhood.

The changes started slowly in the late 1970s and '80s, before the arrival of the internet, as many parents in the U.S. grew fearful that their children would be harmed or abducted if left unsupervised. Such crimes have always been extremely rare, but they loomed larger in parents' minds thanks in part to rising levels of street crime combined with the arrival of cable TV, which enabled round-the-clock coverage of missing-children cases. A general decline in social capital--the degree to which people knew and trusted their neighbors and institutions--exacerbated parental fears. Meanwhile, rising competition for college admissions encouraged more intensive forms of parenting. In the 1990s, American parents began pulling their children indoors or insisting that afternoons be spent in adult-run enrichment activities. Free play, independent exploration, and teen-hangout time declined.

In recent decades, seeing unchaperoned children outdoors has become so novel that when one is spotted in the wild, some adults feel it is their duty to call the police. In 2015, the Pew Research Center found that parents, on average, believed that children should be at least 10 years old to play unsupervised in front of their house, and that kids should be 14 before being allowed to go unsupervised to a public park. Most of these same parents had enjoyed joyous and unsupervised outdoor play by the age of 7 or 8.

But overprotection is only part of the story. The transition away from a more independent childhood was facilitated by steady improvements in digital technology, which made it easier and more inviting for young people to spend a lot more time at home, indoors, and alone in their rooms. Eventually, tech companies got access to children 24/7. They developed exciting virtual activities, engineered for "engagement," that are nothing like the real-world experiences young brains evolved to expect.




2. The Virtual World Arrives in Two Waves

The internet, which now dominates the lives of young people, arrived in two waves of linked technologies. The first one did little harm to Millennials. The second one swallowed Gen Z whole.

The first wave came ashore in the 1990s with the arrival of dial-up internet access, which made personal computers good for something beyond word processing and basic games. By 2003, 55 percent of American households had a computer with (slow) internet access. Rates of adolescent depression, loneliness, and other measures of poor mental health did not rise in this first wave. If anything, they went down a bit. Millennial teens (born 1981 through 1995), who were the first to go through puberty with access to the internet, were psychologically healthier and happier, on average, than their older siblings or parents in Generation X (born 1965 through 1980).

The second wave began to rise in the 2000s, though its full force didn't hit until the early 2010s. It began rather innocently with the introduction of social-media platforms that helped people connect with their friends. Posting and sharing content became much easier with sites such as Friendster (launched in 2003), Myspace (2003), and Facebook (2004).

Teens embraced social media soon after it came out, but the time they could spend on these sites was limited in those early years because the sites could only be accessed from a computer, often the family computer in the living room. Young people couldn't access social media (and the rest of the internet) from the school bus, during class time, or while hanging out with friends outdoors. Many teens in the early-to-mid-2000s had cellphones, but these were basic phones (many of them flip phones) that had no internet access. Typing on them was difficult--they had only number keys. Basic phones were tools that helped Millennials meet up with one another in person or talk with each other one-on-one. I have seen no evidence to suggest that basic cellphones harmed the mental health of Millennials.

It was not until the introduction of the iPhone (2007), the App Store (2008), and high-speed internet (which reached 50 percent of American homes in 2007)--and the corresponding pivot to mobile made by many providers of social media, video games, and porn--that it became possible for adolescents to spend nearly every waking moment online. The extraordinary synergy among these innovations was what powered the second technological wave. In 2011, only 23 percent of teens had a smartphone. By 2015, that number had risen to 73 percent, and a quarter of teens said they were online "almost constantly." Their younger siblings in elementary school didn't usually have their own smartphones, but after its release in 2010, the iPad quickly became a staple of young children's daily lives. It was in this brief period, from 2010 to 2015, that childhood in America (and many other countries) was rewired into a form that was more sedentary, solitary, virtual, and incompatible with healthy human development.

3. Techno-optimism and the Birth of the Phone-Based Childhood

The phone-based childhood created by that second wave--including not just smartphones themselves, but all manner of internet-connected devices, such as tablets, laptops, video-game consoles, and smartwatches--arrived near the end of a period of enormous optimism about digital technology. The internet came into our lives in the mid-1990s, soon after the fall of the Soviet Union. By the end of that decade, it was widely thought that the web would be an ally of democracy and a slayer of tyrants. When people are connected to each other, and to all the information in the world, how could any dictator keep them down?

In the 2000s, Silicon Valley and its world-changing inventions were a source of pride and excitement in America. Smart and ambitious young people around the world wanted to move to the West Coast to be part of the digital revolution. Tech-company founders such as Steve Jobs and Sergey Brin were lauded as gods, or at least as modern Prometheans, bringing humans godlike powers. The Arab Spring bloomed in 2011 with the help of decentralized social platforms, including Twitter and Facebook. When pundits and entrepreneurs talked about the power of social media to transform society, it didn't sound like a dark prophecy.

You have to put yourself back in this heady time to understand why adults acquiesced so readily to the rapid transformation of childhood. Many parents had concerns, even then, about what their children were doing online, especially because of the internet's ability to put children in contact with strangers. But there was also a lot of excitement about the upsides of this new digital world. If computers and the internet were the vanguards of progress, and if young people--widely referred to as "digital natives"--were going to live their lives entwined with these technologies, then why not give them a head start? I remember how exciting it was to see my 2-year-old son master the touch-and-swipe interface of my first iPhone in 2008. I thought I could see his neurons being woven together faster as a result of the stimulation it brought to his brain, compared to the passivity of watching television or the slowness of building a block tower. I thought I could see his future job prospects improving.

Touchscreen devices were also a godsend for harried parents. Many of us discovered that we could have peace at a restaurant, on a long car trip, or at home while making dinner or replying to emails if we just gave our children what they most wanted: our smartphones and tablets. We saw that everyone else was doing it and figured it must be okay.

It was the same for older children, desperate to join their friends on social-media platforms, where the minimum age to open an account was set by law to 13, even though no research had been done to establish the safety of these products for minors. Because the platforms did nothing (and still do nothing) to verify the stated age of new-account applicants, any 10-year-old could open multiple accounts without parental permission or knowledge, and many did. Facebook and later Instagram became places where many sixth and seventh graders were hanging out and socializing. If parents did find out about these accounts, it was too late. Nobody wanted their child to be isolated and alone, so parents rarely forced their children to shut down their accounts.

We had no idea what we were doing.

4. The High Cost of a Phone-Based Childhood

In Walden, his 1854 reflection on simple living, Henry David Thoreau wrote, "The cost of a thing is the amount of ... life which is required to be exchanged for it, immediately or in the long run." It's an elegant formulation of what economists would later call the opportunity cost of any choice--all of the things you can no longer do with your money and time once you've committed them to something else. So it's important that we grasp just how much of a young person's day is now taken up by their devices.

The numbers are hard to believe. The most recent Gallup data show that American teens spend about five hours a day just on social-media platforms (including watching videos on TikTok and YouTube). Add in all the other phone- and screen-based activities, and the number rises to somewhere between seven and nine hours a day, on average. The numbers are even higher in single-parent and low-income families, and among Black, Hispanic, and Native American families.

These very high numbers do not include time spent in front of screens for school or homework, nor do they include all the time adolescents spend paying only partial attention to events in the real world while thinking about what they're missing on social media or waiting for their phones to ping. Pew reports that in 2022, one-third of teens said they were on one of the major social-media sites "almost constantly," and nearly half said the same of the internet in general. For these heavy users, nearly every waking hour is an hour absorbed, in full or in part, by their devices.




In Thoreau's terms, how much of life is exchanged for all this screen time? Arguably, most of it. Everything else in an adolescent's day must get squeezed down or eliminated entirely to make room for the vast amount of content that is consumed, and for the hundreds of "friends," "followers," and other network connections that must be serviced with texts, posts, comments, likes, snaps, and direct messages. I recently surveyed my students at NYU, and most of them reported that the very first thing they do when they open their eyes in the morning is check their texts, direct messages, and social-media feeds. It's also the last thing they do before they close their eyes at night. And it's a lot of what they do in between.

The amount of time that adolescents spend sleeping declined in the early 2010s, and many studies tie sleep loss directly to the use of devices around bedtime, particularly when they're used to scroll through social media. Exercise declined, too, which is unfortunate because exercise, like sleep, improves both mental and physical health. Book reading has been declining for decades, pushed aside by digital alternatives, but the decline, like so much else, sped up in the early 2010s. With passive entertainment always available, adolescent minds likely wander less than they used to; contemplation and imagination might be placed on the list of things winnowed down or crowded out.

But perhaps the most devastating cost of the new phone-based childhood was the collapse of time spent interacting with other people face-to-face. A study of how Americans spend their time found that, before 2010, young people (ages 15 to 24) reported spending far more time with their friends (about two hours a day, on average, not counting time together at school) than did older people (who spent just 30 to 60 minutes with friends). Time with friends began decreasing for young people in the 2000s, but the drop accelerated in the 2010s, while it barely changed for older people. By 2019, young people's time with friends had dropped to just 67 minutes a day. It turns out that Gen Z had been socially distancing for many years and had mostly completed the project by the time COVID-19 struck.

Read: What happens when kids don't see their peers for months

You might question the importance of this decline. After all, isn't much of this online time spent interacting with friends through texting, social media, and multiplayer video games? Isn't that just as good?

Some of it surely is, and virtual interactions offer unique benefits too, especially for young people who are geographically or socially isolated. But in general, the virtual world lacks many of the features that make human interactions in the real world nutritious, as we might say, for physical, social, and emotional development. In particular, real-world relationships and social interactions are characterized by four features--typical for hundreds of thousands of years--that online interactions either distort or erase.

First, real-world interactions are embodied, meaning that we use our hands and facial expressions to communicate, and we learn to respond to the body language of others. Virtual interactions, in contrast, mostly rely on language alone. No matter how many emojis are offered as compensation, the elimination of communication channels for which we have eons of evolutionary programming is likely to produce adults who are less comfortable and less skilled at interacting in person.

Second, real-world interactions are synchronous; they happen at the same time. As a result, we learn subtle cues about timing and conversational turn taking. Synchronous interactions make us feel closer to the other person because that's what getting "in sync" does. Texts, posts, and many other virtual interactions lack synchrony. There is less real laughter, more room for misinterpretation, and more stress after a comment that gets no immediate response.

Third, real-world interactions primarily involve one-to-one communication, or sometimes one-to-several. But many virtual communications are broadcast to a potentially huge audience. Online, each person can engage in dozens of asynchronous interactions in parallel, which interferes with the depth achieved in all of them. The sender's motivations are different, too: With a large audience, one's reputation is always on the line; an error or poor performance can damage social standing with large numbers of peers. These communications thus tend to be more performative and anxiety-inducing than one-to-one conversations.

Finally, real-world interactions usually take place within communities that have a high bar for entry and exit, so people are strongly motivated to invest in relationships and repair rifts when they happen. But in many virtual networks, people can easily block others or quit when they are displeased. Relationships within such networks are usually more disposable.

From the September 2015 issue: The coddling of the American mind

These unsatisfying and anxiety-producing features of life online should be recognizable to most adults. Online interactions can bring out antisocial behavior that people would never display in their offline communities. But if life online takes a toll on adults, just imagine what it does to adolescents in the early years of puberty, when their "experience expectant" brains are rewiring based on feedback from their social interactions.

Kids going through puberty online are likely to experience far more social comparison, self-consciousness, public shaming, and chronic anxiety than adolescents in previous generations, which could potentially set developing brains into a habitual state of defensiveness. The brain contains systems that are specialized for approach (when opportunities beckon) and withdrawal (when threats appear or seem likely). People can be in what we might call "discover mode" or "defend mode" at any moment, but generally not both. The two systems together form a mechanism for quickly adapting to changing conditions, like a thermostat that can activate either a heating system or a cooling system as the temperature fluctuates. Some people's internal thermostats are generally set to discover mode, and they flip into defend mode only when clear threats arise. These people tend to see the world as full of opportunities. They are happier and less anxious. Other people's internal thermostats are generally set to defend mode, and they flip into discover mode only when they feel unusually safe. They tend to see the world as full of threats and are more prone to anxiety and depressive disorders.


Percentage of U.S. college freshmen reporting various kinds of disabilities and disorders (source: Higher Education Research Institute)



A simple way to understand the differences between Gen Z and previous generations is that people born in and after 1996 have internal thermostats that were shifted toward defend mode. This is why life on college campuses changed so suddenly when Gen Z arrived, beginning around 2014. Students began requesting "safe spaces" and trigger warnings. They were highly sensitive to "microaggressions" and sometimes claimed that words were "violence." These trends mystified those of us in older generations at the time, but in hindsight, it all makes sense. Gen Z students found words, ideas, and ambiguous social encounters more threatening than had previous generations of students because we had fundamentally altered their psychological development.

5. So Many Harms

The debate around adolescents' use of smartphones and social media typically revolves around mental health, and understandably so. But the harms that have resulted from transforming childhood so suddenly and heedlessly go far beyond mental health. I've touched on some of them--social awkwardness, reduced self-confidence, and a more sedentary childhood. Here are three additional harms.

Fragmented Attention, Disrupted Learning

Staying on task while sitting at a computer is hard enough for an adult with a fully developed prefrontal cortex. It is far more difficult for adolescents in front of their laptop trying to do homework. They are probably less intrinsically motivated to stay on task. They're certainly less able, given their undeveloped prefrontal cortex, and hence it's easy for any company with an app to lure them away with an offer of social validation or entertainment. Their phones are pinging constantly--one study found that the typical adolescent now gets 237 notifications a day, roughly 15 every waking hour. Sustained attention is essential for doing almost anything big, creative, or valuable, yet young people find their attention chopped up into little bits by notifications offering the possibility of high-pleasure, low-effort digital experiences.

It even happens in the classroom. Studies confirm that when students have access to their phones during class time, they use them, especially for texting and checking social media, and their grades and learning suffer. This might explain why benchmark test scores began to decline in the U.S. and around the world in the early 2010s--well before the pandemic hit.

Addiction and Social Withdrawal

The neural basis of behavioral addiction to social media or video games is not exactly the same as chemical addiction to cocaine or opioids. Nonetheless, they all involve abnormally heavy and sustained activation of dopamine neurons and reward pathways. Over time, the brain adapts to these high levels of dopamine; when the child is not engaged in digital activity, their brain doesn't have enough dopamine, and the child experiences withdrawal symptoms. These generally include anxiety, insomnia, and intense irritability. Kids with these kinds of behavioral addictions often become surly and aggressive, and withdraw from their families into their bedrooms and devices.

Social-media and gaming platforms were designed to hook users. How successful are they? How many kids suffer from digital addictions?

The main addiction risks for boys seem to be video games and porn. "Internet gaming disorder," which was added to the main diagnosis manual of psychiatry in 2013 as a condition for further study, describes "significant impairment or distress" in several aspects of life, along with many hallmarks of addiction, including an inability to reduce usage despite attempts to do so. Estimates for the prevalence of IGD range from 7 to 15 percent among adolescent boys and young men. As for porn, a nationally representative survey of American adults published in 2019 found that 7 percent of American men agreed or strongly agreed with the statement "I am addicted to pornography"--and the rates were higher for the youngest men.

Girls have much lower rates of addiction to video games and porn, but they use social media more intensely than boys do. A study of teens in 29 nations found that between 5 and 15 percent of adolescents engage in what is called "problematic social media use," which includes symptoms such as preoccupation, withdrawal symptoms, neglect of other areas of life, and lying to parents and friends about time spent on social media. That study did not break down results by gender, but many others have found that rates of "problematic use" are higher for girls.

Jonathan Haidt: The dangerous experiment on teen girls

I don't want to overstate the risks: Most teens do not become addicted to their phones and video games. But across multiple studies and across genders, rates of problematic use come out in the ballpark of 5 to 15 percent. Is there any other consumer product that parents would let their children use relatively freely if they knew that something like one in 10 kids would end up with a pattern of habitual and compulsive use that disrupted various domains of life and looked a lot like an addiction?

The Decay of Wisdom and the Loss of Meaning 

During that crucial sensitive period for cultural learning, from roughly ages 9 through 15, we should be especially thoughtful about who is socializing our children for adulthood. Instead, that's when most kids get their first smartphone and sign themselves up (with or without parental permission) to consume rivers of content from random strangers. Much of that content is produced by other adolescents, in blocks of a few minutes or a few seconds.

This rerouting of enculturating content has created a generation that is largely cut off from older generations and, to some extent, from the accumulated wisdom of humankind, including knowledge about how to live a flourishing life. Adolescents spend less time steeped in their local or national culture. They are coming of age in a confusing, placeless, ahistorical maelstrom of 30-second stories curated by algorithms designed to mesmerize them. Without solid knowledge of the past and the filtering of good ideas from bad--a process that plays out over many generations--young people will be more prone to believe whatever terrible ideas become popular around them, which might explain why videos showing young people reacting positively to Osama bin Laden's thoughts about America were trending on TikTok last fall.

All this is made worse by the fact that so much of digital public life is an unending supply of micro dramas about somebody somewhere in our country of 340 million people who did something that can fuel an outrage cycle, only to be pushed aside by the next. It doesn't add up to anything and leaves behind only a distorted sense of human nature and affairs.

When our public life becomes fragmented, ephemeral, and incomprehensible, it is a recipe for anomie, or normlessness. The great French sociologist Emile Durkheim showed long ago that a society that fails to bind its people together with some shared sense of sacredness and common respect for rules and norms is not a society of great individual freedom; it is, rather, a place where disoriented individuals have difficulty setting goals and exerting themselves to achieve them. Durkheim argued that anomie was a major driver of suicide rates in European countries. Modern scholars continue to draw on his work to understand suicide rates today. 




Percentage of U.S. high-school seniors who agreed with the statement "Life often seems meaningless." (Source: Monitoring the Future)



Durkheim's observations are crucial for understanding what happened in the early 2010s. A long-running survey of American teens found that, from 1990 to 2010, high-school seniors became slightly less likely to agree with statements such as "Life often feels meaningless." But as soon as they adopted a phone-based life and many began to live in the whirlpool of social media, where no stability can be found, every measure of despair increased. From 2010 to 2019, the number who agreed that their lives felt "meaningless" increased by about 70 percent, to more than one in five.

6. Young People Don't Like Their Phone-Based Lives

How can I be confident that the epidemic of adolescent mental illness was kicked off by the arrival of the phone-based childhood? Skeptics point to other events as possible culprits, including the 2008 global financial crisis, global warming, the 2012 Sandy Hook school shooting and the subsequent active-shooter drills, rising academic pressures, and the opioid epidemic. But while these events might have been contributing factors in some countries, none can explain both the timing and international scope of the disaster.

An additional source of evidence comes from Gen Z itself. With all the talk of regulating social media, raising age limits, and getting phones out of schools, you might expect to find many members of Gen Z writing and speaking out in opposition. I've looked for such arguments and found hardly any. In contrast, many young adults tell stories of devastation.

Freya India, a 24-year-old British essayist who writes about girls, explains how social-media sites carry girls off to unhealthy places: "It seems like your child is simply watching some makeup tutorials, following some mental health influencers, or experimenting with their identity. But let me tell you: they are on a conveyor belt to someplace bad. Whatever insecurity or vulnerability they are struggling with, they will be pushed further and further into it." She continues:

Gen Z were the guinea pigs in this uncontrolled global social experiment. We were the first to have our vulnerabilities and insecurities fed into a machine that magnified and refracted them back at us, all the time, before we had any sense of who we were. We didn't just grow up with algorithms. They raised us. They rearranged our faces. Shaped our identities. Convinced us we were sick.


Rikki Schlott, a 23-year-old American journalist and co-author of The Canceling of the American Mind, writes,

The day-to-day life of a typical teen or tween today would be unrecognizable to someone who came of age before the smartphone arrived. Zoomers are spending an average of 9 hours daily in this screen-time doom loop--desperate to forget the gaping holes they're bleeding out of, even if just for ... 9 hours a day. Uncomfortable silence could be time to ponder why they're so miserable in the first place. Drowning it out with algorithmic white noise is far easier.


A 27-year-old man who spent his adolescent years addicted (his word) to video games and pornography sent me this reflection on what that did to him:

I missed out on a lot of stuff in life--a lot of socialization. I feel the effects now: meeting new people, talking to people. I feel that my interactions are not as smooth and fluid as I want. My knowledge of the world (geography, politics, etc.) is lacking. I didn't spend time having conversations or learning about sports. I often feel like a hollow operating system.


Or consider what Facebook found in a research project involving focus groups of young people, revealed in 2021 by the whistleblower Frances Haugen: "Teens blame Instagram for increases in the rates of anxiety and depression among teens," an internal document said. "This reaction was unprompted and consistent across all groups."

How can it be that an entire generation is hooked on consumer products that so few praise and so many ultimately regret using? Because smartphones and especially social media have put members of Gen Z and their parents into a series of collective-action traps. Once you understand the dynamics of these traps, the escape routes become clear.




7. Collective-Action Problems

Social-media companies such as Meta, TikTok, and Snap are often compared to tobacco companies, but that's not really fair to the tobacco industry. It's true that companies in both industries marketed harmful products to children and tweaked their products for maximum customer retention (that is, addiction), but there's a big difference: Teens could and did choose, in large numbers, not to smoke. Even at the peak of teen cigarette use, in 1997, nearly two-thirds of high-school students did not smoke.

Social media, in contrast, applies a lot more pressure on nonusers, at a much younger age and in a more insidious way. Once a few students in any middle school lie about their age and open accounts at age 11 or 12, they start posting photos and comments about themselves and other students. Drama ensues. The pressure on everyone else to join becomes intense. Even a girl who knows, consciously, that Instagram can foster beauty obsession, anxiety, and eating disorders might sooner take those risks than accept the seeming certainty of being out of the loop, clueless, and excluded. And indeed, if she resists while most of her classmates do not, she might, in fact, be marginalized, which puts her at risk for anxiety and depression, though via a different pathway than the one taken by those who use social media heavily. In this way, social media accomplishes a remarkable feat: It even harms adolescents who do not use it.

From the May 2022 issue: Jonathan Haidt on why the past 10 years of American life have been uniquely stupid

A recent study led by the University of Chicago economist Leonardo Bursztyn captured the dynamics of the social-media trap precisely. The researchers recruited more than 1,000 college students and asked them how much they'd need to be paid to deactivate their accounts on either Instagram or TikTok for four weeks. That's a standard economist's question to try to compute the net value of a product to society. On average, students said they'd need to be paid roughly $50 ($59 for TikTok, $47 for Instagram) to deactivate whichever platform they were asked about. Then the experimenters told the students that they were going to try to get most of the others in their school to deactivate that same platform, offering to pay them to do so as well, and asked, Now how much would you have to be paid to deactivate, if most others did so? The answer, on average, was less than zero. In each case, most students were willing to pay to have that happen.

Social media is all about network effects. Most students are only on it because everyone else is too. Most of them would prefer that nobody be on these platforms. Later in the study, students were asked directly, "Would you prefer to live in a world without Instagram [or TikTok]?" A majority of students said yes--58 percent for each app.

This is the textbook definition of what social scientists call a collective-action problem. It's what happens when a group would be better off if everyone in the group took a particular action, but each actor is deterred from acting, because unless the others do the same, the personal cost outweighs the benefit. Fishermen considering limiting their catch to avoid wiping out the local fish population are caught in this same kind of trap. If no one else does it too, they just lose profit.

Cigarettes trapped individual smokers with a biological addiction. Social media has trapped an entire generation in a collective-action problem. Early app developers deliberately and knowingly exploited the psychological weaknesses and insecurities of young people to pressure them to consume a product that, upon reflection, many wish they could use less, or not at all.

8. Four Norms to Break Four Traps

Young people and their parents are stuck in at least four collective-action traps. Each is hard to escape for an individual family, but escape becomes much easier if families, schools, and communities coordinate and act together. Here are four norms that would roll back the phone-based childhood. I believe that any community that adopts all four will see substantial improvements in youth mental health within two years.

No smartphones before high school  

The trap here is that each child thinks they need a smartphone because "everyone else" has one, and many parents give in because they don't want their child to feel excluded. But if no one else had a smartphone--or even if, say, only half of the child's sixth-grade class had one--parents would feel more comfortable providing a basic flip phone (or no phone at all). Delaying round-the-clock internet access until ninth grade (around age 14) as a national or community norm would help to protect adolescents during the very vulnerable first few years of puberty. According to a 2022 British study, these are the years when social-media use is most correlated with poor mental health. Family policies about tablets, laptops, and video-game consoles should be aligned with smartphone restrictions to prevent overuse of other screen activities.

No social media before 16

The trap here, as with smartphones, is that each adolescent feels a strong need to open accounts on TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and other platforms primarily because that's where most of their peers are posting and gossiping. But if the majority of adolescents were not on these accounts until they were 16, families and adolescents could more easily resist the pressure to sign up. The delay would not mean that kids younger than 16 could never watch videos on TikTok or YouTube--only that they could not open accounts, give away their data, post their own content, and let algorithms get to know them and their preferences.

Phone-free schools 

Most schools claim that they ban phones, but this usually just means that students aren't supposed to take their phone out of their pocket during class. Research shows that most students do use their phones during class time. They also use them during lunchtime, free periods, and breaks between classes--times when students could and should be interacting with their classmates face-to-face. The only way to get students' minds off their phones during the school day is to require all students to put their phones (and other devices that can send or receive texts) into a phone locker or locked pouch at the start of the day. Schools that have gone phone-free always seem to report that it has improved the culture, making students more attentive in class and more interactive with one another. Published studies back them up.

More independence, free play, and responsibility in the real world

Many parents are afraid to give their children the level of independence and responsibility they themselves enjoyed when they were young, even though rates of homicide, drunk driving, and other physical threats to children are way down in recent decades. Part of the fear comes from the fact that parents look at each other to determine what is normal and therefore safe, and they see few examples of families acting as if a 9-year-old can be trusted to walk to a store without a chaperone. But if many parents started sending their children out to play or run errands, then the norms of what is safe and accepted would change quickly. So would ideas about what constitutes "good parenting." And if more parents trusted their children with more responsibility--for example, by asking their kids to do more to help out, or to care for others--then the pervasive sense of uselessness now found in surveys of high-school students might begin to dissipate.

It would be a mistake to overlook this fourth norm. If parents don't replace screen time with real-world experiences involving friends and independent activity, then banning devices will feel like deprivation, not the opening up of a world of opportunities.

The main reason why the phone-based childhood is so harmful is because it pushes aside everything else. Smartphones are experience blockers. Our ultimate goal should not be to remove screens entirely, nor should it be to return childhood to exactly the way it was in 1960. Rather, it should be to create a version of childhood and adolescence that keeps young people anchored in the real world while flourishing in the digital age.

9. What Are We Waiting For?

An essential function of government is to solve collective-action problems. Congress could solve or help solve the ones I've highlighted--for instance, by raising the age of "internet adulthood" to 16 and requiring tech companies to keep underage children off their sites.

In recent decades, however, Congress has not been good at addressing public concerns when the solutions would displease a powerful and deep-pocketed industry. Governors and state legislators have been much more effective, and their successes might let us evaluate how well various reforms work. But the bottom line is that to change norms, we're going to need to do most of the work ourselves, in neighborhood groups, schools, and other communities.

Read: Why Congress keeps failing to protect kids online

There are now hundreds of organizations--most of them started by mothers who saw what smartphones had done to their children--that are working to roll back the phone-based childhood or promote a more independent, real-world childhood. (I have assembled a list of many of them.) One that I co-founded, at LetGrow.org, suggests a variety of simple programs for parents or schools, such as play club (schools keep the playground open at least one day a week before or after school, and kids sign up for phone-free, mixed-age, unstructured play as a regular weekly activity) and the Let Grow Experience (a series of homework assignments in which students--with their parents' consent--choose something to do on their own that they've never done before, such as walk the dog, climb a tree, walk to a store, or cook dinner).

Even without the help of organizations, parents could break their families out of collective-action traps if they coordinated with the parents of their children's friends. Together they could create common smartphone rules and organize unsupervised play sessions or encourage hangouts at a home, park, or shopping mall.




Parents are fed up with what childhood has become. Many are tired of having daily arguments about technologies that were designed to grab hold of their children's attention and not let go. But the phone-based childhood is not inevitable.

The four norms I have proposed cost almost nothing to implement, they cause no clear harm to anyone, and while they could be supported by new legislation, they can be instilled even without it. We can begin implementing all of them right away, this year, especially in communities with good cooperation between schools and parents. A single memo from a principal asking parents to delay smartphones and social media, in support of the school's effort to improve mental health by going phone free, would catalyze collective action and reset the community's norms.

We didn't know what we were doing in the early 2010s. Now we do. It's time to end the phone-based childhood.



This article is adapted from Jonathan Haidt's forthcoming book, The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness.
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What to Do About the Junkification of the Internet

Social-media companies define how billions of people experience the web. The rise of synthetic content only makes their role more important.

by Nathaniel Lubin




Earlier this year, sexually explicit images of Taylor Swift were shared repeatedly on X. The pictures were almost certainly created with generative-AI tools, demonstrating the ease with which the technology can be put to nefarious ends. This case mirrors many other apparently similar examples, including fake images depicting the arrest of former President Donald Trump, AI-generated images of Black voters who support Trump, and fabricated images of Dr. Anthony Fauci.

There is a tendency for media coverage to focus on the source of this imagery, because generative AI is a novel technology that many people are still trying to wrap their head around. But that fact obscures the reason the images are relevant: They spread on social-media networks.

Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, X, YouTube, and Google Search determine how billions of people experience the internet every day. This fact has not changed in the generative-AI era. In fact, these platforms' responsibility as gatekeepers is growing more pronounced as it becomes easier for more people to produce text, videos, and images on command. For synthetic media to reach millions of views--as the Swift images did in just hours--they need massive, aggregated networks, which allow them to identify an initial audience and then spread. As the amount of available content grows with the broader use of generative AI, social media's role as curator will become even more important.

