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        Is the Shorter Workweek All It Promises to Be?
        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.A new bill advocates for a 32-hour workweek. Can this approach cure what ails American workers?First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	How it all went wrong for Eric Adams
	It's not the economy. It's the pandemic.
	David Frum: "Miranda's last gift"
A New NormLast week, Senators Bernie Sand...

      

      
        Baby-Food Pouches Are Unavoidable
        Yasmin Tayag

        On Sunday evening, I fed a bowl of salmon, broccoli, and rice to my eight-month-old son. Or rather, I attempted to. The fish went flying; greens and grains splattered across the walls. Half an hour later, bedtime drew near, and he hadn't eaten a thing. Exasperated, I handed him a baby-food pouch--and he inhaled every last drop of apple-raspberry-squash-carrot mush.For harried parents like myself, baby pouches are a lifeline. These disposable plastic packets are sort of like Capri-Suns filled with ...

      

      
        Photos: Spring in Bloom
        Alan Taylor

        Tuesday marked the first day of spring, and the Northern Hemisphere has begun to warm, with flowers and trees in bloom. Gathered below is a small collection of images from recent weeks in North America, Asia, and Europe, of people enjoying flowering fields and trees--signs of warmer days to come.

      

      
        It's Not the Economy. It's the Pandemic.
        Richard A. Friedman

        America is in a funk, and no one seems to know why. Unemployment rates are lower than they've been in half a century and the stock market is sky-high, but poll after poll shows that voters are disgruntled. President Joe Biden's approval rating has been hovering in the high 30s. Americans' satisfaction with their personal lives--a measure that usually dips in times of economic uncertainty--is at a near-record low, according to Gallup polling. And nearly half of Americans surveyed in January said the...

      

      
        Even Oprah Doesn't Know How to Talk About Weight Loss Now
        Hannah Giorgis

        Nearly 13 years after the final episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show, it's easy to forget just how vicious the public scrutiny of Winfrey's body was during her talk show's decades-long run. But those memories haven't left Winfrey, and they take center stage in her new prime-time special, Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution. "For 25 years, making fun of my weight was national sport," she recalls in the opening monologue, which addresses the stigma of obesity and the emerging culture around we...

      

      
        The Art of Communing With Trees
        Rachel Gutman-Wei

        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.Trees can seem like timeless beings. Many a giant sequoia has racked up three millennia on this Earth. A pine in California's White Mountains is estimated to be nearly 5,000 years old. A colony of aspens in Utah may well have originated during the Stone Age, and to this day, its leaves glitter gold in the autumn sun.A tree's life span, ...

      

      
        Whatever Happened to All Those Care Robots?
        Stephanie H. Murray

        The first thing Pepper told me was that he was running out of battery. "He's got about 15 minutes before he dies," Emanuel Nunez Sardinha, a Ph.D. candidate in robotics at Bristol Robotics Laboratory, told me. That turned out to be plenty. Sardinha greeted Pepper; then I did. I asked Pepper how he was doing, to which he replied, "How are you doing?" Then Sardinha resumed telling me about the sorts of things Pepper, a friendly, wide-eyed robot designed to assist humans through social interaction, ...

      

      
        How It All Went Wrong for Eric Adams
        Michael Powell

        Updated at 9:25 p.m. ET on March 21, 2024.On a soggy January day, New York Mayor Eric Adams travels to a theater in the Bronx to deliver his State of the City address. As dignitaries and the odd reporter take their seats, an Afro-Latino jazz band jams onstage, followed by a flamenco dance company, a gospel choir, and a gamut of religious leaders--Hindu, Buddhist, Jewish, Sikh. "O Lord, in obedience with your holy word, we intercede on behalf of our mayor," a Latina evangelical minister says, setti...

      

      
        Don't Miss This Eclipse
        Marina Koren

        Right now, a special cosmic arrangement is sliding into place. The moon has positioned itself on the same side of Earth as the sun. The moon has drawn closer to Earth, and its orbit is tilted just so. On April 8, our silvery satellite will pass between our star and our planet, and cast its shadow upon us. In the United States, the darkness will trace a ribbonlike path about 115 miles wide from Texas to Maine, temporarily extinguishing the daylight. Within that area, in cloud-free conditions, the ...

      

      
        Miranda's Last Gift
        David Frum

        I was at the kitchen counter making coffee when my daughter Miranda's dog approached. Ringo stands about 10 inches high at the shoulder, but he carries himself with supreme confidence. He fixed his lustrous black eyes on mine. Staring straight at me, he lifted his leg and urinated on the oven door.After the mess was cleaned up, I complained to Miranda, "I don't think Ringo likes me."Miranda replied, "Ringo loves you. He just doesn't respect you."Theoretically, Ringo is a Cavalier King Charles spa...

      

      
        Too Much Purity Is Bad for the Left
        Arash Azizi

        American leftists are facing a question that has become a perennial bugbear. Come November, should they support the Democratic incumbent Joe Biden to defeat Donald Trump? Or, given their profound reservations about both candidates, should they abstain from voting at all?Biden's support for Israel's brutal war in Gaza has given the conundrum special urgency this year, but the question has become exhaustingly familiar. Four years ago, the country's largest leftist organization, the Democratic Socia...

      

      
        Whatever You Do, Don't Do the Silent Treatment
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Life for a 19th-century sailor was hard: Months at sea were accompanied by constant danger and deprivation. To make matters worse, mariners saw the same few people all day, every day, in a radically confined space where they were expected to get along and look after one another. On a long voyage, one obnoxious person could make life utterly miserable for everyone.So sailors used a tried technique...

      

      
        America's Magical Thinking About Housing
        Derek Thompson

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.If you want to understand America's strange relationship with housing in the 21st century, look at Austin, where no matter what happens to prices, someone's always claiming that the sky is falling.In the 2010s, the capital of Texas grew faster than any other major U.S. metro, pulling in movers from around the country. Initially, downtown and suburban areas struggled to ...

      

      
        The Smartphone Kids Are Not All Right
        Hanna Rosin

        I did not know this at the time, but apparently my children were part of a generation of guinea pigs. "It's as though we sent Gen Z to grow up on Mars when we gave them smartphones in the early 2010s in the largest uncontrolled experiment humanity has ever performed on its own children," Jonathan Haidt writes in The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness.Haidt convincingly uses data to argue that a sharp uptick in depression, anxiety, lone...

      

      
        Trump's Dangerous January 6-Pardon Promise
        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.Donald Trump's plan to pardon people in prison for their crimes on January 6--people he now calls "hostages"--is yet another dangerous and un-American attack on the rule of law.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The British right's favorite sex offender
	What Trump supporters think when...

      

      
        Joe Biden and Donald Trump Have Thoughts About Your Next Car
        Zoe Schlanger

        The Biden administration earlier today issued a major new rule intended to spur the country's electric-vehicle industry and slash future sales of new gas-powered cars. The rule is not a ban on gas cars, nor does it mandate electric-vehicle sales. It is a new emissions standard, requiring automakers to cut the average carbon emission of their fleets by nearly 50 percent by 2032.This would speed up the transformation of the car industry: The simplest way for automakers to cut emissions will likely ...

      

      
        The IRS Finally Has an Answer to TurboTax
        Saahil Desai

        During the torture ritual that was doing my taxes this year, I was surprised to find myself giddy after reading these words: "You are now chatting with IRS Representative-1004671045." I had gotten stuck trying to parse my W-2, which, under "Box 14: Other," contained a mysterious $389.70 deduction from my overall pay last year. No explanation. No clues. Nothing. I tapped the chat button on my tax software for help, expecting to be sucked into customer-service hell. Instead, a real IRS employee ans...

      

      
        Valencia's Fallas Festival: Welcoming Spring with Fire
        Alan Taylor

        For hundreds of years, residents of Valencia, Spain, have celebrated the arrival of spring and paid tribute to San Jose, the patron saint of the carpenters' guild, by building and then ceremonially burning huge monuments made of wood, cardboard, and paper. The monuments, or fallas, consist of ninots, or figures, many of which are caricatures that portray current events and celebrities. The two-week-long festival features parades, fireworks, and fiestas, and ends with the burning of hundreds of fa...

      

      
        Flying Is Weird Right Now
        Charlie Warzel

        Somewhere over Colorado this weekend, while I sat in seat 21F, my plane began to buck, jostle, and rattle. Within seconds, the seat-belt indicator dinged as the pilot asked flight attendants to return to their seats. We were experiencing what I, a frequent flier, might describe as "intermediate turbulence"--a sustained parade of midair bumps that can be uncomfortable but by no means terrifying.Generally, I do not fear hurtling through the sky at 500 miles per hour, but at this moment I felt an unu...

      

      
        What Trump Supporters Think When He Mocks People With Disabilities
        John Hendrickson

        Last weekend, I stood among thousands of Donald Trump supporters in a windy airfield, watching them watch their candidate. I traveled to the former president's event just outside Dayton, Ohio, because I couldn't stop thinking about something that had happened one week earlier, at his rally in Georgia: Trump had broken into an imitation of President Joe Biden's lifelong stutter, and the crowd had cackled.Mocking Biden is not the worst thing Trump has ever done. Biden is a grown man, and the most p...

      

      
        Nature That Cannot Be Driven To
        Diane Seuss

        To drive to it is to drive through it.
Like a stalker, it is in the back seat of the car.
It's in the passenger seat, and the wires of the radio.
You want to think of it as a destination,a two-week break from purchase power,
though you have purchased much to get there.
Certain shoes, with certain soles.
Like an exile in a self-made skiffin the middle of a tortured sea, nature
is what you have done to it.
Nature is you, and the doing to it,
and your platitudes, and the wishingyou could do more, or...

      

      
        I'm Begging the Courts to Stop Citing My Work
        Radley Balko

        A little while ago, a reader sent me a Nevada Supreme Court ruling. In the unanimous opinion, the justices cited my work from the mid-2000s criticizing the use of bite-mark identification in criminal trials. For a journalist who writes and reports on the criminal-justice system, getting cited in a court opinion can be gratifying. You want to feel like your work matters; you aren't shouting into a void.Even so, a citation isn't always a win. Of the dozen-odd times I've seen my work cited by a cour...

      

      
        Six Books That Will Jolt Your Senses Awake
        Celine Nguyen

        Our minds these days are so easily distracted that noticing what's right in front of us can be hard. Yes, the sun might be glancing off the snowdrifts, and the birds may be chirping away with blithe exuberance. But stress, grief, and anxiety--or, alternatively, excitement for the future--can make us tune out the images, fragrances, and noises at the edge of our consciousness.But being attentive to the world is both possible and crucial. Sound, touch, smell, sight, and taste can draw us into a raptu...

      

      
        Critics of the TikTok Bill Are Missing the Point
        Zephyr Teachout

        Does Congress really have the power to force a sale of TikTok? Last week, the House of Representatives voted overwhelmingly in favor of a bill that would require TikTok's parent company, the Beijing-based ByteDance, to sell the U.S. version of TikTok to an American buyer within six months or have the app blocked. The bill faces an uncertain future in the Senate, but its early momentum seems to have genuinely shocked and dismayed many people, who see it as a xenophobic provocation, a performative-...

      

      
        Germany's Zombie Government Is Fueling the Far Right
        Joseph de Weck

        At a time when far-right movements are surging across Europe, Germany seems to occupy a zone of its own.On one hand, the country's far-right Alternative for Germany--the party that wants to make abortion an "absolute exception," shut down the Ramstein U.S. military base, and turn Europe into a "fortress" against migration--has been gathering strength, its poll numbers rocketing in the past two years from 10 percent to 19 percent.On the other hand, the country's civil society and politicians seem to...
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Is the Shorter Workweek All It Promises to Be?

Working fewer hours might not cure all that ails the American worker.

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.


A new bill advocates for a 32-hour workweek. Can this approach cure what ails American workers?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How it all went wrong for Eric Adams
 	It's not the economy. It's the pandemic.
 	David Frum: "Miranda's last gift"




A New Norm

Last week, Senators Bernie Sanders and Laphonza Butler presented an intriguing idea: making a shorter workweek a national norm. The bill they introduced proposes changing the standard workweek with no loss in pay for certain groups of employees, including many hourly workers, from 40 to 32 hours, at which point overtime pay would kick in. Whether that change sounds quixotic depends on whom you ask. But as Sanders said in a statement: "Moving to a 32-hour workweek with no loss of pay is not a radical idea."

America has long flirted with the notion of a shorter workweek. The Senate passed a bill in 1933 to temporarily implement a 30-hour week, but it stalled after corporate pushback and executive-branch cold feet. In 1938, the Fair Labor Standards Act guaranteed an eventual 40-hour week for factory and other hourly employees (an improvement from the 50-plus-hour weeks some were working at the time) and helped such workers get paid for overtime labor.

The FLSA did not apply to some groups, including many salaried, white-collar workers, in part because their employers were trusted to look out for their workers' best interests, Peter Cappelli, a professor at the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School, told me. Since the 1980s, an era marked by deregulation and the rise of a harsher corporate culture, many employers have treated salaried workers as people with effectively unlimited hours. In 2021, building on the momentum for rethinking work that the pandemic had triggered, Representative Mark Takano introduced a bill that would amend the FLSA to shorten the standard workweek to 32 hours--a precursor to the legislation currently being considered.

"We are so overworked as a country," Cappelli said. "It's hard to say anything bad about efforts to improve people's work lives." Still, it's not clear to him that squeezing the same amount of work out of employees over shorter periods would be feasible or healthy, or that it would cure what really ails American workers. As my colleague Derek Thompson wrote in a 2019 essay, "The economists of the early 20th century did not foresee that work might evolve from a means of material production to a means of identity production."

Calls for a shorter workweek may not solve this problem overnight. But as the idea becomes more mainstream, it reflects a growing desire, in and beyond the halls of power, to reconsider the role work plays in many Americans' lives. To Cappelli, a more sensible but still ambitious way to handle the problem of overwork would be to improve enforcement of the FLSA for all eligible workers. He explained that many employers looking to get out of the law's requirements treat workers who probably should be covered as if they are exempt, meaning they miss out on things like overtime pay.

"Reducing working hours for Americans makes sense in the long run," Nick Bloom, an economics professor at Stanford University, told me in an email. But the current research on four-day workweeks is "patchy," he said, in part because a lot of the data are coming from advocacy groups working with employers who volunteered to try a shorter week, rather than from independent researchers. Their findings have suggested that employees who work fewer hours are less burned out. Data gathered by Gallup in June 2022, however, showed that people working four days a week actually had higher rates of burnout than those working five days. Still, a 2023 Gallup survey found that workers liked the idea in theory--nearly 80 percent of workers thought that a shorter workweek would improve their well-being.

Even if it isn't mandated by the government, a work life that isn't so focused on endless output with few boundaries could benefit workers and their bosses. Over the past four decades, Cappelli explained, employers have pushed their employees hard. But that might not be a good way to do business: "In a tight labor market, there really are costs to employers of burning through employees."

Related:

	How to make a four-day workweek sustainable
 	The moral case for working less




Today's News

	The New York attorney general's office filed judgments in Westchester County earlier this month, the first sign that the state could be preparing to seize some of Donald Trump's assets if he and his co-defendants fail to post bond in their civil fraud case.
 	President Joe Biden canceled close to $6 billion in student debt for nearly 80,000 public-service workers.
 	The Justice Department sued Apple, accusing the company of violating antitrust laws with an illegal monopoly over the smartphone market.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: When communing with trees, Rachel Gutman-Wei wonders what to make of a life that can age and grow young again at the turn of the seasons.
 	Work in Progress: The city of Austin built a lot of homes, Derek Thompson writes. Now rent is falling, and some people seem to think that's a bad thing.


Explore all of our newsletters here.
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Even Oprah Doesn't Know How to Talk About Weight Loss Now

By Hannah Giorgis

Nearly 13 years after the final episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show, it's easy to forget just how vicious the public scrutiny of Winfrey's body was during her talk show's decades-long run. But those memories haven't left Winfrey, and they take center stage in her new prime-time special, Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution. "For 25 years, making fun of my weight was national sport," she recalls in the opening monologue, which addresses the stigma of obesity and the emerging culture around weight-loss drugs ...
 What Winfrey didn't understand then, and what she wants others to know now, is that obesity is a serious, chronic disease. But in its eagerness to prove that obesity isn't a moral failure, Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution ends up reinforcing some of the troubling cultural attitudes that overweight and obese people still face in many walks of life.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Don't miss this eclipse.
 	Whatever happened to all those care robots?
 	Too much purity is bad for the left.
 	Whatever you do, don't do the silent treatment.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Maggie Shannon.



Listen. In the latest episode of Radio Atlantic, Jonathan Haidt makes the case against devices for children--even if kids desperately want them.

Admire. Spring is in bloom. Our photo editor compiled images of the flowering fields and trees that signal warmer days to come.

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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Baby-Food Pouches Are Unavoidable

No parent has the time or energy to make homemade meals all the time.

by Yasmin Tayag




On Sunday evening, I fed a bowl of salmon, broccoli, and rice to my eight-month-old son. Or rather, I attempted to. The fish went flying; greens and grains splattered across the walls. Half an hour later, bedtime drew near, and he hadn't eaten a thing. Exasperated, I handed him a baby-food pouch--and he inhaled every last drop of apple-raspberry-squash-carrot mush.



For harried parents like myself, baby pouches are a lifeline. These disposable plastic packets are sort of like Capri-Suns filled with blends of pureed fruits and vegetables: A screw-top cap makes for easy slurping, potentially even making supervision unnecessary. The sheer ease of baby pouches has made them hyper-popular--and not just for parents with infants who can't yet eat table food. They are commonly fed to toddlers; even adults sometimes eat baby pouches.

But after my son slurped up all the goo and quickly went to sleep, I felt more guilty than relieved. Giving him a pouch felt like giving up, or taking a shortcut. No parent has the time or energy to make healthy, homemade food all the time, but that doesn't stop Americans from still thinking "they need to try harder," Susan Persky, a behavioral scientist at the NIH who has studied parental guilt, told me. That can leave parents stuck between a pouch and a hard place.





Baby pouches have practically become their own food group. These shelf-stable time-savers debuted in 2008, and now come in a staggering range of blends: Gerber sells a carrot, apple, and coriander version; another, from Sprout Organics, contains sweet potato, white bean, and cinnamon. Containing basically just fruits and veggies, pouches are generally seen as a "healthy" option for kids. A 2019 report found that the product accounts for roughly a quarter of baby-food sales. Around the same time, a report on children attending day care showed that pouches are included in more than a quarter of lunch boxes, and some kids get more than half their lunchtime nutrition from them.



But pouches should be just a "sometimes food," Courtney Byrd-Williams, a professor at the University of Texas's Houston School of Public Health, told me. When you stack up their drawbacks, relying on them can really start to feel dispiriting. Although pouches are generally produce-based, they tend to have less iron than fortified cereal does and more added sugars than jarred baby food. Excess sweetness may encourage kids to eat more than necessary and could promote a sweet tooth that could later contribute to diet-related chronic disease.



If consumed in excess, pouches may also get in the way of kids learning how to eat real food. Unlike jarred baby food, which tends to contain a single vegetable or several, pouches usually include fruit to mask the bitter with the sweet. "If we're only giving them pouches," Byrd-Williams said, "are they learning to like the vegetable taste?" And because the purees are slurped, they don't give infants the opportunity to practice chewing, potentially delaying development. In 2019, the German Society for Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine went so far as to issue a statement against baby pouches, warning that eating them may delay eating with a spoon or fingers.



And then, the scariest scenario: Earlier this month, the CDC reported that hundreds of kids may have lead poisoning from pouches containing contaminated applesauce. Perhaps more troubling, a recent analysis by Consumer Reports found that even certain pouches on the market that weren't implicated in the contamination scandal also contain unusually high levels of lead.



Naturally, these concerns can make parents anxious. Online, caregivers fret that their reliance on the products might leave their child malnourished. Some worry that their kid will never learn how to eat solid food or figure out how to chew. Pouches, to be clear, are hardly a terrible thing to feed your kid. They can be a reliable way to get fruits and vegetables into picky kids, offering a convenience that is unrivaled.



But pouch guilt doesn't stem entirely from health concerns. By making parenting easier, they also are a reminder of what expectations parents aren't meeting. I wanted to be the kind of mom who would consistently make my son home-cooked food and persevere through a tough meal, but on Sunday, I was just too exhausted. Guilt is a fact of life for many parents. Virtually anything can trigger it: going to work, staying at home, spending too much time on your phone, not buying supersoft bamboo baby clothes. If parents can have unrealistic standards about it, it's fair game. "There's just a lot of guilt about what parents should be doing," Byrd-Williams said.



But feeding children is especially fraught. Parents are often told what they should feed their children--breast milk, fresh produce--but never how to do so; they're left to figure that out on their own. About 80 percent of mothers and fathers experience guilt around feeding, Persky told me--about giving their kids sugary or ultra-processed foods or caving to requests for junk. Guilt might be an impetus for better food choices, but Persky said she has found the opposite: Parents who are made to feel guilty about the way they feed their kids end up choosing less healthy foods. "It's hard to parent when you're struggling with self-worth," she said.



Pouch guilt has less to do with the products themselves and more to do with what they represent: convenience, ease, a moment of respite. Asking for a break conflicts with the core expectations of American parenthood, particularly motherhood. At every turn, parents are pressured to do more for their kids; on social media, momfluencers tout home-cooked baby food and meticulously styled birthday parties. The American mentality is that the "moral and correct way to do things is to have infinite willpower," Persky said, and in this worldview, "shortcuts seem like an inherently bad thing." Raising children is supposed to be about hard work and self-sacrifice--about pureeing carrots at home instead of buying them in a plastic packet. But when parents are constantly short on time, sometimes the best they can do is scrape together as much as they can, one squeeze pouch after another.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/03/baby-food-pouches-parents-guilt/677849/?utm_source=feed
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            Tuesday marked the first day of spring, and the Northern Hemisphere has begun to warm, with flowers and trees in bloom. Gathered below is a small collection of images from recent weeks in North America, Asia, and Europe, of people enjoying flowering fields and trees--signs of warmer days to come.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Warm sunlight on cherry blossoms, with the Washington Monument visible in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Washington Monument is seen on March 18, 2024, from the Tidal Basin amid cherry blossoms, which enter their peak bloom this week in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: An elevated view of a crowd of people walking beneath a canopy of blooming trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit blooming plum blossoms in Chongqing, China, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated train passes through blooming plum blossoms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A train passes through blooming plum blossoms in Chongqing on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: Tourists pose for photos in front of a wall of bright blooming bougainvillea flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists pose for photos with blooming bougainvillea flowers in Huizhou, in China's Guangdong province, on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: A cat wearing a small blanket sits in a blooming plum tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pet cat perches on a branch near its owner among blooming plum blossoms on Meihua Mountain in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: Trees in a park are seen in bloom, with a city skyline beyond.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Blooming Handroanthus chrysanthus trees are seen in the Wind Chime Valley of Qingxiu Mountain, in Nanning, China, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: People take pictures beneath illuminated cherry blossom trees at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take pictures beneath illuminated cherry-blossom trees in Kawazu, Shizuoka Prefecture, Japan, on February 20, 2024.
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                Yellow desert sunflowers grow as wildflowers begin to bloom in Anza-Borrego Desert State Park, in California, after a record-setting wet winter, seen on March 20, 2024.
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                [image: A photographer kneels low to the ground to take a photo of wildflowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes photos in a field of yellow desert sunflowers as wildflowers begin to bloom in California's Anza-Borrego Desert State Park on March 20, 2024.
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                [image: A small bird perches on a flowering tree branch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A white-eye bird perches on a branch of early-flowering Ookanzakura cherry blossoms at Ueno Park in Tokyo, on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: A couple and their dog take a selfie beneath flowering cherry blossom trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple and their dog take pictures beneath the Kawazu cherry-blossom trees in Japan's Shizuoka Prefecture on February 20, 2024.
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                The cherry tree nicknamed "Stumpy" is in full bloom at the Tidal Basin on March 18, 2024, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: People ride in a paddle boat past cherry blossoms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride in a paddle boat past cherry blossoms in the Tidal Basin in Washington, D.C., on March 17, 2024.
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                [image: A woman in Kimono poses in front of mimosa and cherry blossom trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman in a kimono poses in front of mimosa and cherry-blossom trees in Tokyo on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: Three women pose for a selfie in a field of tall yellow flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists pose in a blooming field at Xinhua Village in China's Jiangxi province, on March 7, 2024.
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                Cherry blossoms bloom around the D.C. Tidal Basin, seen on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A row of cherry trees in bloom in a park along a waterfront]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry trees bloom along the Tidal Basin on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: People walk past rows of blooming tulips.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit a field of blooming tulips at a scenic area in Chongqing, China, on March 1, 2024.
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                [image: A butterfly perches on a flower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A butterfly perches on a flower in a fruit tree in Kirklareli, Turkey, on February 27, 2024.
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                [image: A couple relaxes in a field of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple relaxes in a field of yellow desert sunflowers in California's Anza-Borrego Desert State Park on March 20, 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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It's Not the Economy. It's the Pandemic.

Joe Biden is paying the price for America's unprocessed COVID grief.

by George Makari, Richard A. Friedman




America is in a funk, and no one seems to know why. Unemployment rates are lower than they've been in half a century and the stock market is sky-high, but poll after poll shows that voters are disgruntled. President Joe Biden's approval rating has been hovering in the high 30s. Americans' satisfaction with their personal lives--a measure that usually dips in times of economic uncertainty--is at a near-record low, according to Gallup polling. And nearly half of Americans surveyed in January said they were worse off than three years prior.

Experts have struggled to find a convincing explanation for this era of bad feelings. Maybe it's the spate of inflation over the past couple of years, the immigration crisis at the border, or the brutal wars in Ukraine and Gaza. But even the people who claim to make sense of the political world acknowledge that these rational factors can't fully account for America's national malaise. We believe that's because they're overlooking a crucial factor.

Four years ago, the country was brought to its knees by a world-historic disaster. COVID-19 hospitalized nearly 7 million Americans and killed more than a million; it's still killing hundreds each week. It shut down schools and forced people into social isolation. Almost overnight, most of the country was thrown into a state of high anxiety--then, soon enough, grief and mourning. But the country has not come together to sufficiently acknowledge the tragedy it endured. As clinical psychiatrists, we see the effects of such emotional turmoil every day, and we know that when it's not properly processed, it can result in a general sense of unhappiness and anger--exactly the negative emotional state that might lead a nation to misperceive its fortunes.

The pressure to simply move on from the horrors of 2020 is strong. Who wouldn't love to awaken from that nightmare and pretend it never happened? Besides, humans have a knack for sanitizing our most painful memories. In a 2009 study, participants did a remarkably poor job of remembering how they felt in the days after the 9/11 attacks, likely because those memories were filtered through their current emotional state. Likewise, a study published in Nature last year found that people's recall of the severity of the 2020 COVID threat was biased by their attitudes toward vaccines months or years later.

From the May 2021 issue: You won't remember the pandemic the way you think you will

When faced with an overwhelming and painful reality like COVID, forgetting can be useful--even, to a degree, healthy. It allows people to temporarily put aside their fear and distress, and focus on the pleasures and demands of everyday life, which restores a sense of control. That way, their losses do not define them, but instead become manageable.

But consigning painful memories to the River Lethe also has clear drawbacks, especially as the months and years go by. Ignoring such experiences robs one of the opportunity to learn from them. In addition, negating painful memories and trying to proceed as if everything is normal contorts one's emotional life and results in untoward effects. Researchers and clinicians working with combat veterans have shown how avoiding thinking or talking about an overwhelming and painful event can lead to free-floating sadness and anger, all of which can become attached to present circumstances. For example, if you met your old friend, a war veteran, at a cafe and accidentally knocked his coffee over, then he turned red and screamed at you, you'd understand that the mishap alone couldn't be the reason for his outburst. No one could be that upset about spilled coffee--the real root of such rage must lie elsewhere. In this case, it might be untreated PTSD, which is characterized by a strong startle response and heightened emotional reactivity.

We are not suggesting that the entire country has PTSD from COVID. In fact, the majority of people who are exposed to trauma do not go on to exhibit the symptoms of PTSD. But that doesn't mean they aren't deeply affected. In our lifetime, COVID posed an unprecedented threat in both its overwhelming scope and severity; it left most Americans unable to protect themselves and, at times, at a loss to comprehend what was happening. That meets the clinical definition of trauma: an overwhelming experience in which you are threatened with serious physical or psychological harm.

Read: Why are people nostalgic for early-pandemic life?

Traumatic memories are notable for how they alter the ways people recall the past and consider the future. A recent brain-imaging study showed that when people with a history of trauma were prompted to return to those horrific events, a part of the brain was activated that is normally employed when one thinks about oneself in the present. In other words, the study suggests that the traumatic memory, when retrieved, came forth as if it were being relived during the study. Traumatic memory doesn't feel like a historical event, but returns in an eternal present, disconnected from its origin, leaving its bearer searching for an explanation. And right on cue, everyday life offers plenty of unpleasant things to blame for those feelings--errant friends, the price of groceries, or the leadership of the country.

To come to terms with a traumatic experience, as clinicians know, you need to do more than ignore or simply recall it. Rather, you must rework the disconnected memory into a context, and thereby move it firmly into the past. It helps to have a narrative that makes sense of when, how, and why something transpired. For example, if you were mugged on a dark street and became fearful of the night, your therapist might suggest that you connect your general dread with the specifics of your assault. Then your terror would make sense and be restricted to that limited situation. Afterward, the more you ventured out in the dark, perhaps avoiding the dangerous block where you were jumped, the more you would form new, safe memories that would then serve to mitigate your anxiety.

Many people don't regularly recall the details of the early pandemic--how walking down a crowded street inspired terror, how sirens wailed like clockwork in cities, or how one had to worry about inadvertently killing grandparents when visiting them. But the feelings that that experience ignited are still very much alive. This can make it difficult to rationally assess the state of our lives and our country.

One remedy is for leaders to encourage remembrance while providing accurate and trustworthy information about both the past and the present. In the early days of the pandemic, President Donald Trump mishandled the crisis and peddled misinformation about COVID. But with 2020 a traumatic blur, Trump seems to have become the beneficiary of our collective amnesia, and Biden the repository for lingering emotional discontent. Some of that misattribution could be addressed by returning to the shattering events of the past four years and remembering what Americans went through. This process of recall is emotionally cathartic, and if it's done right, it can even help to replace distorted memories with more accurate ones.

President Biden invited the nation to grieve together in 2021, when American death counts reached 500,000, and again in 2022, when they surpassed 1 million. In his 2022 State of the Union address, he rightly acknowledged that "we meet tonight in an America that has lived through two of the hardest years this nation has ever faced," before urging Americans to "move forward safely." But in the past two years, he, like almost everyone else, has largely tried to proceed as if everyone is back to normal. Meanwhile, American minds and hearts simply aren't ready--whether we realize it or not.

Read: The Biden administration killed America's collective pandemic approach

Perhaps Biden and his advisers fear that reminding voters of such a dark time would create more trouble for his presidency. And yet, our work leads us to believe that the effect would be exactly the opposite. Rituals of mourning and remembrance help people come together and share in their grief so that they can return more clear-eyed to face daily life. By prompting Americans to remember what we endured together, paradoxically, Biden could help free all of us to more fully experience the present.
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Even Oprah Doesn't Know How to Talk About Weight Loss Now

Like much of America, the media mogul is feeling the cultural impact of the Ozempic era.

by Hannah Giorgis




Nearly 13 years after the final episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show, it's easy to forget just how vicious the public scrutiny of Winfrey's body was during her talk show's decades-long run. But those memories haven't left Winfrey, and they take center stage in her new prime-time special, Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution. "For 25 years, making fun of my weight was national sport," she recalls in the opening monologue, which addresses the stigma of obesity and the emerging culture around weight-loss drugs. As evidence, she cites several tabloid headlines that ran while she was on the air: "'Oprah--Fatter Than Ever'; 'Oprah Hits 246 Pounds'; 'Final Showdown With Steadman Sends Her Into Feeding Frenzy'; 'Oprah Warned--Diet or Die.'"

It wasn't just weight gain that had inspired ridicule--in response to this relentless commentary, Winfrey staged gimmicky, sometimes dangerous segments devoted to her many attempts to lose weight. Most infamously, after losing 67 pounds on an all-liquid diet in 1988, she wheeled out a wagon containing 67 pounds of animal fat onstage. For years, she's acknowledged how silly this was; in the special, she specifically says the stunt was born out of "shame." What Winfrey didn't understand then, and what she wants others to know now, is that obesity is a serious, chronic disease. But in its eagerness to prove that obesity isn't a moral failure, Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution ends up reinforcing some of the troubling cultural attitudes that overweight and obese people still face in many walks of life.
 
 Much of the new special hinges on the American Medical Association officially classifying obesity as a disease in 2013, which has led to some notable shifts in public opinion. A recent Pew survey showed that a majority of Americans now believe that willpower may not be enough to lose weight, and that newly popular weight-loss medications such as Ozempic can be good options for those who struggle with obesity. As Winfrey says in the special, these medications offer a way out of painful cycles of self-blame and social ostracization, in part because they serve as proof that being overweight isn't evidence of someone's laziness. To the extent that Winfrey has always sold her fans on how to "live their best life," this special fits right into her personal-responsibility ethos: She repeatedly counsels viewers to release the negativity they feel about their own body, and to "stop shaming other people for being overweight or how they choose to lose or not lose weight."

In some of the special's most powerful moments, Winfrey is extremely candid about coming to terms with her personal choice to use medication. After her first time taking a weight-loss drug, she says, she finally abandoned her deeply held belief that people who never need to diet are, "for some reason, stronger than me." That paradigm-shifting realization is shared by a number of the guests on the special who discuss their experiences with GLP-1-agonist medications, which work partly by mimicking the action of a hormone that increases the production of insulin and helps inhibit food intake. (Though not all of them are FDA-approved for weight loss, these different medicines are better known by their brand names, such as Ozempic, Wegovy, Mounjaro, Zepbound, and Victoza.)

When the special leans into the power of these personal testimonies, it's reliably compelling--peak Oprah sentimentalism, with real-world stakes. Watching a teenager gush about feeling comfortable enough in her body to attend prom is undeniably moving, no matter what stance a viewer might have on weight-loss medications. But in general, the special struggles with navigating more complicated stories--medically as well as socially. For many people, GLP-1 medications either don't work at all or come with untenable side effects. Yet only one guest speaks about having a bad experience with such treatment, a segment that Winfrey introduces more than 30 minutes into the 42-minute special by telling viewers that "it's not all pretty." She also hosts a panel of physicians who explain how these medications work, two of whom have consulted for the companies that produce them--and all of whom downplay the risks of taking the drugs by pointing to the dangers of obesity itself.

Although obesity can indeed lead to other serious complications, watching medical professionals brush over the possible issues with taking weight-loss medications is jarring, especially because no airtime is given to more skeptical physicians. The special also features sales reps from both Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly, the pharmaceutical companies that produce the most popular GLP-1 medications. Their presence makes it easy for the special's other guests--the doctors and GLP-1 users--to frame the drugs' high cost (which, for some patients, is easily $1,000 a month) as the sole fault of greedy insurance companies, rather than something that manufacturers can absolutely control themselves.

Read: The Ozempic revolution is stuck

Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution often gives more oxygen to the negative interpersonal consequences of weight-loss-drug usage: Winfrey asks her guests about the judgment they've received for either taking the medications themselves or allowing a child to, and concludes that naysayers have no business opining on people's health choices. In that, the special occasionally feels like a project designed to blunt any public disapproval of Winfrey herself using weight-loss medication. But the mean-spirited comments that her guests have received are different from the kind of critique that Winfrey has gotten. Although some of the public obsession with her body is still baselessly vitriolic, Winfrey has, perhaps more than any other figure, helped popularize some of the most harmful weight-loss myths and unsustainable diets.

Last year, during a panel for Oprah Daily called "The Life You Want Class: The State of Weight," Winfrey said that weight-loss drugs were "the easy way out." At the time, she was still on the board of Weight Watchers, which has historically counseled its users--mostly women--on losing weight through behavior modification alone. Then, last month, she announced her departure from the board, and said she would donate her shares in the company to the Smithsonian's National Museum of African American History and Culture. During Monday night's special, Winfrey clarifies that this decision was made so that she could interview the Weight Watchers CEO for the show without any perceived conflict.

But distancing herself from Weight Watchers now doesn't change that Winfrey was its public face for nearly a decade, or that there have been plenty of other ways that she's propped up diet culture without even trying to promote health. Winfrey's endorsement drives massive attention to any product, person, or lifestyle--and not always to positive effect. Decades before the Weight Watchers partnership, the wagon-of-fat stunt became (and remains) the most-watched Oprah episode in history. As Aubrey Gordon, a co-host of the podcast Maintenance Phase, noted of the 1988 episode, Winfrey's public weight loss led to unprecedented sales for the company that sold her 400-calorie-a-day liquid diet: OptiFast, which is still around today, said it received 200,000 calls after the wagon episode aired.

Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution doesn't really account for these kinds of downstream effects, or delve into Winfrey's sheer influence. That's a tall order, and it would take much longer than one hour to seriously reckon with the complexity of Winfrey (the person) being a victim of diet culture, and Winfrey (the media phenomenon) being an accelerant of its ideals. But doing at least some of that work should be a prerequisite for any Winfrey-led special that focuses on the shame associated with body image among women--especially Black women, considering how racism and sexism inform people's views of our bodies.

Not all fans and commentators who reacted harshly to the news of Winfrey using a weight-loss drug did so because they refuse to believe that obesity is a real disease, or because they felt abandoned by a public figure they once found relatable. Many people have taken issue with what they see as her uncritical praise of the drugs, and with her repeated conflation of weight loss and health. As industries such as entertainment, fashion, and even health care continue to walk back the progress of the body-positivity movement, maybe some shame and blame just need to be redirected to the people profiting from the stigma that others still face.
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The Art of Communing With Trees

What are we to make of a life that can age and grow young again at the turn of the seasons?

by Rachel Gutman-Wei




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.


Trees can seem like timeless beings. Many a giant sequoia has racked up three millennia on this Earth. A pine in California's White Mountains is estimated to be nearly 5,000 years old. A colony of aspens in Utah may well have originated during the Stone Age, and to this day, its leaves glitter gold in the autumn sun.

A tree's life span, undisturbed by axe or fire, is utterly divorced from the scales on which human affairs operate. And yet, throughout history, people have seen themselves reflected in trees. One of those people was James Russell Lowell, a poet who served as The Atlantic's first-ever editor. "I care not how men trace their ancestry / To ape or Adam; let them please their whim; / But I in June am midway to believe / A tree among my far progenitors," Lowell wrote in The Atlantic's June 1868 issue. He even suggests that "many a lifelong leafy friend" returns his affection: "Surely there are times / When they consent to own me of their kin."