Read: Kate Middleton and the end of shared reality

Online platforms are markets for the attention of individual users. A user might be exposed to many, many more posts than he or she possibly has time to see. On Instagram, for example, Meta's algorithms select from countless pieces of content for each post that is actually surfaced in a user's feed. With the rise of generative AI, there may be an order of magnitude more potential options for platforms to choose from--meaning the creators of each individual video or image will be competing that much more aggressively for audience time and attention. After all, users won't have more time to spend even as the volume of content available to them rapidly grows.

So what is likely to happen as generative AI becomes more pervasive? Without big changes, we should expect more cases like the Swift images. But we should also expect more of everything. The change is under way, as a glut of synthetic media is tripping up search engines such as Google. AI tools may lower barriers for content creators by making production quicker and cheaper, but the reality is that most people will struggle even more to be seen on online platforms. Media organizations, for instance, will not have exponentially more news to report even if they embrace AI tools to speed delivery and reduce costs; as a result, their content will take up proportionally less space. Already, a small subset of content receives the overwhelming share of attention: On TikTok and YouTube, for example, the majority of views are concentrated on a very small percentage of uploaded videos. Generative AI may only widen the gulf.

Read: Prepare for the textpocalypse

To address these problems, platforms could explicitly change their systems to favor human creators. This sounds simpler than it is, and tech companies are already under fire for their role in deciding who gets attention and who does not. The Supreme Court recently heard a case that will determine whether radical state laws from Florida and Texas can functionally require platforms to treat all content identically, even when that means forcing platforms to actively surface false, low-quality, or otherwise objectionable political material against the wishes of most users. Central to these conflicts is the concept of "free reach," the supposed right to have your speech promoted by platforms such as YouTube and Facebook, even though there is no such thing as a "neutral" algorithm. Even chronological feeds--which some people advocate for--definitionally prioritize recent content over the preferences of users or any other subjective take on value. The news feeds, "up next" default recommendations, and search results are what make platforms useful.

Platforms' past responses to similar challenges are not encouraging. Last year, Elon Musk replaced X's verification system with one that allows anyone to purchase a blue "verification" badge to gain more exposure, dispensing with the blue check mark's prior primary role of preventing the impersonation of high-profile users. The immediate result was predictable: Opportunistic abuse by influence peddlers and scammers, and a degraded feed for users. My own research suggested that Facebook failed to constrain activity among abusive superusers that weighed heavily in algorithmic promotion. (The company disputed part of this finding.) TikTok places far more emphasis on the viral engagement of specific videos than on account history, making it easier for lower-credibility new accounts to get significant attention.

So what is to be done? There are three possibilities.

First, platforms can reduce their overwhelming focus on engagement (the amount of time and activity users spend per day or month). Whether from regulation or different choices by product leaders, such a change would directly reduce bad incentives to spam and upload low-quality, AI-produced content. Perhaps the simplest way to achieve this is by further prioritizing direct user assessments of content in ranking algorithms. Another would be upranking externally validated creators, such as news sites, and downranking the accounts of abusive users. Other design changes would also help, such as cracking down on spam by imposing stronger rate limits for new users.

Second, we should use public-health tools to regularly assess how digital platforms affect at-risk populations, such as teenagers, and insist on product rollbacks and changes when harms are too substantial. This process would require greater transparency around the product-design experiments that Facebook, TikTok, YouTube, and others are already running--something that would give us insight into how platforms make trade-offs between growth and other goals. Once we have more transparency, experiments can be made to include metrics such as mental-health assessments, among others. Proposed legislation such as the Platform Accountability and Transparency Act, which would allow qualified researchers and academics to access much more platform data in partnership with the National Science Foundation and the Federal Trade Commission, offer an important starting point.

Third, we can consider direct product integration between social-media platforms and large language models--but we should do so with eyes open to the risks. One approach that has garnered attention is a focus on labeling: an assertion that distribution platforms should publicly denote any post created using an LLM. Just last month, Meta indicated that it is moving in this direction, with automated labels for posts it suspects were created with generative-AI tools, as well as incentives for posters to self-disclose whether they used AI to create content. But this is a losing proposition over time. The better LLMs get, the less and less anyone--including platform gatekeepers--will be able to differentiate what is real from what is synthetic. In fact, what we consider "real" will change, just as the use of tools such as Photoshop to airbrush images have been tacitly accepted over time. Of course, the future walled gardens of distribution platforms such as YouTube and Instagram could require content to have a validated provenance, including labels, in order to be easily accessible. It seems certain that some form of this approach will occur on at least some platforms, catering to users who want a more curated user experience. At scale, though, what would this mean? It would mean an even greater emphasis and reliance on the decisions of distribution networks, and even more reliance on their gatekeeping.

These approaches all fall back on a core reality we have experienced over the past decade: In a world of almost infinite production, we might hope for more power in the hands of the consumer. But because of the impossible scale, users actually experience choice paralysis that places real power in the hands of the platform default.

Although there will undoubtedly be attacks that demand urgent attention--by state-created networks of coordinated inauthentic users, by profiteering news-adjacent producers, by leading political candidates--this is not the moment to lose sight of the larger dynamics that are playing out for our attention.
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Kate Middleton and the End of Shared Reality

Nothing is true and everything is possible.

by Charlie Warzel




If you're looking for an image that perfectly showcases the confusion and chaos of a choose-your-own-reality information dystopia, you probably couldn't do better than yesterday's portrait of Catherine, Princess of Wales. In just one day, the photograph has transformed from a hastily released piece of public-relations damage control into something of a Rorschach test--a collision between plausibility and conspiracy.



For the uninitiated: Yesterday, in celebration of Mother's Day in the U.K., the Royal Family released a portrait on Instagram of Kate Middleton with her three children. But this was no ordinary photo. Middleton has been away from the public eye since December reportedly because of unspecified health issues, leading to a ceaseless parade of conspiracy theories. Royal watchers and news organizations naturally pored over the image, and they found a number of alarming peculiarities. According to the Associated Press, "the photo shows an inconsistency in the alignment of Princess Charlotte's left hand"--it looks to me like part of the princess's sleeve is disappearing. Such oddities were enough to cause the AP, Agence France-Presse, and Reuters to release kill notifications--alerts that the wire services would no longer distribute the photo. The AP noted that the photo appeared to have been "manipulated."



Across social media, onlookers offered amateur analyses of the photograph, suggesting that it was poorly Photoshopped or perhaps touched up using AI. They wondered why there are leaves on the trees despite the photo supposedly having been taken in early March. The children seem to have weird hand positions. There are unexpectedly blurred lines in the image, and Middleton is missing her wedding and engagement rings. "I wasn't in on this whole conspiracy about Kate Middleton missing and the royals covering it up until they dropped this obviously fake photo today to appease public concern," one amateur photographer wrote on X, citing a "few unexplainable issues."

Read: Just asking questions about Kate Middleton

In response to the blowback, Kensington Palace released a statement earlier today--signed with a "C," likely in reference to Middleton's formal name, Catherine--saying in part that "like many amateur photographers, I do occasionally experiment with editing." That post has only made things worse. As one popular response to the statement put it, "I am struggling to believe that the most famous royal family in the world--and the woman who would be queen--fiddled around with photoshop and put out a family pic (designed to quash rumours about her whereabouts) without anyone in the ranks inspecting it. Nah. Not buying it."



For years, researchers and journalists have warned that deepfakes and generative-AI tools may destroy any remaining shreds of shared reality. Experts have reasoned that technology might become so good at conjuring synthetic media that it becomes difficult for anyone to believe anything they didn't witness themselves. The royal-portrait debacle illustrates that this era isn't forthcoming. We're living in it.



This post-truth universe doesn't feel like chaotic science fiction. Instead, it's mundane: People now feel a pervasive, low-grade disorientation, suspicion, and distrust. And as the royal-photo fiasco shows, the deepfake age doesn't need to be powered by generative AI--a hasty Photoshop will do.



Back in 2018, I spoke with Renee DiResta, a researcher at the Stanford Internet Observatory, about AI tools being used by bad actors to cast doubt on real events. "You don't need to create the fake video for this tech to have a serious impact," she said at the time. "You just point to the fact that the tech exists and you can impugn the integrity of the stuff that's real." This dynamic works in the opposite direction too, as demonstrated by the royal portrait released yesterday. The popular emergence of generative AI has deepened uncertainty in an already-skeptical information environment, leading people to suspect that anything could be the product of synthetic media.



To my untrained eye, there appears to be no sign that the image of Middleton and her children was made with a generative-AI tool. It does not, for example, have any of the gauzy hallmarks of some of the big-name programs, such as Midjourney. Yet some people have seized upon small details in the photo to claim that it is indeed synthetic: Observers have argued that the children's hands and teeth look off, which are classic giveaways that an image was made by AI. The most likely explanation, of course, is that the children were squirming or perhaps clumsily Photoshopped to get the best individual take of each child across multiple shots. But the fact that AI image tools exist offers a juicier, perhaps more sinister option of fakery, one that might imply that the princess is far worse off than the monarchy is letting on. This is tinfoil-hat stuff--and yet, it is also theoretically, technically possible. And it is true that some hyperrealistic image models produce such high-quality images that it's quite difficult to distinguish between real people and fake ones. Even hastily made AI photos can fool casual observers--remember the Pope Coat from last year?



All of these anxieties and suspicions are most potent when they intersect with a subject where genuine conspiracy seems plausible. And when it comes to the Princess of Wales, there is some weird stuff going on. As my former colleague Ellie Hall, who extensively covers the Royal Family, noted in an interview last week, Kensington Palace's public-relations strategy has been "out of character"--the communications team doesn't usually respond to gossip. There's also been a dearth of speculative coverage from British tabloids, which Hall notes has aroused suspicions. And then, of course, there's the photo, which Hall wrote was distributed by the palace in an "unprecedented" manner. The seemingly sloppy Photoshopping, then, is merely the final, very odd straw. A good conspiracy theory involves a lot of world building--the more twists and turns and murky details, the better, Mike Caulfield, a researcher at the University of Washington, told me last year: "And it's all possible because there is some grain of reality at the center of it." The princess's Mother's Day portrait slots easily into the already-dense, opaque universe of the Royal Family.

Read: We haven't seen the worst of fake news

Most important, as Hall notes, people have recently lost trust both in the Royal Family as an institution and in the organizations that cover the monarchy. In part due to Prince Harry and Meghan Markle's departure from royal life, there is a newfound sense of the royals as conniving and manipulative, and the press plays into this. This trust vacuum, when it collides with a still-new technology such as generative AI, creates the optimal conditions for conspiracy theories to grow. It seems clear, at least in the case of the Royal Family, that the institutions aren't sure how to handle any of this. It makes sense, then, that two of the biggest "Is it real?" image controversies of the past year have centered on figures from archaic cultural-political organizations: the papacy and the monarchy.



None of these dynamics is particularly new--Adobe Photoshop, the likely culprit of any supposed "manipulation" in the royal portrait, has been around for more than three decades. And although the tools are getting considerably better, the bigger change is cultural. The royal-photo debacle is merely a microcosm of our current moment, where trust in both governing institutions and gatekeeping organizations such as the mainstream press is low. This sensation has been building for some time and was exacerbated by the corrosive political lies of the Trump era.



But synthetic media seems poised to act as an amplifier--a vehicle to exacerbate the misgivings, biases, and gut feelings of anyone with an internet connection. It's never been easier to collect evidence that sustains a particular worldview and build a made-up world around cognitive biases on any political or pop-culture issue. It's in this environment that these new tech tools become something more than reality blurrers: They're chaos agents, offering new avenues for confirmation bias, whether or not they're actually used.



When I look at Middleton's portrait and the cascade of memes, posts, and elaborate theories about which elements of the image are real, I'm reminded of the title of a book by the journalist Peter Pomerantsev: Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible. The book is about post-Soviet Russia, where distrust, corruption, and propaganda created a surreal and toxic culture and politics, but the title may as well be describing the events of the past 30 hours. And I fear that it may be an apt descriptor of the months and years to come.
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I Asked 13 Tech Companies About Their Plans for Election Violence

Their answers weren't inspiring.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




In January, Donald Trump laid out in stark terms what consequences await America if charges against him for conspiring to overturn the 2020 election wind up interfering with his presidential victory in 2024. "It'll be bedlam in the country," he told reporters after an appeals-court hearing. Just before a reporter began asking if he would rule out violence from his supporters, Trump walked away.



This would be a shocking display from a presidential candidate--except the presidential candidate was Donald Trump. In the three years since the January 6 insurrection, when Trump supporters went to the U.S. Capitol armed with zip ties, tasers, and guns, echoing his false claims that the 2020 election had been stolen, Trump has repeatedly hinted at the possibility of further political violence. He has also come to embrace the rioters. In tandem, there has been a rise in threats against public officials. In August, Reuters reported that political violence in the United States is seeing its biggest and most sustained rise since the 1970s. And a January report from the nonpartisan Brennan Center for Justice indicated that more than 40 percent of state legislators have "experienced threats or attacks within the past three years."



What if January 6 was only the beginning? Trump has a long history of inflated language, but his threats raise the possibility of even more extreme acts should he lose the election or should he be convicted of any of the 91 criminal charges against him. As my colleague Adrienne LaFrance wrote last year, "Officials at the highest levels of the military and in the White House believe that the United States will see an increase in violent attacks as the 2024 presidential election draws nearer."

Read: The new anarchy

Any institutions that hold the power to stave off violence have real reason to be doing everything they can to prepare for the worst. This includes tech companies, whose platforms played pivotal roles in the attack on the Capitol. According to a drafted congressional investigation released by The Washington Post, companies such as Twitter and Facebook failed to curtail the spread of extremist content ahead of the insurrection, despite being warned that bad actors were using their sites to organize. Thousands of pages of internal documents reviewed by The Atlantic show that Facebook's own employees complained about the company's complicity in the violence. (Facebook has disputed this characterization, saying, in part, "The responsibility for the violence that occurred on January 6 lies with those who attacked our Capitol and those who encouraged them.")



I asked 13 different tech companies how they are preparing for potential violence around the election. In response, I got minimal information, if any at all: Only seven of the companies I reached out to even attempted an answer. (Those seven, for the record, were Meta, Google, TikTok, Twitch, Parler, Telegram, and Discord.) Emails to Truth Social, the platform Trump founded, and Gab, which is used by members of the far right, bounced back, while X (formerly Twitter) sent its standard auto reply. 4chan, the site notorious for its users' racist and misogynistic one-upmanship, did not respond to my request for comment. Neither did Reddit, which famously banned its once-popular r/The_Donald forum, or Rumble, a right-wing video site known for its affiliation with Donald Trump Jr.



The seven companies that replied each pointed me to their community guidelines. Some flagged for me how big of an investment they've made in ongoing content-moderation efforts. Google, Meta, and TikTok seemed eager to detail related policies on issues such as counterterrorism and political ads, many of which have been in place for years. But even this information fell short of explaining what exactly would happen were another January 6-type event to unfold in real time.



In a recent Senate hearing, Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg indicated that the company spent about $5 billion on "safety and security" in 2023. It is impossible to know what those billions actually bought--and it's unclear whether Meta plans to spend a similar amount this year.

Read: So maybe Facebook didn't ruin politics

Another example: Parler, a platform popular with conservatives that Apple temporarily removed from its App Store following January 6 after people used it to post calls for violence, sent me a statement from its chief marketing officer, Elise Pierotti, that read in part: "Parler's crisis response plans ensure quick and effective action in response to emerging threats, reinforcing our commitment to user safety and a healthy online environment." The company, which has claimed it sent the FBI information about threats to the Capitol ahead of January 6, did not offer any further detail about how it might plan for a violent event around the November elections. Telegram, likewise, sent over a short statement that said moderators "diligently" enforce its terms of service, but stopped short of detailing a plan.



The people who study social media, elections, and extremism repeatedly told me that platforms should be doing more to prevent violence. Here are six standout suggestions.







1. Enforce existing content-moderation policies.



The January 6 committee's unpublished report found that "shoddy content moderation and opaque, inconsistent policies" contributed to events that day more than algorithms, which are often blamed for circulating dangerous posts. A report published last month by NYU's Stern Center for Business and Human Rights suggested that tech companies have backslid on their commitments to election integrity, both laying off workers in trust and safety and loosening up policies. For example, last year, YouTube rescinded its policy of removing content that includes misinformation about the 2020 election results (or any past election, for that matter).



In this respect, tech platforms have a transparency problem. "Many of them are going to tell you, 'Here are all of our policies,'" Yaiol Eisenstat, a senior fellow at Cybersecurity for Democracy, an academic project focused on studying how information travels through online networks, told me. Indeed, all seven of the companies that got back to me touted their guidelines, which categorically ban violent content. But "a policy is only as good as its enforcement," Eisenstat said. It's easy to know when a policy has failed, because you can point to whatever catastrophic outcome has resulted. How do you know when a company's trust-and-safety team is doing a good job? "You don't," she added, noting that social-media companies are not compelled by the U.S. government to make information about these efforts public.



2. Add more moderation resources. 



To assist with the first recommendation, platforms can invest in their trust-and-safety teams. The NYU report recommended doubling or even tripling the size of the content-moderation teams, in addition to bringing them all in house, rather than outsourcing the work, which is a common practice. Experts I spoke with were concerned about recent layoffs across the tech industry: Since the 2020 election, Elon Musk has decimated the teams devoted to trust and safety at X, while Google, Meta, and Twitch all reportedly laid off various safety professionals last year.



Beyond human investments, companies can also develop more sophisticated automated moderation technology to help monitor their gargantuan platforms. Twitch, Discord, TikTok, Google, and Meta all use automated tools to help with content moderation. Meta has started training large language models on its community guidelines, to potentially use them to help determine whether a piece of content runs afoul of its policies. Recent advances in AI cut both ways, however; they also enable bad actors to make dangerous content more easily, which led the authors of the NYU report to flag AI as another threat to the next election cycle.



Representatives for Google, TikTok, Meta, and Discord emphasized that they still have robust trust-and-safety efforts. But when asked how many trust-and-safety workers had been laid off at their respective companies since the 2020 election, no one directly answered my question. TikTok and Meta each say they have about 40,000 workers globally working in this area--a number that Meta claims is larger than its 2020 number--but this includes outsourced workers. (For that reason, Paul Barrett, one of the authors of the NYU report, called this statistic "completely misleading" and argued that companies should employ their moderators directly.) Discord, which laid off 17 percent of its employees in January, said that the ratio of people working in trust and safety--more than 15 percent--hasn't changed.



3. Consider "pre-bunking." 



Cynthia Miller-Idriss, a sociologist at American University who runs the Polarization and Extremism Research & Innovation Lab (or PERIL for short), compared content moderation to a Band-Aid: It's something that "stems the flow from the injury or prevents infection from spreading, but doesn't actually prevent the injury from occurring and doesn't actually heal." For a more preventive approach, she argued for large-scale public-information campaigns warning voters about how they might be duped come election season--a process known as "pre-bunking." This could take the form of short videos that run in the ad spot before, say, a YouTube video.



Some of these platforms do offer quality election-related information within their apps, but no one described any major public pre-bunking campaign scheduled in the U.S. for between now and November. TikTok does have a "US Elections Center" that operates in partnership with the nonprofit Democracy Works, and both YouTube and Meta are making similar efforts. TikTok has also, along with Meta and Google, run pre-bunking campaigns for elections in Europe.



4. Redesign platforms. 



Ahead of the election, experts also told me, platforms could consider design tweaks such as putting warnings on certain posts, or even massive feed overhauls to throttle what Eisenstat called "frictionless virality"--preventing runaway posts with bad information. Short of getting rid of algorithmic feeds entirely, platforms can add smaller features to discourage the spread of bad info, like little pop-ups that ask a user "Are you sure you want to share?" Similar product nudges have been shown to help reduce bullying on Instagram.



5. Plan for the gray areas. 



Technology companies sometimes monitor previously identified dangerous organizations more closely, because they have a history of violence. But not every perpetrator of violence belongs to a formal group. Organized groups such as the Proud Boys played a substantial role in the insurrection on January 6, but so did many random people who "may not have shown up ready to commit violence," Fishman pointed out. He believes that platforms should start thinking now about what policies they need to put in place to monitor these less formalized groups.



6. Work together to stop the flow of extremist content. 



Experts suggested that companies should work together and coordinate on these issues. Problems that happen on one network can easily pop up on another. Bad actors sometimes even work cross-platform, Fishman noted. "What we've seen is organized groups intent on violence understand that the larger platforms are creating challenges for them to operate," he said. These groups will move their operations elsewhere, he said, using the bigger networks both to manipulate the public at large and to "draw potential recruits into those more closed spaces." To combat this, social-media platforms need to be communicating among themselves. For example, Meta, Google, TikTok, and X all signed an accord last month to work together to combat the threat of AI in elections.







All of these actions may serve as checks, but they stop short of fundamentally restructuring these apps to deprioritize scale. Critics argue that part of what makes these platforms dangerous is their size, and that fixing social media may require reworking the web to be less centralized. Of course, this goes against the business imperative to grow. And in any case, technologies that aren't built for scale can also be used to plan violence--the telephone, for example.



We know that the risk of political violence is real. Eight months remain until November. Platforms ought to spend them wisely.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/03/election-violence-social-media/677691/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Electric Cars Are Still Not Good Enough

The long, torturous wait for cheap EVs isn't ending in 2024.

by Andrew Moseman




The Chevrolet Bolt was the little electric car that could. Never the fastest or the fanciest EV, the Bolt and its sticker price of roughly $30,000 made it cheaper than lots of gas cars, all while delivering a respectable 259 miles of range. With its legion of fans, the Bolt outsold every non-Tesla EV in America last year. But if you want to buy a new one, you'd better hurry: Chevy's parent company, General Motors, stopped making the Bolt at the end of 2023.



The demise of the Bolt was supposed to mark the end of the beginning. In place of the Bolt--GM's first mass-market EV--the company had planned to unleash a fleet of more advanced EVs early this year. It hasn't gone as anticipated: Software bugs, battery problems, and factory delays have plagued the cars. The battery-powered Equinox SUV has yet to go on sale, and its larger sibling, the Blazer, was released before GM suspended sales. You can buy the fully electric version of the Silverado pickup truck--but demand has been so lukewarm that GM has delayed production at a factory that, you guessed it, used to make the Bolt.



Right now, America's transition to electric cars is stuck between stages. For electric cars to accelerate toward world dominance, car companies must sell millions of EVs to Americans with no attachment to the idea of battery-powered driving, not only to the early adopters who had few good options beyond Tesla and the Bolt. Now there are at least 50 models available, and nearly every large carmaker has at least one true EV on the market. But few of them are affordable enough for many car buyers, and the next generation of EVs--the ones designed to entice people who have not yet gone electric--isn't coming soon enough. As a result, 2024 is shaping up to be a lost year for EVs, with little movement toward our supposed all-electric future.

Even in a lost year, Americans are poised to keep buying EVs. Corey Cantor, a senior EV analyst at BloombergNEF, predicts 1.9 million electrified cars (which includes EVs and plug-in hybrids) to sell in 2024, an all-time high. But that's dwarfed by the fact that Americans bought more than 15 million total vehicles last year. Ford's EV sales jumped 80 percent last month over the previous February, but the grand total amounted to just over 6,000 electric cars sold.

Without the enormous sales they'd anticipated, carmakers have walked back hasty electrification proclamations and grown cagey about the inevitability of EVs. In December, GM CEO Mary Barra hedged on its goal of selling only EVs by 2035, saying that although the company still plans to meet that target, "we're going to be responsive to where the customer is at." In the face of disappointing EV-truck enthusiasm, GM said it would build plug-in-hybrid versions of its top trucks, something the company had dismissed just over a year ago as a half-measure that would "dilute" its mission to electrify. In December, Ford halved the 2024 production goal for its electric F-150 truck. The unease isn't limited to the big car companies in Detroit. Mercedes pushed back its goal of 50 percent "electrified" sales, which includes hybrids, from 2025 to 2030.

Maybe carmakers should have seen this coming. The EV revolution has arrived at the end of its first era, which was propelled by early adopters who'd pay extra to save the planet or be seen driving the next big thing, says David Rapson, an economist at UC Davis who studies decarbonization. "There are only so many of those people," he told me, and a lot of them already drive a Tesla. The next phase, when electric cars leap from early adoption to mass adoption, depends on the people Rapson calls "the pragmatists": Americans who will buy whichever car they deem best and who are waiting for their worries about price, range, and charging to be allayed before they go electric.

The current slate of EVs isn't winning them over. Tesla's Model Y, the top-selling EV by far, starts at $44,000. Popular models such as the Ford Mustang Mach-E, the Volkswagen ID.4, and the Hyundai Ioniq5 are in the same ballpark, and many early entrants in the EV race cost much more. Meanwhile, the gas-powered Honda CR-V that rules the suburbs starts at $29,500; a Toyota Prius starts for even less. Without the Chevy Bolt, a bargain-EV shopper has few options beyond the uncertain market for used electric cars. They can be had for cheap, because older EVs are depreciating fast. But driving range declines as EVs age for the same reason your smartphone battery fades.



That is not the only reason EVs are not taking off, of course: Public chargers are sorely lacking and prone to malfunctions. And car dealers can lack necessary info about EVs and what tax credits they qualify for. But price matters most of all, and there are just far too few cheap EVs. Following the Bolt's surprisingly good sales, GM reversed course and promised to revive its best-selling EV with a better version--but it won't arrive until next year.



Lots of other cheap electric cars aren't ready either. Tesla is reportedly working on a new, entry-level EV that will start at just $25,000, which the company appeared to confirm in a recent earnings call--but the long-awaited vehicle won't debut until next June at the earliest (and probably later, given Tesla's tendency to miss its own deadlines). In that same announcement, Elon Musk warned that Tesla would be "between two major growth waves" in 2024, as the top EV brand would not have a new EV for sale. Ford has been developing an affordable electric for the masses in secret, but it likely won't come this year either. Yesterday, Rivian revealed its more affordable electric SUVs, but those won't hit the street for another two years at least. (The place cranking out very cheap EVs is China, which has Europe and the U.S. in a furor over how to stop them from upending the market.)

In 2024, then, shoppers considering an EV might do best to wait out the car industry's lost year. Even if sales numbers tick up slightly--and February did see a year-over-year increase--that slow, steady growth won't put EVs on pace to go mainstream anytime soon. "I think a lot of those people are on hold," Loren McDonald, the CEO of the consulting firm EVAdoption, told me. "They're going to wait a few years for the perfect model." Faced with a complicated car market in flux, buyers will go with what they know, he said: "That means just staying with the regular gas-powered Ford Explorer." Considering that a car stays on the road for a decade or more, that adds up to a lot of carbon dioxide we could otherwise avoid.



Then there is the election, the outcome of which may compound this lost year. Donald Trump has made electric-car antagonism part of his campaign, and his victory would sap federal support for electrification just as EVs are maybe ready to turn a corner in 2025. During an election year, "I think there's a natural tendency [for car companies] to hedge, just because we don't know how things are going to shake out," Cantor told me. Car companies that charged ahead with electric models under Joe Biden might rethink their ambitions in the case of a Trump win, Cantor said. (The CEO of Stellantis, the parent company of Chrysler and Jeep, has basically said as much.)



Politics could stymie the advance of EVs in other ways. Rapson's third batch of American buyers after the enthusiasts and pragmatists is the holdouts--people who might reject electric cars outright. That includes millions of potential buyers of electrified Ford and Chevy trucks who, for reasons political and mechanical, have shown little interest in battery-powered pickups. "Pickup buyers do not want electric trucks," McDonald said. Their reluctance casts doubt on the goal of total electrification put forth by politicians and car execs.



The car industry's malaise is a response to a mirage. A country without adequate charging infrastructure--and with lots of drivers who resent the idea of electric cars--was never going to meet soaring declarations and 2030 deadlines that promised America would electrify in a hurry. But EVs can overcome a lost year. No matter what, the cars will get cheaper--and sooner rather than later. So many years and billions of dollars have gone into electrifying the car industry that it's now impossible to stop. Small SUVs in the $35,000 range such as the Chevy Equinox and the Volvo EX30 are coming later this year, which could generate momentum for 2025.



Once automakers fill the holes in the EV market with practical vehicles that cost about as much as gas cars, tax credits or no tax credits, the car-shopping decision will come down to whether Americans believe that EVs are truly better cars, period. More pragmatists will start to say yes. Then their neighbors will decide it's time to keep up. And then, when electric cars are just cars, even EV haters might decide a $25,000 Tesla is worth it.
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I Am in Cloud-Storage Hell

Services such as iCloud and Google Photos are holding my memories hostage.

by Charlie Warzel




Here I was, going about my day and minding my own business, when a notification popped up on my phone that made my blood run cold: Your iCloud storage is full. 



I am, as I've written before, a digital hoarder whose trinkets, tchotchkes, and stacks of yellowing newspapers (read: old pixelated memes) are distributed across an unknown number of cloud servers around the globe. On Apple's, I've managed to blow through 200 gigabytes of storage, an amount of data that, not even a decade ago, felt almost infinite: my own little Library of Congress, or that warehouse from the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark, filled with screenshots of bad tweets. The overwhelming majority of this space is dedicated to 31,013 photos and 1,742 videos I've personally taken. The rest is likely brain-cell-destroying junk that others have sent me in texts and group chats.



Running out of iCloud storage is obviously not an unusual circumstance. But I have also recently been forced to upgrade my Google storage from 100 to 200 GB. I started using Google Photos when it was introduced, in 2015, and I loved the convenience--but now I'm paying for duplicate services, terrified that I might wipe out precious memories if I cancel one. I'm already watching the status bar creep toward the next unthinkable milestone: $9.99 a month for two terabytes of storage. And it wasn't until writing this story that I realized I'm paying a nominal monthly fee for a Dropbox account that hosts a few gigs' worth of work files for a job I haven't held since 2018. This is to say nothing of the multiple pre-cloud hard drives I have floating around in a cardboard box somewhere in meatspace.