Lowell's poem goes on to compare trees to ancient nymphs and to the very spirit of hospitality. But none of these images is as convincing as his vision of ancestor-trees, watching over children's games and singing "faint lullabies of eldest time." In June, how can one understand a tree as anything but eternal? It seems no more movable than the earth in which it is planted, incapable of anything but endless growth. Trees may be inscrutable--we can't discern much about their inner lives--but when they are lush with leaves, they are undeniably certain.

Unlike Lowell, I feel most kinship with trees not when the first hot breaths of summer bathe the Northern Hemisphere, but at this time of year, when any given day might yield snow or blinding sun, or both. In spring, when the first hopeful blossoms and buds begin to pepper bare branches, a tree's life suddenly moves as quickly as mine, if not quicker. The blooms' frailty and evanescence seem transposed onto the entire organism, and suddenly, the tree is not an ancestor-deity, but mortal.

Even an ancient tree can seem childlike in March. In a story published in The Atlantic in 1877, a man walking through a grove remarks, "Trees, like children, reveal peculiarities of character more frankly in their budding-time than at maturer stages." When trees fail to obscure their limbs, the narrator observes, ashes look especially feminine, and young oaks particularly athletic. Like children, they are vulnerable too: The man so fond of budding trees laments to an oak that men are "apt to fall treacherously upon you with the axe," a tendency he deems a "special American barbarism."

Ancestor-trees, child-trees: What are we to make of a life that can age and grow young again at the turn of the seasons, that equally distends and contracts our perception of time? Perhaps it is just this ambiguity that allows trees to be such a powerful avatar of humanity. Life, after all, is full of distended and contracted seasons.

In recent years, unpredictable weather has added new confusion to our already fluid sense of time's passage. The country just experienced its warmest winter on record. In Maryland, where I live, half a foot of snow fell in mid-January; a week later, the weather was practically beachy. When I traveled to Vermont last month, the temperature rose 53 degrees in two days. The famous cherry blossoms in Washington, D.C., reached peak bloom last Sunday, earlier than almost any year on record.

I visited D.C's Tidal Basin the day before peak bloom to commune with the child-trees, and found that the unnamed narrator in that 1877 story had a point: Each tree's character was on full display. There were slender trees and muscular trees, trees that curved and trees whose limbs angled sharply, trees that reached high and trees whose lowest branches needed to be jumped over, trees that twisted and trees that stretched from the ground like telephone poles. The flowers were saturated pink and cottony white, scent-free and fragrant. Some trees were flush with blossoms, while others had only begun to bud.

Spectacular and ancient and delicate as the trees were, I didn't immediately see them as ancestors or children or nymphs. Perhaps that shouldn't have been a surprise. As the narrator said of his own dear trees, "All who knew the oaks seemed to have a conviction that they alone could understand them." But as I shuffled along with the crush of people in the Tidal Basin, I found that the cherry blossoms had at least one ancestral effect: They had brought us all together to pay our respects to a shared inheritance.
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Whatever Happened to All Those Care Robots?

So far, companion robots haven't lived up to the hype--and might even exacerbate the problems they're meant to solve.

by Stephanie H. Murray




The first thing Pepper told me was that he was running out of battery. "He's got about 15 minutes before he dies," Emanuel Nunez Sardinha, a Ph.D. candidate in robotics at Bristol Robotics Laboratory, told me. That turned out to be plenty. Sardinha greeted Pepper; then I did. I asked Pepper how he was doing, to which he replied, "How are you doing?" Then Sardinha resumed telling me about the sorts of things Pepper, a friendly, wide-eyed robot designed to assist humans through social interaction, can do, such as talking through an exercise routine while demonstrating upper-body movements (he doesn't have legs). But Pepper can get "nervous" in crowds--that is, his voice recognition short-circuits in an environment with multiple people talking--which is what seemed to happen at the lab that day. He kept piping up unprompted as we chatted, flustering Sardinha, who, with a gentle apology to Pepper, put him to sleep.

For such an underwhelming little robot, Pepper has managed to inspire remarkable faith in his potential over the years. He wasn't designed for any particular purpose; he was introduced by SoftBank Mobile and Aldebaran Robotics in 2014 as "the world's first personal robot that can read emotions." But roboticists in private companies and academic institutions quickly set about retooling his software for elder care. Ads showed Pepper monitoring the corridors of a care home for wandering residents, and guiding elderly visitors to the appropriate room of a hospital. In the media, researchers voiced lofty aims for him: He might function as a helpful companion for elderly folks living on their own, reminding them to take their medication while engaging them in sorely needed conversation. In a care home, Pepper might help keep an eye on residents, entertain them with games and jokes, or simply offer some of the friendly interaction that overstretched staff cannot. In 2018, Pepper himself appeared before the U.K. Parliament, citing his potential to "reduce pressure on health-care services" and "boost independence, reduce loneliness, and improve the quality of life among elderly people." The following year, the U.K. government cited Pepper when it announced that it would invest 34 million pounds in developing care robots that "could revolutionise [the] UK care system."

Read: The robot revolution in caregiving

But Pepper has yet to make it very far out of the lab. He and other social robots have been tested out in care settings in multiple countries over the past decade, but very few nursing homes actually own one. Hard data are hard to come by, but Chris Papadopoulos, an expert in health technology at the University of Bedfordshire, guesses that fewer than one in 1,000 U.K. care homes uses a humanoid robot on an ongoing basis. A city council in England made headlines in 2017 when it recruited Pepper to work in its adult-social-care team, but when I called their office to ask how he was getting on, the woman who answered the phone had no idea what I was talking about. Likewise, media portrayals of seemingly widespread use of robotics in Japanese care homes have little basis in reality, James Wright, a visiting lecturer at Queen Mary University of London and the author of Robots Won't Save Japan, told me. About 10 percent of care homes in Japan use any sort of robot--including monitoring systems or mobility aids--let alone a humanoid. Production of Pepper was paused in 2020 due to lack of demand. (Aldebaran was eventually acquired by United Robotics Group, which still advertises Pepper as "an ally in Healthcare" that can "interact, entertain and provide companionship," "enhance the efficiency of the administrative process, improve quality and consistency of patient experience" and "support caregivers.")

There are likely many reasons that the long-predicted robot takeover of elder care has yet to take off. Robots are expensive, and cash-strapped care homes don't have money lying around to purchase a robot, let alone to pay for the training needed to actually use one effectively. And at least so far, social robots just aren't worth the investment, Wright told me. Pepper can't do a lot of the things people claimed he could--and he relies heavily on humans to help him do what he can. Despite some research suggesting they can boost well-being among the elderly, robots have shown little evidence that they make life easier for human caregivers. In fact, they require quite a bit of care themselves. Perhaps robots of the future will revolutionize caregiving as hoped. But the care robots we have now don't even come close, and might even exacerbate the problems they're meant to solve.

Some researchers have not given up on Pepper. "There are so many benefits to continual contact and interaction that we are unable to provide to our elderly because of health-care-worker shortages," Arshia Khan, a roboticist at the University of Minnesota at Duluth, told me. Her lab deployed a fleet of Peppers into eight nursing homes in Minnesota in 2022. She admits that the robots have limitations--they can't perform physical care yet--but Khan believes that lives would have been saved during the coronavirus pandemic if more elderly people had had robots to interact with when they couldn't be with others. "Loneliness doesn't just make a person feel depressed. It actually kills," Khan said.

There is, to be clear, no evidence that care robots can save lives. And although some research suggests that social robots reduce loneliness or otherwise improve well-being, the conclusion comes with a few asterisks. Many studies involve robotic pets--usually Paro, a soft robotic seal designed to soothe and stimulate people with dementia--not humanoids. Many of the studies are bad: Multiple meta-analyses have lamented that studies on social robots have methodological issues that make it difficult to know what to make of them.

Even higher-quality studies on humanoids such as Pepper have some limitations to consider. As part of a large collaboration between the European Union and Japan, Papadopoulos conducted a study that tested a "culturally competent" version of Pepper. In practice, that meant loading Pepper with knowledge about the local culture--at an English nursing home, Pepper might talk about rugby, for example--and then installing him in residents' rooms for up to 18 hours over the course of two weeks. Compared with those who weren't around a robot, residents who got to hang out with Pepper--particularly the "culturally competent" version--reported a boost in emotional well-being. Of course, that doesn't mean Pepper was actually satisfying residents' need for human connection: Residents' self-reported loneliness didn't significantly improve. In fact, Papadopoulos told me that many residents were initially wary that Pepper might replace human caregivers but came around to him as it became obvious that was "absolutely impossible." Instead, they saw him "as more of a fun, assistive therapeutic bit of kit ... like a television or an iPad or something," he said.

Whatever care robots' impact on well-being, multiple studies have found that, far from easing the demands on human caregivers, they can create additional work for them. The most obvious reason is that introducing a social robot into a care home means bringing a fragile machine into a setting full of fragile people. Leaving Pepper or other such devices lying around is simply not an option, because they and residents risk harming each other. As part of the research for his book, Wright spent six weeks in a Japanese care home that was testing out Pepper; the robot was stored away when not in use and closely monitored when he was.

Potential safety issues aside, Pepper didn't seem to work terribly well without help, Wright told me. Initially, the plan was for Pepper to run exercise classes with residents. "The staff members found out very quickly that if they just let Pepper stand at the front of the room and do its thing, basically, the residents would kind of ignore it," Wright said. A caregiver had to stand next to Pepper, repeating its words and mimicking its movements to get the residents involved.

Naonori Kodate, an associate professor in social policy and social robotics at University College Dublin, observed something similar while producing a documentary about care robots in Japan; the social robots did seem to get the residents talking and boost morale in the home--but only with some elbow grease from staff. "It's not like you can just leave the robots and then all the people speak to them and have fun together," Kodate told me. In fact, to be of much use at all, the robots often needed the help of a human who really knew the residents well.

Read: The friends who are caring for each other in old age

The nursing home where Wright conducted his field work also tested Paro, the cuddly seal robot, which was designed for regular handling. The hope was that such a hands-off robot might help soothe the home's more agitated residents and thus cut down on some of the attention they required from staff members. (Paro's manufacturer does not advertise it as a labor-saving device; it emphasizes Paro's capacity to reduce patient and caregiver stress, and to enhance socialization of patients with one another and with caregivers.) Paro didn't seem to interest the home's neediest residents much, but others became so enamored with it that staff became concerned. One woman in particular seemed to develop a fixation with the robot, taking any opportunity to wheel Paro back to her room, where she'd put it to bed like a baby and often cry while talking to it. She refused to take meals or go to bed without Paro. So the staff started keeping tabs on who was using Paro when and for how long. "In the end, it just got put on a shelf, because it was easier to do that than to constantly monitor everybody," Wright told me.

These types of challenges are likely underreported. Care workers are largely overlooked in research on care technology, Cian O'Donovan, a researcher at University College London who is leading a project aimed at developing robotics that empower care workers, told me. One review of research studies on robots in assisted-living facilities noted that the majority of studieshomes do not collect data on the experiences of caregiving staff with the robots, instead focusing on residents' experiences.

Papadopoulos and his team did consult staff as part of their project, and the concern that Pepper might create additional work for caregivers didn't come up. But that might be because, as a result of various safety and ethical concerns, the researchers were doing the monitoring themselves, and staff were instructed to carry on as though the robots weren't there. Such oversight is a common feature of this sort of research. One widely cited study reportedly found that Paro reduced loneliness in the elderly even more effectively than their usual activities did, such as going on a bus trip or playing bingo--but the team tested him in one-hour group sessions guided by a researcher or member of staff. Multiple studies investigating robots' effect on well-being and loneliness employed a "Wizard of Oz" approach in which all of the robot's questions and answers were keyed in by a human at a laptop out of sight. The tightly regulated nature of these studies adds an important caveat to their findings: Social robots seem to improve well-being under the careful watch of humans.

Some of the researchers I spoke with are certain that whatever shortcomings Pepper has will be overcome with better technology. Both Khan and Papadopoulos see a future in which robots can do anything a human caregiver can. Recent developments in AI are already allowing social robots to engage in more sophisticated conversation. Even the physical limitations of modern robots are on the precipice of being solved. Papadopoulos pointed me to Google's newly released Mobile Aloha, a comparatively low-cost robot that researchers have trained to cook shrimp and wash laundry.

Read: The new casualties of automation

Other researchers are far more skeptical. Caring for someone isn't as simple as jumping to do their bidding. Even a robot that can have a satisfying interaction with an elderly person may nevertheless fail to care for them. Paro successfully captivated the woman in the home where Wright did his field work, but only a human caregiver recognized that her reliance on it had curdled into something self-destructive. It's not just a human touch that Pepper lacks, but a human perspective and the capacity to act on it.

Caregiving is not the fulfillment of a set of discrete tasks; it's the management of someone's quality of life. The sort of knowledge required to do it well is person- and community-specific. Kodate told me that he was fascinated by the subtlety of information caregivers relied on to ascertain desires, frustrations, and needs that individuals themselves might not know or cannot express. That's why care is done best in the context of strong relationships.

The robots we have now may offer a glimpse of both the promise and peril of what care robots could come to be. Most researchers I spoke with saw potential for robotic technology to assist and even bolster a strong caring relationship, but they were doubtful it could ever supplant one. If they are correct, then even future, more capable robots could lead us down a very strange path. Pepper and Paro did not alleviate the demands of caregiving, but they did change them. Carers spent less time interacting with residents and more time monitoring resident interactions with robots. Instead of coming up with their own exercise routines, they mimicked Pepper's. In other words, care itself became more "robotic," Wright noted in his book. That's an attractive prospect from a business standpoint; minimizing the intimacy of care could make the humans who do it more interchangeable. But such a robotic revolution in caregiving would succeed only by further imperiling the relationships that overstrapped and underpaid carers already struggle so much to build.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2024/03/robots-have-not-revolutionized-caregiving-elder-care/677820/?utm_source=feed
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How It All Went Wrong for Eric Adams

The many crises of New York's enigmatic mayor

by Michael Powell




Updated at 9:25 p.m. ET on March 21, 2024.

On a soggy January day, New York Mayor Eric Adams travels to a theater in the Bronx to deliver his State of the City address. As dignitaries and the odd reporter take their seats, an Afro-Latino jazz band jams onstage, followed by a flamenco dance company, a gospel choir, and a gamut of religious leaders--Hindu, Buddhist, Jewish, Sikh. "O Lord, in obedience with your holy word, we intercede on behalf of our mayor," a Latina evangelical minister says, setting the mood. "Bless him with courage like you gave David, wisdom like you gave Solomon."

Adams, wearing a well-tailored three-piece suit, steps onstage. Union workers raise their arms and sway rapturously. Beaming, he beckons his top aides to stand one by one--all women of color. It's a stirring display, a power flex by a Black mayor showing off his diverse administration.

Alas, Adams punctuates the scene like this:

"These women, let me tell you something--you may cut the umbilical cord but that fluid that carries you is something that is spiritual and lasts a lifetime."

"I don't just like them; I love them!"

The mayor's amniotic reverie appears to catch one deputy mayor off guard; a forced grin freezes on her face.

Adams himself has a megawatt smile and an ebullient streak, as I saw while following him around the city for a few weeks. The 63-year-old mayor also has a long history of ad-libbing in odd and often self-aggrandizing ways that befuddle his audiences. One day last summer he went before an audience in Brooklyn and proclaimed, "I am the symbol of Black manhood in this city, in this country, and what it represents. I am the mayor of the most powerful city on the globe, and people need to recognize that!" Not long after, he attended an India Day celebration and declared: "I am Gandhi-like. I think like Gandhi; I act like Gandhi; I want to be like Gandhi." He has insisted that "I am mayor because God gave me the authority to be mayor" and says he designs policy with a "godlike" approach.

Not long ago, in fact, it was as if God had parted the electoral sea for him. In the 2021 mayoral election, elites and liberal-left voters divided their ballots between his closest rivals. Adams, a former New York City Police Department captain who first entered public life as an advocate for Black officers, ultimately eked out a one-percentage-point victory in the Democratic primary.

Two years into his term, though, the mayor's groove is worn, his once-high poll ratings are sickly, and disrespect from fellow politicians is mounting daily. His mayoralty just might be heading toward a crack-up. For close to two years, a river of asylum-seeking migrants, 175,000 so far, has flooded the city's streets and shelters. A visibly rattled Adams, who had not previously managed an agency bigger than the largely ceremonial office of the Brooklyn borough president, proclaimed a budget apocalypse in September. "I don't see an ending to this," he said then. "This issue will destroy New York City."

Juan Williams: Eric Adams is making white liberals squirm

November brought a more ominous turn for Adams. Federal agents waved aside his security team, handed him a subpoena, and seized his cellphones and iPad as part of an investigation into his campaign fundraising. And FBI agents late last month searched two homes of an influential aide to Adams who has also raised money for him.

Adams has not been charged with anything. But the chasm between prophetic destiny and the reality of his mayoralty gets wider and wider. How in the Lord's name could this have happened?

One frigid morning this winter, I followed him to the Islamic Cultural Center of the Bronx, a mosque that serves West African communities. Many dozens of men, laborers and taxi drivers and shop clerks, crowded about Adams, laughing and holding up cellphones to film him.

The imam praised the mayor before handing him the microphone. Standing in the adoring midst, Adams galloped off on a passionate, almost angry speech. After the attacks of September 11, 2001, he said, he stood with Pakistanis and demanded the release of unjustly detained boys. "No one joined me," Adams said. "I was by myself." When a bombing in Lahore, Pakistan, killed 75 people in 2016, he alone wanted to fly to Pakistan and "fight on behalf of these innocent people. I couldn't get anyone to take a flight with me."

Each of these anecdotes is at best a concatenation of fact and fiction. Yes, Adams attended vigils after the 2016 bombing. He even discussed joining a group trip to Lahore to meet that city's mayor, according to a local Pakistani activist with whom Adams's press office put me in touch. The flight fell through not because others lacked his courage, but because of scheduling conflicts and a State Department travel warning.

The mayor's claim of leading protests after 9/11 seemed still more grandiose. I wrote in-depth about that community after 9/11, and neither I nor any of the activists I met then recall seeing him at such demonstrations. Adams went to a federal jail on his own to register his disapproval of the detention policy, a spokesperson told me, adding by email that the "mayor does feel that the press should have paid more attention at the time."

Adams wrapped up his mosque talk pointing at the audience. "You align yourself with those who want to malign me!" he said. Some of the immigrants exchanged puzzled looks. Us?

Adams's voice rose, and his message became more evident: He suggested that he and his listeners are kindred in a hostile political world. "I was born in this country, yes, but let's get something clear: I am African. I am African," he said, adding, "Are we going to allow the enslaver that ripped us away from each other generations ago to rip us again?" He wasn't talking about how he or his administration might help audience members; he was asking them to stand with him.

What sets Adams apart when things are going well, what makes him sound inescapably different from other New York Democrats today, is his cargo of life experience accumulated in a tough New York far removed from affluent brownstone Brooklyn, the Upper West and East Sides, and the hipster-socialist belt that runs from Williamsburg to Astoria. To be a self-made mayor from the underbelly of an unequal city takes considerable strength and political skill. In a city where some prominent liberal politicians took up slogans such as "Defund the police," Adams's background gives him the standing to challenge upscale-progressive truisms.

But as Adams walked into a late-January press conference in City Hall's elegant mayoral wing, he looked drawn and tired. The left-leaning city council was poised to override his veto of a bill that would require police officers to record the race, ethnicity, gender, and age of every person they talked to during an investigation, even if the conversations were friendly. This legislation, Adams insisted, would drown cops in paperwork and impair crime fighting. He was desperate to defeat it. A day earlier, a sympathetic council member had called Adams. "Eric," this member said, "you just might be the only Black man in New York politics who opposes this city-council bill."

The mayor's impending defeat seemed all the more confounding because the issue should have played to Adams's strengths. As an ex-cop, he had campaigned as the tough-on-crime candidate. Voters in Black, Asian, and Latino working- and middle-class neighborhoods formed the bedrock of his support, and--unlike the city's political class--shared his visceral sense of crime's malignancies. Polls suggest that not only do Black and Latino voters oppose defunding the police, but a majority favor increasing the police budget. Adams touched on this reality often during his campaign. "I challenge you," he told reporters: "Go through these communities with high crime and you start telling them you are going to pull the police away. You are going to need a cop."

But at the press conference I attended, he backpedaled. He insisted that compromise remained possible. "I support the concept of this bill, I cannot say that enough," he said. But, he continued, "I will never do anything or support anything that's going to erode public safety in the city."

Later that same day, the city council voted by an overwhelming margin to override his veto. Left-wing members claimed that Adams had ignored Black trauma. They were not elected, said one council member, "to make the NYPD officers' lives easy or more convenient."

Lincoln Restler, a tousle-haired white councilman who represents Brooklyn Heights, Williamsburg, and neighboring Greenpoint, rose to explain his vote. A private-school kid and the son of a private-equity investor, Restler grew up in Brooklyn Heights, a genteel neighborhood on a bluff overlooking the Brooklyn Bridge. He sounded intent on reeducating the mayor. "I have been deeply disturbed by his misinformation campaign," Restler said. "I have news that I'd like to share: Racism exists."

Restler's declaration could hardly be a revelation for the mayor. Over the years, Adams--who declined multiple requests for an interview for this article--has told of a mother perched on poverty's edge in South Jamaica, Queens, scratching for dollars to buy food for her six children and to pay the mortgage after her husband left, and a troublemaking teenager who ran with a gang. In some versions of his story, after a 15-year-old Adams and an older brother stole money, or possibly a television, from a prostitute, two white cops pulled them into the local precinct and beat them. As Adams once recalled it: "They asked, 'Do you feel like a beating?' like you might ask, 'Do you feel like a hamburger?'" Eventually, Adams said, a Black cop told the white cops to stop.

Years later, Adams decided to join the police. He spoke of this improbable epiphany to the journalist Juan Williams in 1999, a conversation Williams later recounted in The Atlantic. Adams figured being a cop was a great hustle; cops were more powerful than the petty criminals he admired. He had seen firsthand that a Black officer could even face down two white ones. "That Black guy was able to go among those white guys and stop this," Adams told Williams. "He got juice--J-U-I-C-E, as the kids would say."


Eric Adams at City Hall in 1998. (CHESTER HIGGINS JR./The New York Times/Redux)



Adams graduated from the police academy with top grades and headed into the subways, where he was seen as an effective transit cop. The New York City of the 1980s abounded with dystopian menace. Swaths of the Bronx, Manhattan, and Brooklyn were burned-out ruins. The homicide rate was four to seven times higher than it is today. One night in 1988, a mile from the small brick home where Adams had grown up, in Queens, the police officer Edward Byrne sat in a patrol car guarding the home of a Guyanese woman who had spoken out about drug dealing on her block. Two men walked up; one tapped on Byrne's window, and the other shot the officer in the head five times. Byrne was among dozens of police officers killed in the '80s.

The NYPD itself was in turmoil. Adams became the head of two associations of Black officers and rose to captain, all the while challenging his bosses in what was then a majority-white department over racial discrepancies in hiring and promotions, and over police brutality toward civilians. Line cops were expected to keep their lips pressed shut when around reporters, but Adams rarely hesitated to chat with the media. He went on television and testified before the city council about the abuses of the department's street-crimes unit. Commissioners came to detest him.

His activism, he has maintained, put his life at risk. He has described an incident in 1996, when a dark sedan pulled up beside his car late at night in Brooklyn. A man said his name, and Adams saw a gun barrel sticking out the side window, he recalled three years ago in an interview with The City, a nonprofit local news site. The future mayor hit the gas and heard a shot, and a bullet shattered his back window. He speculated that the shooter might have been a cop but offered no evidence. "When I look back, I'm amazed I was able to get out of the department alive," Adams told The City.

This tale, as with so much that Adams says, has curious gaps and logical inconsistencies. He told the press that the shooter was Black. But why would a Black officer shoot at a Black captain with a reputation for speaking up for the rights of Black officers? Did a sergeant really advise him, as Adams claimed, not to file a report of the shooting? Adams, who by his own account refused that guidance, told The City that the department simply dropped its investigation. But in fact, A decorated Black detective, Andre Parker, investigated the incident, according to Streetsblog NYC. Although that officer had grown up in the neighborhood where the incident supposedly took place, and knew it well, he could find no corroborating information.

Wilbur Chapman, now retired, was at the time the department's chief of patrol and its highest-ranking Black officer. He, too, spoke his mind to reporters and was no fan of Adams. "Adams did very little, but he was very good at getting attention," Chapman told me. When I asked him about that long-ago shooting, Chapman laughed. "Why was he shot at? By whom? I have never heard of a police officer who was shot at and a desk sergeant would not take his report. It's all one of the mysteries of the 20th century."

If the police department was one major factor in Adams's rise to prominence, his religion was the other one. He grew up in the Church of God in Christ, a predominantly Black Pentecostalist denomination. Pentecostalism, a fast-growing evangelical movement, is notable for its emotional services and an outlook imbued with a sense of personal revelation. "There's a huge emphasis on the work of the spirit as transformative," Eli Valentin, a political consultant, preacher, and lecturer at Union Theological Seminary in New York City, told me. "When the mayor says he is called personally by God, he is speaking quite literally."

As a young man, Adams was drawn to a particular Pentecostal church, the House of the Lord in Downtown Brooklyn. Its ministry is grounded in activism for the poor; its motto exhorts, "Be ye not hearers of the word only, but doers also." The church's pastor, the Reverend Herbert Daughtry Sr., had served time in prison as a young man and loomed large in the cosmology of New York City activist preachers. He helped persuade Adams to become a cop. "Some of us needed to work outside of the system, and some inside the system," Daughtry told The New York Times when asked about Adams in 2021. "To model what policemen should be about and to find out what's going on. Why were we having all these killings?"

By Adams's account, everything came together--his faith, his work in policing--when God told him to enter politics. "Thirty something years ago I woke up, out of my sleep in a cold sweat. God spoke to my heart and said, 'You are going to be the mayor January 1, 2022," he recounted during a Father's Day service last year at Lenox Road Baptist Church, according to an account of the event in the New York Post. "You cannot be silent," he says that God told him. "You must tell everyone you know." Adams took this counsel to heart. "I would tell everybody, 'I'm going to be mayor on January 1, 2022. People used to think I needed medication.'"

Adams has often expressed his admiration for the city's first Black mayor, David N. Dinkins, a social democrat who believed in multiracial coalitions and was elected to a single four-year term in 1989. But Dinkins's emphasis on racial amity was not Adams's jam. In 1993, Herman Badillo, a former Puerto Rican Democratic member of Congress, ran on an electoral ticket with Rudolph Giuliani, a Republican. Adams lashed out at Badillo, saying that if he was really interested in his community, he would have married a Latina. Badillo's wife was Jewish.

Adams grew close with the Nation of Islam leader Louis Farrakhan, a Black nationalist with a long history of anti-Semitic statements. Adams criticized Major Owens, a Black member of Congress from Brooklyn and a liberal icon, for attacking Farrakhan too harshly. In 1994, Adams declared that he would challenge Owens in a primary. But Adams failed to collect enough signatures and implied, without offering evidence, that Owens's partisans had stolen his petitions.

From the April 2024 issue: The Golden Age of the American Jews is ending

As a politician, Adams was flailing. He changed his registration to Republican, saying Democrats had failed the Black community on crime. A few years later he reenrolled as a Democrat, perhaps realizing that the Republican Party offered no sure path in a Democrat-dominated city. Finally, in 2006, he gained election to the state Senate. When I interviewed Adams in that era, he came across as a nuanced critic of the police department, if not particularly conversant on other issues.

His senate tenure is best known for a moment of low comedy. In his first year, he gave a speech complaining loudly that senators were underpaid at $79,500 a year--about $117,000 in today's money. "I deserve to get paid more, and I'm only a freshman, and I'm complaining," Adams said. "Show me the money. Show me the money. That's what it's all about."

Behind the scenes, he proved adept at the business of back-scratching and ethically dubious campaign fundraising that has long defined the state Senate. He became chair of that body's Racing and Wagering Committee, and he played a role in selecting a company to operate video slot machines at the state-owned Aqueduct Racetrack. One evening in 2009, when the contract was still under deliberation, Adams threw a birthday party and fundraiser for himself and loudly thanked one of the contract bidders for his contributions. He did so in front of representatives of another bidder, who later felt like they had no choice but to contribute to Adams's campaign fund.

The manner in which Adams, top legislative leaders, and New York's then-governor handled the Aqueduct issue triggered a state inspector general's corruption investigation, in which the birthday party became a subplot. Under oath, the senator testified that he could not recall whether Aqueduct bidders were present that night. His memory lapses and other explanations for his actions, the inspector general's report stated, "strains credulity."

During his senate years, Adams also planted himself in the bosom of the Brooklyn Democratic Party machine. When he set his eyes on the Brooklyn borough presidency in 2013, he ran unopposed. His new office was a fiefdom that reformers had all but stripped of its once-formidable power. But it was still a high-visibility seat in the most populous New York City borough. His political makeover was under way. His persona as a cop with a social-justice conscience played well with white liberals. And the man who had embraced Farrakhan came to build alliances with the borough's large Orthodox and ultra-Orthodox Jewish sects. (This January, an Orthodox publication, Shtetl, reported that Adams had sided with members of Agudath Israel, an Orthodox organization, against the state education department's efforts to demand that religious schools give children a basic education in secular subjects. The poor quality of education at some yeshivas has been a years-long scandal, but Adams urged his audience to fight harder against state oversight. "Where's our presence in the streets?" he exhorted. "Where's our outrage when you talk about protecting the foundations of your schools?")

In interviews, former Adams staffers described him as forever on the move--from a St. Patrick's Day parade to shopping at Tashkent Supermarket in Brighton Beach, home to many immigrants from the former Soviet Union, to a block party to mosques and churches. No ethnic event was too insignificant. That is good retail politics. But Steve Zeltser, who was hired to be Adams's man in south Brooklyn, left after becoming unsettled by his boss's omnivorous flesh-pressing. "No issues seemed to move him," Zeltser told me. "His 'vision' as borough president was how he could become mayor."

Adams announced his candidacy for New York's highest office a year after the city adopted ranked-choice voting, which meant that a candidate could win the Democratic nomination without a runoff weeks later against the second-place finisher. He faced three major opponents: the left-liberal MSNBC pundit and former mayoral counsel Maya Wiley, who is Black; the former presidential candidate Andrew Yang, an Asian American; and the former sanitation commissioner Kathryn Garcia, who is white. Race and ethnicity are not determinative in city elections, but they are rarely incidental.

Amid the coronavirus pandemic and a nationwide upheaval triggered by George Floyd's murder the summer before, press coverage of the 2021 campaign fixed on social-justice themes. Adams obliged, but only to a point: He focused more on crime fighting, and promised to get couch-bound workers back into half-empty office buildings. On occasion, he lashed out. In a speech on Martin Luther King Jr.'s birthday, he condemned those who had moved into gentrifying neighborhoods: "Go back to Iowa. You go back to Ohio," he said. "New York City belongs to the people that were here."

Many of those newcomers, younger white renters, leaned to the political left and supported his opponents. When Adams edged out his closest contender in the final tally, he suggested this was a rebuke for a leftward-moving Democratic Party. He doubled down on his campaign message: "If Black lives really matter, it can't only be against police abuse," he said in a speech the night of the primary. "It has to be against the violence that's ripping apart our communities."

After that, his public messaging became more progressive-friendly. He began to talk of building affordable housing, perhaps with an eye to courting liberals before the general election. Behind closed doors, he tended to his right flank: A few nights after his primary victory, he dined at a former mob joint in East Harlem as the guest of a blustery conservative white former cop and a conservative billionaire supermarket baron.

To peer back over five decades of mayors is to see a parade of definable New York types: Edward Koch, a former congressman, took office in 1978, as the city hovered near bankruptcy. Acerbic, funny, peevish, and commanding, he had a gift for selecting top deputies who understood the city and bragged about making other politicians sweat. Dinkins tried to unify a racially torn city during a deep recession and hired some innovative commissioners. The operatic Giuliani, who yearned to liberate the city from the crime that had scarred it for decades, waved off reporters' questions as "really actually jerky" and demanded police officers' obedience by saying, "After all, I'm the M-A-Y-O-R."

His successor, Michael Bloomberg, an impatient builder of bike lanes and parks and housing, personified the power of pro-business technocracy. Bloomberg reportedly rushed back from Bermuda in a private plane as a nasty blizzard descended on the city and afterward suggested that snowbound New Yorkers should quit complaining--after all, Broadway plays were still full. Bill de Blasio, elected from the Democratic Party's left wing at a moment of yawning inequality, fancied himself a progressive national leader for the modern age. (He ran for president in 2020 but withdrew before collecting a single delegate.)

Adams's place in this lineage is not yet evident. He craves power and acclaim, and that's a start for any New York mayor. But he also struggles with an elementary act of political self-definition: What vision animates his mayoralty beyond the trappings of office and accumulation of power?

Early on, Adams let reporters tag along as he exercised and ate poke bowls and practiced politics. He charmed billionaires and reassured real-estate moguls about taxes and chatted about crime with barbers in Brownsville, Brooklyn. He stayed up as evening bled into early morning. Life was a whirl; why sleep?

Reporters delighted in his metaphysical fixations. Despite his religious upbringing, he espoused the healing properties of crystals and speculated that his girlfriend just might be clairvoyant. Challenged early in his mayoralty about his claims of veganism (he was, it came out, a fish-eating vegan), he told the press: "I eat a plant-based-centered life."

Governing came less naturally. He values loyalty over management expertise. His hiring is haphazard. He seemed to credit God's guidance for his preference for "nontraditional people" over experts. "If all the professionals were all that good, then why were we such a mess?" he said, according to the New York Post.

Adams has few close friends in politics. Before a mayoral debate in 2021, as opponents chatted, he sat on a chair behind his podium and meditated. In office, he has drawn his inner circle hermetically tight. Ingrid Lewis-Martin, his closest adviser and de facto enforcer, is married to a man who went through the police academy with him. Philip Banks III, his deputy mayor for public safety, was once the NYPD's highest-ranking uniformed official--and a friend of Adams within the department. Banks suddenly resigned from the force in 2014, and a federal prosecutor named him an unindicted co-conspirator in a bribery case. Banks has denied wrongdoing, and Adams has not answered questions about the matter. A mayoral spokesperson told The New York Times that Banks had made honest mistakes.

One can hardly overstate the politically incestuous nature of his administration. Banks's brother, David, is the schools chancellor and the romantic partner of Sheena Wright, Adams's first deputy mayor. David Banks has employed the mayor's romantic partner, Tracey Collins, as a senior adviser to one of his deputy chancellors. When he was borough president, Adams--who has been dogged by questions about where he actually resides--maintained for four years that he was renting a room from a friend in Brooklyn. That friend, Lisa White, reportedly retired in 2019 from a $53,000-a-year job as a 911 dispatcher. When Adams became mayor, the police department hired White as a deputy commissioner at a salary of $241,000. City Hall insists that Adams had nothing to do with her appointment.


Adams takes media questions in January. (Andrew Lichtenstein / Corbis / Getty)



Sometimes the Adams administration manages to please his party's restive left. The mayor committed the city to spending $18 million to help erase medical debts held by working-class New Yorkers. He has--after a very slow start--ramped up production of subsidized housing for the working class, and officials found money for special beds for mentally ill homeless people.

Addressing a problem that affects all New Yorkers, his city-planning department has embarked on an ambitious rezoning effort, generally well received, to allow more housing construction in a city starved for apartments. Also affecting everyone are the subways--the arteries of the city. When violence and homeless encampments rendered trains and stations forbidding, Adams sent cops trooping in, and violent subway crime fell for a time.

Kathryn Wylde, the president of the business group Partnership for New York City, can enumerate Adams's flaws but inclines toward a friendly accounting. "I have great sympathy for his situation," she told me. "He's got guns off the streets, he's confiscated and destroyed illegal motorbikes, and sanitation service has improved."

Most reviews from the city's permanent government are more acerbic. Bloomberg was taken with Adams's centrist-liberal politics and his ability to advocate for victims of police violence even as he spoke of getting tough on criminal violence. He and his aides have invested time and money into trying to make a success of Adams's mayoralty. The returns are not overwhelming. "Time is running out to put points on the board for a successful reelection," Howard Wolfson, a former deputy mayor in the Bloomberg administration, told me.

Adams is a micromanager. He demands to sign off on commissioners' hires and is reluctant to entrust work to subordinates. The wall around his inner circle is not easily breached, and out-of-favor commissioners and deputies email in hopes of snaring meetings. The atmosphere is less New Age than Machiavelli; the mayor believes in crystals, but a knife is handier. "It's like Succession," Zeltser, the former borough-president's-office aide, told me. "You throw daggers to get near him."

The mayor has created a troop of special advisers: a rat czar, a public-realm czar, a weed czar, an efficiency czar, and so on. This tendency can unsettle senior department leaders who coexist with these free agents. Some czars have impressive resumes, while others are known principally for their fealty to the mayor. Denise Felipe-Adams--no familial relation to Adams--is one of the leaders of his newly created Office of Innovation and Emerging Markets. She worked for six years as a special assistant in the borough president's office, and last year posted on social media that her "bossman" is the "#Realest #Dopestbrother running this city." "They are his agents of chaos," noted a prominent businessperson who requested anonymity in hopes of getting phone calls returned by City Hall.

Adams recently proposed a Department of Sustainable Delivery, to try to impose order on the food-delivery business, whose riders hop on souped-up scooters or electric bikes and spin into the night, often riding on sidewalks and against traffic. Why he did not delegate this task to his Department of Transportation went unexplained.

For all of his misadventures as mayor, the debate over the police bill comes closest to revealing the distance between his vision and his skills. To watch this mayor try and fail to impose his will was instructive.

He held a press conference at NYPD headquarters, a fortified tower just east of City Hall, to criticize the police bill, and tore into an antagonist, Public Advocate Jumaane Williams, whose home is on an Army base in Brooklyn. "Like, I find it astonishing that we have a public advocate who pushed for this police bill. He lives in a fort! A fort!" Adams said.

The public advocate was uncowed. The mayor, Williams said to reporters, resembled a "bratty" 5-year-old "throwing a temper tantrum." With that, Williams sliced to the heart of the mayor's personal conceit. "Eric Adams is not the messiah for New York City. The same God that elected him elected a lot of us on the exact same day."