My online life is a sprawling, overwhelming mess with a price tag that increases every few years. If these archives were in my home and not in the cloud, I have to imagine that visitors would pull me aside for an intervention or refuse to come over altogether. It seems I've reached a tipping point, where the digital detritus of my personal life has exceeded the once-unimaginable boundaries of online storage. It feels quaint now, but there was a feeling of freedom that came with those first gigabytes of cloud storage; in 2007, it seemed like I would never fill the 2.8 gigabytes that Gmail offered.



I've lived decades of my life online, and I now feel like I'm bumping into the walls of the internet. These days, it's not uncommon for me to sign up for a new app or service, only to realize that some previous version of myself created an account years ago. My inbox--also a disorganized hellscape--is full of pesky emails from services I haven't used in at least half a decade. Like ashes from a campfire, my digital self has been thrown to the wind and scattered across the internet. This feels untenable.



Read: It's time to give up on email



You, too, might be butting up against an internet that no longer feels boundless. Where do we go from here? There's a cyclical nature to data glut: Tech companies keep providing us with wonderful, useful communication and documentation tools, which we then use to generate a lot of data, and which tech companies then offer convenient subscription tiers to support. Because the media we create through these services tend to be intensely personal or sentimental, we are unwilling to part with or cull our archives; it's not like they're taking up valuable space in the garage.



And unlike the physical photo albums that you may have lingering in your attic, these digital media have been imbued with interactive qualities; Apple and Google are now in the business of repackaging your photos into thematic slideshows set to music. These "memories," which is what the tech companies are calling them, are yet another technological solution to a problem these same companies have introduced. Memories are a modest feature, but the implications of outsourcing bits of our memories to Big Tech are considerable.



As I wrote in 2022, when I store information for later, I'm often confusing that right-click/save-as process with the actual work of remembering something important. I can imagine an exaggerated future version of this process: A family member dies, and iCloud offers up its own version of a memorial service, pulled from terabytes of personal information. Siri, who was Grandpa? *manipulative cello music begins to play* I'm not thrilled at the idea of Google getting a first crack at my eulogy, but there's also something potentially comforting about a world where those who want to can leave behind exhaustive documentation of their life.



At its core, my unease comes from the inescapable notion that the internet has imposed its vertiginous scale on some of the most personal elements of my life. Whether they are old accounts or bad, cringey passwords, pieces of me lurk in databases that I've forgotten exist, their owners processing and refining the information like it's a natural resource. Perhaps it is a gift that these products allow us to relive and reflect on moments that would otherwise pass us by. But there is also a beauty in endings and in the ephemeral.



Public figures belong in the history books, but do the rest of us? I've long loved the web because, like space, its boundlessness evokes both excitement and possibility. But as the internet gets bigger and more unknowable, and as my own presence across it continues to grow, I feel that the opposite is happening to me--that I am becoming hyper-knowable, paying multibillion-dollar companies so that I may curate my own self-indulgent presidential library whose final purpose is unclear. An internet that once felt limitless and freeing now feels like a constraint.
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Tech Fanboys Have a New Hero

The head of Nvidia is becoming a legend in real time.

by Ross Andersen




Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg, and Jeff Bezos have each taken a turn as technology's alpha dog, but none of them can claim that title now. Musk has become a polarizing figure, drained of all mystique. Zuckerberg sold us on a social-media dream that turned out to be a nightmare. Bezos self-ejected from the CEO chair at Amazon, so he could make rockets and frolic on his yacht with his fiancee. (Good for him.)

At the top of the tech world, a vacancy now looms like a missing tooth. In the months after ChatGPT was released, in November 2022, it seemed as though it might be filled by Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAI--but he doesn't yet have the requisite longevity. (Zuckerberg was in a similar position in 2010, before he acquired Instagram and WhatsApp.) The AI boom has, however, produced another contender in Jensen Huang, the 61-year-old CEO of Nvidia. Rather than manufacture chatbots or self-driving cars themselves, Huang's company develops the fantastically intricate chips that make them possible.

Read: The lifeblood of the AI boom

Huang has a charming and thoroughly American origin story. A Taiwanese immigrant, he co-founded Nvidia in a Denny's booth in 1993, and bought 20 percent of its shares for the $200 he had in his pocket. He served as its first chief executive officer--a position he has never relinquished or been forcibly ousted from--and, after some early stumbles, grew it into a formidable maker of PC graphics chips. In the early 2000s, Huang made a sustained bet on graphic processing units (GPUs). Because GPUs have proved so crucial to deep-learning applications and artificial intelligence more broadly, demand for them has spiked beyond all reason. Huang now looks like a visionary, and because it is difficult to spin up a major microchip company, his business has an oceanic moat.

Not many Americans buy Nvidia's products directly, but during the past few years, they have nonetheless taken notice of the company's stock price and, as a consequence, its CEO. Before NVIDIA's earnings call on February 21, there were questions about whether it could sustain its hot streak of quarter-over-quarter growth. One day after Huang announced that Nvidia had once again beaten analyst expectations, the company posted the largest single-session gain in value in market history. Huang's personal fortune alone grew by nearly $10 billion--he's climbed 11 places on the Forbes Real-Time Billionaires List since January 1--and the rally wasn't even over: On Monday, Nvidia's market cap edged out Saudi Arabia's Aramco, making good on the oft-heard claim that chips are the new oil. As of this writing, the only companies in the world that are more valuable than the chipmaker are Microsoft and Apple.

Read: We don't need another antihero

Huang is not yet a household name. There is no Oscar-winning David Fincher film about him. He can still eat out at restaurants without being recognized, in the exurbs, certainly, but also in coastal cities. From the neck up, he is silver-haired and spectacled, and mostly looks his age. From the neck down, he has developed a distinctive and youthful fashion sense--an important prerequisite for any aspiring king of tech. Steve Jobs had his sleek black turtlenecks. Zuckerberg has his utilitarian hoodies and tees. Bezos reinvented himself with a jacked frame and a puffer vest. Onstage, Huang, who is an engaging but ultimately workmanlike performer, usually wears a black leather jacket. Sometimes it has a floppy collar. Sometimes it's a collarless moto. (Either way, the menswear guy approves.) At some point, Huang also started going watchless. Why? "Because," as he has said, many times, to interviewers and audiences alike, "now is the most important time."

I don't know what that quote means--presumably, some timekeeping device is always within his reach--but when I saw it posted on X (formerly Twitter) as though it were a pearl of the highest wisdom, I got a sense for the intensity of Huang's emerging fandom. In the world of technology, stan culture often expresses itself in precisely this way: A CEO's idiosyncratic thoughts about life or business are elevated to the status of Mao's Little Red Book. Think of Zuckerberg's pledge to "move fast and break things," or Bezos's legendary preference for written memos. That tech influencers and middle managers have lately started citing Huang-isms on LinkedIn--Did you know that he has 40 direct reports, doesn't do regular one-on-one meetings, and thinks five-year plans are silly? --suggests that a similar cult of personality has formed.

Read: The new AI panic

Huang has his epic market run, he has his devotees, and he has his drip. The only thing that may hold him back from achieving the generational, public-facing stardom of Musk, Bezos, and Zuckerberg is the nature of Nvidia's product. The company's chips power all kinds of technologies that consumers are familiar with, but they're largely imperceptible to the average person, because they're inserted a few steps back in the supply chain. Huang presumably won't soon be giving a keynote announcing a shiny new gadget or car that radically changes people's lives. His chips won't have Amazon's ubiquity, on doorsteps or all the other places that its logo shows up in American life. He won't be able to preside over the sublime spectacle of a rocket launch and re-landing. His role in our ever-more-automated world will always be a bit abstract. It will require some explanation. To some, he may always seem like the magician's assistant, albeit one who is becoming very, very rich.

More than anything, Huang's cultural ascension would reflect a deeply felt uncertainty about this AI moment. In the American imagination, our preeminent technologist is a potent symbol, not just of our current prosperity, but of where we think we are going. A great many of us now feel certain that AI will bring profound changes to our lives. But we don't yet know which ones. We aren't ready to pick winners. All that we know for sure is that they are going to need some serious computing power. And so, at least for a time, the chipmaker may be king.
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It's Time to Give Up on Email

Four steps for getting over a very bad relationship

by Ian Bogost

You got a new credit card, maybe, or signed up for a food-delivery service. Let the emailing begin. First there's one to verify your new account, then a message to confirm that you've verified your new account, then an offer for an upgrade or a discount. A service I recently started using sent four emails for a single activity, counting log-in notices, confirmations, receipts, and confirmations of the confirmations. Workday, the software that manages HR and payroll for my office, emailed me an alert to approve the hours I had already approved. Online retailers seem to send at least three logistical emails for every order--when it's placed, when it's shipped, and when it's been delivered. Then they send a handful more: a customer-satisfaction survey, a nag to fill out a customer-satisfaction survey, a thank-you for filling out a customer-satisfaction survey.

Also in your inbox: All of the email you get that is, you know, actually related to your job, your interests, or your personal life. Forget reading or responding; even just finding those messages amid the junk can be a chore. Email has felt overwhelming for a long time now, with all of its spam and scams and discount codes. But what used to be a vexatious burden is now a source of daily torment. Email cannot be reformed. Email cannot be defeated. Email can only be forsaken.

The situation may not have always been this bad, but it was never any good. Email technology wasn't owned by someone in particular, so anyone could use it. That fact alone should have been foreboding. Now add in the sudden ease of sending messages for free, at the speed of light, to anyone in the world, and take a wild guess at where this was always heading. If we didn't know, we should have known that our current email nightmare was inevitable.

I encourage you to confront the simple truth that email's present and degenerate state could not have been avoided. It's better to accept that no good end could ever have come of the technology--or that, like nuclear energy, its benefits would have always been weighed down by the risks of ghastly misappropriation. Holding this position frees you from the belief that email has been victimized by someone else's bad decision making, or that the system can be fixed, gamed, optimized, or perhaps replaced. This is step one of your email exorcism.

Alas, there is no opting out from email. As a practical matter, your inbox cannot be abandoned altogether. The same is true for postal mail: To function within the normal bounds of contemporary society, you must be addressable in physical space. You must be able to receive Amex bills and Amazon baubles, and also, you must subject yourself to lots of junk. This analogy between your home's mailbox and your computer's inbox is so easily made that it's often overlooked. Both are stuffed with garbage by default, but also just a few essential messages.

Here's step two of giving up on emails: Think of them the way you think of paper letters, as intrusions on your life that merit only intermittent and perfunctory attention. Your morning drop of unread messages can and should be treated like an inconvenience of the weather, akin to autumn leaf fall or seasonal allergies. Once you're in this mindset, you can begin to sift through emails on your screen, in just the way you'd sift through letters in your mailbox or rake leaves from your stoop: with disengagement.

Leaves on the ground are inconvenient; they can also be slimy and disgusting. You should think the same of email. Step three of inbox disavowal is to understand that messages are vaguely scatological. Accept this fact, and a new world opens up to you. Now your goal will be to touch the stuff as little as you can, and to avoid inflicting it on others. With that in mind, you won't send an email or reply to one unless absolutely necessary. That's a kindness to your contact list, but it's also good for you, because any given email may be answered, leading to what can only be described as a vicious cycle of email correspondence. When you're tempted to email someone in your office, fight the urge. Walk down the hall instead, or make a phone call, or send a Slack or Microsoft Teams message--or just find the answer that you need yourself.

When you do send emails, make sure that you're expecting no reply. Assume that other people treat email with the same wariness that you do. Should you happen to receive an answer to your message, there's no need to see it as a source of fresh contagion. Instead, treat it as an unexpected gift or a sudden smile from a stranger. You did not deserve it, and yet, here it is. A thing like that.

Having changed the way you're sending email, you're ready for step four. Now it's time to purge the habits of reviewing, triaging, deleting, or responding to your email when you have an idle moment. These acts may be carried out to "feel productive" when you're waiting for a matcha latte or sitting on a train. But really they're depriving you of time for more important, even sacred, life activities, such as staring into space or lusting after strangers. To help preserve this time, you might remove some email accounts from your phone, or delete the email app in its entirety.

Finally, in step five, you must evangelize your mission. Email is a public-health concern. Gently correct your mother when she tries to correspond. Reprimand your email-happy colleagues. Punish email abuse by withholding your replies. Or, more gently, darken someone's doorway. In short, you must show the sort of leadership that will encourage others to forsake their email too. We'll never stop the rain of email, no matter what we do. But if we work together, maybe we can build a kind of shelter.
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The End of Political Centrism

The State of the Union "was the kickoff of a general election campaign and it was a clear contrast from Republicans on everything from abortion to immigration, to the economy."

by The Editors




Between the Super Tuesday results and the president's State of the Union address, a Joe Biden-Donald Trump face-off--the first presidential rematch since the 1950s--has become all but certain.

The end of political centrism continues to be a prevailing theme. This week, Trump secured an endorsement from the Senate's top Republican, Mitch McConnell, who had previously denounced the former president after the January 6 insurrection. Additionally, the decision of independent Senator Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona to not seek reelection signals further bipartisanship decline and likely increased polarization in the Senate.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic and moderator, Jeffrey Goldberg, this week to discuss this and more are Eugene Daniels, a White House correspondent for Politico and a co-author of Playbook; Asma Khalid, a White House correspondent for NPR and political contributor for ABC News; and Carlos Lozada, a columnist at The New York Times and the author of The Washington Book.

Watch the full episode and read the transcript here.
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The Ozempic Revolution Is Stuck

Millions more Americans are now eligible for obesity drugs. But the injections remain maddeningly hard to find.

by Yasmin Tayag




The irony undergirding the new wave of obesity drugs is that they initially weren't created for obesity at all. The weight loss spurred by Ozempic, a diabetes drug in the class of so-called GLP-1 agonists, gave way to Wegovy--the same drug, repackaged for obesity. Zepbound, another medication, soon followed. Now these drugs have a new purpose: heart health.



On Friday, the FDA approved the use of Wegovy for reducing the risk of heart attack, stroke, and death in adults who are overweight and have cardiovascular disease. The move had been anticipated since the publication of a landmark trial in the fall, which showed the drug's profound effects on cardiovascular  health. The decision could usher in a new era where GLP-1 drugs become mainstream, opening up access to millions of Americans who previously didn't qualify for Wegovy.

Some of the obstacles stopping people from getting the drug may also begin to crumble. Insurance companies commonly deny coverage of Wegovy because obesity is seen as a cosmetic concern rather than a medical one, but that argument may not hold up for cardiovascular disease. "This new FDA indication is HUGE," Katherine Saunders, an obesity-medicine physician at Weill Cornell Medicine, told me in an email. Wegovy may soon be within reach for many more Americans--that is, if they can find it.



In practice, Wegovy is maddeningly hard to get hold of. Shortages of injectable semaglutide, the active ingredient in Wegovy and Ozempic, have been ongoing since March 2022; currently, most doses of Wegovy are in limited supply. As the popularity of semaglutide has skyrocketed, demand has completely outstripped the capacity of its manufacturer, Novo Nordisk. The drug comes in injection pens containing a glass vial; "these are not easy products to make," Lars Fruergaard Jorgensen, the CEO of Novo Nordisk, said in August. In response to the shortages, the company withheld its supply of lower Wegovy doses last year. Because treatment on the medication must begin in low doses, this meant that new patients who wanted to start on Wegovy functionally couldn't. In January, the company began "more than doubling the amount of the lower-dose strengths" of the drug, a Novo Nordisk spokesperson told me, and it plans to gradually increase overall supply throughout the rest of the year.

The ongoing shortages have left providers and patients feeling stuck. "It is devastating to prescribe a lifesaving medication for a patient and then find out it's not covered or we can't locate supply," Saunders said. Doctors are scrambling to make do with what's available. Ivania Rizo, an endocrinologist at Boston Medical Center, told me she has had to turn to older GLP-1 drugs such as Saxenda to "bridge" patients to higher doses of Wegovy, although now that is in shortage too. Patients can spend each day calling pharmacy after pharmacy in search of one with Wegovy in stock, Rizo said. In desperation, some have turned to versions of the drug that are custom-made by compounding pharmacies with little oversight, despite the FDA expressing concerns about them. The shots are supposed to be taken weekly, but others have attempted to stretch their doses beyond that.

That the new FDA approval could very mainstream obesity drugs may create long-needed pressure to help resolve these shortages. It makes clear that Wegovy is a lifesaving medication not only for people with obesity but also for those with cardiovascular disease--the leading cause of death in the U.S.--putting the impetus on Novo Nordisk to ramp up production. But in the short term, the access issues may persist. "The new approval is very likely to worsen shortages, because the demand for Wegovy will continue to climb--now at an even faster pace," Saunders said.

If patients think they're stuck now, they're about to feel entrenched. Wegovy is the only obesity drug that has been approved to reduce the risk of heart attacks, but none of its competitors is easily available either. Supplies of certain dosages of Eli Lilly's Mounjaro, a diabetes drug whose active ingredient is sold for obesity as Zepbound, are limited, and shortages are expected later this year. "We need supply to increase dramatically," Saunders said. Both Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly have invested heavily in expanding production capacity, but some of the new plants won't open until 2029.



For all of its advantages, the FDA approval has a sobering effect on the unrelenting hype around GLP-1s. So much of the excitement around obesity drugs has focused on the future, as dozens of pharmaceutical companies develop more powerful drugs, and commentators imagine a world without obesity. In the process, the issues of the present have gone overlooked. More drugs won't make much of a difference if the drugs themselves are out of reach.
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The Return of Measles

Cases are creeping up in America, and not because of politics. <strong> </strong>

by Daniel Engber




Measles seems poised to make a comeback in America. Two adults and two children staying at a migrant shelter in Chicago have gotten sick with the disease. A sick kid in Sacramento, California, may have exposed hundreds of people to the virus at the hospital. Three other people were diagnosed in Michigan, along with seven from the same elementary school in Florida. As of Thursday, 17 states have reported cases to the CDC since the start of the year. (For comparison, that total was 19, plus the District of Columbia, for all of 2023, and just 6 for 2022.) "We've got this pile of firewood," Matthew Ferrari, the director of the Center for Infectious Disease Dynamics at Penn State, told me, "and the more outbreaks that keep happening, the more matches we're throwing at it."

Who's holding the matchbook? There's an easy answer to who's at fault. One of the nation's political parties, and not the other, turned against vaccines to some extent during the pandemic, leading to voter disparities in death rates. One party, and not the other, has a presumptive presidential candidate who threatens to punish any school that infringes on parental rights by requiring immunizations. And one party, but not the other, appointed a vaccine-skeptical surgeon general in Florida who recently sidestepped standard public-health advice in the middle of an outbreak. The message from Republicans, as The Washington Post's Alexandra Petri joked in a recent column, can sound like this: "We want measles in the schools and books out of them!"

But the politics of vaccination, however grotesque it may be in 2024, obscures what's really going on. It's true that vaccine attitudes have become more polarized. Conservative parents in particular may be opting out of school vaccine requirements in higher numbers than they were before. In the blood-red state of Idaho, for example, more than 12 percent of kindergartners received exemptions from the rules for the 2022-23 school year, a staggering rate of refusal that is up by half from where it was just a few years ago. Politicized recalcitrance is unfortunate, to say the least, and it can be deadly. Even so, America's political divides are simply not the cause of any recent measles outbreak. The virus has returned amid a swirl of global health inequities. Any foothold that it finds in the U.S. will be where hyperlocal social norms, not culture-war debates, are causing gaps in vaccine access and acceptance. The more this fact is overlooked, the more we're all at risk.

Consider where the latest measles cases have been sprouting up: By and large, the recent outbreaks have been a blue-state phenomenon. (Idaho has so far been untouched; the same is true for Utah, with the nation's third-highest school-vaccine-exemption rate.) Zoom into the county level, and you'll find that the pattern is repeated: Measles isn't picking on Republican communities; if anything, it seems to be avoiding them. The recent outbreak in Florida unfolded not in a conservative area such as Sarasota, where vaccination coverage has been lagging, but rather in Biden-friendly Broward County, at a school where 97 percent of the students have received at least one MMR shot. Similarly, the recent cases in Michigan turned up not in any of the state's MAGA-voting, vaccine-forgoing areas but among the diverse and relatively left-wing populations in and around Ann Arbor and Detroit.

Stepping back to look at the country as a whole, one can't even find a strong connection--or, really, any consistent link at all--between U.S. measles outbreaks, year to year, and U.S. children's vaccination rates. Sure, the past three years for which we have student-immunization data might seem to show a pattern: Starting in the fall of 2020, the average rate of MMR coverage for incoming kindergarteners did drop, if only by a little bit, from 93.9 to 93.1 percent; at the same time, the annual number of reported measles cases went up almost tenfold, from 13 to 121. But stretch that window back one more year, and the relationship appears to be reversed. In 2019, America was doing great in terms of measles vaccination--across the country, 95.2 percent of kindergartners were getting immunized, according to the CDC--and yet, in spite of this fantastic progress, measles cases were exploding. More than 1,200 Americans got sick with the disease that year, as measles took its greatest toll in a generation.

It's not that our high measles-vaccination coverage didn't matter then or that our slightly lower coverage doesn't matter now. Vaccination rates should be higher; this is always true. In the face of such a contagious disease, 95 percent would be good; 99 percent much better. When fewer people are protected, more people can get sick. In Matthew Ferrari's terms, a dropping immunization rate means the piles of firewood are getting bigger. If and when the flames do ignite, they could end up reaching farther, and burning longer, than they would have just a year or two ago. In the midst of any outbreak large enough, where thousands are affected, children will die.

Read: The good news about vaccine hesitancy

Despite America's fevered national conversation about vaccines, however, rates of uptake simply haven't changed that much. Even with the recent divot in our national vaccine rates, the country remains in broad agreement on the value of immunity: 93 percent of America's kindergartners are getting measles shots, a rate that has barely budged for decades. The sheer resilience of this norm should not be downplayed or ignored or, even worse, reimagined as a state of grace from which we've fallen. Our protection remains strong. In Florida, the surgeon general's lackadaisical response to the crisis at the Broward County elementary school did not produce a single extra case of the disease, in spite of grim predictions to the contrary, almost certainly thanks to how many kids are already vaccinated.

At the same time, however, measles has been thriving overseas. Its reemergence in America is not a function of the nation's political divides, but of the disease's global prevalence. Europe had almost 60,000 cases last year, up from about 900 in 2022. The World Health Organization reports that the number of reported cases around the world surged to 306,000, after having dropped to a record low of 123,000 in 2021. As the pandemic has made apparent, our world is connected via pathogens: Large outbreaks in other countries, where vaccination coverage may be low, have a tendency to seed tiny outbreaks in the U.S., where coverage has been pretty high, but narrow and persistent cracks in our defenses still remain. (In 2022, more than half of the world's unvaccinated infants were concentrated in just 10 countries; some of these are measles hotspots at this moment.) This also helps explain why so many Americans got measles in 2019. That was a catastrophic year for measles around the world, with 873,000 reported cases in total, the most since 1994. We had pretty good protection then, but the virus was everywhere--and so, the virus was here.

Read: Florida's experiment with measles

In high-income countries such as the U.S., Ferrari told me, "clustering of risk" tends to be the source of measles outbreaks more than minor changes in vaccine coverage overall. Even in 2019, when more than 95 percent of American kindergarteners were getting immunized, we still had pockets of exposure where protection happened to be weakest. By far the biggest outbreak from that year occurred among Hasidic Jewish populations in New York State. Measles was imported via Israel from the hot spot of Ukraine, and took off within a group whose vaccination rates were much, much lower than their neighbors'. In the end, more than 1,100 people were infected during that outbreak, which began in October 2018 and lasted for nearly a year. "A national vaccination rate has one kind of meaning, but all outbreaks are local outbreaks," Noel Brewer, a professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and a member of the federal Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, told me. "They happen on a specific street in a specific group of houses, where a group of people live and interact with each other. And those rates of vaccination in that specific place can drop well below the rate of coverage that will forestall an outbreak."

We've seen this time and time again over the past decade. When bigger outbreaks do occur in the U.S., they tend to happen in tight-knit communities, where immunization norms are radically out of sync with those of the rest of American society, politics aside. In 2014, when an outbreak of nearly 400 cases took hold in Ohio, almost entirely within the Amish community, the local vaccination rate was estimated to be about 14 percent. (The statewide number for young children at that time was more than 95 percent.) In 2011 and 2017, measles broke out among the large Somali American community in Minnesota, where anti-vaccine messaging has been intense, and where immunization rates for 2-year-olds dropped from 92 percent 20 years ago to 35 percent in 2021. An outbreak from the end of 2022, affecting 85 people in and around Columbus, Ohio, may well be linked to the nation's second-biggest community of Somalis.

Care must be taken in how these outbreaks are discussed. In Minnesota, for example, state health officials have avoided calling out the Somali community, for fear of stigmatizing. But another sort of trouble may arise when Americans overlook exactly who's at risk, and exactly why. Experts broadly agree that the most effective way to deal with local outbreaks is with local interventions. Brewer pointed out that during the 2019 outbreak in New York, for example, nurses who belonged to local Jewish congregations took on the role of vaccine advocates. In Minnesota, the Department of Health has brought on more Somali staff, who coordinate with local Somali radio and TV stations to share its message. Yet these efforts can be obscured by news coverage of the crisis that points to a growing anti-science movement and parents giving up on vaccination all across the land. When measles spread among New York's orthodox Jews, The New York Times reported on "an anti-vaccine fervor on the left that is increasingly worrying health authorities." When the virus hit Columbus, NBC News noted that it was "happening as resistance to school vaccination requirements is spreading across the country."

Two different public-health responses can be undertaken in concert, the experts told me: You treat the problem at its source, and you also take the chance to highlight broader trends. A spate of measles cases in one community becomes an opportunity for pushing vaccination everywhere. "That's always an important thing for us to do," Ferrari said. Even so, the impulse to nationalize the problem will have its own, infelicitous effects. First, it's meaningfully misleading. By catastrophizing subtle shifts in vaccination rates, we frighten many parents for no reason. By insisting that every tiny outbreak is a product of our national politics, we distract attention from the smaller measures that can and should be taken--well ahead of any upsurge of disease--to address hyperlocal vaccination crises. And by exaggerating the scale of our divisions--by asserting that we've seen a dangerous shift on a massive scale, or an anti-vaccine takeover of the Republican Party--we may end up worsening the very problem that worries us the most.

We are a highly vaccinated nation, our politics notwithstanding. Telling people otherwise only fosters more division; it feeds the feeling that taking or refusing measles shots is an important mode of self-expression. It further polarizes health behavior, which can only widen the cracks in our defenses. "We have become quite militant and moralistic about vaccination," Brewer told me, "and we probably would do well to be less absolute." Measles outbreaks overseas are growing; measles outbreaks here will follow. Their specific causes ought not be ignored.
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Everything Can Be Meat

The most promising future of lab-grown meat may not look like meat at all.

by Yasmin Tayag




Recently, a photo of rice left me confused. The rice itself looked tasty enough--fluffy, well formed--but its oddly fleshy hue gave me the creeps. According to the scientists who'd developed it, each pink-tinged grain was seeded with muscle and fat cells from a cow, imparting a nutty, umami flavor.



In one sense, this "beef rice" was just another example of lab-grown meat, touted as a way to eat animals without the ethical and environmental impacts. Though not yet commercially available, the rice was developed by researchers in Korea as a nutrition-dense food that can be produced sustainably, at least more so than beef itself. Although it has a more brittle texture than normal rice, it can be cooked and served in the same way. Yet in another sense, this rice was entirely different. Lab-grown meat aims to replicate conventional meat in every dimension, including taste, nutrition, and appearance. Beef rice doesn't even try.



Maybe that's a good thing. Lab-grown meat, also widely known as cultivated meat, has long been heralded as the future of food. But so far, the goal of perfectly replicating meat as we know it--toothy, sinewy, and sometimes bloody--has proved impractical and expensive. Once-abundant funding has dried up, and this week, Florida moved toward becoming the first state to ban sales of cultivated meat. It seems unlikely that whole cuts of cultivated meat will be showing up on people's plates anytime soon--but maybe something like beef rice could. The most promising future of lab-grown meat may not look like meat at all, at least as we've always known it.



The promise of cultivated meat is that you can have your steak and eat it too. Unlike the meatless offerings at your grocery store, cultivated meat is meat--just created without killing any animals. But the science just isn't there yet. Companies have more or less figured out the first step, taking a sample of cells from a live animal or egg and propagating them in a tank filled with a nutrient-rich broth. Though not cheaply: By one estimate, creating a slurry of cultivated cells costs $17 a pound or more to produce.



The next step has proved prohibitively challenging: coaxing that sludge of cells to mature into different types--fat, muscle, connective tissue--and arranging them in a structure resembling a solid cut of meat. Usually, the cells need a three-dimensional platform to guide their growth, known as a scaffold. "It's something that is very easy to get wrong and hard to get right," Claire Bomkamp, a senior scientist at the Good Food Institute, a nonprofit supporting meat alternatives, told me. So far, a few companies have served up proofs of concept: In June, the United States approved the sale of cultivated chicken from Upside Foods and Good Meat. However, it is virtually impossible to come by now.



The basic science of lab-grown meat can be used for more than just succulent chicken breasts and medium-rare steaks. Cells grown in a tank function essentially like ground meat, imparting a meaty flavor and mouthfeel to whatever they are added to, behaving more like an ingredient or a seasoning than a food product. Hybrid meat products, made by mixing a small amount of cultivated-meat cells with other ingredients, are promising because they would be more cost-effective than entire lab-grown steaks or chicken breasts but meatier than purely plant-based meat.