It's a bad sign for the mayor when his roar elicits only eye rolls. Weeks later, mayoral aides walked into City Hall's elegant rotunda, the traditional DMZ between the council and the mayoral wings, and tried to abscond with chairs just before a council press conference. When that failed, they declined to turn on the lights. The switches are on the mayor's side of the building, so the press conference took place in the twilight.

On February 5, a retired police inspector who was a former comrade of the mayor pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor charge brought by the Manhattan district attorney. Dwayne Montgomery, 65, admitted to raising thousands of dollars in straw donations for Adams's campaign. This practiced form of New York election chicanery works like this: Wealthy contributors are capped in what they can give to a campaign, so they round up people to "contribute" and then reimburse them. Disguising the source of campaign money is against the law. The City, which has done fine work mining the scandal, noted that Adams's campaign "has been flagged repeatedly for accepting tens of thousands of dollars in illegal donations." His campaign has repaid some, although not all, illicit donations, and prosecutors have dubbed some givers unindicted co-conspirators.

No less worrisome for the mayor is the news that a U.S. attorney is examining whether the Turkish government funneled illegal donations through straw donors. Why Ankara cared about this city's mayoral race remains unclear. In November, the FBI raided the Brooklyn home of the mayor's chief fundraiser, 25-year-old Brianna Suggs. Suggs--whom Lewis-Martin, the mayoral adviser, has described as a goddaughter--has not been charged. When news broke of that raid on her home, Adams was in Washington, D.C., intending to meet with White House leaders and fellow mayors about the migrant crisis. He canceled those meetings and flew back to New York to comfort Suggs after what he termed her "traumatic experience." Yet he has since said he did not speak to her that day, because he "didn't want to give any appearance of interference."

Criminal investigations are unpredictable. Former Mayor Bill de Blasio emerged legally unscathed from his own fundraising scandal. But as a former federal prosecutor told me, when a judge permits the FBI to seize a sitting mayor's phones, it's not a great sign.

Adams is not yet politically bereft. Particularly if the FBI probe fizzles, he could remain a formidable candidate in 2025. Even as much of New York's political world marches to his left or simply writes him off, he retains a base among Black voters. Especially if he faces strong progressive opponents, Adams might rebound among other New Yorkers who shared his views on policing in 2021.

When people describe Adams as eccentric, they routinely lump together different types of statements. Some things that Adams says are quite idiosyncratic: his bit about umbilical cords, or his recent claim on X that New Yorkers call their city "the Port-Au-Prince of America"--which essentially nobody ever says. By contrast, his mysticism and his claims to be the Lord's own anointed, while perhaps off-putting to young city dwellers and the secular professional class, are unremarkable to the millions of religiously observant New Yorkers. And even his retailing of conspiracy theories begins to look like a familiar City Hall move, made by politicians from many different backgrounds. It's the rhetoric of a calculating mayor who is tired of criticism and understands the old politics of them-versus-us.

At a meeting last June, an 84-year-old tenant advocate whose family had fled the Holocaust sharply challenged Adams about why his appointees had supported big rent increases. He stiffened and told her not to point her finger at him. "Don't stand in front like you treated someone that's on the plantation that you own," he said in a video clip that went viral.

In January, Adams met with a multiracial group of senior citizens in Queens. In the overheated community room of an apartment building, the elders greeted Adams with warm claps and smiles. But the migrant crisis was clearly eating at him. "You need to know what they dropped in my lap," he told his audience. Chicago, Washington, and Los Angeles, he continued--what do these cities have in common? He answered his question: Each has a Black mayor and each faces a migrant wave. He suggested that Greg Abbott, the Texas governor who has been busing border migrants to blue states, is trying to embarrass Black mayors and show that they can't govern. "You see the hustle?" he demanded. But Adams's account doesn't add up. Los Angeles has experienced nothing like the migrant flow into New York and seems to be coping; Denver, which Adams didn't mention, has been overwhelmed by asylum seekers and has a white mayor.

Jerusalem Demsas: Something's fishy about the 'migrant crisis'

When making public speeches, Adams plays up his pride in his many "chocolate" advisers. "I hear people outside saying, 'Fight the power,'" he said in a speech in a Brooklyn megachurch last year, his voice scornful. "Negro, we are the power." But such politics can register as anachronistic. In the midst of his recent battles with the city council, he suggested to its speaker, Adrienne Adams, who is Black and unrelated to him, that two top Black leaders cannot afford to let each other fail. She flashed a sardonic look at her aides afterward. Yes, she went to the same high school as Adams. But her political destiny is not tied to his.

Adams's setbacks keep multiplying. This week, a former NYPD staffer filed a lawsuit accusing him of demanding oral sex in exchange for helping her obtain a promotion in the early 1990s; the mayor promptly and emphatically denied the claim, saying, "This did not happen--it did not happen." In the last week of February, Brad Lander, the city's comptroller, found that the Adams administration's issuing of no-bid contracts with companies to deal with the migrant influx had led to "exorbitant" fees that varied "wildly." The city, Lander found, likely had wasted millions of dollars.

Meanwhile, crime on the subways has rebounded, prompting New York Governor Kathy Hochul to deploy state troopers and National Guard members to help patrol the system. Although New York has recouped its severe employment losses from the pandemic, its growth rate trails that of many other cities. Poverty indicators are rising. Illegal marijuana shops proliferate by the hundreds, and Adams's handling of the city budget is erratic. As for rats, well, one ran across my feet as I stepped off the Q train recently. No czar in sight.

Adams has become fond of mentioning Matthew 21:12, in which Jesus evicts the money changers from the temple. At the end of January, he visited P.S. 156, in Brownsville, for a public meeting. At one point, he turned the discussion to Jesus, and to himself. "Jesus walked in the temple, he saw them doing wrong." What did Jesus do? he demanded of an older woman in the audience. Jesus turned the tables over, she replied. Adams nodded happily and made the inevitable comparison: "I went to City Hall to turn the table over!"

It's fine, I suppose, to feel enraptured with your godly mission. But I kept returning to a more worldly question: Why, other than to confirm his exalted sense of his destiny, did he want to become mayor in the first place? At times, I wondered whether he could pierce the shroud of his own mysteries.

The more he struggles with managing the city, the more everyone else in government defies him, and the longer the investigations drag on, the more his temple looks like the one in need of cleaning out.



This article previously misstated Michael Bloomberg's whereabouts during a 2010 snowstorm.
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Don't Miss This Eclipse

The United States won't see totality like this again until 2045.

by Marina Koren




Right now, a special cosmic arrangement is sliding into place. The moon has positioned itself on the same side of Earth as the sun. The moon has drawn closer to Earth, and its orbit is tilted just so. On April 8, our silvery satellite will pass between our star and our planet, and cast its shadow upon us. In the United States, the darkness will trace a ribbonlike path about 115 miles wide from Texas to Maine, temporarily extinguishing the daylight. Within that area, in cloud-free conditions, the afternoon sun will appear as a radiant white ring suspended in a deep-violet sky: a total solar eclipse. For a few moments, the world will seem upside down, and then the golden sun will burst through again, radiant as ever.

From the perspective of orbital mechanics, solar eclipses are not very special. The sun, the moon, and the Earth align to produce a total solar eclipse somewhere on Earth once every year or two. But for us humans, eclipses are rare. A particular spot on Earth can go centuries without falling in the bounds of totality. The previous American eclipse was only seven years ago, but the next won't occur until 2044, when the shadow will touch only a sliver of the country. An eclipse as good as the one next month will not occur until 2045. So, if you can, go see it. The spectacle will be worth it.

Throughout human history, many cultures reacted with panic and fear when the sun disappeared without warning; they believed these events to be punishments from displeased gods and omens of a bleak future. Nowadays, we understand the workings of our cosmic neighborhood better than ever before, and we can predict when and where the moon's shadow will darken the skies across hundreds of years. Instead of breaking the spell, that knowledge has enriched the experience of witnessing a total solar eclipse. We can tap into a uniquely human process that psychologists call "mental time travel," which allows us to recall past versions of ourselves and imagine the possibilities of our future state. What was I doing in 2017? Where will I be in 2045?

These questions might make you feel a twinge of emotion, sparked by a kind of cosmic introspection that I've written about before. It is an exercise in transcendent wonder, or dread, or some other mushy feeling beyond description. The trajectory of our own life is uncertain, but a celestial alignment is a sure thing, as unstoppable as time itself. To be in the path of totality is the ultimate existential experience.

Read: The existential wonder of space

Fred Espenak, a retired astrophysicist, has lived his life around eclipses, chasing after totality on every continent rather than waiting for the shadow to come to him. His first total solar eclipse was in 1970, when Espenak was 18 years old, had just gotten his driver's license, and had persuaded his parents to let him take the family car from New York to South Carolina. He met his wife at the 1995 eclipse, over India. Today he is 72, and has experienced 30 total solar eclipses. "I know there's a certain point where I'm going to see my last eclipse," Espenak told me. "Probably within the next 10 to 20 years." Espenak wishes he could be in New York City in 2079, when totality will cast the skyscrapers in a shimmery deep purple.

You don't have to be an eclipse chaser to clock the time-warping effects of totality. Jay Ryan, an astronomy enthusiast and a writer, remembers being 8 years old in 1970, when an eclipse traveled up the Eastern Seaboard. Ryan, who lived in Ohio at the time, was disappointed to have missed it and aghast at having to wait until 2017, when he would be 56. "It seemed like an eternity," Ryan wrote in The Atlantic in 2017. "But a human lifetime passes in a flash." So have the seven years since the previous eclipse. In 2017, Haven Leeming of Chicago wrote to The Atlantic that she was excited to experience totality in Nebraska with her dad, who had pointed out planets in the night sky to her when she was little. When I checked in with Leeming this month, she told me she's heading to Texas this time. Her dad will be there, and so will a new member of the family: Leeming's 4-year-old daughter. She's too young to understand the movements of giant celestial objects, but she's old enough to marvel at the soft sparkle of planets overhead with her grandfather.

A total solar eclipse collapses time as we understand it here on Earth, colliding our past and future selves. The illustrator Andy Rash captured this effect in a children's book, Eclipse, told from the perspective of Rash's 7-year-old son, who accompanied him to see the 2017 eclipse. On the last page, Rash's son is a grown man, and sits next to his dad, who is bald with a gray beard. "Years from now, we'll go again," the text says. "And once more, we'll be in the perfect place at the perfect time." Rash told me he feels keenly the passage of time in his child's life; his son is a teenager and already Rash's height, just as the final page of the book shows. In 2045, "my son will be in his mid-30s, and I'll be quite old," Rash told me. "I just hope that we are able to get together for that one."

With the exception of the strands of light that unfurl from the edges of the eclipsed sun, the experience of totality is remarkably consistent. The Atlantic has published several accounts of total solar eclipses over its 167-year history. Each time, the moon's shadow fell on a different world, but writers were struck by the eclipse's sudden onset and end. In 1897, the writer Mabel Loomis Todd, recalling totality: "An instantaneous darkness leaped upon the world ... With an indescribable out-flashing at the same second, the corona burst forth in wonderful radiance." Lord Dunsany, in 1939: "The sky darkening to a Prussian blue; and then the huge golden sickle of the returning sun." Me, in 2017: "There was one last burst of light before it was gone, and in its place emerged a white loop, set against purple shades ... Before you can form coherent thought, sunlight bursts through, coating the world in a metallic gold."



From the September 1897 issue: In quest of a shadow



The yawning years between eclipses are a potent reminder that our time on Earth is limited. Espenak makes eclipse almanacs, forecasting the events years into the future, and he knows that bittersweetness well. "I can think about these future eclipses and make detailed predictions of them, but my life is finite," he said. "These eclipses will go on for millions of years, but we don't." This week, I called Donald Liebenberg, a physics and astronomy professor at Clemson University, who has followed totality around the world since 1954. He will be in Texas this time, with his wife. Liebenberg isn't very sentimental about eclipses; he is more interested in contributing to the study of the corona, the outermost layer of the sun's atmosphere, which glows in totality and is "much better known now than it was when I started making observations," he told me. But I had to ask how he felt knowing that he has fewer eclipses ahead of him than he did in his youth. "I just look forward to seeing the next one," he said.

Liebenberg's favorite eclipse experience was the one he had aboard the Concorde airplane, which raced through the path of totality at twice the speed of sound when the moon slid in front of the sun in 1973. Liebenberg, dressed in an Air Force flight suit, spent 74 consecutive minutes in the moon's shadow that day--a tremendous improvement over the handful of minutes that totality lasts over a single spot on Earth.

Read: The king of totality

Totality has always been maddeningly fleeting. "The two minutes and a half in memory seemed but a few seconds--like a breath, a tale that is told," Todd wrote in 1897. In Rash's book, the young narrator takes in every second: "I try not to blink." Cosmic spectacles play out on wildly different scales from human lives, but they have this in common: They both go by faster than you'd think. Whether you're experiencing the disorienting thrill of totality or the small pleasures of the years in between, you always wish you had more time. For all their sparkle, eclipses are ultimately a memento mori, inspiring us to absorb as much wonder as possible before our time on Earth winks out. This year, people across the continental U.S. will have a chance to bask in a rare sight, one that connects humans across generations and millennia. Make sure you're one of them.
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Miranda's Last Gift

When our daughter died suddenly, she left us with grief, memories--and Ringo.

by David Frum




I was at the kitchen counter making coffee when my daughter Miranda's dog approached. Ringo stands about 10 inches high at the shoulder, but he carries himself with supreme confidence. He fixed his lustrous black eyes on mine. Staring straight at me, he lifted his leg and urinated on the oven door.

After the mess was cleaned up, I complained to Miranda, "I don't think Ringo likes me."

Miranda replied, "Ringo loves you. He just doesn't respect you."

Theoretically, Ringo is a Cavalier King Charles spaniel. You may have seen depictions of the breed peeking at you from portraits of monarchs and aristocrats. But the spaniels in the paintings are almost always the cinnamon-and-white variety known as a Blenheim spaniel. My wife, Danielle, has a Blenheim. The Blenheim Cavalier is a true lapdog: easygoing, obedient, insinuating. Ringo is very different. He is exactly the color of a cup of espresso, mostly black-haired with a little brownish tinge at his extremities. He's commonly mistaken for a miniature Rottweiler. That confusion is less absurd than it sounds. If an unwelcome stranger steps in his way, 18-pound Ringo will stiffen and growl, murder in his eyes.

Ringo came into my life in the spring of 2018. Miranda had returned to the United States after four years living in Israel. She had thought seriously about staying there, but then the romantic relationship that had kept her in the country ended. Miranda was cast alone upon the open world. She relocated to Los Angeles to start over.

She chose L.A. because the landscape reminded her of Israel, even if the people were as different as could be. "My Israeli friends criticize Los Angeles as so fake," she told me. "But let me tell you, fake nice is a lot better than authentic rude."

Los Angeles, however, is not a good place to recover from a broken heart. The huge distances that must be traveled to see a friend, the cultural obsession with the surface of things--they can reinforce loneliness. Normally so cheerful and optimistic, Miranda was slowly succumbing to depression. So Danielle and I bought her a dog.

The dog we meant to buy was a Blenheim. Miranda had grown up with one and dearly loved him. But the breeder Miranda selected had no Blenheims for sale, only a single black-and-tan male. Miranda brought him home.

The friend who drove Miranda and Ringo back to L.A. took some photographs of the two of them in the car. Miranda--this glamorous and sophisticated young woman, who had earned her living as a model in Tokyo, Milan, and Tel Aviv--suddenly looked like her 11-year-old self again. She and Ringo writhed together in mutual delight, Miranda smiling in perfect happiness.

"Ringo is the best gift you and Mom ever gave me," she said, "including the gift of life."

I happened to visit Los Angeles a few days later, so I was the first member of the family apart from Miranda to meet Ringo. He worried me. I had imagined a dog that would curl up in Miranda's lap when she needed an understanding companion, who would gently lick the tip of her nose if she was sad. This dog was a lot--what's the word?--livelier than that. He was ferociously energetic, utterly inexhaustible. Oh well, I thought, he's still just a puppy.

Ringo's energy proved good for Miranda. If there was to be any living with him, he needed a long hike every day, preferably much of it uphill. His infectious spirit got him into situations where Miranda rapidly made new friends. They adapted each to the other. They did almost everything together. Men who sought Miranda's favor learned to bring treats for Ringo. She once took Ringo with her to Paris, where she charmed waiters into allowing him to sit on bistro chairs and eat cheese off his own plate at the table.

The Miranda-Ringo relationship recalled her favorite fairy tale, "Beauty and the Beast." So long as his beautiful mistress stood near, Ringo behaved with exemplary propriety. He would cooperate when Miranda maneuvered his strong paws into party costumes: an elf at Christmastime, a hot dog at Halloween. She even taught him to pose for photos. At her word, he would look at the camera and tilt his head fetchingly.

Remove her for even a minute, however, and the beast reappeared. Only Miranda could then calm him. She would scoop him up, squeeze him, and hold him in what she termed "cuddle jail." His head would drop. His eyelids would close. He would fall asleep, snoring noisily, his furry cheek against her smooth one.

My family inherited a property on Lake Ontario from my wife's parents. Danielle and I have spent summers there since the early '90s. The scenery is lovely, but until recently the region offered few amusements other than nature itself. Miranda thought the place dull. But Ringo enjoyed the open spaces and the opportunity to hunt his most detested enemy: birds.

He'd awaken before dawn to bark at them through the sliding glass doors. I'd sleepily fumble with the handle, trying to grab Ringo first, because otherwise he would bite the door so hard that his teeth left marks. He would race out, pausing only to savage a plastic bucket or sink his fangs into a rubber boot--or even my leg, if I got in his way. He would rampage after the birds for half an hour, then return to gulp down his breakfast.

I once confronted Miranda about controlling his behavior. "He's trying to warn us that we are surrounded by small flying dinosaurs," she protested.

"Okay," I said, "but why must he bark so much?"

"Why do you tweet?" she retorted.

At the time, Danielle and I owned two Labrador retrievers. In the summer, we would exercise them by hitting tennis balls into the lake for them to chase. Our stretch of shoreline is stony. Where lake and land meet, the water can be whipped by the wind into crashing surf. That's no problem for an 80-pound, hard-muscled Labrador. You might expect it to daunt a little spaniel. Yet Ringo joined the game and soon became its champion. He could not swim very far, but he charged into the waves all the same, sometimes biting the rocks on his way. He would wait for one of the Labs to bring a ball closer to the shore, then seize it from them and carry it the rest of the way.

On dry ground, too, he would insist on playing fetch virtually all the long daylight hours of a Canadian summer. I would try to lock away every stray tennis ball in the place, yet Ringo would find one more, drop it at my feet, and bark at my face to demand: "Throw."

"He won't leave me alone," I complained to Miranda.

"He thinks of you as his assistant," she said.

"Well, that's a relationship of trust at least."

"Don't flatter yourself. He's a Hollywood dog; he has a lot of assistants. Mom is Assistant No. 1. You're Assistant No. 2."

Assistant No. 2 became my family nickname ever after.

Miranda was always nearsighted, but over the course of 2018, her vision deteriorated to the point where she could no longer read even her phone. My wife joked that she was like Marilyn Monroe's character in How to Marry a Millionaire, the bombshell who needed glasses. But we were worried. We sent Miranda to specialists. The problem was diagnosed: a large brain tumor that was squeezing her optic nerves.

Untreated, the tumor would first blind her, then slowly kill her. But treating it would be no easy matter.

The tumor was a highly unusual kind. It was not cancerous, but it had developed its own network of blood vessels. If the tumor were excised with anything less than perfect precision, with every vessel meticulously cauterized, catastrophic bleeding into the brain could result.