Already, the start-up SciFi Foods is producing what has been described as a "fatty meat paste" that is intended to be mixed with plant-based ingredients to make burgers. Only small amounts are needed to make the burgers beefy; each costs less than $10 to make, according to the company--still considerably more than a normal beef patty, but the prices should come down over time. Maybe it sounds weird, but that's not so different from imitation crab--which doesn't contain much or any crab at all. A similar premise underlies the plant-based bacon laced with cultivated pork fat that I tried last year. Was it meat? I'm not sure. Did it taste like it? Absolutely.



Meat can be so much more than what we've always known. "We don't have to make meat the same way that it's always come out of an animal," Bomkamp said. "We can be a little bit more expansive in what our definition of meat is." Beef rice, which essentially uses rice as a miniature scaffold to grow cow cells, falls into this category. It isn't particularly meaty--only 0.5 percent of each grain is cow--but the scientists who developed it say the proportion could change in future iterations. It's framed as a way to feed people in "underdeveloped countries, during war, and in space."



Eventually, cultivated meat could impart a whiff of meatiness to blander foods, creating new, meat-ish products in the process that are more sustainable than regular meat and more nutritious than plants. Beef rice is one option; meat grown on mushroom roots is in development. Even stranger foods are possible. Bomkamp envisions using the technology to make thin sheets of seafood--combining elements of salmon, tuna, and shrimp--to wrap around a rainbow roll of sushi. In this scenario, cultivated meat probably won't save the planet from climate change and animal suffering. "It wouldn't serve its original function of being a direct replacement for commercial meat," Daniel Rosenfeld, who studies perceptions of cultivated meat at UCLA, told me. But at the very least, it could provide another dinner option.

Of course, it's in the interest of the cultivated-meat industry to suggest that cultivated meat isn't just outright doomed. No doubt some vegetarians would cringe at the thought, as would some dedicated carnivores. But considering how much meat Americans eat, it's not hard to imagine a future in which cultivated cells satisfy people searching for a new kind of meat product. Imagine the salad you could make with chicken cells grown inside arugula, or bread baked with bacon-infused wheat. But should those prove too difficult to produce, I'd happily take a bowl of beef rice, in all its flesh-tinged glory.
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Pfizer Couldn't Pay for Marketing This Good

Well now we know what happens when someone gets 217 COVID shots.

by Jacob Stern




On June 3, 2021, a roughly 60-year-old man in the riverside city of Magdeburg, Germany, received his first COVID vaccine. He opted for Johnson & Johnson's shot, popular at that point because unlike Pfizer's and Moderna's vaccines, it was one-and-done. But that, evidently, was not what he had in mind. The following month, he got the AstraZeneca vaccine. The month after that, he doubled up on AstraZeneca and added a Pfizer for good measure. Things only accelerated from there: In January 2022, he received at least 49 COVID shots.



A few months later, employees at a local vaccination center thought to themselves, Huh, wasn't that guy in here yesterday? and alerted the police. By that point, the German Press Agency reported, the man had been vaccinated as many as 90 times. And still he was not done. As of November, he said he'd received 217 COVID shots--217!



That's according to a new paper published in The Lancet. After German researchers learned of the man from newspaper articles, they managed to contact him via the public prosecutor investigating the case. He was "very interested" in participating in a study, Kilian Schober, an immunologist at Uniklinikum Erlangen and a co-author on the paper, said in a statement. They pieced together his vaccination timeline through interviews and medical records, and collected blood and saliva samples to examine the immunological effects of "hypervaccination."



The man's identity hasn't been revealed, and in the paper he's referred to only as "HIM" (seemingly an acronym, though what it stands for is not specified). He is hardly the world's only hypervaccinated person. A retired postman in India had reportedly received 12 shots by January 2022 and told The New York Times, "I still want more." A New Zealand man, meanwhile, allegedly racked up 10 in a single day. But pause for a moment and consider the sheer logistics of HIM's feat. In all, he received his 217 vaccinations over the course of just under two and a half years, which comes out to an average of seven and a half shots a month, although the distribution was far from even. For several weeks in early 2022, he received two shots nearly every day. He seems to have had a strong preference for the Pfizer and Moderna vaccines, but he also got at least one shot of AstraZeneca and Sanofi-GSK and, of course, Johnson & Johnson.



Why? you might wonder. The paper itself elides this question, saying only that he did so "deliberately and for private reasons." Perhaps the most obvious explanation would be extreme, probably pathological COVID anxiety. News reports from April 2022 offer another possible explanation: that he did so to sell the vaccination cards. But German prosecutors did not bring charges once HIM's scheme was uncovered, and he continued getting unnecessary shots.



Getting 217 COVID shots is very much not the public-health guidance in Germany or anywhere else. Yet the strategy seemingly panned out: HIM has never contracted COVID, researchers concluded based on antigen tests, PCR tests, and bloodwork. "If you ask immunologists, we might have predicted that it would be not beneficial to do this," Cindy Leifer, an immunologist at Cornell University who wasn't involved with the Lancet study, told me. They might have expected the constant action to exhaust the immune system, leaving it vulnerable to actual viral threats. But such worries came to nothing.



Still, immunologists cautioned against inferring any strong causal connection. He avoided the virus; he got vaccinated 217 times. He did not necessarily avoid the virus because he got vaccinated 217 times. In fact, the authors wrote, although hypervaccination seems to have increased the quantity of antibodies and T cells that HIM's body produced to fend off the virus--even after 216 shots, the 217th still produced a modest increase--it had no real effect on the quality of the immune response. "He would have been just as well protected if he had gotten a normal number of three to four vaccinations," Schober told me.



Nor did hypervaccination lead to any adverse effects. By shot 217, one might have expected to see some of the rare side effects associated with the vaccines, such as myocarditis, pericarditis, or Guillain-Barre Syndrome, but as far as researchers could tell, HIM was completely fine. Remarkably, he didn't even report feeling minor side effects from any of his 217 shots. On some level, this makes total sense: As Schober reasonably pointed out, HIM probably would not have gotten all those shots if each one had knocked him out for a day. Fair, but still: 217 shots and no side effects? How?



If nothing else, HIM is one hell of an advertisement for the vaccines. Worried about side effects from your third booster? Well, this guy's gotten more than 200, and he's a-okay. Travis Kelce has been called Mr. Pfizer, but he's got nothing on HIM. Scientifically, things are somewhat murkier. The results of the HIM study were largely unsurprising, researchers told me, but the mysteries at the margins--such as the absence of any side effects--are a good reminder that four years after the pandemic began, immunology is still, as my former colleague Ed Yong wrote, "where intuition goes to die."



At the end of the paper, the authors are very clear: "We do not endorse hypervaccination as a strategy to enhance adaptive immunity." The takeaway, Leifer said, should not be the more shots, the better. Schober told me he even tried to personally convey this message to HIM after his 216th shot. "From the bottom of my heart as a medical doctor, I really told him that he shouldn't get vaccinated again," Schober said.



HIM seemed to take this advice seriously. Then he went and got shot No. 217 anyway.
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The Science Behind Ozempic Was Wrong

The weight-loss effects of GLP-1 drugs have little to do with the gut.

by Sarah Zhang




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


When scientists first created the class of drugs that includes Ozempic, they told a tidy story about how the medications would work: The gut releases a hormone called GLP-1 that signals you're full, so a drug that mimics GLP-1 could do the exact same thing, helping people eat less and lose weight.

The rest, as they say, is history. The GLP-1 revolution birthed semaglutide, which became Ozempic and Wegovy, and tirzepatide, which became Mounjaro and Zepbound--blockbuster drugs that are rapidly changing the face of obesity medicine. The drugs work as intended: as powerful modulators of appetite. But at the same time that they have become massive successes, the original science that underpinned their development has fallen apart. The fact that they worked was "serendipity," Randy Seeley, an obesity researcher at the University of Michigan, told me. (Seeley has also consulted for and received research funding from companies that make GLP-1 drugs.)

Now scientists are beginning to understand why. In recent years, studies have shown that GLP-1 from the gut breaks down quickly and has little effect on our appetites. But the hormone and its receptors are naturally present in many parts of the brain too. These brain receptors are likely the reason the GLP-1 drugs can curb the desire to eat--but also, anecdotally, curb other desires as well. The weight-loss drugs are ultimately drugs for the brain.

Obesity medications differ in a key way from the natural molecule they're meant to mimic: They last a lot longer. GLP-1 released in the gut has a half-life of just minutes in the bloodstream, whereas semaglutide and tirzepatide have half-lives measured in days. This is by design. Both drugs were specifically engineered to resist degradation, so that they need to be injected only once a week. (The very first GLP-1 drug on the market, exenatide, had to be injected twice a day when it was released, in 2005--the field has come a long way.) The medications are also given at levels much higher than natural GLP-1 ever reaches in the bloodstream; Seeley tends to put it at five times as high, but he said even that may be a gross underestimate.

Read: Ozempic makes you lose more than fat

By indiscriminately flooding the body with long-lasting molecules, the injections likely allow engineered GLP-1 drugs to penetrate parts of the body that the natural gut hormone cannot--namely, deep in the brain. First-generation GLP-1 drugs including exenatide, which are far less powerful than the current crop, have been shown to cross the blood-brain barrier and tickle areas important for appetite and nausea. Exactly what Ozempic and its successors do is still less clear, but they are so effective that many scientists think they must be reaching far, directly or indirectly.

All of this matters because the brain, as we now know, has its own GLP-1 system, parallel to and largely separate from whatever is going on in the gut. Neurons in the hindbrain, sitting at the base of the skull, secrete their own GLP-1, while receptors listening to them are found throughout the brain. In animal experiments, hitting those receptors indeed suppresses appetite.

It took a long time for scientists to appreciate the extent of GLP-1 in the brain, Karolina Skibicka, a neuroscientist at Penn State, told me. When she published her first study, in 2012, on a GLP-1 drug's impact on the dopamine reward system, she had to spend two years going back and forth with skeptical reviewers. At the time, she said, "the idea was considered so wild." (Skibicka has received research funding from the Novo Nordisk Foundation, which has a majority ownership in but whose grants are commercially independent from Novo Nordisk, the manufacturer of Ozempic.) Since then, in a series of clever experiments using rodents, scientists have been able to show that GLP-1 drugs likely act on the brain. They don't seem to work, for example, to suppress appetite in mice whose brain GLP-1 receptors have been genetically erased. Moreover, the effects of GLP-1 extend beyond food: Rodents given the drugs will drink less alcohol and use less cocaine. Anecdotally, too, people on GLP-1 medications have reported spontaneously quitting drinking, smoking, shopping, and other addictive and compulsive behaviors.

Read: Did scientists accidentally invent an anti-addiction drug?

A more refined understanding of how GLP-1 works in the brain could help improve the current injections. Nausea and vomiting are among the most common side effects and would seem to go hand in hand with a lack of appetite. But these symptoms appear to be governed by distinct systems in the brain, Scott Kanoski, a neuroscientist at the University of Southern California, told me. In fact, scientists have been able to find brain areas in rodents where GLP-1 analogues can suppress appetite without causing nausea, which hints at the possibility of developing drugs that do the same.

Even as scientists zero in on the likely mechanisms of these weight-loss drugs, they are encountering new and baffling questions. Tirzepatide, for example, activates receptors for a second hormone called GIP, and this is often cited as a potential explanation for its slightly superior efficacy over semaglutide, which acts on GLP-1 alone. But just last month, Amgen released data on a new drug that activates GLP-1 receptors, blocks GIP receptors, and still helps people lose weight. How can two drugs with opposite actions on GIP have the same outcome?

Scientists are perplexed, but they are not shocked. For years and years, promising findings in rats and mice did not translate into real-world treatments for obesity. Drugs based on other, seemingly important hormones--ghrelin (the "hunger hormone") and leptin (the "satiety hormone")--were never able to achieve the spectacular clinical results of GLP-1. The latest drugs succeeded not because we fully understood the hormone they're based on but because we got lucky. And drug development, for all the careful research required, does sometimes come down to luck.

Read: The Ozempic plateau

In the end, gut GLP-1 could still be important--just not for appetite regulation. The stuff that is produced by the gut, specifically in the end of the small intestine and the colon, makes up most of the GLP-1 produced in the body, Daniel Drucker, an endocrinologist at Mount Sinai Hospital in Toronto, told me. It also tends to spike during gut infections. Drucker now thinks that GLP-1 in the gut is primarily responsible for controlling inflammation. (He has consulted for and received research funding from companies making GLP-1 drugs.) Other scientists have explored using GLP-1 drugs to treat inflammatory gut disease, such as ulcerative colitis and Crohn's. But they've run into a bit of a dilemma: Many people with these conditions are already underweight, and GLP-1 drugs are just too good at making people lose more weight.
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The Pandemic's 'Ghost Architecture' Is Still Haunting Us

"Stand six feet apart" signs are outdated, ignored, and everywhere.

by Yasmin Tayag




Last Friday, in a bathroom at the Newark airport, I encountered a phrase I hadn't seen in a long time: Stop the spread. It accompanied an automatic hand-sanitizing station, which groaned weakly when I passed my hand beneath it, dispensing nothing. Presumably set up in the early pandemic, the sign and dispenser had long ago become relics. Basically everyone seemed to ignore them. Elsewhere in the terminal, I spotted prompts to maintain a safe distance and reduce overcrowding, while maskless passengers sat elbow-to-elbow in waiting areas and mobbed the gates.

Beginning in 2020, COVID signage and equipment were everywhere. Stickers indicated how to stand six feet apart. Arrows on the grocery-store floor directed shopping-cart traffic. Plastic barriers enforced distancing. Masks required signs dotted store windows, before they were eventually replaced by softer pronouncements such as masks recommended and masks welcome. Such messages--some more helpful than others--became an unavoidable part of navigating pandemic life.



Four years later, the coronavirus has not disappeared--but the health measures are gone, and so is most daily concern about the pandemic. Yet much of this COVID signage remains, impossible to miss even if the messages are ignored or outdated. In New York, where I live, notices linger in the doorways of apartment buildings and stores. A colleague in Woburn, Massachusetts, sent me a photo of a sign reminding park-goers to gather in groups of 10 or less; another, in Washington, D.C., showed me stickers on the floors of a bookstore and pier bearing faded reminders to stay six feet apart. "These are artifacts from another moment that none of us want to return to," Eric Klinenberg, a sociologist at NYU and the author of 2020: One City, Seven People, and the Year Everything Changed, told me. All these flyers, signs, and stickers make up the "ghost architecture" of the pandemic, and they are still haunting America today.



That some COVID signage persists makes sense, considering how much of it once existed. According to the COVID-19 Signage Archive, one store in Key West had a reminder to mask up during the initial Omicron wave: Do not wear it above chin or below nose. In the summer of 2021, a placard at a Houston grocery store indicated that the shopping carts had been "sanitizd." And in November 2020, you could have stepped on a customized welcome mat in Washington, D.C., that read Thank you for practicing 6 ft social distancing. Eli Fessler, a software engineer and linguist who launched the crowdsourced archive in December 2020, wanted "to preserve some aspect of [COVID signage] because it felt so ephemeral," he told me. The gallery now comprises nearly 4,000 photos of signs around the world, including submissions he received as recently as this past October: a keep safe distance sign in Incheon, South Korea.



No doubt certain instances of ghost architecture can be attributed to forgetfulness, laziness, or apathy. Remnants of social-distancing stickers on some New York City sidewalks appear too tattered to bother scraping away; outdoor-dining sheds, elaborately constructed but now barely used, are a hassle to dismantle. A faded decal posted at a restaurant near my home in Manhattan depicts social-distancing guidelines for ordering takeout alcohol that haven't been relevant since 2020. "There's a very human side to this," Fessler said. "We forget to take things down. We forget to update signs."



But not all of it can be chalked up to negligence. Signs taped to a door can be removed as easily as they are posted; plastic barriers can be taken down. Apart from the ease, ghost architecture should have disappeared by now because spotting it is never pleasant. Even in passing, the signs can awaken uncomfortable memories of the early pandemic. The country's overarching response to the pandemic is what Klinenberg calls the "will not to know"--a conscious denial that COVID changed life in any meaningful way. Surely, then, some examples are left there on purpose, even if they evoke bad memories.

When I recently encountered the masks required sign that's still in the doorway of my local pizza shop, my mind flashed back to more distressing times: Remember when that was a thing? The sign awakened a nagging voice in my brain reminding me that I used to mask up and encourage others to do the same, filling me with guilt that I no longer do so. Perhaps the shop owner has felt something similar. Though uncomfortable, the signs may persist because taking them down requires engaging with their messages head-on, prompting a round of fraught self-examination: Do I no longer believe in masking? Why not? "We have to consciously and purposely say we no longer need this," Klinenberg told me.

Outdated signs are likely more prevalent in places that embraced public-health measures to begin with, namely bluer areas. "I would be surprised to see the same level of ghost architecture in Florida, Texas, or Alabama," Klinenberg said. But ghost architecture seems to persist everywhere. A colleague sent a photo of a floor sticker in a Boise, Idaho, restaurant that continues to thank diners for practicing social distancing. These COVID callbacks are sometimes even virtual: An outdated website for a Miami Beach spa still encourages guests to physically distance and to "swipe your own credit card."

Most of all, the persistence of ghost architecture directly reflects the failure of public-health messaging to clearly state what measures were needed, and when. Much of the signage grew out of garbled communication in the first place: "Six feet" directives, for example, far outlasted the point when public-health experts knew it was a faulty benchmark for stopping transmission.



The rollback of public-health precautions has been just as chaotic. Masking policy has vacillated wildly since the arrival of vaccines; although the federal COVID emergency declaration officially ended last May, there was no corresponding call to end public-health measures across the country. Instead, individual policies lapsed at different times in different states, and in some cases were setting-specific: California didn't end its mask requirement for high-risk environments such as nursing homes until last April. Most people still don't know how to think about COVID, Klinenberg said, and it's easier to just leave things as they are.



If these signs are the result of confusing COVID messaging, they are also adding to the problem. Prompts to wash or sanitize your hands are generally harmless. In other situations, however, ghost architecture can perpetuate misguided beliefs, such as thinking that keeping six feet apart is protective in a room full of unmasked people, or that masks alone are foolproof against COVID. To people who must still take precautions for health reasons, the fact that signs are still up, only to be ignored, can feel like a slap in the face. The downside to letting ghost architecture persist is that it sustains uncertainty about how to behave, during a pandemic or otherwise.



The contradiction inherent in ghost architecture is that it both calls to mind the pandemic and reflects a widespread indifference to it. Maybe people don't bother to take the signs down because they assume that nobody will follow them anyway, Fessler said. Avoidance and apathy are keeping them in place, and there's not much reason to think that will change. At this rate, COVID's ghost signage may follow the same trajectory as the defunct Cold War-era nuclear-fallout-shelter signs that lingered on New York City buildings for more than half a century, at once misleading observers and reminding them that the nuclear threat, though diminished, is still present.



The signs I saw at the Newark airport seemed to me hopelessly obsolete, yet they still stoked unease about how little I think about COVID now, even though the virus is still far deadlier than the flu and other common respiratory illnesses. Passing another stop the spread hand-sanitizing station, I put my palm under the dispenser, expecting nothing. But this time, a dollop of gel squirted into my hand.
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The Most Powerful Rocket in History Had a Good Morning

SpaceX's latest Starship mission flew farther than before--and tested technology that could elevate humankind's spacefaring status.

by Marina Koren




SpaceX has once again launched the most powerful rocket in history into the sky, and this time, the mission seems to have passed most of its key milestones. Starship took off without a hitch this morning, separated from its booster, and cruised through space for a while before SpaceX lost contact with it. Instead of splashing down in the ocean as planned, Starship seems to have been destroyed during reentry in Earth's atmosphere.



The flight was the third try in an ambitious testing campaign that began less than a year ago. The other attempts started with beautiful liftoffs, but they stopped short of completing test objectives and ended in explosions. For today's test, SpaceX changed up its designs and applied them to freshly made Starship prototypes, which are manufactured at a pace that, compared with the rest of rocket history, evokes chocolates coming down the conveyor belt toward Lucille Ball. During today's test, the spacecraft even managed to conduct a crucial test, transferring rocket propellant from one tank into another while traveling at thousands of miles above Earth's surface.



All eyes in the spaceflight community are on Starship right now, because the giant rocket-and-spaceship system has an important job to do in just a couple of years: land American astronauts on the moon on NASA's behalf, bringing humans back to the lunar surface for the first time since 1972. The partnership will involve maneuvers that NASA never tried during the Apollo program: The space agency will launch its astronauts off the ground and take them in a capsule toward the moon, but once they arrive in lunar orbit, a Starship will greet them and transport them down to the surface. And for that Starship to reach lunar orbit, SpaceX must launch a bunch of other Starships to refuel the spaceship for the journey--hence the importance of the fuel transfer. In other words, SpaceX is trying to create a gas station in space, circling Earth at the same dizzying speeds as space stations and satellites.



This floating infrastructure is unlike anything humans have attempted to do in space, and it will elevate our spacefaring capacity far beyond anything that was previously possible. The ability to refuel ships in space would crack open the solar system for us, making it easier for astronauts to reach not only the moon but also Mars and even planets deeper into the solar system. It would mean that spacecraft could utilize payload capacity that would have been reserved for enormous amounts of propellant. This decade may see several triumphant lunar landings, but the gas stations will cement our status as an advanced spacefaring species.



The details of the gas-station plan are still concepts on paper, but the ambitious idea goes like this: SpaceX will launch a number of Starships loaded with propellant, a combination of liquid methane and liquid oxygen, into orbit around Earth. These "tankers," as the company calls them, will deposit fuel into a larger depot, also launched by SpaceX. By the time the Starship carrying NASA's astronauts reaches orbit, it will have used up most of its fuel. The ship will dock with the gas depot, fuel up, and head off toward the moon.



This future depends on nailing a single, basic fuel transfer, as SpaceX seems to have done today; engineers will have to review data to see how well they did. The process might be simple on Earth, but outer space is an environment perfect for ruining rocket fuel. Liquid methane and oxygen must be kept at cryogenic temperatures, but temperatures in space can swing between extreme cold and heat. If the fuel gets too warm, it might evaporate into a gas and float off.



SpaceX must also launch many more Starships without incident before a moon landing can move forward. The company's contract with NASA calls for deploying multiple tankers in quick succession to support astronauts heading to the surface. Elon Musk posted on X this week that he hopes to launch Starship at least six times in 2024. More launch attempts would provide NASA with a much clearer sense of its timeline for the first moon landing of the Artemis program, named for Apollo's sister in Greek mythology. The mission has already been delayed: In January, the agency pushed it from late 2025 to late 2026. Officials said that the schedule change "acknowledges the very real development challenges that have been experienced by our industry partners," which include SpaceX as well as Lockheed Martin, the aerospace contractor responsible for the capsule that will carry astronauts to lunar orbit.



More than half a century since humans set foot on the moon, Earth is sprinkled with launchpads, formidable signs of our space-explorer status. We're in the busiest decade of moon exploration since the 1960s, with government agencies and private companies alike deploying robotic missions to the lunar surface. Local space fans refer to the state highway that leads to SpaceX's base in South Texas, where the latest Starship prototype launched from today, as the "highway to Mars." A 21st-century moon landing will be a significant achievement, and a landing on Mars would mark an entirely new era of humanity's presence in space. But it'll be the gas stations helping take astronauts there that will truly brand us as an off-world species.
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The Return of Measles

Cases are creeping up in America, and not because of politics. <strong> </strong>

by Daniel Engber




Measles seems poised to make a comeback in America. Two adults and two children staying at a migrant shelter in Chicago have gotten sick with the disease. A sick kid in Sacramento, California, may have exposed hundreds of people to the virus at the hospital. Three other people were diagnosed in Michigan, along with seven from the same elementary school in Florida. As of Thursday, 17 states have reported cases to the CDC since the start of the year. (For comparison, that total was 19, plus the District of Columbia, for all of 2023, and just 6 for 2022.) "We've got this pile of firewood," Matthew Ferrari, the director of the Center for Infectious Disease Dynamics at Penn State, told me, "and the more outbreaks that keep happening, the more matches we're throwing at it."

Who's holding the matchbook? There's an easy answer to who's at fault. One of the nation's political parties, and not the other, turned against vaccines to some extent during the pandemic, leading to voter disparities in death rates. One party, and not the other, has a presumptive presidential candidate who threatens to punish any school that infringes on parental rights by requiring immunizations. And one party, but not the other, appointed a vaccine-skeptical surgeon general in Florida who recently sidestepped standard public-health advice in the middle of an outbreak. The message from Republicans, as The Washington Post's Alexandra Petri joked in a recent column, can sound like this: "We want measles in the schools and books out of them!"

But the politics of vaccination, however grotesque it may be in 2024, obscures what's really going on. It's true that vaccine attitudes have become more polarized. Conservative parents in particular may be opting out of school vaccine requirements in higher numbers than they were before. In the blood-red state of Idaho, for example, more than 12 percent of kindergartners received exemptions from the rules for the 2022-23 school year, a staggering rate of refusal that is up by half from where it was just a few years ago. Politicized recalcitrance is unfortunate, to say the least, and it can be deadly. Even so, America's political divides are simply not the cause of any recent measles outbreak. The virus has returned amid a swirl of global health inequities. Any foothold that it finds in the U.S. will be where hyperlocal social norms, not culture-war debates, are causing gaps in vaccine access and acceptance. The more this fact is overlooked, the more we're all at risk.

Consider where the latest measles cases have been sprouting up: By and large, the recent outbreaks have been a blue-state phenomenon. (Idaho has so far been untouched; the same is true for Utah, with the nation's third-highest school-vaccine-exemption rate.) Zoom into the county level, and you'll find that the pattern is repeated: Measles isn't picking on Republican communities; if anything, it seems to be avoiding them. The recent outbreak in Florida unfolded not in a conservative area such as Sarasota, where vaccination coverage has been lagging, but rather in Biden-friendly Broward County, at a school where 97 percent of the students have received at least one MMR shot. Similarly, the recent cases in Michigan turned up not in any of the state's MAGA-voting, vaccine-forgoing areas but among the diverse and relatively left-wing populations in and around Ann Arbor and Detroit.

Stepping back to look at the country as a whole, one can't even find a strong connection--or, really, any consistent link at all--between U.S. measles outbreaks, year to year, and U.S. children's vaccination rates. Sure, the past three years for which we have student-immunization data might seem to show a pattern: Starting in the fall of 2020, the average rate of MMR coverage for incoming kindergarteners did drop, if only by a little bit, from 93.9 to 93.1 percent; at the same time, the annual number of reported measles cases went up almost tenfold, from 13 to 121. But stretch that window back one more year, and the relationship appears to be reversed. In 2019, America was doing great in terms of measles vaccination--across the country, 95.2 percent of kindergartners were getting immunized, according to the CDC--and yet, in spite of this fantastic progress, measles cases were exploding. More than 1,200 Americans got sick with the disease that year, as measles took its greatest toll in a generation.

It's not that our high measles-vaccination coverage didn't matter then or that our slightly lower coverage doesn't matter now. Vaccination rates should be higher; this is always true. In the face of such a contagious disease, 95 percent would be good; 99 percent much better. When fewer people are protected, more people can get sick. In Matthew Ferrari's terms, a dropping immunization rate means the piles of firewood are getting bigger. If and when the flames do ignite, they could end up reaching farther, and burning longer, than they would have just a year or two ago. In the midst of any outbreak large enough, where thousands are affected, children will die.

Read: The good news about vaccine hesitancy

Despite America's fevered national conversation about vaccines, however, rates of uptake simply haven't changed that much. Even with the recent divot in our national vaccine rates, the country remains in broad agreement on the value of immunity: 93 percent of America's kindergartners are getting measles shots, a rate that has barely budged for decades. The sheer resilience of this norm should not be downplayed or ignored or, even worse, reimagined as a state of grace from which we've fallen. Our protection remains strong. In Florida, the surgeon general's lackadaisical response to the crisis at the Broward County elementary school did not produce a single extra case of the disease, in spite of grim predictions to the contrary, almost certainly thanks to how many kids are already vaccinated.

At the same time, however, measles has been thriving overseas. Its reemergence in America is not a function of the nation's political divides, but of the disease's global prevalence. Europe had almost 60,000 cases last year, up from about 900 in 2022. The World Health Organization reports that the number of reported cases around the world surged to 306,000, after having dropped to a record low of 123,000 in 2021. As the pandemic has made apparent, our world is connected via pathogens: Large outbreaks in other countries, where vaccination coverage may be low, have a tendency to seed tiny outbreaks in the U.S., where coverage has been pretty high, but narrow and persistent cracks in our defenses still remain. (In 2022, more than half of the world's unvaccinated infants were concentrated in just 10 countries; some of these are measles hotspots at this moment.) This also helps explain why so many Americans got measles in 2019. That was a catastrophic year for measles around the world, with 873,000 reported cases in total, the most since 1994. We had pretty good protection then, but the virus was everywhere--and so, the virus was here.

Read: Florida's experiment with measles

In high-income countries such as the U.S., Ferrari told me, "clustering of risk" tends to be the source of measles outbreaks more than minor changes in vaccine coverage overall. Even in 2019, when more than 95 percent of American kindergarteners were getting immunized, we still had pockets of exposure where protection happened to be weakest. By far the biggest outbreak from that year occurred among Hasidic Jewish populations in New York State. Measles was imported via Israel from the hot spot of Ukraine, and took off within a group whose vaccination rates were much, much lower than their neighbors'. In the end, more than 1,100 people were infected during that outbreak, which began in October 2018 and lasted for nearly a year. "A national vaccination rate has one kind of meaning, but all outbreaks are local outbreaks," Noel Brewer, a professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and a member of the federal Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, told me. "They happen on a specific street in a specific group of houses, where a group of people live and interact with each other. And those rates of vaccination in that specific place can drop well below the rate of coverage that will forestall an outbreak."