My wife identified the doctor in the United States best qualified to operate on this rare and deadly threat. But how to get on his schedule? When Miranda returned from Israel, she had signed up with the least-expensive HMO she could find in California. She was only 26; how much medicine could she possibly need?

The inexpensive HMO had no intention of allowing access to the right doctor. It insisted on assigning Miranda to its in-house team. That team proposed slicing off the top of Miranda's skull and then groping down to her brain stem. The doctors candidly confessed that the chances of success were meager.

When Danielle protested that she had found a doctor who promised a less invasive technique with a better hope of success, the HMO's chief brain surgeon pooh-poohed her. I could have advised him that patronizing Danielle was unlikely to go well, but he kept at it. Then he addressed her as "dear." The room exploded. "I know why you think this operation cannot be done," Danielle said. "Since this variety of tumor was first identified in [I forget the year, but Danielle knew it], there have been [again, Danielle knew the number] successful operations in the United States. You've performed none of them. Maybe that's why you misdiagnosed the tumor in the first place. The doctor we want is the only one who has even recognized it for what it is."

The HMO never relented. Mercifully, we found an opportunity under the Affordable Care Act to shift Miranda to a different insurer that had the right doctor in its network. Miranda's surgery was scheduled for April 2019 at Stanford University Medical Center. In the meantime, she and Ringo came to live with us in Washington, D.C.

Miranda fatigued easily that winter. It typically fell to my wife and me to walk Ringo together with the big dogs. Ringo would sprint up and down hills, plunge into muddy streams, and generally dismiss commands to "come" or "heel" as impertinent and stupid suggestions. "If Ringo was a human being," Danielle said, "I'm not sure we'd like him very much."


Stanford University Medical Center, 2019 (Courtesy of the Frum family)



My wife and I rented an apartment in Palo Alto to be with Miranda during the preparation for the operation and the convalescence afterward. We ensured that the building was dog-friendly, so that Ringo could stay with us. The last thing Miranda needed during this period of stress and fear was responsibility for a dog ready to pick a fight with every stray leaf in his path.

But Ringo intuited that something unusual was happening in his world. This dog that normally put the high in high-maintenance abruptly reinvented himself as a wholly different animal. He quietly accompanied Miranda through every frightening minute. He attended all of her preoperative appointments, right up until the final seconds before she went in for surgery. I'd never imagined a hospital could be so sensitive to a stricken dog owner. But Stanford was, and we still feel grateful.

The doctor had warned us that the operation might take as long as eight hours. It extended to 12. No information or explanation reached us in the waiting room. Terrible thoughts crowded our minds. Our only comfort was to rub our faces in Ringo's woolly black fur.

Then, at last, the doctor emerged. He carried a celebratory can of Coca-Cola. All had gone well. We glimpsed Miranda's reddish-gold hair as she was pushed to the recovery room. The surgeon's microscopic tools had traveled into the brain via Miranda's nose. There had been no need to shave her head or crack open her skull.

We asked if we could bring Ringo into the intensive-care unit to greet Miranda when she regained consciousness. The doctor consented, but cautioned that it was very important that Miranda's head remain in exactly the correct elevated position. There must be no disturbance, no motion. Ringo, for once in his life, complied. He lay in Miranda's lap or on her legs. Ringo lived in the recovery room until Miranda's release a few days later, his vigil broken only when my wife and I took him out for walks and meals.

When Miranda's surgeon met with her before her discharge, he declared: "Now go and lead a normal life." This was a deeply gratifying sentiment, but also not quite the truth. The tumor and the operation had ravaged Miranda's endocrine system. She was prescribed a complex and ever-changing array of hormones for an array of needs: managing her thirst, regulating her sleep, sustaining her immune system. When COVID-19 struck, we airlifted Miranda out of Los Angeles for good. She came east wrapped in masks, scarves, and gloves. We collected her and Ringo at the airport to live with us. The year 2020 was one of the most difficult in American history for many people: lockdowns, school closures, riots, and everywhere the pall of disease. For Danielle and me, I'm a little ashamed to admit, it was one of the best times in our lives. The fledglings returned to the nest: Miranda and our son, Nathaniel, rejoined their high-school-senior sister, Beatrice.

All the end-of-life decisions that my wife and I had expected to deliberate for ourselves now had to be made at breakneck speed.

Miranda was fiercely independent and stoic, often too independent and stoic for her own good. She had braved dangers all her life. In Israel, she smiled her way through photo sessions as Hamas rockets flew overhead. In France, when anti-Semitic thugs tried to intimidate her and some Israeli friends on the Paris subway, Miranda defiantly spoke Hebrew extra loudly. She urged self-doubting friends, "You need to say 'fuck you' to more people more often." Always ready to listen to the troubles of others, she adamantly refused to discuss her own. But for those months, Miranda, for once in her life, let us take care of her as she preferred to take care of others.

Beatrice postponed college for a year and remained with us through the fall. Ten years older, Miranda regarded Beatrice as something of a daughter, as well as a sister. The two of them spent hours in each other's rooms, laughing and gossiping and planning future adventures, watching movies together long after Danielle and I fell asleep.

The bird life in our wooded part of Washington, D.C., may be even more active than in the open fields of Ontario. Years ago, Danielle and I added a second-story balcony off our bedroom. A sparrow family built a nest in the eaves above. Ringo interpreted that domestic act as a personal affront and a violent intrusion. He would leap into the air to snap and bark at the nest, either on the balcony deck or, when restrained, through the bedroom's glass door. Then, at last, Ringo's hour of triumph: In one of his lunges, he caught a young bird as it lifted from its nest and killed it. Miranda pretended to share the family horror, not very convincingly.

The pandemic passed. Miranda rented an apartment in New York, on the sixth floor of a building in SoHo where the ancient elevator had long ago stopped working. Every time she went in or out, Ringo also had to climb all six floors, each step almost as tall as he was. The exercise bulked up his muscles and sinews. Picking him up to stop him from attacking things became even more challenging than before. He could wriggle and twist with all the power of an athlete who executes hundreds of push-ups a day.

On a visit to that apartment, Nathaniel observed another side of Ringo's character. Miranda inflated an air mattress for Nat to use as a bed. Early one morning, Nat awoke to see Ringo engaged in passionate motion with the edge of the mattress. "Maybe we should get Ringo a real girlfriend?" Nat asked Miranda.

The dream of normality seemed to have come true. We celebrated family milestones: birthdays, holidays, Nat's wedding. Miranda and Ringo moved again, to Brooklyn, this time to a building with an elevator. Ringo befriended all the doormen. One day, he bolted into the elevator ahead of Miranda--and the doors closed. Miranda was frantic, imagining the elevator opening in the lobby and Ringo darting into the street. But within moments, the elevator returned. There stood a doorman, grinning, Ringo in his arms.


New York City, 2021 (Courtesy of Evan Amzuri)



Miranda and Ringo explored their new borough together. In her neighborhood, America's worsening drug-addiction problem could be witnessed on every sidewalk, unconscious bodies slumped on curbs and benches. Beautiful, clever, and privileged as she was, Miranda always identified with society's misfits and outcasts. She habitually carried an extra water bottle with her to tuck under a street sleeper's arm to be discovered when he awoke. Ringo would glare disapprovingly, but this was one circumstance in which his wishes did not prevail.

The day after Valentine's Day this year, my wife had big news for Miranda. She knew that Miranda had always wanted to take Ringo to London, but had been deterred by the British embargo on bringing in pets without lengthy and costly quarantining. Danielle had discovered a work-around and wanted to share it with Miranda. But the conversation never took place. Through the winter, Miranda had suffered a series of bad colds; getting her on the phone had become hard. I texted her, but unusually for her, no swift answer came.

The next morning, February 16, we received the devastating news that Miranda had been found dead in her Brooklyn apartment. Illness overwhelmed her depleted immune system and stopped her heart. She collapsed at about three in the morning. When she was found, Ringo was lying beside her.

For me, the thought of my own death has never been a distressing subject. We live, we love, we yield the stage to our children. I hoped that when the time arrived, I would have the chance for farewells. If that wish were granted, I could with total content ride the train to my final destination. It never occurred to me that one of my children might board the train first, pulling away as her parents wept on the platform.

But so it happened. All the end-of-life decisions that my wife and I had expected to deliberate for ourselves now had to be made at breakneck speed for our cherished daughter. We would bury her at a small, rural Jewish cemetery a short distance from our Ontario home. That way, we could be near her for the rest of our lives, then beside her ever afterward.

Transporting a body from one country to another is never an easy matter. Everything about the process becomes more difficult when the person has died at the beginning of a three-day weekend. My brother-in-law Howard, a successful businessman, stepped in with an enormously generous act of assistance: He chartered a plane to carry Miranda from New York to Toronto.

Wrapped in a blanketed body bag, Miranda was laid on a bench in the aircraft, then buckled in. My wife and I sat opposite her, with Ringo on a leash. As the plane gained altitude, Ringo jumped on Miranda's chest. He lay there for a long time, then sidled toward her legs, then to her feet. As the flight came to an end, Ringo hopped off Miranda and into my wife's lap, as if to say, "I belong with you now." He posted himself beside Miranda's coffin at the funeral in Toronto. He gazed into the grave as Miranda was lowered into the ground. Then he meekly departed with us.

When a parent loses a child, the nights are the worst. Thoughts come crashing into the mind: every missed medical clue, every pleasure needlessly denied, every word of impatience, every failure of insight and understanding. Like seasickness, the grief ebbs and surges, intervals of comparative calm punctuated by spasms of racking pain. I don't want to wake my wife, who has a grief schedule of her own, so I slip out of our bed and into the one Miranda used when she stayed with us in Washington. When I do that, Ringo will climb up to sleep at my feet, just as he slept on Miranda's that one last time.

Immediately after Miranda died, Ringo did not like anyone else to hold him. At first, I deferred to his resistance. Then I remembered something my sister, Linda, said during the most difficult phase of Miranda's never-easy adolescence: "Sometimes the kid who seems to want the hug the least is the kid who needs the hug the most." I experimented with my own version of "cuddle jail." After a few attempts, Ringo accepted the embrace, then welcomed it.


The author and Ringo, 2021 (Courtesy of the Frum family)



And I think: Over 32 years of life, Miranda gave me many gifts. She gave me joy, and pride, and the wisdom that can be learned only from loving another being more than one loves oneself. Then, at the end, she gave me one last gift, the most immediately necessary of them all. She left me the means to expiate all those sins of omission and commission that crowd my mind at three in the morning. She left me Ringo. For better or worse, I will be Assistant No. 2 to the very end of his days, or mine.



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "Miranda's Last Gift."
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Too Much Purity Is Bad for the Left

If socialists want to be a political force in America, they need to form coalitions, defend democracy, and change real people's lives.

by Arash Azizi




American leftists are facing a question that has become a perennial bugbear. Come November, should they support the Democratic incumbent Joe Biden to defeat Donald Trump? Or, given their profound reservations about both candidates, should they abstain from voting at all?

Biden's support for Israel's brutal war in Gaza has given the conundrum special urgency this year, but the question has become exhaustingly familiar. Four years ago, the country's largest leftist organization, the Democratic Socialists of America, loudly declared that it was not endorsing Biden, despite his backing by a coalition that included Bernie Sanders, Angela Davis, the DSA's own Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, most major trade unions, and, implicitly, The New England Journal of Medicine. When some in the DSA's leadership suggested that the organization could at least call on its members in swing states to consider voting for Biden, the majority voted down the proposal. Biden went on to win without any organized help from the DSA.

At moments like these, the American left could stand to learn from the experiences of its international counterparts. The international left seems largely to recognize that it is too small to survive on its own and must therefore build coalitions--most important, to ally with those who defend democracy and basic civic rights. And this is true despite the fact that the left in countries such as France, India, and Japan is a formidable force, boasting organizations with millions of members and sending delegates to serve in legislative and executive office. American leftists, meanwhile, have spent decades mired in niche subcultures of activist groups--they are marginal and yet still spurn coalitions that risk adulterating their purity.

Helen Lewis: The left can't afford to go mad

The United States is relatively rare among democracies in that it has long lacked a far-left party with legislative representation, a distinction that has something to do with the peculiarities of its political system. In most parliamentary democracies, political parties are membership-based and ideologically aligned, whereas in the United States, they are loose coalitions that can encompass a wide range of views.

This protean structure didn't stop American social movements from achieving important milestones throughout the 20th century--among them, female suffrage, workers' rights, and an end to segregation. To get there, rights campaigns often had to fight both the Democratic and the Republican establishments. But they managed to mobilize masses, carve out new political spaces, and ultimately make the journey from protest to politics.

Bayard Rustin explained the relationship between movement and party in 1965: "Southern demonstrators had recognized that the most effective way to strike at the police brutality they suffered from was by getting rid of the local sheriff--and that meant political action, which in turn meant, and still means, political action within the Democratic party where the only meaningful primary contests in the South are fought."

America's youth-led social-protest movements petered out by the end of the 1970s, however, and the left came to place itself outside the political system, condemning itself to marginality. American leftist activists continued to bring some changes through trade unions, civil-rights organizations, and feminist groups, but they did not coalesce into an organized political movement until 2016, when a democratic socialist senator from Vermont took the step of running in the Democratic primaries. In doing so, Bernie Sanders helped the minuscule DSA grow its membership from 6,200 in 2015 to a peak of 95,000 in 2021 (it now stands at about 78,000).

The DSA is a tiny force in a country of 332 million. And it is less a nationwide political organization than a federation of local activist groups that share a banner despite the wildly divergent politics of their members. The DSA's elected representatives reliably showed up for Biden in 2020 and have voted for measures such as support for NATO's enlargement. The national political leadership of the organization, however, has taken diametrically opposed positions. The organization lacks a united political program even on such basic matters as whom to endorse for president.

Many in the DSA good-heartedly argue that what matters is grassroots, and in many cases local, activism, not who gets elected to Congress or the White House. In this sense, the DSA seems more comfortable with the pre-Bernie activism of bumper stickers and single-cause groups than with the prospect of building a cohesive political force.

The international left, by contrast, has both a history of cohesion and the baggage to go along with it. Many leftists are still struggling to transcend the legacy of the 20th century's authoritarian socialism. Some once-powerful parties of the left have simply disappeared into thin air (as in Italy). New leftist parties, such as Syriza in Greece and Podemos in Spain, emerged or drew strength from the wreckage of the 2008 global economic recession but didn't achieve as much as optimists had hoped. Still, socialist parties on multiple continents are major political actors in ways that their American counterparts simply are not, and the reason is at least in part their willingness to forge pragmatic alliances.

This imperative is taken as elementary in much of the world. India's communist parties have worked within the country's multiparty democratic structures since its independence in 1947 and have thus also remained relevant in the post-Soviet era. Last year, they came together with the Indian National Congress and a range of left, center-left, centrist, regionalist, and even center-right parties to form the Indian National Developmental Inclusive Alliance (INDIA). Their aim was to present a united front against Prime Minister Narendra Modi and his right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party, whose chauvinism and authoritarianism have had a chilling effect on the world's biggest democracy. Pointing to the threat such forces pose to "the ethos of the country," Annie Raja, the leader of the Communist Party of India, told a local publication, "At such a juncture, any party which is sincerely wishing to save this country and democracy and secularism must try to unite."

Similarly, the Turkish left, including the Workers Party and several other Marxist groups, campaigned last year for the centrist presidential candidate Kemal Kilicdaroglu, whom it viewed as having the best chance to beat the authoritarian President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Although Erdogan still won, the left's campaign gave it new national visibility and its largest parliamentary representation in decades.

In Israel, a left-wing coalition with Arab and Jewish members decided to join Zionist parties of the left and the center in endorsing the centrist Benny Gantz for prime minister, with a goal of ousting Benjamin Netanyahu, seen by the group as a menace to Israel's democracy.

In countries where democracy itself is not under threat, leftists have learned to make broad alliances in order to remain politically relevant. In Portuguese elections on March 10, the Communist Party, the Left Bloc, and the left-leaning green parties gained about 13 percent of the vote among them. They will now do all they can to exclude far-right and even center-right forces from forming a government. In other words, they are likely to support the center-left Socialist Party, roughly the Portuguese equivalent to Biden's party. That party's leader, Pedro Nuno Santos, helped coordinate the support of communists and the Left Bloc for a previous government in 2015-19.

Similarly, in Spain the Communist Party and Podemos are part of a coalition cabinet led by the center-left Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez. One of that country's most popular politicians is the communist deputy prime minister and labor minister, Yolanda Diaz, who has vocally backed the Palestinian cause and was recently in Washington to work with her American counterpart on new regulations protecting workers from artificial-intelligence algorithms.

One can criticize the left for joining governments in Spain and Portugal, but not without acknowledging that the policies these governments have adopted have already changed millions of lives. Spain has passed gender-equality laws that improve transgender rights, offer state-funded paid leave for women who suffer from painful periods (a first among European countries), and mandate greater parity for women in politics and the public sphere. Portugal reversed austerity measures that had included deep cuts to wages, pensions, and social security; The New York Times termed the result a "major revival." Whatever soul-searching the American left wants to do about its conception of socialism, if it seeks to be a serious political force, it must also attempt to win elections, come to power, and change real people's lives.

On a subnational level, too, leftists outside the United States have put sloganeering aside to pursue concrete goals in office and show what their ideals can look like in real life. In India's Kerala, a democratically elected communist-led government has made particular strides in human development, poverty reduction, public education, and, most recently, public health; the international news media lauded K. K. Shailaja, Kerala's health minister, for her handling of the coronavirus pandemic, even though the state later faced a new wave of the virus.

Conor Friedersdorf: How October 7 changed America's free-speech culture

Closer to home, Chile's President Gabriel Boric, who was actually endorsed by the DSA, leads a pioneering left-wing government. Patient political work and broad alliances propelled him to the Mint Palace. Former President Michelle Bachelet, from the country's center-left, supported Boric in 2021, as did an even more liberal predecessor, Ricardo Lagos. That did not stop the Communist Party from enthusiastically joining his government, and Camilla Vallejo, once a fellow leader of the student movement, now serves as a cabinet minister. Under the leadership of its first-ever communist mayor, Iraci Hassler, the capital city of Santiago has taken steps to bolster women's rights by offering support to victims of domestic violence, for instance, while battling food insecurity and publicly condemning discrimination against migrants.

In the first half of the 20th century, the United States actually had a powerful leftist force in the form of the Socialist Party of America. Its members won municipal races in places such as Berkeley, California, and Schenectady, New York. The party's proud centerpiece was Milwaukee, which had three socialist mayors for a total of 38 years from 1910 to 1960. Those further to the left often made fun of them as "sewer socialists" who cared more about the city's excellent public-sanitation system than about the socialist revolution (like all good leftist insults, this one had originated as an internal jab within the party).

But Milwaukee's sewer socialists could boast something that purists simply can't: They made a difference in the lives of millions of working people. Those are the politics--result-oriented and pragmatic--that convince people to give the socialist left and its ideas a chance. If American socialists truly want to emerge as a serious political force in the world's most powerful country, they need to stop cosplaying radicalism and learn how to defend democracy, build broad coalitions, and run successful governments.
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Whatever You Do, Don't Do the Silent Treatment

It can ruin your relationships.

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.

Life for a 19th-century sailor was hard: Months at sea were accompanied by constant danger and deprivation. To make matters worse, mariners saw the same few people all day, every day, in a radically confined space where they were expected to get along and look after one another. On a long voyage, one obnoxious person could make life utterly miserable for everyone.