We've seen this time and time again over the past decade. When bigger outbreaks do occur in the U.S., they tend to happen in tight-knit communities, where immunization norms are radically out of sync with those of the rest of American society, politics aside. In 2014, when an outbreak of nearly 400 cases took hold in Ohio, almost entirely within the Amish community, the local vaccination rate was estimated to be about 14 percent. (The statewide number for young children at that time was more than 95 percent.) In 2011 and 2017, measles broke out among the large Somali American community in Minnesota, where anti-vaccine messaging has been intense, and where immunization rates for 2-year-olds dropped from 92 percent 20 years ago to 35 percent in 2021. An outbreak from the end of 2022, affecting 85 people in and around Columbus, Ohio, may well be linked to the nation's second-biggest community of Somalis.

Care must be taken in how these outbreaks are discussed. In Minnesota, for example, state health officials have avoided calling out the Somali community, for fear of stigmatizing. But another sort of trouble may arise when Americans overlook exactly who's at risk, and exactly why. Experts broadly agree that the most effective way to deal with local outbreaks is with local interventions. Brewer pointed out that during the 2019 outbreak in New York, for example, nurses who belonged to local Jewish congregations took on the role of vaccine advocates. In Minnesota, the Department of Health has brought on more Somali staff, who coordinate with local Somali radio and TV stations to share its message. Yet these efforts can be obscured by news coverage of the crisis that points to a growing anti-science movement and parents giving up on vaccination all across the land. When measles spread among New York's orthodox Jews, The New York Times reported on "an anti-vaccine fervor on the left that is increasingly worrying health authorities." When the virus hit Columbus, NBC News noted that it was "happening as resistance to school vaccination requirements is spreading across the country."

Two different public-health responses can be undertaken in concert, the experts told me: You treat the problem at its source, and you also take the chance to highlight broader trends. A spate of measles cases in one community becomes an opportunity for pushing vaccination everywhere. "That's always an important thing for us to do," Ferrari said. Even so, the impulse to nationalize the problem will have its own, infelicitous effects. First, it's meaningfully misleading. By catastrophizing subtle shifts in vaccination rates, we frighten many parents for no reason. By insisting that every tiny outbreak is a product of our national politics, we distract attention from the smaller measures that can and should be taken--well ahead of any upsurge of disease--to address hyperlocal vaccination crises. And by exaggerating the scale of our divisions--by asserting that we've seen a dangerous shift on a massive scale, or an anti-vaccine takeover of the Republican Party--we may end up worsening the very problem that worries us the most.

We are a highly vaccinated nation, our politics notwithstanding. Telling people otherwise only fosters more division; it feeds the feeling that taking or refusing measles shots is an important mode of self-expression. It further polarizes health behavior, which can only widen the cracks in our defenses. "We have become quite militant and moralistic about vaccination," Brewer told me, "and we probably would do well to be less absolute." Measles outbreaks overseas are growing; measles outbreaks here will follow. Their specific causes ought not be ignored.
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Fruit Chaos Is Coming

Climate change is threatening to turn sublime summer stone fruits disgusting, or rob us of their pleasures entirely.

by Zoe Schlanger




Summer, to me, is all about stone fruit: dark-purple plums, peaches you can smell from three feet away. But last summer, I struggled to find peaches at the farmers' markets in New York City. A freak deep freeze in February had taken them out across New York State and other parts of the Northeast, buds shriveling on the branch as temperatures plummeted below zero and a brutally cold, dry wind swept through the region.

The loss was severe. One farmer estimated that the Hudson Valley lost 90 percent of its stone fruit. Evan Lentz, a faculty member in the plant-science department at the University of Connecticut, told me his state lost 50 to 75 percent. Another freeze in the second half of May damaged lots of other crops, including strawberries and blueberries. In New Hampshire, apple growers who went to bed with orchards full of pink blossoms awoke to petals turning brown. Georgia, the iconic peach state, lost some 90 percent of last year's crop--a Georgia summer without peaches, an unfathomable thing. An unusually warm winter robbed the trees of the period of cold they need to bloom in the spring. The buds that did emerge were, like the ones in the Northeast, killed by a cold snap in the early spring.

Fruit trees evolved to live in more stable conditions; they're exquisitely well adapted to the rhythm of a usual year. But instead of reliable seasons, they're getting weather chaos: Springtime, already somewhat of a wild-card season, "is getting more and more erratic," Theodore DeJong, a fruit-tree physiologist at UC Davis, told me. As a result, trees' sense of seasonality is scrambled. And instead of reliable peaches and plums, we're getting fruit chaos. It may not happen every year, but it's happening more frequently.

Read: What's dangerous about an early spring

Fruit trees, like people and all other living things, experience stress. And just as stress can build up over a human lifetime--the body keeps the score, as they say--a tree won't forget the burden of each drought, extreme temperature swing, and pest infestation it survives. "They're there year after year. They can accumulate stress year after year," Lentz said. Each fruit, in turn, is shaped by the traumas its parent has endured.

In New England, wild fluctuations in water availability have added to trees' lifetime stress load. "We seem to bounce back and forth between a really wet year and a really dry year," Lentz told me. "It's not just warming. It's these big swings, erratic weather patterns." Such conditions, he said, can be terrifying for farmers, some of whom are working orchards that have been in their families for a century. "I've heard people say we don't have any business growing peaches up here," he told me.

Lately, Lentz has been trying to get farmers to consider uncommon fruit species more suited to handle the region's changing climate. Aronia berry, also known as chokeberry, is one candidate. People could make jams or health products out of the astringent but antioxidant-rich fruit. He's also looking into haskaps, which look like elongated blueberries, and he even has a few farmers trying out a kiwi species that grows well in Connecticut. Some summers might just have to taste different.

There is still hope for our familiar symbols of summer this year: It's early in the season, and stone fruit could survive the spring. But dangers remain. DeJong, in California, told me his main worry now is rain. His state has been pummeled with extreme precipitation for months, leading to catastrophic flooding in places. Too much moisture exposes trees to rot and pests. It also messes with pollinators: The bees that pollinate crops such as almonds don't like to fly in the rain. DeJong expects the almond crop in his part of California to suffer this year.

Read: California's climate has come unmoored

In other parts of the country, the spring leaf-out has already begun--far ahead of schedule--thanks to a record-warm winter. This could be all right for fruit, so long as another cold snap doesn't kill the buds. Extreme heat might be a danger across the country in the coming months. Fruits move through different developmental stages, like a person moving from infancy to adolescence. Heat drives the speed of that process, and unseasonable warmth can send development racing ahead of growth.

A peach, then, can move through its life cycle at warp speed--but if that happens too fast, it won't accumulate the sugars it needs, so it will be tiny, and probably less sweet. DeJong, who has studied this phenomenon, recently got an email from a fruit expert in Australia, where summer has just ended and springtime temperatures were on average nearly 2 degrees Celsius above normal. "He said they had the lowest sugar content in peaches in Australia that they ever had this year," DeJong told me. When I asked if DeJong thought climate change could result in a future where we're eating crummier fruit, he wasn't willing to rule it out. "I wouldn't go out on a limb and say that's a definite prediction," he said. "But I would think it makes sense that that might occur."

Nothing is more sublime than a good peach. But cosmic balance dictates that nothing is more deflating than a bad peach. And as climate change sows more seasonal chaos, we're in danger of reaping more of its disappointing fruits.
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Do Animals Have Fun?

Scientists want an evolutionary explanation for animal play. But maybe the answer is simply: It brings them joy.

by Sallie Tisdale




Orcas sank another yacht near the Iberian Peninsula in November. Members of a pod had been ramming and shaking boats in the area for more than three years, and had now sunk four. Many observers believed the orcas were attacking their boats, perhaps taking revenge on fishermen. But both boaters and scientists wondered if the orcas were playing, and the marine biologists who study this group think it may be a fad. "The consensus is that they're doing this to show off," the director of science at an ocean-conservation group said. (As fads do, this one may have spread; a yacht had been rammed near Scotland in June.) This is no consolation to sailors, some of whom have tried to take their own revenge on the orcas, shooting at them, lighting firecrackers, and playing heavy-metal music underwater to drive them away.

We project a great deal onto animals. They are elevated into ideals of love and fidelity (dogs, horses), and often they are reduced to objects and tools (cattle, pigs, horses again). Much of humanity's history with animals has been made possible only by refusing to grant them inner lives anything like our own. We can be amused by a parrot's speech and intrigued by macaques that use human hair as dental floss, but many animals live in ways we can hardly imagine. Whales and frogs and frigate birds exist in realms we cannot enter, walled off by complex sensory differences and disparate desires. We deny them the individual worth so precisely known as "personhood." This denial doesn't just constrict our imagination; it has also constricted research in ethology, or animal behavior.

Animal play has come into focus as a subject of study only in the past century, and the field is still developing even basic principles. What is play? How do we define it in species as different from us and from each other as octopuses and crows? The most careful observer may find it hard to avoid biases about what play looks like and means. In humans, many forms of play imitate serious behavior: hunting, courtship, exploration, building, fighting. We recognize play in other species if it looks like our own games, yet what looks like play from one perspective may be something else altogether. We may miss play entirely if it doesn't have a human equivalent--or if it appears in an animal we don't believe to be like us at all.

From the March 2019 issue: A journey into the animal mind

In Kingdom of Play: What Ball-Bouncing Octopuses, Belly-Flopping Monkeys, and Mud-Sliding Elephants Reveal About Life Itself, David Toomey, who teaches English at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst and writes about science, explores the research into this elusive subject. Toomey has written books about organisms living in extreme environments and about the physics of time travel, and he has a solid handle on the science here. At least 30 hypotheses of animal play are being investigated, though Toomey notes that "some are little more than notions." He finds a definition by Gordon Burghardt, an ethologist and evolutionary biologist, particularly helpful: Play is "behavior that is nonfunctional, voluntary, characterized by repeated but varied movements, and occurring only when the animal is healthy, safe, and well-fed."

Toomey's own bent is toward the broader context of evolutionary biology and how play may have evolved. Clearly play provides novelty, excitement, sensation. Research suggests that human children deprived of play can develop serious difficulties. Some believe the repetitive behaviors seen in isolated zoo animals, such as pacing and rocking, may be the result of an environment barren of stimulation. Although humans tend to combine novelty, excitement, and sensation into something called "fun," many ethologists have found the idea of "nonfunctional" behavior a serious challenge to their perspective on other species. Play promotes physical strength and group bonding, teaches social skills, and relieves stress: Therefore, in their view, play is an adaptation. They are prone to consider play as a neurological drive, an instinct, or a social response.

Play-fighting, one of the most common forms of social play in the world, is a good example. Humans do it, of course; it explains everything from the brutal red-rover games of my childhood to Call of Duty. Magpies play-fight too. So do capuchins, gorillas, meerkats, voles, and gerbils. Kangaroos engage in formal boxing matches, their bouts beginning only after one has accepted an invitation from another. Rats spar in a series of gentle attacks, escapes, and counterattacks; most of the time, nobody gets hurt. We can see a dozen different skills at work.

From the September 2023 issue: The owls are not what they seem

But many animals also engage in behaviors with no obvious benefit--which doesn't deter the scientific quest to find one, Toomey observes. Piglets often run around and occasionally perform a kind of flip. Researchers have been inclined to see this as skill-building. "We hypothesize," as one group put it, "that a major ancestral function of play is to rehearse behavioral sequences in which animals lose full control of their locomotion, position, or sensory/spatial input and need to repair those faculties quickly," a routine that the group called "training for the unexpected." In other words, Toomey writes, "the piglet undertakes the flop-over not for its own sake, but in anticipation of the moment immediately after the flop-over when it recovers and regains control." Bemused, he adds that most observers recognize that a somersault appears "thrilling" to piglets--and that falling down seems to be the point.

Songbirds sometimes sing when they are alone; they seem to be singing simply for the sake of it.

The search for utility sometimes fails, which can frustrate ethologists intent on discovering "adaptive advantages." Toomey describes the way South American fur-seal pups in Punta San Juan will goof around in tidal pools even though this risks an attack by sea lions--just one example of overtly dangerous forms of play. Describing the conundrum presented by a puppy in the snow, he drily writes, "The puppy's pleasure is self-evident but, for many hypotheses of animal play, difficult to explain. The puppy will find its movements inhibited and, if the snow is deep enough, its vision compromised. How can that be fun?"

Toomey offers other examples of animal behavior that appears "nonfunctional." Many people have reported watching elephants slide down muddy embankments, appearing to deliberately collide with other elephants climbing up. Then they do it again. Describing a turtle that shared a tank with a nurse shark, Toomey notes that, now and then, the turtle would carefully bite the shark's tail just hard enough that the shark pulled the turtle around as it swam. A group of 45 bees was allowed to walk along a path that offered both food and small wooden balls. Individual bees stopped and pushed the balls back and forth. Some bees did it only once, but others came back for weeks to roll the balls again and again.

When you pause to think about it, the array of behavior that confounds ready categorizing as adaptive is delightfully broad. Before orcas began ramming yachts, they had what appeared to be a fashion trend of wearing dead fish on their heads. Songbirds sometimes sing when they are alone, repeating a phrase or trill several times; they seem to be singing simply for the sake of it. I had a golden retriever who would drop his beloved tennis ball in the eddy of a fast river and nudge the ball to the very edge of the current, waiting until the last possible chance to snatch it out. A grainy video online of a crow in Russia shows the bird carrying a jar lid to the peak of a roof, climbing in, and snowboarding down. The crow does this several times. Toomey describes a group of common eiders gliding down a river's rapids and hurrying back to the spot from which they began to have another go. Perhaps if you can fly, sliding is peculiarly exciting.

Toomey calls this kind of activity "tinkering," an expression of "the craving for fun or sensation" in testing the ways of the world. He describes a raven who picked up a small rock and worked it to the edge of a cliff. The bird gazed down the side of the cliff, then pushed the rock off and watched it fall. It went to get another rock, repeating this in front of observing scientists who were stymied in their search for the behavior's utility. Toomey is less bewildered.

You approach a ledge. You look down. Having no pressing appointments, you pick up a small stone and toss it over. You watch it fall, bounce off an outcropping, and hear it hit bottom. Then you do it again. Perhaps the answer to why the raven was dropping the stones is the reason you and I might do it. What is that reason?

It's ... fun.

The theorists can be a bit dispiriting. Sometimes I wanted to whack one on the side of the head and say, "Hey, catch this ball." The quest for objectivity will sooner or later collide with the fact that in the kingdom of play, humans have plenty in common with other animals. We naturally romp with dogs. And dogs goof around with horses. Rats enjoy being tickled. The so-called play expression is common--a "relaxed open-mouth display." Is it possible to see this as a smile? That puppy in the snow: If you can't appreciate the fun of having your movements inhibited and your vision compromised by a weird substance, then I don't want to go to a foam fight or costume party with you.

Wry though Toomey can be about the somber ethology crowd, his own writing is sometimes dense. Evolutionary biology is the spine of his book, and his last chapters lean hard into the exegesis of theories, leaving the anecdotes promised by his popular-market subtitle behind. He loses the reader at times in a discussion invoking master genes and cladistics (a system of biological taxonomy) that aims to fit animal play into natural selection. And once he gets deep into evolutionary biology, the words possible and imagine come up a lot. We don't know--likely can never know--how behavior evolved over tracts of time beyond our ken.

Plenty of questions remain. Many ethologists these days are willing to consider consciousness and emotion in animals, and that means anthropomorphism can interfere once again. Almost all the research into animal play has involved familiar placental mammals, such as primates and canids. Play has been observed in several species of reptiles and fish, but they still get little attention from researchers. Maybe many animals, like a few humans, don't play. "I think it more likely, though," Toomey writes, "that animals are all the time behaving in astonishing ways that we simply fail to notice."

Read: Killer whales are not our friends

In the end, the belief that animals are no less complex and mysterious than humans prevails in Kingdom of Play. Toomey understands that if we always reduce play to some form of utility, we are returning animals to the status of automatons. As the book winds down, his own enjoyment of the subject comes to the fore. He follows a few unexpected tangents, among them several stories about people whose deep sense of wonder at the lives of other species inspires them to extreme attempts at immersion in their existence. He describes a man who lived among goats in Switzerland, wearing hoof prostheses on his hands and feet and going on all fours, and a British veterinarian who tried to share in the aroma-rich world of a badger by crawling in the grass, smelling the ground as he moved. He ate earthworms for a time. We may ever be in the dark about animals' inner lives, but how much darker life is if we turn away because of that.

Of course, the real question isn't whether animals play, but how to understand what is happening when they do. If we can conceive of an animal simply having fun, we can no longer see animals as mere objects. We are challenged to change the way we treat them, and a solemn responsibility is added to our dominion. Somersaulting may be good training for the unexpected, but I wonder: Why is it so hard to believe that exuberance is in itself a good?

We can meet our fellow animals in the most surprising ways. An orangutan watches a person perform the cup-and-ball trick, putting a ball inside one of several cups, overturning them, and shuffling them around. The animal observes closely, Toomey writes, "until the performance's conclusion, when it is shown that the cup it thought would hold a ball is empty. Staring into the cup, confirming that against expectations it is empty, the orangutan rolls onto its back with obvious delight." The orangutan is not just playing. It has been played, and finds this to be an excellent joke.



This article appears in the April 2024 print edition with the headline "Why Do Animals Play?"
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The Oceans We Knew Are Already Gone

As far as humanity is concerned, the transformation of our seas is "effectively permanent."

by Marina Koren




Even after nearly three months of winter, the oceans of the Northern Hemisphere are disturbingly warm. Last summer's unprecedented temperatures--remember the "hot tub" waters off the coast of Florida?--have simmered down to a sea-surface average around 68 degrees Fahrenheit in the North Atlantic, but even that is unprecedented for this time of year. The alarming trend stretches around the world: 41 percent of the global ocean experienced heat waves in January. The temperatures are also part of a decades-long hot streak in the oceans. "What we used to consider extreme is no longer an extreme today," Dillon Amaya, a research scientist at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's Physical Sciences Laboratory, told me.

The situation is expected to worsen. Research suggests that by the end of the century, much of the ocean could be in a permanent heat wave relative to historical thresholds, depending on the quantity of greenhouse gases that humans emit. Many other changes will unfold alongside those hot ocean temperatures: stronger hurricanes, rising sea levels, unmanageable conditions for marine life. Our seas, in other words, will be altered within decades.

Many detailed climate projections focus on the state of the oceans by 2100, a short time frame that allows for relative certainty. "That's what policy makers want to know about," Sandra Kirtland Turner, a paleoceanography professor at UC Riverside, told me. It's also a year in which many people being born today will still be living, witnessing the consequences of what we're doing currently. But Earth has many, many millennia ahead of it, and that deep future is being shaped by the burning of fossil fuels happening right now. If we continue down the path we're on, Earth's oceans may be irrevocably transformed over the next several hundred years. Imagine yourself in space, hovering over the planet as an astronaut would, a few centuries from now. "The ocean will still be blue and beautiful," Amaya said. But even from space, you'd know something was different. And the closer you got to the waves, the more clearly you'd see how things went awry.

Right away, you'd notice unfamiliar water in Earth's polar regions--"huge swaths of ocean that you wouldn't otherwise have seen in the past, because they would have been underneath sea ice," Amaya said. Greenland and Antarctica have been steadily losing ice for decades, and even thus far, "the changes we've seen are more pronounced than any we had projected," Fiamma Straneo, a climate professor at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, told me. If global warming reaches and stays in the range of 2 to 3 degrees Celsius above preindustrial norms, the West Antarctic ice sheet could "be lost almost completely and irreversibly" over the next several millennia, according to a recent report by an Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) working group.

You could also discern, with the help of Earth-observing satellites, that the way the ocean moves has changed. Warmer temperatures and melting freshwater ice may have already weakened the conveyer-belt system of currents in the Atlantic that carries warm water north and cold water south, which is important for spreading nutrients to marine ecosystems and regulating temperatures in Europe. The potential collapse of this system, known as the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (AMOC for short), is one of the major points of no return for Earth's climate, but experts are unsure exactly when it could happen. A 2019 IPCC report on the future of the oceans predicted that, if high emissions continue apace, an AMOC collapse would be a toss-up by 2300; a more recent study suggests that AMOC could fall off a cliff much sooner.

Read: Prepare for a 'gray swan' climate

Closer to Earth's surface, familiar coastlines would be gone, buried under encroaching seas. If emissions continue as they are for another century, sea levels may be nearly 50 feet higher in the 2500s, according to some researchers. A bird's-eye view would reveal signs of fish and marine mammals tracing new paths through once-icy waters, and quiet zones in the once-bustling tropics. Hundreds of years from now, polar seas might be particularly attractive to marine fauna for several reasons: First, warmer seas absorb less oxygen, even as slowed-down currents inhibit the natural mixing between the shallow and deep parts of the ocean, preventing the oxygen that does get absorbed from reaching the depths. Growing stratification also prevents deep-sea nutrients from rising to the marine life that needs them in the upper oceans. Hundreds of years from now, many species might adjust to these conditions by migrating poleward, toward colder waters. (Some of this redistribution is already happening.) By 2300, Earth may experience "a significant, fundamental reorganization of the ocean ecosystem," and a "catastrophic collapse" of fisheries, Matthew Long, a climate scientist at the National Center for Atmospheric Research who runs a nonprofit dedicated to techniques for removing carbon dioxide from ocean environments, told me.

Test the waters of that less bountiful ocean, and you'll find them to be strangely acidic. The oceans continuously absorb carbon-dioxide emissions from the atmosphere, a process that helps alleviate the worst effects of climate change, but also lowers the pH of seawater. That process could reshape many ocean environments as we know them today by, for example, sapping the water of the chemical compounds necessary for marine creatures to grow shells and skeletons. After last year's sweltering temperatures, marine experts predicted that most of the world's coral reefs could be bleached out of existence by only 2100 thanks to acidification and high temperatures.

Eventually, the ocean may simply reach its limit and stop absorbing carbon dioxide at all. When exactly that might happen is unclear; all we know is that this absorption "will not continue forever," Jamie Shutler, an ocean and atmospheric scientist at the University of Exeter, in England, told me in an email. That point is somewhere far down the geological line, on an Earth so far into the future that there's almost no reason for us, now, to seriously think about it.

Strangely enough, such distant geological timelines are easier to predict than peering just a few hundred years ahead. Countless variables can change the future as measured in centuries: policy shifts, a meaningful focus on renewable energy sources, engineering solutions that pull carbon dioxide from the seas and the atmosphere. But we can be confident that "we'll be stuck with changed oceans for thousands of years," Turner said. Eventually--hundreds of thousands of years from now, she told me--all of the carbon dioxide that humans are currently sending into the atmosphere will become buried on the seafloor; if emissions decrease in the future, the oceans might return to their preindustrial state after that great burial. But that's so far away, Turner said, that for us, the effects of climate change will be "effectively permanent." Our oceans, on the grandest scale, can take a lot--but we can't.

The idea of that permanence is chilling. Humanity's tenure on Earth may be but a blink in our planet's history, and yet we have made a certain cosmic choice that will affect the course of the universe. As I've written before, Earth has the only good oceans that we know of, despite the fact that the cosmos is excellent at forging new planets around faraway suns. Just this week, scientists released telescope observations of dozens of stars surrounded by swirling disks of gas and dust, the stuff that can eventually coalesce into whole worlds.

Read: We're gambling with the only good oceans in the universe

Perhaps there are many other Earths out there, and their inhabitants have, like us, altered them. Usually, when scientists and writers imagine such modifications, they envision planet-enveloping Dyson spheres to harness solar energy, or some other megastructure meant to support the hum of life--something that signals a more enlightened and seamless existence. Humans are certainly creating impressive, life-sustaining technologies. But it seems possible that our most lasting cosmic mark will instead make things more difficult for our oceans, the beings within, and ourselves.
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Goodbye to Biden's First Climate Envoy

John Kerry believes the world can still limit global warming, even if U.S. climate politics are "embarrassing."

by Zoe Schlanger




The smallest hint of frustration had crept into John Kerry's voice. We were talking about international climate diplomacy, which for the past two years has been Kerry's job as the U.S. special presidential envoy on climate, a role President Joe Biden created to signal his commitment to the issue. Kerry's last day is Wednesday, and when we spoke a couple of weeks ago, I asked him why the United States--historically the largest emitter of greenhouse gases--had pledged a paltry $17.5 million to a new fund for countries suffering the worst effects of climate change.

"Our politics are embarrassing," he said. "Congress zeroes out things that have climate beside it. And so the reason of the 17.5 is that's all that was appropriated."

His frustration is well founded. Kerry was in his first Senate term in 1988 when congressional testimony by James Hansen and other scientists landed climate change on the national agenda; decades later, U.S. emissions are starting to creep down, but the U.S. just had the most intensive year for oil production it ever has. He was on the Foreign Relations Committee when the U.S. was debating entry into the Kyoto Protocol--which it never joined. He was a lead sponsor on the 2010 climate bill, which would have capped the country's emissions--had it passed.

Kerry's years in politics have made him a realist. When I asked him about the contradiction of this moment--that the U.S. is doing more to address climate change than it ever has, while producing more oil and gas than it ever has--he spoke about the impossibility of abruptly cutting fossil-fuel supplies. Do that, and "you're going to have a complete and total rebellion economically," he said. "People will be out in the streets demanding that the gas prices go down."

But he is also an idealist, still, in that he believes the world can avoid the worst of climate change's consequences. He was involved in pushing for the 2015 Paris climate agreement, easily the most notable international climate success in history, and 2023's Dubai accord, which, for the first time, directly called on the world to transition away from fossil fuels. This, too, is part of the contradiction: The Biden administration might be making more climate progress on some counts than any U.S. government has previously managed, but it is still falling short of what needs to happen to avert global warming's worst impacts. Now that Kerry was leaving his post, I wanted to know how much further he thought the U.S. would go to solve a problem we had the biggest hand in causing.

Read: One huge contradiction is undoing our best climate efforts

Remarkably, he told me that he thinks the world can keep warming beneath 1.5 degrees Celsius, the threshold scientists say will limit truly cataclysmic climate impacts. "I'm not ready to give up on that," he said, even though "I know a lot of scientists say we're going to blow by it." Technically, the world can meet that goal, and Kerry's tenure as climate envoy was marked by several significant moves toward it. He was at the helm of organizing the Global Methane Pledge, a campaign to cut international methane emissions 30 percent by 2030; co-led a "Green Shipping Challenge" to decarbonize a notoriously hard-to-decarbonize sector; and helped clinch the fossil-fuel phasedown commitment finally made in Dubai. "Now we have to implement it," he said. "Those will just be words on a piece of paper if in six months we're not moving that way."

Read: A climate reckoning is coming from the next president

What would keep the goal of 1.5 degrees C out of reach is lack of political will, including support from the U.S. for international climate finance. Poorer countries cannot transition their economies to green energy without financing from richer countries, and their emissions will keep warming the planet even if wealthy countries manage to leave fossil fuels behind. And as the world's biggest historical emitter, the U.S. arguably has a special financial responsibility to help bridge these gaps.
 
 In 2009, wealthy nations set a collective goal of contributing $100 billion annually by 2020, to finance the green-energy transition and climate adaptation for nations suffering the worst climate impacts. That goal has never been met, and the OECD has estimated that vulnerable countries will need still more funding--about $2.4 trillion every year in climate investments from 2026 to 2030. The question of where that money will come from will be central to the next United Nations climate summit (known as COP), scheduled for this November in Baku, Azerbaijan. I asked Kerry about a sentiment I had heard over and over in Dubai, that the U.S. was seen as reluctant to step up to the plate in this regard--even adversarial; he told me, shortly: "I don't know what you're talking about," before ticking off projects the U.S. had contributed to in Africa and Indonesia, and noting that President Joe Biden had quadrupled the money available for such endeavors. (The Biden administration has expanded climate finance, but in 2022 about half of it was in the form of loans and other financial instruments often criticized for driving poor countries deeper into debt.)

Even at home, the U.S. is falling shy of its goals. Carbon emissions are dropping in the States, but not quite fast enough to meet Biden's pledge to cut domestic emissions in half by 2030, compared with 2005 levels. Kerry did say that he knows the U.S. has to do more. He praised Biden's "courageous decision" to pause new permitting for controversial liquefied-natural-gas export facilities--a temporary measure that the oil and gas industry is fighting and that environmentalists are celebrating, with the caveat that the decision doesn't affect five major LNG facilities already being built. "Are we doing everything that needs to be done? No. Nobody is," Kerry said. "What we've got to do is have more no's to certain things and more yeses to the right things." And the U.S. is not alone in that, he said. Every major emitter has to be on board, or else they each pose a problem to everyone else. "It's all cumulative," he said. "By and large, most big industrial countries are behind. And they need to pick up their game."

Read: Why Biden handed climate activists a huge victory

China is the biggest such case. It is no exaggeration to say that the U.S. and China will decide the fate of our climate future. How quickly the two countries--one responsible for the largest historical share of planet-warming gases, and the other responsible for the largest share of emissions today--decide to peak and then eliminate their fossil-fuel use will determine when the continuous warming of Earth's atmosphere will cease.

The personal relationship between the two countries' climate envoys--Xie Zhenhua in China and Kerry in the United States--has produced some productive agreements on climate. A meeting between the two in Sunnylands, California, last year paved the way for an uncharacteristic lack of "finger-pointing" between the nations at the Dubai climate conference a month later, Kerry said. Xie was even a guest of honor at Kerry's 80th birthday party, held in a corner of the conference. Xie, too, left his post at the end of last year, but the two men's maneuvering has made the future of U.S.-China climate diplomacy a more inviting arena than U.S.-China diplomacy in other areas.

I asked Kerry a question I often get asked by strangers when they hear that I write about climate change: What does it matter what the U.S. does, if China's emissions keep growing? He was quick to remind me that China is manufacturing more renewable-energy components "than all of the rest of the world put together," though he acknowledged it also plans to build many more coal-fired power plants. For China, as for the U.S., he believes that the growth of renewable power might negate the need for all those new fossil fuels. "We don't know that for certain yet, but it's quite likely that China will be peaking much earlier than had been anticipated," he said, referring to that country's emissions, a possibility analysts have been discussing but that China itself is not acknowledging. And he sees U.S. oil production peaking soon too: "I think you're going to see that go down," he said.

And that is both a realistic expectation and an idealistic one. It could happen, but also it must. Kerry clearly grasps the consequences of meager climate ambitions. "I am very worried about the climate tipping points: the coral reefs, the permafrost, the Barents Sea, the Arctic, the Antarctic," he said, turning our conversation from granular policy to the real stakes of planetary destruction. Pass those points, set melting in motion, and our power to undo the coming damage will evaporate. "I think about it every day and all the time," he told me. "But, you know, it doesn't do any good to just sort of fret over it and worry about it. That's why I came down here to do the job."

How long that job will exist once Kerry is gone remains uncertain. In the immediate future, White House senior adviser John Podesta will replace him, representing the U.S. at the next COP. But the position's longevity depends on the whims of who's in charge. If reelected, Biden is likely to hold on to it. Trump, meanwhile, is likely to once again pull out of the Paris Agreement altogether--in which case he would have little need for a climate envoy.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/03/john-kerry-climate-envoy/677623/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Publishes "The Great American Novels," a New List of the Most Consequential Novels of the Past 100 Years

The list launches with events at the New Orleans Book Festival and on April 3 at the Strand, in New York


Illustration by Sarah Schulte



Today The Atlantic launches "The Great American Novels," an ambitious new project that brings together the most consequential novels of the past 100 years. Focusing on 1924 to 2023--a period that began as literary modernism was cresting and includes all manner of literary possibility, including the experimentations of postmodernism and the narrative satisfactions of genre fiction--the 136 novels on the list include 45 debut novels, nine winners of the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, and three children's books. Twelve were published before the introduction of the mass-market paperback to America, and 24 after the release of the Kindle. At least 60 have been banned by schools or libraries. In an introduction to the list, The Atlantic's editors write that, together, the books selected represent the best of what novels can do: "challenge us, delight us, pull us in and then release us, a little smarter and a little more alive than we were before. You have to read them."
 
 In 1868, the writer John William DeForest established the idea of the great American novel as a work of fiction that accomplished "the task of painting the American soul." The Atlantic's editors write, "In 2024, our definition of literary greatness is wider, deeper, and weirder than DeForest likely could have imagined. At the same time, the novel is also under threat, as the forces of anti-intellectualism and authoritarianism seek to ban books and curtail freedom of expression. The American canon is more capacious, more fluid, and more fragile than perhaps ever before."
 
 All of the books on "The Great American Novels" list were first published in the United States (or intended to be, as with The Bell Jar and Lolita). To narrow down the titles further, our editors approached experts--scholars, critics, and novelists, both at The Atlantic and outside of it--and asked for their suggestions. They write, "We wanted to recognize the very best--novels that say something intriguing about the world and do it distinctively, in intentional, artful prose--no matter how many or few that ended up being (136, as it turns out). Our goal was to recognize those classics that stand the test of time but also to make the case for the unexpected, the unfairly forgotten, and the recently published works that already feel indelible. We aimed for comprehensiveness, rigor, and open-mindedness. Serendipity too: We hoped to replicate that particular joy of a friend pressing a book into your hand and saying, 'You have to read this; you'll love it.'"
 
 At The Atlantic, the list was led by projects editor Ellen Cushing, deputy editor Jane Kim, senior editor Gal Beckerman, associate editor Emma Sarappo, and literary editor Ann Hulbert.

The publication of the "Great American Novels" is part of The Atlantic's robust and expanded Books section devoted to essays, criticism, reporting, original fiction, poetry, and book recommendations, along with The Atlantic's weekly Books Briefing newsletter.

Related Events:
 
 New Orleans Book Festival: This afternoon (March 14), The Atlantic is collaborating with the New Orleans Book Festival, at Tulane University, for the festival's opening session. Editors will dive into the process behind selecting these literary masterpieces while exploring the books' enduring impact and cultural significance. The first conversation will feature Walter Isaacson in dialogue with The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg; a second conversation will feature Cushing and Kim, with staff writers and authors Clint Smith and Jemele Hill; a third conversation this evening will feature the novelist Jesmyn Ward with Hill. The festival is free and open to the public, and attendees can register on the festival website.
 
 The Strand: On April 3, the Strand will host an in-person event with The Atlantic's editors for a discussion on "The Great American Novels." Tickets are available here.
 
 Press Contact:
 Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2024/03/the-atlantic-publishes-the-great-american-novels/677749/?utm_source=feed
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        Damon Beres
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        Could a TikTok Ban Actually Happen?
        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.Efforts to crack down on TikTok are picking up momentum in Congress. What was once a Trump-led effort boosted by Republicans has since become a bipartisan priority for lawmakers hoping to look tough on China in an election year.First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
	The return of measles
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        What Jimmy Kimmel Did Right
        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.Last night, Jimmy Kimmel presided over a surprisingly normal Academy Awards show. The program ran smoothly with no true upsets. Oppenheimer took home a predicted haul, Ryan Gosling brought down the house with his performance of Barbie's "I'm Just Ken," and Kimmel made some mostly good-natured ribs about...
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        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.As the 96th Oscars approach, I've been thinking about how closely intertwined Hollywood and the literary world are. Arguably, publishing's biggest contribution to the movies today is providing an intellectual-property source for new projects. Lots of films in the running for statues, such as Oppenheimer, American Fiction, The Zone of Interest, Poor Things, and Killers of the Flower Moon, ...
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        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.Americans claim to dread a Trump-Biden rematch, but some Republicans seem more stunned than anyone else that Trump is back on the ballot. Now they are desperately trying to rationalize supporting their nominee.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Trump's money problems are very real and...
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        Amy Weiss-Meyer

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here."Hollywood is easy to hate, easy to sneer at, easy to lampoon," Raymond Chandler wrote in The Atlantic in 1945.Chandler, at the time already a popular author of detective fiction, had lately begun working as a screenwriter, but he still considered himself an outsider in the movie business. "I hold no brief for Hollywood," Chandler wrote...
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We're Already Living in the Post-Truth Era

You don't need to see a fake image for it to affect your mind.

by Damon Beres




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a limited-run series in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.

For years, experts have worried that artificial intelligence will produce a new disinformation crisis on the internet. Image-, audio-, and video-generating tools allow people to rapidly create high-quality fakes to spread on social media, potentially tricking people into believing fiction is fact. But as my colleague Charlie Warzel writes, the mere existence of this technology has a corrosive effect on reality: It doesn't take a shocking, specific incident for AI to plant doubt into countless hearts and minds.

Charlie's article offers a perspective on the dustup over an edited photograph released by Kensington Palace on Sunday of Kate Middleton and her children. The image was immediately flagged by observers--and, shortly thereafter, by wire services such as the Associated Press--as suspicious, becoming the latest bit of "evidence" in a conspiratorial online discourse about Middleton's prolonged absence from the public eye. There's no reason to suspect that the image is fully synthetic. But in the generative-AI era, any bit of media might be. "It's never been easier to collect evidence that sustains a particular worldview and build a made-up world around cognitive biases on any political or pop-culture issue," Charlie writes. "It's in this environment that these new tech tools become something more than reality blurrers: They're chaos agents, offering new avenues for confirmation bias, whether or not they're actually used."

-- Damon Beres, senior editor




Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Samir Hussein / Getty.



Kate Middleton and the End of Shared Reality

By Charlie Warzel

If you're looking for an image that perfectly showcases the confusion and chaos of a choose-your-own-reality information dystopia, you probably couldn't do better than yesterday's portrait of Catherine, Princess of Wales. In just one day, the photograph has transformed from a hastily released piece of public-relations damage control into something of a Rorschach test--a collision between plausibility and conspiracy.
 For the uninitiated: Yesterday, in celebration of Mother's Day in the U.K., the Royal Family released a portrait on Instagram of Kate Middleton with her three children. But this was no ordinary photo. Middleton has been away from the public eye since December reportedly because of unspecified health issues, leading to a ceaseless parade of conspiracy theories. Royal watchers and news organizations naturally pored over the image, and they found a number of alarming peculiarities. According to the Associated Press, "the photo shows an inconsistency in the alignment of Princess Charlotte's left hand"--it looks to me like part of the princess's sleeve is disappearing. Such oddities were enough to cause the AP, Agence France-Presse, and Reuters to release kill notifications--alerts that the wire services would no longer distribute the photo. The AP noted that the photo appeared to have been "manipulated."


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	What to do about the junkification of the internet: "Social-media companies define how billions of people experience the web," Nathaniel Lubin writes. "The rise of synthetic content only makes their role more important."
 	Why we must resist AI's soft mind control: "When I tried to work out how Google's Gemini tool thinks, I discovered instead how it wants me to think," Fred Bauer writes.
 	We haven't seen the worst of fake news: "Deepfakes still might be poised to corrupt the basic ways we process reality--or what's left of it," Matteo Wong writes.




P.S.

AI may play a role in how social-media companies patrol their platforms in the lead-up to the election. "Meta has started training large language models on its community guidelines, to potentially use them to help determine whether a piece of content runs afoul of its policies," my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote in an article last week about the steps tech companies could take to tamp down on political extremism. "Recent advances in AI cut both ways, however; they also enable bad actors to make dangerous content more easily, which led the authors of [a recent NYU report on online disinformation] to flag AI as another threat to the next election cycle."

-- Damon




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/03/how-generative-ai-warps-reality/677748/?utm_source=feed
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Donald Trump Is a National-Security Risk

The GOP candidate should not be given intelligence briefings.

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.


Since 1952, the White House has allowed major-party candidates access to classified intelligence briefings so that they will be current on important issues if they win the election. Trump should be denied this courtesy.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How Hur misled the country on Biden's memory
 	It's just an app.
 	The terrible costs of a phone-based childhood




An Insider Threat

According to reports last week, the U.S. intelligence community is preparing to give Donald Trump classified intelligence briefings, a courtesy every White House extends to major-party candidates to ensure an effective transition. An excellent tradition--but not one that should be observed this year.

The decision rests, as always, with the sitting president, and Joe Biden is likely to continue this practice so that he will not be accused of "politicizing" access to intelligence. Such accusations need not be taken seriously; they would only be more meaningless noise from a GOP that has already stumbled in a clumsy attempt to impeach Biden after leveling charges of corruption at both him and his son. And although denying Trump access to classified briefs would produce squawks and yowls from Republicans, it would also serve as a reminder that Trump cannot be trusted with classified information.

The risks of denying Trump these early briefings are negligible. As we learned from his presidency, Trump is fundamentally unbriefable: He doesn't listen, and he doesn't understand complicated national-security matters anyway. The problem with giving Trump these briefings, however, isn't that he's ignorant. He's also dangerous, as his record shows.

Indeed, if Trump were a federal employee, he'd have likely already been stripped of his clearances and escorted from the building. I say this from experience: I was granted my first security clearance when I was 25 years old--Ronald Reagan was still president, which tells you how long ago that was--and I held a top-secret clearance when I advised a senior U.S. senator during the Gulf War. I then held a clearance as a Department of Defense employee for more than a quarter century.

Government employees who hold clearances have to attend annual refresher courses about a variety of issues, including some pretty obvious stuff about not writing down passwords or taking money from a friendly Chinese businessman wearing an American baseball cap. (No, really, that's a scenario in some of the course materials.) But one area of annual training is always about "insider threats," the people in your own organization who may pose risks to classified information. Federal workers are taken through a list of behaviors and characteristics that should trigger their concern enough to report the person involved, or at least initiate a talk with a supervisor.

Trump checks almost every box on those lists. (You can find examples of insider-threat training here and here, but every agency has particular briefs they give to their organizations.)

In general, clearance holders are told to watch their co-workers for various warnings, including expressions of hostility to the U.S. government, erratic behavior, unreported contact or financial dealings with foreigners, unexplained wealth (or severe financial problems), an interest in classified material beyond the subject's work requirements, or evidence of illegal drug use or substance abuse. Every case is different, but rarely does a government employee raise almost every one of these red flags.

Opposing U.S. policy, for example, is not a problem for people with clearances--I did it myself--but Trump's hatred of the current administration is wedded to a generic contempt for what he calls the "deep state," a slam he applies to any American institution that tries to hold him accountable for his behavior. This kind of anti-establishment rage would put any clearance in jeopardy, especially given Trump's rantings about how the current government (and American society overall) is full of "vermin."

Meanwhile, a federal worker who had even a fraction of the cache of classified documents Trump took with him after he left Washington would be in a world of trouble--especially if he or she told the Justice Department to go pound sand after being instructed to return them. And by "trouble," I mean "almost certainly arrested and frog-marched to jail."

Trump's knotty and opaque finances--and what we now know to be his lies about his wealth--in New York before he was a candidate would likely also have tanked his access to highly classified information. (Government workers can have a lot of problems of all kinds, but lying about them is almost always deadly for a clearance.) Worse, anyone seeking even a minor clearance who was as entangled as Trump has been over the years with the Russian government and who held a bank account in China would likely be laughed right out of the office.

Trump's open and continuing affection for men such as Russian President Vladimir Putin, Chinese President Xi Jinping, and North Korean Maximum-Weirdo Dynasty Boss Kim Jong Un would also be, to say the least, a matter of concern for any security organization. (Or, I should say, for any American security organization. Russia's FSB, I'm sure, would see no issues here.)

But even if Trump could explain away his creepy dictator crushes and clarify his byzantine finances, he is currently facing more than half a billion dollars in court judgments against him.

That's a lot of money for anyone, and Trump's scramble to post a bond for even a small portion of that suggests that the man is in terrible financial condition, which is always a bright-red light in the clearance process. (Debt trips up a lot of people, and I knew folks who had clearances suspended over their money troubles.)

Whether Trump is too erratic or volatile for elected office is a judgment for voters, but his statements and public behavior have long suggested (at least to me and many others) that he is an emotionally unstable person. Emotional problems in themselves are not a disqualification; we all have them. But Trump's irrational tirades and threats are the kind of thing that can become a clearance issue. The former president's lack of impulse control--note that he has been unable to stop attacking the writer E. Jean Carroll, despite huge court judgments against him for defaming her--could also lead him to blurt out whatever he learns from his briefings during rallies or public appearances if he thinks it will help him.

As to the other major category considered in granting clearances, I have no idea whether Trump uses or abuses substances or medications of any kind. But what I do know is that Trump encouraged an attack on the U.S. constitutional order and tried to overturn a legal election. He has now vowed to pardon people who were duly convicted in courts of law for their actions in the January 6 insurrection--he calls them "hostages"--and are now serving the sentences they've earned.

In sum, Trump is an anti-American, debt-ridden, unstable man who has voiced his open support for violent seditionists. If he were any other citizen asking for the privilege of handling classified material, he would be sent packing.

If he is elected, of course, government employees will have no choice but to give the returning president access to everything, including the files that are among the holiest of holies, such as the identities of our spies overseas and the status of our nuclear forces. Senior civil servants could refuse and publicly resign, and explain why, but in the end, the system (despite Trump's "deep state" accusations) is designed to support the president, not obstruct him, and a reelected President Trump will get whatever he demands.

If the American people decide to allow Trump back into the White House, President Biden can't do anything about it. In the meantime, however, he can limit the damage by delaying Trump's access to classified material for as long as possible.

Related:

	Trump crosses a crucial line.
 	A military loyal to Trump




Today's News

	The House passed a bill that would either force TikTok's Chinese-founded owner, ByteDance, to divest from the app or have it banned in the United States.
 	The judge in the Georgia criminal case against Donald Trump and his allies dismissed six charges from the 41-count indictment for lacking sufficient information about the defendants' alleged efforts to solicit public officials to violate their oaths of office.
 	Last night, Biden and Trump secured the delegates needed to clinch their parties' nominations for the presidential election.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Climate change threatens to make summer stone fruits smaller and less sweet, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



'Some Damn Fine Shoes'

By Steven Kurutz

In 1989, the American workwear brand Carhartt produced a special clothing collection to mark its centennial. While shopping with my wife at a vintage store in New Jersey a few years ago, I came across one of these garments--a cotton-duck work jacket with a patch on the chest pocket that read "100 years, 1889-1989." The same was stamped on each brass button. Intrigued, I took the jacket off its hanger. The inside was lined with a blanketlike fabric to provide extra warmth when working outdoors. "Crafted with pride in U.S.A." read the neck tag, and the underside bore the insignia of the United Garment Workers of America, a now-defunct labor union founded around the same time as Carhartt itself.
 Nineteen eighty-nine doesn't seem that long ago. But holding this jacket in my hands, I began to have the feeling you get when looking at a very old photograph. I was holding an artifact from a lost world.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The bump-stocks case is about something far bigger than gun regulations.
 	The cowardice of Guernica
 	Photos: "Gaza on the brink of famine"
 	The Ozempic revolution is stuck.




Culture Break


Katia Temkin



Listen. Ariana Grande's new album, Eternal Sunshine, puts a musical spin on her divorce drama that's beautiful--and a little poisonous, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. In Percival Everett's latest book, James, he imagines Adventures of Huckleberry Finn from the perspective of Jim, Huck's enslaved sidekick.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai 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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Could a TikTok Ban Actually Happen?

The push to curtail the platform has bipartisan support, but it faces major hurdles.

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.


Efforts to crack down on TikTok are picking up momentum in Congress. What was once a Trump-led effort boosted by Republicans has since become a bipartisan priority for lawmakers hoping to look tough on China in an election year.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The return of measles
 	QAnon for wine moms
 	Trump repeats Obama's mistake.
 	Are Gen Z men and women really drifting apart?




New Momentum

Efforts to ban TikTok in the United States--or at least to attempt to force the Chinese-founded company ByteDance to divest TikTok--have recently picked up momentum. What once seemed like a quixotic, Trumpian endeavor has now shaped into a congressional bill that a bipartisan House committee voted unanimously to advance last week. The bill's pointed provisions, which will most likely be brought to a broader House vote this week, refer to TikTok by name and would force other large apps owned by foreign adversaries to sell to a domestic owner or else be shut down.

Lawmakers' motives for taking on the app boil down to a fear that TikTok could feed data on American users to the Chinese government, and that the platform could be used to spread misinformation and censor American users. (The company denies the validity of both concerns, referencing "Project Texas," its initiative to store Americans' user data and review its algorithmic recommendations through the American-run company Oracle.) President Joe Biden said last week that he would support the bill if it passed through the Senate, which has not yet introduced companion legislation.

In spite of its bipartisan backing in the House, the bill still faces a blend of legal, logistical, and political barriers. Any legislation that might curtail free speech will be under tight legal scrutiny. Previous efforts to ban the app--including a Trump-era executive order and a state law in Montana--quickly ran into First Amendment challenges. "There is a very high bar to restrict speech in the United States," Caitlin Chin-Rothmann, a fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me in an email. "The U.S. government would need to prove that a TikTok ban is narrowly tailored to advance a significant government interest, and that there are no less restrictive means of advancing that interest." The current bill frames its intention as a forced sale rather than an outright ban--a move that aims in part "to circumvent those types of legal challenges," according to Kate Ruane, the director of the Free Expression Project at the Center for Democracy and Technology, which opposes the House bill.

How a sale of TikTok would actually work is unclear. The bill gives TikTok roughly six months to find a new American owner, but landing a buyer might prove tough--and a sale may not go over well in China. Few American companies could afford to spend billions on such a purchase. And the large tech companies that could swing it might not be interested in such a massive purchase--or willing to take on the legal risk. Any acquisition from a competitor would likely face antitrust challenges. A spokesperson for TikTok said that it sees this congressional move as effectively a ban.

Young people, as you may have heard, love TikTok, and banning the app in an election year seems like an easy way to invoke their ire. (Donald Trump, after zealous efforts to take down the app while president, recently pivoted in his views, saying yesterday that young people would "go crazy" without TikTok.) But the bipartisan consensus so far in the House "inoculates members from electoral retribution" from annoyed TikTok users who can't pin the blame on one party, Sarah Kreps, a Cornell University professor and the director of its Tech Policy Institute, told me in an email. Still, the whole episode hasn't done much to assuage concerns that politicians don't understand the importance of social media and internet culture. "Some TikTok users have bemoaned that Congress still believes that TikTok is comprised of 'young people dancing videos,' rather than as a space for legitimate cultural and political expression," Robyn Caplan, an assistant professor at Duke University's Sanford School of Public Policy, told me in an email.

If the bill ends up passing, its provisions would set a clear domestic precedent: Other foreign-run platforms could be subject to similar actions. Ruane is concerned about what such a ban would mean abroad too. Already, American-owned digital platforms have been blocked in other countries, including China, and a TikTok ban could give authoritarian regimes the license to ban others for "pretextual" reasons. The potential fallout, she told me, could further limit users' access to information and freedom of expression across the world.

Because many voters are cold on China, Kreps said that backing anti-China legislation could help lawmakers politically. But banning TikTok outright, Ruane argued, would not actually solve the core issue of the Chinese government being able to access American user data through other means online. In her view, a better way to safeguard those data would be to create comprehensive consumer-privacy laws that would require apps including TikTok, as well as American companies such as Facebook, to face more restrictions on how they handle user data. That kind of comprehensive approach, although perhaps less politically punchy than the House bill, may well improve life on the internet beyond TikTok too.

Related:

	TikTok is too popular to ban. (From 2023)
 	You're looking at TikTok all wrong.




Today's News

	The Biden administration announced a new $300 million military-aid package for Ukraine.
 	During a House Judiciary Committee hearing, Special Counsel Robert Hur defended his report's recommendation to not charge President Biden for mishandling classified documents and stood by his characterization of the president's memory issues. A transcript of Hur's hours-long interview with Biden was also released.
 	Haitian Prime Minister Ariel Henry announced that he will resign after weeks of gang violence plunged the country into a state of emergency.




Evening Read


Illustration by Hokyoung Kim



Did We Fall in Love With the Wrong House?

By Emily Raboteau

I can't talk about our house in the Bronx without telling you first about the pond out front. Given how much worse flooding can be elsewhere in New York City--even just two blocks to the east along the valley of Broadway, where the sewer is always at capacity--not to mention elsewhere in the world, I'm embarrassed to gripe about my personal pond. These days, such bodies of water are everywhere. Mine is not the only pond, but merely the pond I can't avoid ...
 I ruminate over the pond. It has caused me not just embarrassment but shame. It has turned me scientific, made me into a water witch. I understand that the pond is beyond the scope of any one person, or any one agency, to handle, and that it's perilous to ignore. The pond is a dark mirror; in it, our house appears upside down, distorted. It reflects deeper problems of stewardship and governance and the position of our house in relation to both. We are privileged to own a home. Yet we live on land that will drown, that is inundated already.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What do crossword puzzles really test?
 	What to do about the junkification of the internet
 	A bloody retelling of Huckleberry Finn




Culture Break


Fine Art Images / Heritage / Getty



Read. Why does romance feel like work nowadays? These two books dissect the crisis of modern love.

Watch. Love Lies Bleeding, a new film starring Kristen Stewart, is a relentless crime thriller grounded by a winning love story.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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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What Jimmy Kimmel Did Right

A conversation with Shirley Li about a thankless job on an actually normal night

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.


Last night, Jimmy Kimmel presided over a surprisingly normal Academy Awards show. The program ran smoothly with no true upsets. Oppenheimer took home a predicted haul, Ryan Gosling brought down the house with his performance of Barbie's "I'm Just Ken," and Kimmel made some mostly good-natured ribs about his fellow stars in the room. I spoke with my colleague Shirley Li, who covers Hollywood, about why hosting is a tough job, how Kimmel pulled it off, and what purpose the Oscars serve in 2024.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The people rooting for the end of IVF
 	America's long history of secret adoption
 	Kate Middleton and the end of shared reality




Normal and Earnest

Lora Kelley: You've written about how hosting an awards show can be a pretty thankless job. What makes the task so hard?

Shirley Li: The people in the room at these Hollywood awards shows are powerful: They're A-list celebrities and the people who will green-light the next films. A host is supposed to be entertaining them but also making light ribs, because that's what they want.

At the same time, a host is trying to appeal to the completely different audience of consumers tuning in from home. The host has to do so much glad-handing while also taking all the blame if they don't keep things moving. It's a lot of attention paid to one person who, at the end of the night, doesn't ever walk away with a trophy.

Lora: So why do people agree to do it?

Shirley: The exposure to Hollywood's power players is huge, and it's a rare opportunity for a lot of comics. They may feel that the exposure outweighs the pressure--though, as someone who has watched a lot of awards shows over the years and seen how much blame gets foisted upon these hosts, I think the pressure outweighs the exposure. I'm not surprised the Oscars turned to someone who had hosted several times before.

Lora: How do you think Jimmy Kimmel did last night?

Shirley: He was a solid host. His monologue was punchier than the previous three times he's hosted. I thought the way that he ended the monologue, by bringing up the crew members backstage while also talking about last year's Hollywood strikes, was a smart move. He did a good job of making jokes that appealed to the people in the room while also reminding the viewers at home about why what's happening in Hollywood matters.

Kimmel is more of a late-night host than a stand-up comic. He has some wiggle room: He's friends with the people in the audience; they're inclined to applaud him and go along with bits, even if they're a little on the insulting side. I was kind of surprised that he made a joke about Robert Downey Jr.'s past substance abuse. But Downey seemed willing to play along; they've known each other long enough that Kimmel was able to get some laughs and keep things moving. Kimmel is also someone who is known to people at home. There was--I hate to put it this way--a lot of Kimmel-core. You probably enjoyed that if you have watched his show, or have been exposed to his work in the past.

Lora: Who has been, in your mind, the ideal host? The writer Fran Hoepfner wrote on our site over the weekend that Billy Crystal is her ideal. Who is your Billy Crystal?

Shirley: Billy Crystal is my Billy Crystal too. I love that piece because the writer and I are the same generation. Crystal is the Oscars host I grew up with. It's kind of like my view on Saturday Night Live: The cast that you grew up watching is your favorite cast of all time.

Crystal was a fantastic host because he appealed to the people in the room but also made things really digestible for people watching at home. Whoopi Goldberg was a fantastic host, too, because she could be self-effacing while also ribbing the films themselves. I remember seeing a lot of movie stars laughing with her. She had a way of making jokes about the films being feted that didn't make anybody in the room uncomfortable.

Lora: Were there any surprises last night? What big moments stood out?

Shirley: This has been a long awards season. There are so many more awards shows than there need to be. So, going into the evening, I think people could pretty easily predict who was going to win.

Emma Stone's win for Best Actress, for Poor Things, could be considered a surprise, though she and Lily Gladstone, who starred in Killers of the Flower Moon, were neck and neck throughout awards season. The consensus was that it would likely be Emma or Lily. Still, Stone did seem flabbergasted, as my colleague David Sims put it in his recap of the evening. It was a mild surprise that Poor Things got the same amount of love in the production categories as Oppenheimer--though Oppenheimer still took home seven Oscars.

It was a well-run, well-produced show. That's actually kind of surprising given all the shocking moments at the Oscars in the previous decade. Nobody slapped anybody. At this point you expect something to go wrong, and nothing really went wrong.

Last night, the show brought back, for the first time since 2009, the format of previous category winners monologuing about the categories' nominees. I personally love that format because it's heartfelt, and it's earnest.

People often ask: What's the point of honoring and being so lovey-dovey about filmmaking, of watching these A-listers clap one another on the back? In our social-media age, we tend to want things to be ironic and cynical and contrarian. But the Oscars are a reminder that there's a lot of love and creativity that's put into art no matter how you feel about the nominated movies. There's so much care put into this work.

Related:

	A very normal Academy Awards. Phew.
 	Jonathan Glazer's warning at the Oscars




Today's News

	President Joe Biden released his $7.3 trillion budget proposal for the 2025 fiscal year. Among other measures, the budget seeks 12 weeks of paid family and medical leave, universal pre-K for 4-year-olds, and an expansion of $35-a-month insulin into the commercial market.
 	Representatives in the House will vote this week on a bill that could lead to a nationwide ban of TikTok if the company's Chinese owners do not divest the app's U.S. operations.
 	Housing and Urban Development Secretary Marcia Fudge announced that she would resign from her Cabinet post this month, citing a desire to spend more time with her family.




Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Fruit Chaos Is Coming

By Zoe Schlanger

Summer, to me, is all about stone fruit: dark-purple plums, peaches you can smell from three feet away. But last summer, I struggled to find peaches at the farmers' markets in New York City. A freak deep freeze in February had taken them out across New York State and other parts of the Northeast, buds shriveling on the branch as temperatures plummeted below zero and a brutally cold, dry wind swept through the region.
 The loss was severe.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why the National Guard won't make the subways safer
 	Trump finds another line to cross.
 	Tana French has broken the detective novel.
 	William Whitworth's legacy




Culture Break


Patrick T. Fallon / AFP / Getty



Watch. Last night, Da'Vine Joy Randolph won the Best Supporting Actress Oscar. In her acceptance speech, she voiced her hope that she would "get to do this more than once."

Read. David Toomey's latest book, Kingdom of Play, probes a question that has long befuddled scientists: Why do animals play?

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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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Ben Affleck Is More Than a Dunkin' Donuts Meme

Culture and entertainment musts from Gilad Edelman

by Stephanie Bai




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 or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Gilad Edelman, a senior editor at The Atlantic who has written about the rising cost of English muffins (and the source of our economic discontent), the stubborn survival of crypto, and the case for weather being the best small-talk topic.