So sailors used a tried technique to deal with an offender: the silent treatment. They would ignore him completely for weeks on end. That might sound like an innocuous action to you, but in truth, it was far from it. The silent treatment was, according to the writer Otis Ferguson in 1944, "a process so effective in the monotony of ship's life as to make strong men weep."

Of course, the silent treatment is a technique used not only by sailors. It can be encountered anytime, anywhere, from home to work. You have almost certainly experienced some form of it. Being subjected to the silent treatment is a lament I commonly hear from others, on whom it is imposed by romantic partners, parents, friends, colleagues.

Read: What you're saying when you give someone the silent treatment

Long-married couples will go for days without speaking. A person will give their oldest friend the cold shoulder. I knew a father who refused to speak with his daughter for 30 years. Silent-treatment inflictors do it because, as the sailors discovered, it was devastatingly effective in imposing pain on the recipient. So much pain, in fact, that it can leave a person scarred and a relationship in ruins.

With some knowledge about how imposed silence actually affects people, you might want to think twice before you freeze out that annoying family member. And you will be better equipped to deal with the silent treatment the next time someone imposes it on you.

You have probably inflicted the silent treatment on others--two-thirds of us have done so, according to the psychologist Kipling Williams in an interview with Daryl Austin in The Atlantic. Williams is arguably the best-known expert on the phenomenon. We use it, studies conducted by Williams and his co-researchers suggest, for two main reasons. The most common one is to punish someone for perceived misbehavior, something they said or did. Behind this, the next most common is conflict avoidance; you might go silent to avoid a major blowup, for example. Other motives can also apply, such as feeling that a relationship has reached a dead end, leaving nothing more to say or do.

Arguably, people who impose silence do so because they believe it works--whether as a punishment, a way to avoid conflict, or a coping mechanism in one of those dead-end situations. Williams and colleagues have reported that about one-quarter of inflictors regard it as an effective tactic. But at what cost? Those on the receiving end describe feelings of pain, and resentment from being ostracized by a loved one. And by pain, I mean literal pain--researchers have been able to identify the part of the brain affected by exclusion: the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, which is also characteristically implicated in the sensation of emotional pain.

Richard A. Friedman: Plenty of people could quit therapy right now

The effects on an ostracized person are what you might expect from that finding. Williams has shown in his research that being ignored initially provokes reflexive anger and sadness, followed by reflection on the motives and meaning of the treatment, and, when persistent over time, resignation. Not the resignation of being reconciled with a situation but a miserable state of alienation, hopelessness, and depression.

Like all kinds of abuse, silent rejection can impair a victim's overall competence. In one experiment that asked participants to imagine that they would end up alone in life, this form of silent rejection lowered their ability to think clearly and complete complex tasks. What this suggests is that the silent treatment may be effective in satisfying the inflictor's aggression, but it is an intensely cruel and disproportionate way to deal with conflict. Not very surprisingly, then, we find that people high in Machiavellianism--a willingness to hurt and manipulate others for their own gain, even a trivial one--may employ this technique with partners and friends.

Given how destructive the silent treatment is, like physical abuse, it can wreck relationships. In one 2009 paper, frequent use of the silent treatment was negatively correlated with commitment to one's relationship. And according to the Gottman Institute, which conducts research on the success and failure of marriages, the act of cutting off your partner by stonewalling can be a contributory factor to divorce.

Interestingly, the treatment causes relationships to dissolve most consistently when the recipient has high self-esteem rather than low self-esteem. When such a person is ostracized, they have the personal resources to see their partner's conduct for the gross maltreatment that it is and head for the exit. The unfortunate corollary is that people low in self-esteem, like vulnerable partners in an abusive relationship, are less likely to leave. Lacking the capacity to reject their abuser, they stay to endure the sad silence with the partner who hurts them.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to spot a frenemy--and be a real friend

Because its aggression is covert, the silent treatment might seem harmless. But it's really not; it's terrible. We should all work to avoid engaging in it and, if possible, to avoid receiving it as well. Here are three practical lessons to get the silent treatment out of your life.

1. Silence can be a blaring alarm.
 Drawing on my experience of working with a lot of young adults who are dating, I strongly recommend that, as a simple matter of self-defense, people consider quickly abandoning a relationship in which the partner engages in the silent treatment. It is a form of cruelty, and may be an early warning of a damaged person who is willing to hurt you. Naturally, such a rapid exit is not possible in some relationships--in cases, for example, in which parents use it. But at the very least, people subjected to the treatment should force open acknowledgment of the tactic by calling it out and stating that they consider it tantamount to abuse.

2. Break the cycle.
 Speaking of families, a lot of research suggests that pathologies can be transmitted down through generations. Thus domestic violence routinely runs in families, and a tendency toward alcohol misuse can be as much as 60 percent inherited (some combination of nature and nurture). Not surprisingly, scholars have found a significant association between parents' application of the silent treatment and its use by their adult children. If you find yourself freezing out people you care about when you are upset, you could ask yourself whether you saw this as a child; perhaps your parents did it to each other, or to you, so you see it as normal conflict behavior. If so, you have a golden opportunity to break the cycle of this damaging habit.

3. Say what you think.
 A question that naturally follows from the last point is: "Okay, so how do I break the cycle?" Researchers have found that people who ruminate on a conflict with their partner--turning it over and over in their mind--are especially prone to punitive actions, including the silent treatment. If this is you, rather than trying to change your ostracizing behavior directly, start with the rumination itself. Maybe you are uncomfortable about expressing your displeasure and bottle it up. That leads you to punish your loved one in a disproportionate and damaging way. Try not to get stuck perseverating on the dispute, and use your words instead.

Read: The Harry Potter personality test

The silent treatment is a terrible habit for you and for your loved ones, but I should close by noting that silence per se certainly does not have to be destructive. In fact, one of the best things you can regularly do for yourself and others is to engage in prolonged periods of silence--not the silence of punishment, but the silence of love.

Every year, I participate in a four-day silent retreat, immersed in prayer and contemplation without uttering a single word. My wife does the same--though separately, because together we would not manage 30 seconds without talking with each other. I can think of nothing I do that so wonderfully clears my mind and brings me closer to the transcendent than this extended silence. My biggest problems become manageably small ones; my major resentments shrink to minor annoyances.

Indeed, one way to cope with being given the silent treatment might be to immerse yourself in this type of divine practice. Scholars have found that spiritual practices can be remarkably effective at dealing with the pain of being ostracized by others. Perhaps the only exception to a ban on the silent treatment is when you choose to practice it on yourself.
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America's Magical Thinking About Housing

The city of Austin built a lot of homes. Now rent is falling, and some people seem to think that's a bad thing.

by Derek Thompson




This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.

If you want to understand America's strange relationship with housing in the 21st century, look at Austin, where no matter what happens to prices, someone's always claiming that the sky is falling.

In the 2010s, the capital of Texas grew faster than any other major U.S. metro, pulling in movers from around the country. Initially, downtown and suburban areas struggled to build enough apartments and single-family homes to meet the influx of demand, and housing costs bloomed across the region. Since the beginning of the pandemic, even as rent inflation has gone berserk nationwide, no city has experienced anything like Austin's growth in housing costs. In 2021, rents rose at the most furious annual rate in the city's history. In 2022, rent growth exceeded every other large city in the country, as Austin's median rent nearly doubled.

This might sound like the beginning of a familiar and depressing story--one that Americans have gotten used to over the past few decades, especially if they live in a coastal blue state. California and New York, anchored by "superstar" clusters in Silicon Valley, Hollywood, and Wall Street, have pulled in some of the nation's most creative workers, who have pushed price levels up. But a combination of stifling construction regulations, eternal permitting processes, legal tools to block new development, and NIMBY neighbors restricted the addition of more housing units. Rent and ownership costs rose in America's richest cities, until families started giving up and moving out. As the economics writer Noah Smith has argued, California and New York are practically driving people out of the state "by refusing to build enough housing."

But Austin--and Texas more generally--has defied the narrative that skyrocketing housing costs are a problem from hell that people just have to accept. In response to rent increases, the Texas capital experimented with the uncommon strategy of actually building enough homes for people to live in. This year, Austin is expected to add more apartment units as a share of its existing inventory than any other city in the country. Again as a share of existing inventory, Austin is adding homes more than twice as fast as the national average and nearly nine times faster than San Francisco, Los Angeles, and San Diego. (You read that right: nine times faster.)

The results are spectacular for renters and buyers. The surge in housing supply, alongside declining inbound domestic migration, has led to falling rents and home prices across the city. Austin rents have come down 7 percent in the past year.

One could celebrate this report as a win for movers. Or, if you're The Wall Street Journal, you could treat the news as a seriously frightening development.

"Once America's Hottest Housing Market, Austin Is Running in Reverse," announced the headline of the top story on the WSJ website on Monday. The article illustrated "Austin's recent downswing" and its "glut of luxury apartment buildings" with photographs of abandoned downtown plazas, as if the fastest-growing city of the 2010s had been suddenly hollowed out by a plague and left to zombies and tumbleweeds.

Running in reverse. Downswing. Glut. This is the same Wall Street Journal that, in 2021, noted that rent inflation was demolishing American budgets and, in 2022, gawked at all-time-high rents in places like New York City. Sure, falling housing costs are an annoyance if you're trying to sell your place in the next quarter, or if you're a developer operating on the razor's edge of profitability. But this outlook seems to set up a no-win situation. If rising rent prices are bad, but falling rent prices are also bad, what exactly are we supposed to root for in the U.S. housing market?

This is a surprisingly complex question for Americans today. In the U.S., our houses are meant to perform contrary roles in society: shelter for today and investment vehicle for tomorrow. This approach creates a kind of temporal disjunction around the housing market, where what appears sensible for one generation (Please, no more construction near me, it's annoying and could hurt my property values!) is calamitous for the next (Wait, there's nowhere near me for my children to live!).

If homeownership is best understood as an investment, like equities, we should root for prices to go up. If housing is an essential good, like food and clothing, we should cheer when prices stay flat--or even when they fall. Instead, many Americans seem to think of a home as existing in a quantum superposition between a present-day necessity and a future asset.

This magical thinking isn't just a phenomenon of real-estate reporting. It is deeply rooted even in the highest echelons of policy making. Just look at the Democratic Party's 2020 platform. The document reads (emphasis mine):

Homeownership has long been central to building generational wealth, and expanding access to homeownership to those who have been unfairly excluded and discriminated against is critical to closing the racial wealth gap.


But then the same platform goes on to say (emphasis mine):

Housing in America should be stable, accessible, safe, healthy, energy efficient, and, above all, affordable. No one should have to spend more than 30 percent of their income on housing, so families have ample resources left to meet their other needs and save for retirement.


See the issue? On the one hand, the Democratic Party says we are all relying on homeownership to close the racial wealth gap, which implies that we should root for today's home values to significantly rise, so that today's minority owners can build wealth. On the other hand, the party says we need houses to be "above all, affordable." In that case, we should despair when home values rise too fast, because it implies that the next generation of owners will be priced out of the market.

I don't think the authors of the Democratic Party platform are careless or clueless. I think they're doing their best to articulate a folk wisdom: Housing should, somehow, deliver permanent affordability and constant appreciation, at the same time. And perhaps they're trying to reconcile the awkwardness of a market where ordinary middle-class people are both sellers and buyers of an essential yet expensive good; where high inflation would help some people, while deflation would help others.

Americans' inconsistent approach to housing doesn't end with these contradictory desires. In 2022, three economists asked several thousand Americans a few simple questions about how supply and demand works in various markets. For example, if automakers suddenly stopped making new cars and trucks, what happens to the price of used vehicles? Or, if a farm started using an amazing new fertilizer and got a huge boost in grain yield, what will happen to the price of the grain? Contrary to the assumption that Americans don't understand basic economics, the survey respondents did pretty well on the test. They correctly guessed that a shortage of cars would shift car prices up and that a surge in grain production would shift grain prices down. So far, so good.

Then the economists asked the participants about housing. They said: If a new law makes it easier to build dwellings near train stops, what happens to housing prices? Well, all of a sudden, the laws of supply and demand no longer applied. More than a third of participants said that "a large, exogenous increase in their region's housing stock" would cause rents and home prices to rise. "The public understands the implications of supply and demand in markets for agricultural commodities, for labor, and even for cars, a durable consumer good that, like housing, trades in new and second-hand markets," the authors wrote. Only when the subject is housing do many Americans despair that you can never build your way out of a shortage.

Housing is a pit of oxymoronic thinking. The Wall Street Journal tells its readers that it's bad when rents go up but also bad when rents go down. The Democratic Party platform says homes have to be affordable and also that they ought to appreciate faster than the rate of inflation. Americans in research surveys say that if grain yields surge, grain prices go down, but that if housing construction surges, housing costs go up.

I'm listing these examples not to be despondent about the prospects for housing abundance, but rather to be realistic. Housing is, in fact, both a present need and a future investment. In a dual-side marketplace, I suppose you could argue that any change in price is bad for some party. But the externalities of housing abundance outweigh the loss to any particular party rooting to profit from scarcity. More and denser housing has been found to reduce inequality and raise personal income; to increase individual exercise rates and reduce obesity; to limit carbon emissions and preserve thousands of acres of natural splendor; and even to increase productivity and innovation.

The miracle of Austin is helpful to recognize, because it restores clarity to a simple truth: Houses are essential, but they are not magical. The normal rules of supply and demand apply. Perhaps more blue cities and states should make a point of applying those rules--and build more damn homes.
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The Smartphone Kids Are Not All Right

Jonathan Haidt's new book, <em>The Anxious Generation</em>, makes the case against devices for children--even if they desperately want them.

by Hanna Rosin




I did not know this at the time, but apparently my children were part of a generation of guinea pigs. "It's as though we sent Gen Z to grow up on Mars when we gave them smartphones in the early 2010s in the largest uncontrolled experiment humanity has ever performed on its own children," Jonathan Haidt writes in The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness.

Haidt convincingly uses data to argue that a sharp uptick in depression, anxiety, loneliness, and suicide among young people is directly tied to the wide distribution of smartphones. He points to surveys that have been asking teenagers for decades questions about mental health, such as: "Life often seems meaningless" or "A lot of times I feel lonely." Survey results remained pretty consistent, and some numbers were even improving, before they took a sharp, negative turn somewhere between 2010 and 2015.

The solution, Haidt says, is "easy." In this episode of Radio Atlantic, he advocates that parents don't give middle schoolers smartphones so they can reclaim the old way of socializing, that social-media platforms raise the minimum age for use to 16, and that schools ban cellphones during the day, among other straightforward solutions. The picture, however, looks a lot less clear when you talk with an actual young person. In this episode, I spoke with my child Jacob, and we juxtapose theory with lived experience. You'll hear a mother (me) wrestle in real time with the consequences of parenting decisions as Haidt makes the case that we should collectively agree to rescue our kids from this experiment.



Listen to the conversation here:

Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Google Podcasts | Pocket Casts

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: What's up? What are you up to?

Jacob Rosin: Not much. I just got home. I'm going to do my laundry soon and then pack.

Hanna Rosin: Oh, right. You're leaving Sunday.

Jacob Rosin: Hm.

Hanna Rosin: Yeah. What's "hm"?

[Typing]

Hanna Rosin: What are you typing?

[Typing]

Jacob Rosin: I'm just chatting with friends.

Hanna Rosin: Wait, you're chatting with friends while we're doing this interview?

Jacob Rosin: I do this all the time. Don't worry about it.

Hanna Rosin: So you're going to chat with friends throughout this interview?

Jacob Rosin: Have we started the interview yet?

Hanna Rosin: No, we haven't.

Jacob Rosin: Okay.

Hanna Rosin: (Sighs.)

[Typing]

Hanna Rosin: Oh my God. Tell me when you're ready.

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. And that is my 20-year-old child, Jacob.

Jacob Rosin: I'm ready.

[Music]

Jacob Rosin: Wait--how long will this take? Sorry.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: This is basically how it goes with me and Jacob. I always think it's just me and them talking. And I'm always surprised to learn there's someone else in the room. The feeling is like when you're at a party and you're talking to someone, and their eyes are scanning for someone more interesting.

Hanna Rosin: Okay, so what would you say that most of our fights are about?

Jacob Rosin: I mean, I don't know how to get more specific than phone usage, but I think it also might be phone usage while also not paying attention to something important.

Hanna Rosin: Right, phone usage and then--

Jacob Rosin: Is this a leading question?

Hanna Rosin: No, I am genuinely trying to figure out how close my perception is to your perception.

Jacob Rosin: Okay.

Hanna Rosin: What would you say is my position, or maybe your parents' position, and what is your position in this fight?

Jacob Rosin: I mean, I think most of the time when I'm on my phone, my friends are in the phone, and the idea is that there's a real world out there that I should be paying attention to because it is more immediate, and I can't really come back to it in the same way, I guess.

Hanna Rosin: I see. So you recognize that there's a world in your phone, there's a world outside--

Jacob Rosin: That is probably more important to me.

Hanna Rosin: What's more important to you?

Jacob Rosin: The world on the phone.

Hanna Rosin: And I'm irritated because I think the world outside should be more important to you. Is that a fair summary?

Jacob Rosin: Maybe, yes.

Hanna Rosin: There's this expression that this MIT professor who writes about stuff has: "We are forever elsewhere." Do you think that's true? Does that bother you?

Jacob Rosin: Does it bother me? No. That's just how I am. I just do that. I think about other stuff.

Hanna Rosin: Does it feel distracting? Or like your mind--

[Typing]

Hanna Rosin: Are you online again?

Jacob Rosin: That was only a brief exchange. I'll close Discord. Hold on.

Hanna Rosin: (Laughs.)

Hanna Rosin: I'm not sure Jacob is typical, although given what the latest research is showing about how phones intrude into kids' lives, they might not be that atypical.

Jacob is autistic and did not glide easily into middle- and high-school social dynamics. It was always just much easier for them to have fun with friends online.

But I have been pretty typical as a parent, trying to figure out what to enforce around phones. Jacob and their siblings were part of the guinea-pig generation, the first kids to get smartphones during puberty. And we, the parents, knew nothing. We had no wisdom to go by. We just watched as they dove in deeper and deeper and had no idea if this was excellent and fresh and creative, or totally ruinous.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: When did you first get your cell phone?

Jacob Rosin: I remember waking up to look at my phone and look at the results of the 2016 election, so it was at least before then.

Hanna Rosin: Yeah, okay. How would you say it changed your--

Jacob Rosin: Over time, it absolutely made me feel more connected with social media and particularly Discord.

Hanna Rosin: Can you say more about that?

Jacob Rosin: I did not really feel like I had any real friends before that point, even though I allegedly did.

Hanna Rosin: Did you feel like you started to compare yourself to other people or anything like that?

Jacob Rosin: I've been doing that since I was born, baby.

Hanna Rosin: What does that mean? What do you mean?

Jacob Rosin: I don't know if the internet ever brought that habit. I think it's just a habit. Maybe it started to be negative when metrics got involved.

Hanna Rosin: What do you mean?

Jacob Rosin: Well, if I do something funny, that I think is funny, on Twitter.com and only get one like for it, or it's whatever--you know what I mean.

Hanna Rosin: Right. Like in school, it's vague: who likes you, who sits next to you, or whatever. But then on social media, it's really specific.

Jacob Rosin: In school, I'm not even paying attention to that stuff.

Hanna Rosin: Mm-hmm. But on social media, you are.