Gilad is a self-described "Letter Boxed head" and a staunch Ben Affleck defender (he recommends The Way Back and--curveball--Zack Snyder's Justice League as some of the finer examples of Affleck's talents). He also challenges anybody to find a more reliable actor than Seth Rogen--or to quote a good Oasis lyric.

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The cystic-fibrosis breakthrough that changed everything
 	A looming disaster at the Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power Plant
 	April cover story: The golden age of American Jews is ending.




The Culture Survey: Gilad Edelman

An actor I would watch in anything: If I'm answering literally, it's Seth Rogen. By this I don't mean that he's my favorite actor, or that he elevates poor material, or that I'll watch something because he's in it. But if I'm getting to choose only the actor and not the film, I'll take my chances with Rogen, simply because he tends to avoid poor material in the first place. (Set aside The Green Hornet; every Hollywood star gets a terrible superhero movie.) If you don't believe me, check out his IMDb page and pick at random a movie he's in--you'll probably be all right. (The Apple TV+ series Platonic, in which he stars opposite Rose Byrne as an immature man-child who must finally grow up--wow, what a twist!--is also highly amusing.)

If, however, I'm answering in the spirit of the question: Are we ready to talk about how underrated Ben Affleck is? Gigli is synonymous with bad cinema, and I won't defend the embarrassing Air, which was an extended Nike advertisement masquerading as a film. But come on. The guy is phenomenal. He sets the standard for both the world-weary grimace and the cocky smirk. The scenes with Affleck as Bruce Wayne in the ridiculous Zack Snyder's Justice League are, against the odds, totally watchable--good, even. Need a loathsome, smarmy prick? Affleck. (Mallrats, State of Play, Boiler Room.) Need a soulful, flawed hero wrestling with his demons? Affleck. (The Company Men, The Way Back.) I don't see why you would need an autistic CPA who is a master of martial arts and close-quarters gunplay, but if you do: Affleck. (The Accountant: improbably entertaining.) He's more than just the Dunkin' Donuts meme! [Related: Ben Affleck gives the performance of his career.]

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: Letter Boxed has never gotten as much love as its better-known siblings in the New York Times games app. I'm convinced this is because most people don't know the right way to play. In Letter Boxed, you must spell words with letters arranged around the four sides of a square without ever using two letters on the same side consecutively. If you play by the stated rules, which typically ask you to solve by using all of the letters in four to six turns, it's too easy. What the instructions don't tell you is that the puzzle can always be solved in only two moves. Real Letter Boxed heads know that's the real game. Warning: It's hard! [Related: The New York Times' new game is genius.]

A cultural product I loved as a teenager and still love, and something I loved but now dislike: Same answer for both: Oasis. When I was in high school, my friends and I would get together in someone's basement, probably under the influence (sorry, Mom), and belt out Oasis songs at the top of our lungs. Noel Gallagher composed these simple, anthemic melodies and guitar licks, making heavy use of the pentatonic scale, that felt as if they had been etched in stone and handed down on Mount Sinai. His brother, Liam, the front man, sang in an unschooled, high-pitched Mancunian snarl that could be menacing and sweet at the same time.

Then I got a little older and noticed the lyrics. Woof. The typical Oasis lyric is a snatch of portentous, arbitrarily rhyming pseudo-poetry with no thematic connection to the lines before or after it. (Off the top of my head, I can think of multiple "pain / rain" rhymes.) We all know "And after all / You're my wonderwall," but that's just scratching the surface. I want to give more examples, but I'm almost paralyzed by choice. Let's just look at the opening verse of "Magic Pie," from the album Be Here Now:

An extraordinary guy
 Can never have an ordinary day
 He might live the long goodbye
 But that is not for me to say
 I dig his friends, I dig his shoes
 He is just a child with nothing to lose
 But his mind, his mind


See what I mean? Once I noticed the vapidity of Oasis's lyrics, I couldn't un-notice them. And so, for a long time, Oasis became something I used to love. Then, early on in the pandemic, perhaps in search of musical comfort food, I started listening again. And boy, did Oasis hit the spot. It might just be my personal nostalgia, but I think there's something about the music itself--unsubtle, grandiose, emotionally immediate--that evokes the feeling of adolescence even if you weren't a teenager when you first heard it. Not coincidentally, two of their best songs are "Stay Young" and "Live Forever." I still hate the lyrics, but I try not to let them bother me.

An author I will read anything by: Penelope Lively is up there with the finest prose stylists in the English language. Her novels, which tend to document the inner lives and domestic frustrations of middle-aged Brits coming to terms with life's disappointments, can be claustrophobic and depressing. But not a word is out of place, and no writer conjures a character's mental state more convincingly. Like some of my other favorite writers, Lively is obsessed with memory--how it shapes, haunts, and deceives us. If you're unfamiliar, I recommend beginning with her deeply moving 1987 novel, Moon Tiger. [Related: "A maverick historian," by Penelope Lively]

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: Do people really sit around reading poetry? I don't, so I'll cheat and do a song lyric. Since we've already trashed one of the worst lyricists (sorry, Noel), now let's turn to the GOAT. Paul Simon didn't exactly write "protest" music, but his "American Tune," recorded on the 1973 album There Goes Rhymin' Simon, captured the disillusionment of the Vietnam and Nixon era. It put to music the question of whether the country's best days were behind it.

"Oh, and it's all right, it's all right, it's all right / You can't be forever blessed / Still, tomorrow's going to be another working day / And I'm trying to get some rest," he sang. Sometimes I take comfort in those lines: Things looked pretty bad 50 years ago, yet America keeps muddling through. At other times, I hear them as a warning. You really can't be blessed forever.

The Week Ahead

	The Academy Awards, hosted by Jimmy Kimmel and featuring a strong lineup of nominees (airs tonight at 7 p.m. ET on ABC)
 	Manhunt, a limited series about the hunt for John Wilkes Booth after his assassination of Abraham Lincoln (premieres Friday on Apple TV+)
 	Green Frog, by Gina Chung, a fantastical short-story collection that explores survival and Korean American womanhood (out Tuesday)




Essay


Mark Sommerfeld / The New York Times / Redux



Christopher Nolan on the Promise and Peril of Technology

By Ross Andersen

(From 2023)

By the time I sat down with Christopher Nolan in his posh hotel suite not far from the White House, I guessed that he was tired of Washington, D.C. The day before, he'd toured the Oval Office and had lunch on Capitol Hill. Later that night, I'd watched him receive an award from the Federation for American Scientists, an organization that counts Robert Oppenheimer, the subject of Nolan's most recent film, among its founders ...
 The award was sitting on an end table next to Nolan, who was dressed in brown slacks, a gray vest, and a navy suit jacket--his Anglo-formality undimmed by decades spent living in Los Angeles. "It's heavy, and glass, and good for self-defense," he said of the award, while filling his teacup. I suggested that it may not be the last trophy he receives this winter ...
 "Don't jinx me," he said.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Here's who will win at the 2024 Oscars.
 	If Oppenheimer wins Best Picture, this will be why.
 	What to read ahead of the Oscars
 	A subtle shift shaking up sibling relationships
 	Dad culture has nothing to do with parenting.
 	Shogun is challenging Hollywood's most revered stereotype.
 	The haunting of modern pop music
 	Seven books that explain how Hollywood actually works
 	A kind of timeless jazz masterpiece
 	The New York Times' new game is genius.
 	The tyranny of English
 	It's time to give up on email.




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	The most unusual State of the Union in living memory
 	The Supreme Court is not up to the challenge.
 	Haiti is in crisis.




Photo Album


Children listen to a battery-powered radio receiver that is set on a table in a swimming pool in Washington, D.C., in July 1924. (Buyenlarge / Getty)



These images--which trace the 1924 Summer Olympics, prohibition in the United States, the rise of radio broadcasts, and more--show life exactly one century ago.



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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The Mysteries Around Us

A collection of <em>Atlantic</em> weekend reads on the enigmas in our midst

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


A Columbia historian said he'd discovered evidence of a lost sacred text with scandalous implications about the life of Jesus. Was it a fake? In a new Atlantic feature, the writer Ariel Sabar reports on the bitter ongoing debate--and the largely unexamined early life of the man who found it.

The story is the latest of Sabar's numerous explorations of the mysterious, the illusive, and the hard to believe. He's written about the billion-dollar Ponzi scheme that hooked Warren Buffett and the U.S. Treasury, probed a biblical mystery at Oxford, and introduced readers to the tomb raiders of the Upper East Side.

Today's newsletter is a collection of long reads from Sabar and others about the enigmas in our midst and in places you may have never thought to look. Some are wondrous; others are chilling. I recommend settling in with a cup of coffee and getting lost.



The Mysteries Around Us

The 'Secret' Gospel and a Scandalous New Episode in the Life of Jesus

By Ariel Sabar

A Columbia historian said he'd discovered a sacred text with clues to Jesus's sexuality. Was it real?

Read the article.

The Tree With Matchmaking Powers

By Jeff Maysh

For nearly a century, an oak in a German forest has helped lonely people find love--including the mailman who delivers its letters.

Read the article.

What Really Happened to Malaysia's Missing Airplane

By William Langewiesche

Ten years ago, the flight vanished into the Indian Ocean, and we still don't know why. The explanation may lie not in the sea but on land--in Malaysia, where officials know more than they dare to say. (From 2019)

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The perfect man who wasn't: For years, he used fake identities to charm women out of hundreds of thousands of dollars, Rachel Monroe wrote in 2018. Then his victims banded together to take him down.
 	Secrets and lies in the school cafeteria: a tale of missing money, heated lunchroom arguments, and flaxseed pizza crusts




Other Diversions

	A subtle shift shaking up sibling relationships 
 	Everything can be meat.
 	A kind of timeless jazz masterpiece




P.S.

If you have only a few minutes and would like to get lost in something beautiful, I'll leave you with our latest poetry.

-- Isabel
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Biden Is Serious About His Candy-Bar Crusade

"Shrinkflation" has become a convenient target for the president.

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.


In his State of the Union address last night, President Joe Biden took on a new symbolic foe: shrinkflation. In attacking the practice, he's trying to signal that he's aligned with the common American against corporate greed--even if it's not clear what he can actually do about the problem.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Biden silences the doubters.
 	Why we must resist AI's soft mind control
 	A subtle shift shaking up sibling relationships




Snack-Food Foes

Sesame Street characters have had their fuzzy fingers on the pulse of American life lately. First, Elmo triggered an avalanche of despair when he asked on X how everyone was doing. Then his castmate the Cookie Monster proclaimed earlier this week, "Me hate shrinkflation!"

In his punchy, confrontational State of the Union speech last night, Biden conveyed a similar feeling. After outlining his accomplishments and his plans for the economy, the president denounced the way snack-food makers have been putting fewer chips in each bag. "No, I'm not joking," he said, as the audience laughed. "It's called shrinkflation."

What does this somewhat-jargon-y term mean, exactly? Shrinkflation refers to when companies shave the corner off a chunk of soap, for example, or pack less ice cream in a container (Biden has stewed about this one in particular) and still charge the same or higher prices. Companies that sell products such as chips and toilet paper can generally grow either by charging consumers more or by reducing their own costs, Sucharita Kodali, a retail analyst at Forrester, told me. Companies are seeing that they've hit the ceiling on what consumers will pay, so they are turning to the strategy of offering less for the buyer's dollar.

Although not entirely new, this practice has lately been irking consumers. And it has become a convenient target for Democratic politicians, Biden included. Chip quantities and Snickers packages might seem like random fixations for a president, but the high price of goods is playing an outsize role in voters' views of the economy, which remain broadly negative despite the strength of recent indicators. Calling out shrinkflation deflects the blame for persistent inflation from policy makers to greedy companies, and it makes Biden look aligned with consumers against the threat of being ripped off. Nobody likes to feel misled--or to realize that a bag of chips is largely filled with air.

What Biden can actually do about the problem of shrinkflation, however, is not entirely clear. The president, to state the obvious, doesn't exactly have authority over how many pieces of candy a private company wants to put in a pouch. Still, in his speech last night, Biden conveyed support for Senator Bob Casey's bill to crack down on shrinkflation, which aims, among other things, to give more authority to the Federal Trade Commission and state attorneys general to pursue action against companies that engage in shrinkflation. Lindsay Owens, the executive director of the progressive think tank Groundwork Collaborative, told me that the government could more strongly enforce existing laws about deceptive selling practices and work to further prohibit misleading tactics, including with stricter labeling rules. Owens, who supported Casey's bill, argues that the onus of dealing with shrinkflation should fall on policy makers rather than on consumers.

Consumers are already starting to push back on shrinkflation: In recent months, Kodali explained, more shoppers have been jumping ship to cheaper brands. Kodali predicts that, within a year, companies will realize they are losing consumers and start changing their ways.

Biden's candy-bar crusade may not be much more than political messaging for now. But it fits with a narrative he hammered home consistently in last night's speech: that Donald Trump is a friend to the billionaires, in contrast to Biden's own image as a friend to the working American. With shrinkflation, he's hitting on an issue that riles up voters and matters to working people.

Related:

	Two theories for Americans' dire economic outlook
 	The most unusual State of the Union in living memory




Today's News

	Donald Trump posted a $91 million bond in the E. Jean Carroll defamation case, the required amount to stay enforcement of the judgment while he continues his appeal.
 	Former Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernandez was convicted in a New York federal court of charges including firearm offenses and conspiring with drug traffickers to facilitate the entry of tons of cocaine into the United States.
 	Michael Whatley, a Trump-backed pick, and Lara Trump, Trump's daughter-in-law, were selected to be the new leaders of the Republican National Committee.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: America is going through a loneliness epidemic, Derek Thompson writes. It's coming for restaurants.
 	The Books Briefing: In preparation for the Oscars this weekend, here are some books that illuminate the truth about life in Hollywood.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Photo-Illustration by Pacifico Silano. Sources: General Synod Archives, Anglican Church of Canada; Thomas Alwood; Three Lions / Getty.



The 'Secret' Gospel and a Scandalous New Episode in the Life of Jesus

By Ariel Sabar

In the summer of 1958, Morton Smith, a newly hired Columbia University historian, traveled to an ancient monastery outside Jerusalem. In its library, he found what he said was a lost gospel. His announcement made international headlines. Scholars of the Bible would spend years debating the discovery's significance for the history of Christianity. But in 1975, one of Smith's colleagues went public with an extraordinary suggestion: The gospel was a fake. Its forger, the colleague believed, was Smith himself.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Everything can be meat.
 	Electric cars are still not good enough.
 	Charlie Warzel: "I am in cloud-storage hell." 




Culture Break


Kurt Iswarienko / FX



Watch. Shogun (out now on FX) is complicating Hollywood's beloved samurai stereotype, Shirley Li writes.

Listen. The producer and songwriter Jack Antonoff has worked with a long line of pop stars. His band's new album taps into the nostalgia that's boosted his own success, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Though shrinkflation is not brand new (apparently American Airlines saved tens of thousands of dollars in the 1980s in a much-ballyhooed initiative to remove a single olive from its salads), it often falls out of popular consciousness. But for one Massachusetts man who has dedicated extensive efforts over the years to cataloging sneakily smaller packaging, the trend has remained top of mind. I recommend this 2022 profile of the man--Edgar Dworsky--for your weekend reading.

-- Lora



Stephanie Bai 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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What to Read Ahead of the Oscars

Publishing and film have long had a special relationship.

by Emma Sarappo




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


As the 96th Oscars approach, I've been thinking about how closely intertwined Hollywood and the literary world are. Arguably, publishing's biggest contribution to the movies today is providing an intellectual-property source for new projects. Lots of films in the running for statues, such as Oppenheimer, American Fiction, The Zone of Interest, Poor Things, and Killers of the Flower Moon, are adapted from books. And for as long as we've had movie stars and blockbusters, we've had tell-alls and journalistic exposes of their foibles and triumphs.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	The tyranny of English
 	"Saffron," a poem by   Armen Davoudian
 	The real reason Trump loves Putin


This week, Fran Hoepfner recommended seven books that dig into how the film industry really works--titles such as Julia Phillips's dishy New Hollywood classic, You'll Never Eat Lunch in This Town Again, and two excellent (if very different) memoirs from the actors Viola Davis and Eartha Kitt. As Hoepfner writes, Davis's prose is as clear as a bell, and she is direct about how her hard work as well as her luck brought her success; meanwhile, Kitt's effervescent memoir proves that she "knew everyone, she talked with everyone, and she couldn't wait to talk about it all."

The celebrity memoir I read most recently was Jennette McCurdy's I'm Glad My Mom Died--a provocative title for a deeply felt and remarkably mature book. McCurdy and I are close in age, and I'd already felt an affinity for her, having grown up watching her on television. In her book, she is honest without glorifying suffering, and she balances justified rage with love. When the book came out, Nina Li Coomes wrote that McCurdy successfully taps into the voice of her younger self, making the writing a vessel for a "complicated truth--of having adored and feared someone, of missing them and being relieved that they're gone." Her book is a strong addition to a genre that contains low lows and high highs. In April of last year, Allie Jones recommended some other celebrity memoirs that couple self-awareness with a driving, engaging voice, including ones written by Stanley Tucci and Demi Moore.

Part of the draw of reading these books is seeing the curtain pulled back on a VIP's journey to, and through, fame. The business of film is famously opaque: As Davis points out in her memoir, it takes more than talent to break into stardom; who makes it and how is frequently a matter of connections and chance. Awards shows such as the Oscars are so exciting and glamorous because, for just one night, the people we feel like we know seem like they're right in front of us.




Bruce Davidson / Magnum



Seven Books That Explain How Hollywood Actually Works

By Fran Hoepfner

These titles shed light on an industry that's always bubbling with drama beneath the surface.

Read the full article.

What to Read

Wendy, Master of Art, by Walter Scott

If you've ever been nauseated--or even vaguely annoyed--by art-world pretension, you'll find Scott's Wendy series hilariously familiar. The books follow a messy young woman named Wendy and her rise to industry acclaim as she stumbles through late, sloppy nights; bad critiques with M.F.A. nemeses; scathing reviews; and cringey performances. Informed by Scott's own experience in the fine arts, later books show Wendy attending graduate school in rural Ontario at the University of Hell, where her classmates are interested in the "semiotics of pissing" and "really long string." She parties with a friend named Screamo whose head resembles the subject of Edvard Munch's famous painting, envies a successful artist who's drawn as an alien with glamorous wavy hair, and ricochets around professional events in a questionably tiny strapless dress. Scott's drawings drip with physical comedy: His characters turn noodle-limbed when they're high, run with giant sweat droplets when they're nervous, and prance around with black-holed eye sockets when they're sleep-deprived. I can't imagine a funnier series of comics than this one, part coming-of-age chronicle and part critique of creatives, populated by people who loathe and terrify one another, all clamoring for fame, approval, and love. -- Kristen Radtke

From our list: Seven great graphic novels that go beyond words





Out Next Week

? Green Frog, by Gina Chung

? Great Expectations, by Vinson Cunningham


? American Flannel, by Steven Kurutz







Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic.



The New York Times' New Game Is Genius

By Ian Bogost

Strands, the new word-search game still in beta, seems to fuse some of the best features of Wordle, Connections, and the crosswords. The game might not be for everyone, but for me it represents a breakthrough. "We got really hyped about taking something classic--word search--and adding something new to it," Mason said. Connections may torment its players with little room for error, but Strands rewards wrong guesses, in a way, by filling in a progress bar that gets you to a hint. The game displays its daily theme front and center, crossword-style, which helps you with the first, and toughest, word to find. From there, each further discovery shrinks the board and makes the next one that much easier, delivering a pleasant sense of acceleration toward victory.

Read the full article.



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 Republican Coping Goes Into Overdrive

Many GOP elites seem to be in disbelief about Trump's success.

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.


Americans claim to dread a Trump-Biden rematch, but some Republicans seem more stunned than anyone else that Trump is back on the ballot. Now they are desperately trying to rationalize supporting their nominee.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's money problems are very real and very bad.
 	The anti-abortion movement's attack on wanted pregnancies
 	The cystic-fibrosis breakthrough that changed everything




"A Psychological Necessity"

Saturday Night Live during the 1980s was at the height of its satirical powers, skewering both Republicans and Democrats with surgical efficiency. (In one of the greatest of all such skits, Phil Hartman played Ronald Reagan as a multilingual genius running the Iran-Contra plot faster than his hapless staff could follow.) The current political situation, however, reminds me of a 1988 debate parody with Dana Carvey and Jon Lovitz. After Carvey's George H. W. Bush plows through a string of non sequiturs and repeats "stay the course" and "a thousand points of light" a few times, Lovitz's Mike Dukakis is asked for a response. "I can't believe I'm losing to this guy," he says.

Democrats, eyeing Joe Biden's soft polling numbers against Donald Trump, probably feel the same way. But many Republicans seem to be wondering: How did we end up with this guy again? As the primary season approached, Trump's capture of the nomination was, as I have written before, inevitable. (Whether he could have been stopped earlier, say in 2021, has been irrelevant since ... well, since 2021.) Former hopefuls, including Nikki Haley and putative Trump-Lite replacement Ron DeSantis, seem unable to believe they lost to Trump, and now they have to figure out how to support a man who incited an insurrection against the government of the United States.

Haley bowed out of the race earlier this week with a statement that was superficially graceful but emblematic of the Trump fear that has enveloped so many GOP elites. "It is now up to Donald Trump," she said, "to earn the votes of those in our party and beyond it who did not support him, and I hope he does that ... This is now his time for choosing."

Earn votes? A time for choosing? This, as the wags on social media might say, is pure "copium," the magic self-medication that helps people accept painful things. My friend Jonathan V. Last is one of the few people who can match my curmudgeonly ire, and he was spot on in his disgust with Haley's exit statement:

If there's been a more cowardly statement over the last year, I can't think of it. Haley refuses to acknowledge that she was supported by a broad coalition of voters--Republicans, independents, and Democrats. She claims that she is rooting for Trump to win over only the Republican voters who supported her. And instead of leading and standing for the Constitution, she fobs off all questions of agency to Trump. It's not time for Nikki Haley to choose. Oh, no. It's time for Trump to choose.


Astonishingly, Haley was also talking as if no one knows who Trump is or what he's done. She challenged him to "choose" as if he were a newcomer to politics who needs to introduce himself to the public.

Toward the end of her run for the nomination, Haley finally began to make the case that Trump was profoundly unfit for office. Perhaps she thought that a political Hail Mary pass could create enough Nikkimentum to bring her to the floor at the GOP convention with a fair number of delegates, or maybe she was merely positioning herself (as DeSantis is reportedly doing) for 2028, in which the supposedly normie Republicans will somehow return once Trump and his circle have finished gorging themselves on the power of the presidency one more time.

At least she didn't endorse Trump. (Yet.) Other Republicans are grasping at even more desperate coping mechanisms, trying to depict Biden and Trump as equivalent evils and thus to evade the moral stain of supporting Trump. The difficulty for Republicans, however, is that they must try to depict Biden as functionally the same--or worse--as their nominee, a man who is a flaming Catherine Wheel of odious statements and whose speeches sound like a game of fascist Mad Libs.

The conservative-media ecosystem is already on the job. The day before Super Tuesday, Rich Lowry at National Review wrote of his deep concern that the legitimacy of the 2024 election was being undermined not by Trump, but by Special Counsel Jack Smith and his "woefully misconceived" prosecution of the former president. Other commenters have resorted to panicky moral equivocation: Another National Review writer, Dan McLaughlin, posted on X that the choice for conservatives boiled down to "do you help Trump destroy the party, or do you help Biden destroy the country?" Because, you see, Trump is merely a threat to Republicans, but Biden is a threat to the republic--a sentiment written as if the past eight years never happened.

Ross Douthat, meanwhile, is preparing the ground with learned Republican helplessness, blaming the Democrats after Super Tuesday for leaving Trump in "arguably ... a more politically commanding position in American politics than at any other point in the past eight years." "Arguably" is doing a lot of work there, considering that for half of those eight years, Donald Trump was the president of the United States. But Democrats, Douthat writes, protected Biden from a challenge and engaged in "liberal lawfare" and, gosh, what can be done? You can almost see the gentle and regretful shrug of the shoulders as Douthat ponders whether Biden can really prevent a Trump victory.

This is all coming from people who clearly know better, and none of it is based in a rational appraisal of politics. Republican elites are desperate to separate Trump's selfish attempt to seek refuge in the presidency from what they think is still a viable right-wing political party; they know that Trump is shrinking the GOP, that he has made conservative a meaningless word, and that he could end up yet again hurting down-ballot Republicans. As the conservative Never Trumper Charlie Sykes suggested to me earlier today, these rhetorical dodges are now a "psychological necessity" among people who cannot fathom having to defend Trump as the choice in a general election for the third time.

One of those people is Mitch McConnell, who, after announcing plans to lay down his beloved Senate-leadership mantle, was asked whether he'd support the return to power of the man who encouraged a mob that put McConnell's life in danger (and who took racist jabs at his wife). Imagine being McConnell and trying to summon the will to say, just once as you face the end of your long career, that you will break free of the mental prison of your institutional loyalties and that you will finally defend your family, your country, and the Constitution. And then you hear yourself say the words: "As nominee, he will have my support."

Such is the lot of people who feel compelled to place their careers--and their party--over their country.

Related:

	Mitch McConnell surrenders to Trump.
 	How Donald Trump became unbeatable




Today's News

	President Joe Biden will deliver his State of the Union address tonight, when he is expected to announce U.S. military plans to build a pier off the Gaza coast that would allow ships to deliver food and aid.
 	Sweden officially joined NATO, ending the country's long-standing history of neutrality in armed conflicts. It first applied to join the military alliance shortly after Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022.
 	Last night, Alabama's governor signed a bill into law that provides civil and criminal immunity for in vitro fertilization patients and providers.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Amy Weiss-Meyer explores what the Oscars were created for and the awards' lasting influence on the film industry.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Rick Wilking / Reuters



Tech Fanboys Have a New Hero

By Ross Andersen

Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg, and Jeff Bezos have each taken a turn as technology's alpha dog, but none of them can claim that title now ...
 At the top of the tech world, a vacancy now looms like a missing tooth. In the months after ChatGPT was released, in November 2022, it seemed as though it might be filled by Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAI--but he doesn't yet have the requisite longevity. (Zuckerberg was in a similar position in 2010, before he acquired Instagram and WhatsApp.) The AI boom has, however, produced another contender in Jensen Huang, the 61-year-old CEO of Nvidia. Rather than manufacture chatbots or self-driving cars themselves, Huang's company develops the fantastically intricate chips that make them possible.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Haiti is in crisis.
 	The oceans we knew are already gone.
 	The worst way to do college admissions
 	Arthur C. Brooks: "Five teachings of the Dalai Lama I try to live by"




Culture Break


Illustration by Twisha Patni



Predict. Our Culture writer David Sims has compiled a comprehensive list of who will win--and who should win--this year's Oscars.

Listen. In the latest episode of Radio Atlantic, the Oscar-nominated sound designer Johnnie Burn offers a close analysis of key scenes in The Zone of Interest.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai 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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Do the Oscars Still Mean Anything?

Showy distraction is a key part of the awards' DNA, but they're also a motivator for those who make movies.

by Amy Weiss-Meyer




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.


"Hollywood is easy to hate, easy to sneer at, easy to lampoon," Raymond Chandler wrote in The Atlantic in 1945.

Chandler, at the time already a popular author of detective fiction, had lately begun working as a screenwriter, but he still considered himself an outsider in the movie business. "I hold no brief for Hollywood," Chandler wrote. "I have worked there a little over two years, which is far from enough to make me an authority, but more than enough to make me feel pretty thoroughly bored. That should not be so. An industry with such vast resources and such magic techniques should not become dull so soon."

Yet dull is exactly what Chandler found the industry to be. Its people, he thought, were essentially shallow backstabbers:

I suppose the truth is that the veterans of the Hollywood scene do not realize how little they are getting, how many dull egotists they have to smile at, how many shoddy people they have to treat as friends, how little real accomplishment is possible, how much gaudy trash their life contains. The superficial friendliness of Hollywood is pleasant--until you find out that nearly every sleeve conceals a knife.


Among Chandler's many complaints was what he perceived as a lack of respect for writers. "The first picture I worked on was nominated for an Academy award (if that means anything)," he recounted, "but I was not even invited to the press review held right in the studio."

Do the Academy Awards mean anything? In the lead-up to Sunday night's 96th Oscars, you too may find yourself asking this question about what another 1940s Atlantic writer once termed "the Academy's annual rodeo of self-approbation."

"For years," my colleague David Sims, who covers film, wrote recently, "the panicked question around the Academy Awards has been the same as the one bedeviling every other pop-cultural awards show: Does anyone even care anymore?" Especially in 2024, following a year in which Hollywood was frequently in the news for its ongoing streaming woes and protracted labor disputes, one might naturally conclude that the glitz of the red carpet is little more than a showy distraction from the truly important issues facing the industry and its workers.

In fact, showy distraction is a key part of the Oscars' DNA. As Dana Stevens has written in The Atlantic, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences was formed in 1927, "when the silent era was coming to an abrupt close and the studio system's grip on the industry was tightening. As the craft guilds formed in the 1920s began to threaten strikes, the MGM mogul Louis B. Mayer banded together with a group of influential industry players, including producers, directors, writers, and actors, to establish a bulwark against growing labor unrest." The awards, created the following year, were essentially a bet on keeping the talent in line: "If I got them cups and awards," Mayer reflected decades later, "they'd kill themselves to produce what I wanted."

From the vantage point of the 1940s, Mayer's bet seemed to have more or less paid off. Members of the Academy, Chandler lamented in a 1948 Atlantic essay, "Oscar Night in Hollywood," were "conditioned to thinking of merit solely in terms of box office and ballyhoo." True quality, according to Chandler, mattered little: "A superb job in a flop picture would get you nothing."

Still, even the cynical Chandler thought that the awards, at their best, could serve as a reminder of film's artistic potential. "In the motion picture we possess an art medium whose glories are not all behind us," he wrote. "It has already produced great work, and if, comparatively and proportionately, far too little of that great work has been achieved in Hollywood, I think that is all the more reason why in its annual tribal dance of the stars and the big-shot producers Hollywood should contrive a little quiet awareness of the fact." ("Of course it won't," Chandler concluded. "I'm just daydreaming.")

Also in 1948, Jean Hersholt, then the president of the Academy, put a more positive spin on things, boasting in an article for The Atlantic that the Academy had "already firmly succeeded in establishing round the world the idea of creative incentive."

This week, I asked David for his thoughts on these 1940s characterizations of what--and whom--the Oscars are for. In 1948, David told me, Chandler wasn't wrong: The awards were "essentially a back-patting popularity competition between the big studios, still years away from recognizing anything approaching independent or foreign cinema. All of that is still baked into the show, of course--there's no night more filled with self-congratulation--but what Chandler probably didn't anticipate is that the Oscars became a way for serious adult cinema to survive as a studio interest."

The Oscars, that is, are one reason that, instead of focusing solely on maximizing profit, Hollywood continues to make genuinely good movies that may or may not prove to be hugely popular. David acknowledged that "in today's globally minded market, companies mostly care about worldwide grosses." But, he said, "winning a big trophy is still a motivating factor. That's how we get sophisticated movies like Poor Things, American Fiction, and even Oppenheimer, along with the more daring material up for awards this year, like The Zone of Interest and Anatomy of a Fall."

Maybe the awards ceremony does, after all, provide a valuable "creative incentive" for the people who make movies--even if watching it from afar can be rather dull for the rest of us.
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AI Could Help Translate Alien Languages

How communicating with whales could unsettle our basic notions of intelligence

by Matteo Wong




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a limited-run 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.

Whale songs have long been an obsession for scientists, science-fiction readers, and popular culture alike. Are they something like an alien language? And what do they say about how the minds of these giant creatures operate? Decades after the first whale song was recorded, artificial intelligence might be able to offer answers.

As my colleague Ross Andersen reported in a recent feature for The Atlantic, an international group of scientists called Project CETI is working to design AI translation tools that would allow people to communicate with sperm whales. While the research remains theoretical and would require a significant technological breakthrough to actually come to fruition, the effort is not too dissimilar from chatbots and existing programs, such as Google Translate.

I spoke with Ross last week about his breathtaking story, AI translation devices, and how the serious possibility of communicating with cetaceans could unsettle our basic notions of intelligence and communication. "Assume that we are able to communicate something of substance to the sperm whale civilization," Ross writes. "What should we say?"

--Matteo Wong



Matteo Wong: Using AI to translate sperm whale codas sounds almost like magic, yet researchers are treating it like a serious possibility. Can you shed any more light on the possible mechanics of such a translation program?

Ross Andersen: Before attempting to translate the sperm whales' clicks, Project CETI wants to use a model that is analogous to ChatGPT to generate sequences of them that are hopefully like those that the whales use. Putting aside the fraught and contested question as to whether ChatGPT understands human language, we know that it is quite good at predicting how our words unfold into sentences. Presumably a language model for sperm whales could do the same with the clicks.

It's possible that these generated sequences alone would tell us something about the structure of sperm whale language. But to translate between languages, models currently need some preexisting translation samples to get going. Project CETI is hoping that they might be able to patch together the first of these required translation samples the old-fashioned way. They have been landing drones on the whales to gently suction-cup sensors onto their skin. The time-matched data that they send back helps the team attribute clicks to individual animals. It also tells them important information about what they're doing.

The hope is that, with enough observation, they might be able to figure out what a few of the click sequences mean. They could then turn over a crude and spotty Rosetta Stone to a language model and have it fill out at least a little bit of the rest. The scientists would then check whatever it came up with against their observations, and repeat the process, iteratively, until they've translated the whales' entire language.

Wong: What is it about recent advances in AI and translation software that makes this effort not, well, ridiculous? If talking to sperm whales indeed becomes possible, is there anything we can't talk to?

Andersen: Large language models (LLMs) are getting better at translating between languages with fewer and fewer translation samples, but no one has yet done it with no samples. There is some theoretical work that suggests it could be possible, but again, this work is purely theoretical, and it assumes, among other things, that all languages share fundamental structures that can map onto each other.

As for whether it will ever work, I can't tell you that. But for the past few years, I have been writing a book about the scientists who are searching for civilizations among the stars, and I can tell you that they are very interested in this research. If it were successful, communicating with an extraterrestrial intelligence--assuming we ever find one--would be much easier. It would also change the strategy you'd use to communicate. Instead of trying to craft a perfect, bespoke message, both sides would want to just send as much data as possible, just like you do with a large language model.

In our case, we'd probably want to send Wikipedia, along with a basic key that labeled a few common features that they would recognize--galaxy, star, planet--to get the model started. Not only would it give our interlocutors the ability to translate our language; it would give them a good sense of what our civilization is like, for better or worse. Sending that much data across cosmic distances is its own challenge, of course, but that's a story for another time.

Wong: Your article notes several evocative questions scientists might pose if we were able to have complex conversations with sperm whales. Are there any things in particular you think we should ask sperm whales?

Andersen: I'd want to hear about the whales' inner lives. What is it like to be a whale? To us, swimming feels a bit like flying, because we're used to the sensory experience of being anchored to dry land. What is swimming like for a whale? I'd be curious to know how they conceive of humans. Do they associate us with the enormous technological footprint that we have built up in the ocean? And what do the oldest among them think of how we've changed over time? When whaling finally came to a halt in the late 20th century, what did they make of that? Do they have some kind of story about why all of the harassment and the harpoons suddenly went away?

Wong: There are so many nonvocal aspects of communication--human touch and facial expression, how sperm whales roll and gather into formations. How important do you think that will be? How might we try to translate those methods of communication, if doing so is at all possible?

Andersen: We don't really know the extent to which body language and touch play into sperm whale communication. On the one hand, we know that they're very tactile, especially from the way that they roll together, so it's sensible to assume that touch plays some role in how they relate to each other. On the other hand, they use sound to communicate across distances that are well beyond their range of vision, which suggests that they are able to interpret clicks without seeing any corresponding gestures or movements.

I suspect that Project CETI's scientists would prefer to see the whales using as much body language as possible. It would give them more of those all-important contextual clues that would help us go some ways toward assembling our first spotty whale-human Rosetta Stone.

Wong: The idea of speaking with a nonhuman, intelligent creature, terrestrial or otherwise, fascinates me in part because the ways in which this nonhuman senses, navigates, and considers its environment would be nothing like our own. In that sense, hypothetical human-whale translation would be moving between not just languages but previously incommensurate worldviews. How can we prepare ourselves for that?

Andersen: Early on in my reporting for this story, I called up Dan Harris, a philosopher of language at Hunter College, and he and I ended up talking a lot about whether human language and sperm whale language contain sufficient conceptual overlap to have something like a real conversation. One of the most fascinating things about a dialogue like this would be doing the slow and careful work of feeling out the conceptual edges of each other's minds, to find out how much of a whale's experience of the world is inexpressible in human language, and vice versa.

These animals may devote entire vocabularies to sensations that are wholly alien to us. For instance, you could imagine them being quite descriptive about all the different ways that sound waves ricochet off a fleeing squid's contracting tentacles. As visual animals, we are very interested in representing colors; they may not be. And when you move beyond sensory stuff into higher-order concepts, it gets even trickier. Given that they don't use tools, for instance, it would be surprising if they had a clicking sequence for "technology."

As I reported this story, I made a practice of asking all the whale experts what the surefire overlaps were, between our world and theirs. Most of them converged on the usual mammalian concerns: food and sex.

Related:

	How first contact with whale civilization could unfold
 	You're eye-to-eye with a whale in the ocean--what does it see? (From 2013)




P.S.

Last month, Google's flagship AI model was shown to produce images of "racially diverse Nazis" without prompting. The resulting concerns over "woke" algorithms belied a deeper issue, Chris Gilliard writes: "neither the bot nor the data it's trained on will ever comprehensively mirror reality."

-- Matteo
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        Gaza on the Brink of Famine

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 13, 2024

            	22 Photos
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            The United Nations is warning that famine in Gaza is "almost inevitable." Palestinians living in Gaza are struggling with extreme shortages of food, clean water, and medicine. Several countries, including Jordan, France, Egypt, the U.S., the United Arab Emirates, and now Germany, are coordinating airdrops of humanitarian aid to help alleviate the crisis, and the U.S. military is working to a build a temporary port on Gaza's coastline to bring in additional aid. Critics have pointed out that airdrops and a temporary pier are insufficient, dangerous, and haphazard operations compared with ensuring a steady and reliable supply of aid delivered by trucks, which might be achieved by a cease-fire agreement. Gathered below are recent images from the growing crisis in the Gaza Strip.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Children stand at the front of a crowd that pushes forward, holding out bowls and pots to receive food.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children wait to receive food cooked by a charity kitchen amid shortages of food supplies, as the conflict between Israel and the Palestinian Islamist group Hamas continues, in Rafah, in the southern Gaza Strip, on March 5, 2024.
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                [image: People on a dirt road look up toward parachutes falling toward distant buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Parachutes carry humanitarian-aid packages to the ground after being dropped from a plane, as Palestinians wait to receive them in Gaza City on March 9, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a makeshift-tent city near existing buildings, with a moonlit cloud in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of makeshift tents set up by Palestinians that migrated to the south of the Gaza Strip in search of safety, in Rafah, on February 24, 2024.
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                [image: A young person pulls a piece of wood from the rubble of a destroyed building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children collect wood, paper and cardboard to use as fuel, scavenging through the rubble of buildings destroyed by Israeli attacks, in Gaza City, on March 5, 2024.
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                [image: Two children carry plastic tubs in a street as others pass nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children who have taken refuge in Rafah due to Israeli attacks carry food distributed by charitable organizations, in Rafah, Gaza, on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: A military aircraft drops dozens of crates attached to parachutes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture, taken from Israel's southern border with the Gaza Strip, shows a military aircraft dropping humanitarian aid over the Palestinian territory on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: People run on a beach toward parachutes carrying aid packages falling into the surf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This image grab from an AFPTV video shows Palestinians running toward parachutes carrying food parcels, airdropped from U.S. aircraft onto a beach in the Gaza Strip on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: A woman bakes bread on a stone over a wood fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian woman who took refuge in the city of Rafah bakes bread over a wood fire inside a makeshift tent, on February 18, 2024.
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                [image: A young boy who is suffering from malnutrition lies on a bed, receiving treatment at a health-care center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian boy who is suffering from malnutrition receives treatment at a health-care center in Rafah on March 4, 2024.
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                [image: Children stand in a line, waiting beside water jugs that are being filled by a person with a hose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children wait for hours in distribution lines to gather enough water and food for their families, in Rafah, on February 25, 2024.
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                [image: A group of six men stand in a street talking. Each wears a black balaclava over their face. One carries a rifle while the others carry long sticks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Masked members of the so-called "Popular Committees of Protection" patrol the streets of Gaza's southern city of Rafah on March 6, 2024. These groups have sprung up in Rafah in recent days, acting to maintain security and control skyrocketing prices of food items in street markets.
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                [image: A large crowd gathers near two trucks, with many people carrying away bags of flour.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians carry bags of flour from an aid truck near an Israeli checkpoint in Gaza City on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of many makeshift tents]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of makeshift tents set up in the El-Mavasi district of Rafah, Gaza, on February 9, 2024
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                [image: Smoke rises from an explosion in a Gaza neighborhood, seen from a distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A picture taken from Rafah shows smoke billowing during an Israeli bombardment over Khan Younis in the southern Gaza Strip on February 11, 2024.
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                [image: A young person sits beside a wood fire, holding a pan on a grill over the flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian family who left their homes due to the Israeli attacks on the Gaza Strip has their sahur (pre-dawn) meal with za'atar, pepper sauce, a few pieces of bread, and tea, during the holy month of Ramadan, at Gaza's Salah al-Din shelter, on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: People in a crowd hold up plastic tubs while waiting for food handouts.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians hold empty containers while they line up to receive food being distributed by aid organizations on the second day of Ramadan, in Rafah, on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: Two men lean over the rubble of a destroyed building, picking out round loaves of bread.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men salvage bread found amid the rubble of the Abu Anza family home that was destroyed in an overnight Israeli air strike in Rafah on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A view out the open rear door of a military aircraft as aid packages attached to parachutes are dropped over a beach, seen below]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A U.S. Air Force plane drops humanitarian aid for Gaza residents, in this screengrab from a video released on March 5, 2024.
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                [image: Several people are seen in the foreground, looking toward six parachutes in the sky beyond.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch as the U.S. military carries out its first aid drop over Gaza on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: A person peers out from behind a hanging blanket, as others gather in a hallway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Displaced Palestinians take shelter in a school run by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) in Rafah, on March 3, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A platter of food cooks inside a wood-fire oven.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A group of volunteer Palestinian women in Gaza prepare food to distribute to families who fled Israeli attacks and took refuge in Rafah, as part of preparations for the upcoming holy month of Ramadan, on March 10, 2024.
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                [image: People sit side by side on the ground, along a row of food plates, sharing a meal among refugee tents.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians share an Iftar meal, the breaking of fast, on the first day of Ramadan, at a camp for displaced people in Rafah on March 11, 2024, amid ongoing battles between Israel and the militant group Hamas.
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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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        Winners of the 2024 Sony World Photography Awards Open Competition
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            The top entries in the 2024 Sony World Photography Awards Open Competition have been announced, and competition organizers were once more kind enough to share some of the winning and shortlisted photos from their 10 categories: Architecture, Creative, Landscape, Lifestyle, Motion, Natural World & Wildlife, Object, Portraiture, Street Photography, and Travel. Captions have been provided by the photographers.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A jaguar bites down on the neck of a caiman on a riverbank.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Caiman Crunch. Winner, Natural World & Wildlife. "We had bid farewell to our Sao Lourenco River lodge, marking the end of our Pantanal adventure, but as we were leaving we heard that a jaguar had been spotted roughly 30 minutes away. We raced to the scene and encountered this sleek female jaguar stalking her prey. Our boat--and my camera--was perfectly positioned as she pounced on an unsuspecting caiman."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Ian Ford, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A team of basketball players all jump at the same time on a court.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                FDU Elevates. Shortlist, Motion. "The Fairleigh Dickinson Knights men's basketball team completes its pre-game warmup with a synchronized dunk, prior to a home game in Hackensack, New Jersey."
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                Ron Ratner, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Four drones shine bright lights onto a cluster of snow-covered spires on a mountainside at moonrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Moonrise Sprites over Storr. Winner, Landscape. "As a moonrise burns across the horizon, lights dance above the Old Man of Storr in Scotland. This iconic rock formation was illuminated with powerful lights attached to drones, which cut through the darkness to reveal the icy landscape. Blizzards howled for the majority of the night, leaving mere minutes to execute this photograph before the moon became too bright."
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                Liam Man, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman smiles, embracing a man wearing a U.S. Navy uniform.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                End of the Night Kiss. Shortlist, Street Photography. "Everyone loves Fleet Week in New York City. Every night of the week, ladies come into the city to dance the night away with the visiting sailors, but the sailors have to leave before midnight to get back to their ships, as their 'Cinderella liberty' comes to an end. This lady had a wonderful time and bids goodnight to her visiting hero."
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                Kathryn Mussallem, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A surfer launches off the top of a crashing wave, with an orange sky in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Airborne. Shortlist, Motion. "I took this at Hikkaduwa in Sri Lanka. There was a fantastic sunset and a lot of people were surfing, so I grabbed my camera and went to photograph the action. I tracked this kid as he showed off his skills and captured this moment."
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                Thusitha Jayasundara, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A sperm whale calf swims beneath its mother, nursing, at the ocean's surface.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mother Love. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. "A rare scene of a sperm whale calf nursing from its mother in the Indian Ocean. The young calf pushes its lower jaw into the nipple cavity and the mother squirts milk into the baby's mouth underwater. As young whales cannot breathe and nurse at the same time, these feeding events are typically quite short."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Thien Nguyen Ngoc, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of an insect's face, dotted with dust or pollen]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bumblebee. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. "A close-up portrait of a bumblebee. This shows part of the right side of the bee's face with the eye and antenna clearly visible."
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                Francis Principe-Gillespie, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person walks through a narrow alley beneath several lines of drying clothes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Morning Light. Shortlist, Street Photography. "Following his hectic schedule, a man heads to his office through Kolkata's narrow lanes."
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                Deepbrata Dutta, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several young people play baseball in a wide plaza in front of a large statue of Buddha.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Baseball in Bhutan. Shortlist, Travel. "In the Himalayan mountains in one of the world's most remote countries, Bhutan, a baseball takes flight. Baseball is quickly becoming one of the most popular sports in the country."
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                Matthew DeSantis, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial photo of a cluster of about a dozen small floating houses near a shoreline, with burning grassland in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Between Calm and Catastrophe. Winner, Travel. "On Lake Titicaca, between Peru and Bolivia, a tranquil floating village stands in stark contrast to the approaching wildfire, a dramatic testament to nature's dual disposition."
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                Yan Li, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small group of people engage in a mock battle, whacking each other with burning bundles of long grass and sticks, throwing sparks everywhere.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Torch War. Shortlist, Motion. "Obor-oboran, or 'torch war,' is a traditional ceremony held by the people of Indonesia's Jepara regency, especially those from Tegalsambi village in the Tahunan district."
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                Herman Morrison, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child stands in a wooden-floored house beside a tame capybara.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Capybara in the Amazon. Shortlist, Lifestyle. "A capybara visits a house in San Antonio in the Amazon rainforest, Peru."
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                Sergio Attanasio, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several nuns stand on a grassy and rocky mountaintop, with white clouds below them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mountaineering Nuns. Shortlist, Lifestyle. "A convent of nuns mountain walking on Pic d'Orhy, in the Pyrenees."
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                Paul Robertson, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Three musk ox stand close together on a snow-covered patch of land.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Musketeers. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. "A close-up portrait of three male musk ox captured during a snowstorm. The musk ox is perfectly adapted to cold environments and is covered with an underlayer of qiviut--a wool as warm as cashmere--and a dark fur about 50 cm long."
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                Chris Schmid, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Seven or eight young people jump together from a half-submerged boat into the water below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Break the Limit. Shortlist, Motion. "Children playing at Sunda Kelapa harbor, North Jakarta, Indonesia."
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                Jelly Febrian, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Four young women in bathing suits relax beside a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Zenande, Sinawe, Zinathi, and Buhle at Sea Point Pavilion, Cape Town. Winner, Portraiture. "This image is part of my ongoing series 'Ballade,' which is a poetic homage to my birthplace. My strongest memories are of Sea Point Promenade and the Pavilion swimming pool, although due to apartheid it was only for the privileged white population. Returning in 2023 I was again drawn to these spaces where little seems to have changed in terms of structure and recreation, but they now celebrate cultural and social diversity."
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                Michelle Sank, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A tall and narrow natural rock spire set in a broad canyon lined with cliffs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spire. Shortlist, Landscape. "A strange spire juts out of the barren landscape of the Utah Badlands, bathing in the golden light of the setting sun. Standing 25 meters tall, its otherworldly appearance is more reminiscent of a 'Star Wars' film than anything you would expect to see on Earth."
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                Marcin Zajac, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Horses run across dirt with a large rock formation and dozens of hot-air balloons in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Turning White Horse. Shortlist, Motion. "During a trip to Cappadocia, Turkey, I went to Goreme valley early in the morning to photograph the hot-air balloons taking off near the horse stables. The horses were running around, which enabled me to capture this image."
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                Sarah Wouters, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A line of soldiers performs a synchronized set of actions, standing, tossing, and catching their rifles one after the other.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tossing the Guns. Shortlist, Travel. "A military display at the annual desert festival in Jaisalmer, Rajasthan, India."
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                Wasiri Gajaman, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two otters play together just under the surface of the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Otters at Play. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. "Two otters playing together just under the surface of the water. The photograph was taken during golden hour, as the sun was setting behind the otter enclosure at Caldwell Zoo in Tyler, Texas."
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                Jonathan McSwain, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: On an outcrop above a sandy and rocky desert, a person stands wearing a long, loose garment that blows in the wind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perfect Moment. Shortlist, Travel. "One of the perfect moments from my journey to Jordan."
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                Cziraki Orsolya Boglarka, 2024 Sony World Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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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            Humanitarian aid air-dropped into Gaza, the funeral of Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny in Moscow, a skijoring competition in Colorado, a blizzard in California, scenes from Paris Fashion Week in France, a sinking cargo ship off the coast of Yemen, thousands of cross-country ski racers in Sweden, a parade of effigies in Bali, and much more

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A model wearing a long coat made of stuffed animals walks down a runway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model walks the runway during the Vetements Womenswear Fall/Winter 2024-2025 show as part of Paris Fashion Week on March 1, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: A very young baboon looks up while holding a pillow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lemon, a nine-week-old baboon, is cared for at Tarsus Nature Park in Mersin, Turkey, after his mother rejected him, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A line of performers hold up large demonic heads during a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Balinese people perform a ritual dance during a parade of effigies known as "ogoh-ogoh," symbolizing evil, prior to a parade on the Day of Silence, also known locally as Nyepi, in Denpasar, on Indonesia's resort island of Bali, on March 1, 2024.
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                [image: A person rides a horse at sunrise in shallow water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Camille Piantoni rides Cylinder while preparing for an upcoming race with a sunrise beach session at Altona Beach in Altona North, Australia, on March 6, 2024.
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                [image: A rider on a horse uses a rope to tow a skier down a snow-covered city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rider pulls a skier down Harrison Avenue during the 76th annual Leadville Ski Joring weekend competition in Leadville, Colorado, on March 3, 2024. Skijoring, which has its origins as a competitive sport in Scandinavia, has been adapted over the years to include teams made up of a rider and a skier who must navigate jumps, slalom gates, and the spearing of rings for points.
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                [image: Athletes play soccer in a stadium on a very snowy day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Los Angeles FC and Real Salt Lake battle for the ball in the snow at America First Field in Sandy, Utah, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: A parakeet picks a cherry blossom from a tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A parakeet picks a cherry blossom at Battersea Park in London, England, on March 6, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Kin Cheung / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A cow stands in a field under a snowfall as birds fly past.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cow stands in a field under a snowfall as birds fly past in Sorbiers, near Saint-Etienne, France, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: Sled dogs wearing protective booties run, pulling a sled and rider.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nicolas Petit and his dog team take part in the official restart of the 52nd Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race in Willow, Alaska, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: Thousands of cross-country skiers gather at the start of a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nearly 16,000 cross-country ski racers gather at the start of the 100th Vasaloppet in Salen, Sweden, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A person picks through garbage in a large dump.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A waste picker scouts for recyclable junk in a sewage drain used as a garbage dump, in a slum area in Lahore, Pakistan, on March 4, 2024.
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                [image: The bow of a partially sunk cargo ship pokes out of the ocean.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture taken on March 7, 2024, shows the cargo ship Rubymar partly submerged off the coast of Yemen. The bulk carrier went down after a Houthi missile attack, and poses grave environmental risks as thousands of tons of fertilizer threaten to spill into the Red Sea, officials and experts warn.
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                [image: An aerial view of more than a dozen seals lying on an iceberg]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crabeater seals bask on an iceberg near Horseshoe Island, in Antarctica, on February 11, 2024. Photo released on March 5, 2024.
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                [image: A cow walks past a brush fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cow walks past a brush fire fueled by high winds near Canadian, Texas, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: Clouds of exhaust are lit up in the night sky, looking like glowing clouds, or a nebula in space.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Exhaust is illuminated in the night sky as the solid rocket booster separates from the SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket after lifting off with the Crew Dragon Endeavour capsule from NASA's Kennedy Space Center in Florida on March 3, 2024. Three U.S. astronauts and a Russian cosmonaut launched for the International Space Station.
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                [image: Models walk across an open space in a large dark room illuminated by a single tall light box in its center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Models walk the runway during the Coperni Womenswear Fall/Winter 2024-2025 show as part of Paris Fashion Week on March 4, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: A large spider-like art installation]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The artwork "Crouching Spider," by French artist Louise Bourgeois, is presented at the Art Center of Chateau la Coste at Le Puy-Sainte Reparade, France, on February 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two people stand on concrete near the sea, wearing costumes made of animal skins.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants stand by the seaside during the sixth European Festival of Bell-bearing in Thessaloniki, Greece, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A pole vaulter clears the bar during a jump.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team USA's Katie Moon competes in the Women's Pole Vault final during the Indoor World Athletics Championships in Glasgow, Scotland, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: A goalkeeper poses, holding her gloved hands up in front of her face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Goalkeeper Michelle Betos, of NJ/NY Gotham FC, poses for a portrait during a media-day event at Hanover Marriott on March 5, 2024, in Whippany, New Jersey.
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                [image: A man winces as electrical signals are sent via a wire under his jacket to a device on his belly that simulates women's menstrual pain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Masaya Shibasaki, an employee of EXEO Group Inc., reacts as he tries the VR electrical device "Perionoid," developed by Osaka Heat Cool, which delivers electrical stimulation that simulates menstrual pain, during a workshop ahead of International Women's Day at the company headquarters in Tokyo, Japan, on March 7, 2024.
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                [image: Four soldiers in battle gear ride in a small inflatable boat in a swimming pool, with a working dog they are training.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Kommando Spezialkraefte (KSK) military special-forces unit demonstrate how they train dogs for water operations on March 5, 2024, in Calw, Germany. The KSK is an elite unit of the Bundeswehr, the German armed forces, and participates in NATO's Special Operations Land Task Groups.
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                [image: A Chinese Coast Guard ship fires a water cannon at a smaller ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Chinese Coast Guard ship fires a water cannon at a Philippine Navy chartered vessel that was conducting a resupply mission to troops stationed at Second Thomas Shoal, on March 5, 2024, in the South China Sea. Philippine and Chinese vessels collided in the high seas, leaving four Filipinos with minor injuries after a supply vessel's windshield was shattered by water cannons, the Philippines said. The incidents happened as the Philippines was conducting a routine resupply mission to troops stationed aboard BRP Sierra Madre, a grounded Navy ship that serves as the country's outpost in Second Thomas Shoal (locally called Ayungin Shoal).
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                [image: Two fighter jets fly beneath smoke trails from other jets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Philippine Air Force pilots maneuver FA-50PH fighter jets as they perform at an air show with the Republic of Korea Air Force's Black Eagles aerobatic unit on March 3, 2024, in Pampanga, Philippines.
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                [image: A crane lifts a large unexploded bomb out of a damaged house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bomb disposal workers use a crane to remove an unexploded Russian bomb from a house in Kostiantynivka, Ukraine, on March 6, 2024.
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                [image: The moon sets over a mountain shrouded in clouds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon sets over a peak in the Sierra Nevada mountain range during a blizzard in Big Pine, California, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A person pushes a grocery cart through the snow in a parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A customer pushes their grocery cart through the snow to their car as a blizzard hits Mammoth Lakes, California, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: An overloaded inflatable dinghy carries dozens of people in open ocean water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An inflatable dinghy carrying about 65 migrants crosses the English Channel on March 6, 2024. According to official figures, 401 migrants arrived in the U.K. via small boat on Monday, the busiest day of the year so far for Channel crossings. This brings the provisional total number of U.K. arrivals this year to 2,983. Government data indicate that this is more than the 2,953 logged this time last year and surpasses the running totals documented from January 1 to March 4 each year since current records began in 2018.
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                [image: A large crowd walks past toppled barriers and flowers strewn on the ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People shout slogans during the funeral of Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny, outside an Orthodox temple in Moscow, Russia, on March 1, 2024. Thousands of people gathered at the funeral of Vladimir Putin's critic, who died in a penal colony last month.
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                [image: A young person stands next to the ruins of a mosque destroyed by an air strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On March 2, 2024, a Palestinian youth stands next to Al-Bukhari Mosque, which was destroyed in Israeli strikes in Deir al-Balah, in central Gaza.
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                [image: Several dozen parachutes carrying crates fall above war-damaged buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Packages of humanitarian aid fall toward northern Gaza after being dropped from a military aircraft amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and the Palestinian group Hamas, as seen from Israel's border with Gaza in southern Israel on March 7, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a tractor pulling a rig, tilling soil in a large field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer prepares the soil before planting grain in Yerkivtsi, Kyiv region, Ukraine, on March 3, 2024.
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                [image: A collection of several tents set up on high platforms built in a stand of trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tree houses set up by activists stand near the Tesla Gigafactory for electric cars in Grunheide, near Berlin, Germany, on March 5, 2024. Production at Tesla's electric-vehicle plant in Germany came to a standstill and workers were evacuated after a power outage that officials suspect was caused by arson. The interior ministry in the state of Brandenburg says unidentified people are suspected of deliberately setting fire to a high-voltage transmission line on a power pylon.
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                [image: A soldier wearing a helmet and camouflage makeup stands guard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the Kosovo Security Force stands guard during a ceremony marking the 26th anniversary of the killing of Kosovo Liberation Army founding member and commander Adem Jashari, in Pristina, on March 5, 2024. Jashari was among dozens of members of his family killed by Serb security forces in the village of Prekaz in 1998, sparking a full-blown rebel insurgency.
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                [image: Two cormorants stand in a nest, silhouetted by a setting sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great cormorants rest in a nest as the sun sets at Sankey Tank Lake in Bengaluru, India, on March 4, 2024.
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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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