Jacob Rosin: Yeah.

Hanna Rosin: In 2017, about a year after Jacob got their first phone, The Atlantic published the story, "Have Smartphones Destroyed a Generation?"

Destroyed. That is a big word. I don't know many parents who look at their kid and think, You're destroyed. But now, in 2024, the question of "Have Smartphones Destroyed a Generation?" is less of a question and more of a: Yeah, actually, they probably did.

Jonathan Haidt: All right, is Hannah on already?

Hanna Rosin: Hey, it's me. Hi, it's Hanna. I'm sorry--it's "Hanna Rosin." It could be "Hannah Rozin," but it's not.

Haidt: Yeah, I know. And I'm Jon Haidt. It's often "Jon Hate."

Hanna Rosin: So I talked to social psychologist Jonathan Haidt.

Hanna Rosin: Oh, Jon Haidt. I've been calling you "Jon Hate."

Haidt: As half the world does.

Hanna Rosin: Haidt has a new book called The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness. Like a lot of parents, I keep up with the research. And for the sake of household peace, I would like to dismiss all this stuff about teens and smartphones as alarmist. But Haidt's book compiles some pretty compelling data.

Hanna Rosin: The way I understand your research over the last 10 to15 years is you have been trying to counter the argument of alarmism with extremely specific data. I mean that is how I understand the point of this book.

Haidt: Exactly. Sometimes it is correct to be alarmed and, as a professor and social scientist, I want to make damn sure that if I'm going to tell people they should be alarmed, I better be right and I better be able to back it up.

Hanna Rosin: One of the big things that Haidt looked at was data from a national survey called, Monitoring the Future. It's a wide-ranging survey that dates back to the '70s, and it asks eighth, 10th, and 12th graders a bunch of questions--everything from what they think of the government to their attitudes toward drug and alcohol use.

But what Haidt was most interested in were questions tracking mental health. In the survey, students are given statements and then agree or disagree with them on a scale of 1 to 5.

Haidt: On Monitoring the Future, there's some really sad items about meaninglessness, hopelessness, like: I often feel that my life is meaningless or I feel that my life has no purpose.

Hanna Rosin: Or I'm feeling lonely and socially isolated at school. I mean, they're in a language that is relatable. That's why I wanted to talk about them. It's sentences that a teenager could relate to.

Haidt: That's right. So if you plot with the year on the x-axis going back to the '90s or sometimes the '70s, and then you plot a bunch of lines, then what you see is the numbers--the lines--bounce around. A number of them, they really do go down a bit. Down is good. Down is like, I don't agree with that. I don't feel depressed.

Hanna Rosin: Fewer people say that, or fewer people agree with those depressing statements.

Haidt: That's right. And this is also a period when suicide rates are dropping. Gen X had the highest suicide rates in history. For whatever reason, the Millennials are actually doing better than Gen X, and that's very clear when you look at the '90s and the 2000s. So you get flat lines, or you get lines sloping down. And if you cut off your data collection after 2010, no hint of a problem.

Now, in 2010, teens are just beginning to get iPhones. But what's remarkable to me is that the mental-health data doesn't get worse slowly. The mental-health data is fine in the 2000s. And then all of a sudden--right around 2012-2013--everything falls off a cliff.

Hanna Rosin: I just want to track the timeline, because these are such short periods that people are thinking in their head, Okay, what happened then? What happened then? So 2012 is the wide acceptance of cell phones? Because it's not when smartphones came around.

Haidt: The iPhone comes out in 2007, but it's just amazing in that it's a digital Swiss Army knife, and there were no apps other than the ones that came with it. And then the next year we get the app store, and then we get notifications.

So it's not until 2010-2011 that you have this thing in your pocket, which is not a digital Swiss Army knife that you pull out when you need something. It is now a portal that millions--millions--of companies now can use to get to you, as a child. Without your parents' permission or knowledge, they can get to you. They can send you notifications. They can try to get you to stop your homework and: Come--look at what someone just said about you.

So it's in the 2010s that the phone becomes a master rather than a servant. 2010 is also when Instagram is available for public use. 2010 is also when the front-facing camera is put on. Also, high-speed internet: By 2012-2013, most people do have high-speed internet.

So the point is: Between 2010--when phones weren't toxic, people weren't on Instagram, most people didn't have high-speed data--2010 things were fine. By 2015, everything's different.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: For example, what happens if you're a kid and you make a mistake? Haidt admits that childhood wasn't perfect before the invention of the smartphone--obviously the smartphone didn't invent bullying--but now the act of growing up, and everything that comes with it, is on display for thousands and possibly millions to see, including your mistakes.

Haidt: There's a huge difference between practicing all these things on a small stage--not a stage. Let's say in a small group where mistakes are not very costly. So you say something stupid, and then your friend is mad at you, and then maybe she gives you the cold shoulder. Maybe she even starts a rumor about you. So that's the way it always was. That's very painful, but it's still relatively low stakes.

What happens when now it's on a stage, where if you say anything wrong or you anger anyone, she can find an ugly photo of you--maybe she can find a nude photo that you swapped with some boy--and now she can put it out there for the world to see, and thousands of people comment on it. It might even get into the newspapers or something like that.

This is a level of shame and humiliation that no teenager can stand, and this, I think, is one of the reasons why the suicide rate is up. Because when you are being publicly shamed on a big stage, life is a living hell and death is an escape.

Hanna Rosin: But we don't actually know how many suicides are related to social-media shaming, just to be clear.

Haidt: No, no, that's right because thankfully suicide is still very, very rare. But what we can say is that it's up for all groups of teenagers. It's way, way up for preteen girls. They have very low rates to begin with, but their rates have tripled since before 2010. So it's way up. And even if it's anecdotal--that is, even if because so few kids killed themselves. But you know, we saw all those parents at the Senate hearings.

Hanna Rosin: Parents who are against Meta because--

Haidt: Because their kids are dead, yeah. They saw it happen. They can see what happened. The kid was, you know, was bullied, shamed, sextorted. She was on webpages promoting self-harm and suicide. Are they all wrong? I don't think so.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: After the break, Haidt offers some solutions for what we should do--we the schools, we the government, and we the parents--about the smartphone problem.

After which, I ask Jacob if they wish they'd never had a cell phone.

[Break]

Hanna Rosin: It's the early 2010s, and according to social psychologist Jonathan Haidt, this is around the time that teen mental health starts tanking. Haidt believes that the uptick in depression, anxiety, and self-harm in young people--it all got really bad when the first teenage girl moved her life online: She downloaded Instagram, posted on Tumblr, and started checking obsessively for comments and likes.

Haidt: And some of her friends did, too, so that now their consciousness, their focus was hours a day on their phones and was happening in the virtual world. That's when the problems start. That's the great rewiring of childhood. You get much less eye contact, social contact. It all goes through the screen.

Hanna Rosin: Okay, so the key factor here that shifted is real-time socialization: eye contact, social cues, laughter, navigating the real-time reactions of people. That's what you're saying is the key difference? It's being real time in person with your peers.

Haidt: Yes, there are about 15 different causal pathways. There are many ways that the phone-based life is harming boys and girls, but if I had to pick one, that would be the one.

You know, here I am. I'm a 60-year-old man talking about, you know, Kids these days. You'd think that I'm wrong, right? You'd think, What do I know? You'd think that with all the talk about, you know, Let's raise the age to 16. Let's not let kids have smartphones 'til 14--these are the things I say--you'd think that somewhere on planet Earth, there would be a young person who would write an essay saying, This is wrong. I can't find that person. I found one essay from a woman in Canada that kind of defended it. That's it.

Hanna Rosin: Wait--just one question. There are plenty of teenagers who would say, The phone opened up whole new worlds to me that were not available to me before.

Haidt: Sure, for individuals, they might say that about themselves, but find me any kind of movement or even any individual who is arguing, No, grownups, you don't understand. Don't take away our social media. Don't stop 11-year-olds from being on it. Middle-school kids should have access. I can't find that now.

Maybe there's a TikTok video somewhere where they do that. But each generation, you know, if you try to raise the drinking age, at some point, I bet somebody wrote something saying, No, don't raise the drinking age. So my point is: Don't just listen to the correlational data. Don't just listen to the experimental data, which we haven't even talked about. Don't just listen to the parents. Don't just listen to the teachers, all of whom are speaking with almost one voice: This is messing up our kids. 

Talk to the kids. And what you find is, while many will say that they enjoy the social connections on Instagram or TikTok--they'll say they enjoy it--but they don't say, And it's good for us overall.

Hanna Rosin: To me, it's a little complicated. I have a child who would say they were addicted but also would say that online is where they found their friends and where they found people who shared their interests, and that's something they couldn't do in real life. And I find it hard to very simply say it's all terrible, because I also see the ways in which it's rewired childhood in a way that I can't personally access, because I don't have a lot of friends that I just know online, but in a way that's also real.

Haidt: That's right. It greatly increases the quantity of social interactions. That's true. And it greatly decreases their quality. But here's the thing: If you were right--that it's opening up all these possible social relationships, that it's doing all this good--if you were right, then loneliness should have gone down in the 2010s, and it didn't. It goes up like a hockey stick.

Hanna Rosin: Right. And I suppose you could have some kids for whom that's true, but the vast majority of kids are not true.

Haidt: Yep, exactly.

Hanna Rosin: So the last section I want to talk about is solutions.

Haidt: Yes.

Hanna Rosin: I think part of the reason that people resist your argument or want to think of it as alarmist is because the solution seems completely out of reach. If I'm a teenager--

Haidt: No, it's easy.

Hanna Rosin: (Laughs.) It's not easy. I mean, if I'm a teenager, I'm listening to this, I'm thinking, This is culture. This is the world we live in. These companies are bigger than I am. The social culture is bigger than I am. The emotional culture is bigger than I am. There aren't any particular government regulations on any of this. All my friends are here. So for you to tell me, "Okay, go back and play in the woods," it's like: with who and when? That just seems like a nonstarter.

Haidt: Okay. Hanna, I have been involved since college in many efforts to bring about social change. I ran a gun-control group in Connecticut in the '80s. That was hard. To change people's minds is really hard.

You know what's easy? Walking into a situation where most people want to change, they don't like what's happening, they just need a coordination device, they just need an escape path out of a collective-action problem. And then I can come along, and I can say, Here's your path. Let's just do it. Let's do it at the same time. And then it's easy. Okay, I'm exaggerating a little bit, but compared to other kinds of social change, this one we can solve in the next year or two.

So here's how we do it: The reason why so many of us give our kids a smartphone in sixth grade is because she comes to us and says, Dad, everyone else has a smartphone. I'm being left out. That's a collective-action problem. So what I'm proposing in the book is four norms, and it won't solve it entirely, but it'll roll it back most of the way. Four norms.

The first norm: No smartphone until high school. Let's clear this all out of middle school. Middle-school kids desperately need a more old-fashioned childhood, where they have a few close friends, and they talk and they gossip and they do other things face-to-face.

Hanna Rosin: So this is a parental culture. You can't legislate that.

Haidt: No, that's right.

Hanna Rosin: You're saying change your parental culture.

Haidt: Yep, that's right. So that's the first one. The second norm: No social media 'til 16. These platforms are just completely inappropriate. Kids should not be growing up on a stage.

Hanna Rosin: Have you tried that experiment?

Haidt: Yeah. Well, yes. I told my kids no social media in middle school, and my son finally opened his own Instagram account without telling me in 10th grade. But he'd proven himself so responsible. And he was on the track team, which is great, and so they needed to communicate, and he was already at that time, whatever, 14, 15. So I said, Okay. That's okay. But for my daughter, I've said absolutely not--no to Instagram or to Snapchat.

Hanna Rosin: Until what age?

Haidt: Well, for now, I've said 16, and I'm hopeful that this norm--so I have to publicize the book really quickly. She's now 14, so I better get this norm changed next year so that she'll be able to put up with it. But anyway--

Hanna Rosin: And do you know that she's not? I mean, the "anyway" is the difficult part. I feel like once you get into the weeds, this is what happens. You will forbid a kid. They can start an Instagram account under any name that you would have no idea about.

Haidt: She watches TikTok on a web browser. She doesn't have it on her phone, but we don't need perfect here. What we need is to break the norm. We need to break the pattern where, in every free moment, the phone comes out, and TikTok and Instagram go up. That's what we have to stop.

Third norm is phone-free schools. There is nothing good that comes from kids having the greatest distraction device ever built in their pockets during class.

And then the fourth norm is more independence, free play, and responsibility in the real world. If you're going to take away the phone-based childhood, if you're going to greatly cut back on screen usage, we can't just let them look at the wall. We can't just say, Well, go read a book. Go learn to make canoes, or something. We have to give them back each other. That's what they really want. That's where they thrive, is when they can play and hang out with other kids without adults telling them what to do.

So those are the four norms: No smartphone 'til high school. No social media 'til 16. Phone-free schools. More independence, free play, and responsibility in the real world.

[Typing]

Hanna Rosin: So the reason I'm asking all these questions is because there is this book coming out, called The Anxious Generation. And its argument is that--this is what he writes: "It's as though we sent Gen Z to grow up on Mars when we gave them smartphones in the early 2010s in the largest uncontrolled experiment humanity has ever performed on its own children." And the argument is that rates of depression, mental-health issues, all kinds of things just skyrocketed. You know, kids became less able to--

Jacob Rosin: I mean, have you paid attention to the world lately?

Hanna Rosin: What do you mean?

Jacob Rosin: Everything sucks. I don't think that social media is the cause of that, but social media definitely made people more aware of that. And it was going to start happening no matter what we did about it. I don't know about the phones.

Hanna Rosin: And do you think that--I look back and think, Should we have put more restrictions? We tried one time, and it was, you know, warfare, but should we have tried harder?

Jacob Rosin: Well, what kind of restrictions do you mean by that?

Hanna Rosin: Forced you to not have your phone at night, you know, put your--

Jacob Rosin: Realistically, yeah, that probably would have helped at some point, but it's too late now.

Hanna Rosin: Oh God, I feel so bad. So how do you think your life would have been different if you didn't have a phone?

Jacob Rosin: I think I would have been a lot unhappier, generally.

Hanna Rosin: A lot unhappier.

Jacob Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Hanna Rosin: Yeah. The story that it sounds like you tell about your life and social media is: I got my phone. It gave me a pathway to socializing and social connection. That pathway is addictive, but it's less lonely because at least I had a pathway to socializing.

Jacob Rosin: Pretty much.

Hanna Rosin: Can I propose an alternative story, and you just tell me what you think?

Jacob Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Hanna Rosin: What if there's a story that you never got a cell phone? You were lonely and, at some point, you just would have had to socialize?

Jacob Rosin: I don't think that's true. I do not think I would have been pushed into it by necessity.

Hanna Rosin: Because that's what always--like, as a parent, honestly, that's what haunts me a little bit. I remember when you came back from camp. Remember that camp that you hated?

Jacob Rosin: Yeah.

Hanna Rosin: I remember picking you up from that camp. Where was it? In North Carolina or something?

Jacob Rosin: Yeah.

Hanna Rosin: Anyway, so we picked you up from that camp, and that camp did not allow phones, so you didn't have your phone for a month.

Jacob Rosin: Yes, I did not.

Hanna Rosin: And you definitely wrote letters of misery from camp--like, summer camp, I-hate-this-place kind of letters. But you were so chatty when we picked you up because you had not had your phone for a month. And I know you hated that place, but I think about that all the time. Like, What if we had just done some experiment of Jacob can't have a phone for a long time? Would you have been forced to socialize more?

Jacob Rosin: I don't know how much I would actually follow through. But I might. I don't know.

Hanna Rosin: You don't know?

Jacob Rosin: There's no way to find out now.

Hanna Rosin: I mean, my purpose in talking to you is: There is this book. It's written by grownups. It's written by grownups who grew up after the internet age about teenagers. And I'm torn because part of me thinks, like, I ruined Jacob's life by not taking their phone away more. And part of me thinks, These grownups don't understand kids, and there's something we're all missing about this experience.

Jacob Rosin: I would not at all say you ruined my life by doing that. I actually feel like I only got to live my life because of my phone.

Hanna Rosin: Oh.

Jacob Rosin: And yeah, that probably sounds a little depressing, but I think there might be an assumption among people who say stuff like this that everyone who's on the phone is using it to replace real human interaction. I totally disagree with that. Everything on the phone is real human interaction. Well, most things. There are things that are not.

Hanna Rosin: And how typical do you think your experience is?

Jacob Rosin: Very not typical.

Hanna Rosin: Oh, very not typical. Okay. But you don't think I ruined your life then?

Jacob Rosin: No. No.

Hanna Rosin: Thank you. Thank you for saying that.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: What are you gonna do just now, get back online?

Jacob Rosin: Honestly, yeah. I probably will.

Hanna Rosin: Okay. Okay, that's fine.

Jacob Rosin: I'll stop the recording. Actually, maybe I'll just go watch videos. I don't know.

Hanna Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Andrea Valdez, fact-checked by Sam Fentress, and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

Parents who are listening: Please share with us creative strategies you've come up with to limit cellphone use without causing domestic warfare. I'll give you mine: When Jacob was younger, instead of saying, say, Half an hour of screen time, Jacob, I would ask them when they thought they would be done with their video game or conversation. So it might be like 36 minutes or 27 minutes, and that way, they could finish out the game or the conversation, and the endpoint would feel more natural to them. If you have one, send it to radioatlantic@theatlantic.com, and we will share our favorites.

Kids who are listening: If you have creative ideas, please share them, too.

Thank you, Jacob, for playing along. I'm Hanna Rosin. And thank the rest of you for listening.

Hanna Rosin: Okay. All right. Great. All right, love you. I'll talk to you later.

Jacob Rosin: Bye.

Hanna Rosin: Bye.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2024/03/smartphone-anxious-generation-mental-health/677817/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Dangerous January 6-Pardon Promise

The convicted rioters are criminals, not hostages.

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.


Donald Trump's plan to pardon people in prison for their crimes on January 6--people he now calls "hostages"--is yet another dangerous and un-American attack on the rule of law.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The British right's favorite sex offender
 	What Trump supporters think when he mocks people with disabilities
 	Anne Applebaum: "There was no Russian election."




A Loyal Cadre in Waiting

This past weekend, Donald Trump stirred up one of his usual controversies by declaring that there would be a "bloodbath" if he isn't elected. Trump's supporters played a game of gotcha with outraged critics by claiming that Trump was merely describing an economic meltdown in the auto industry. Unfortunately, Trump decided, as he so often does, to pull the rug out from under his apologists by defending bloodbath as a common expression and clarifying that he meant it to refer to "getting slaughtered economically, when you're getting slaughtered socially, when you're getting slaughtered." Oh.

So much for purely economic "slaughter." Trump's threats and violent language are nothing new. But while the nation's pundits and partisans examine what it means for a presidential contender to mull over "getting slaughtered socially," Trump has added a much more disturbing project to his list of campaign promises: He intends to pardon all the people jailed for the attack on the Capitol during the January 6 insurrection.

Trump once held a maybe-sorta position on pardoning the insurrectionists. He is now, however, issuing full-throated vows to get them out of prison. On March 11, Trump declared on his Truth Social account: "My first acts as your next President will be to Close the Border, DRILL, BABY, DRILL, and Free the January 6 Hostages being wrongfully imprisoned!"

Trump isn't the first to use the loaded expression hostages in this context: The one-term member of Congress Madison Cawthorn--an embarrassment even by MAGA standards--used it in 2021 before many of those arrested in connection with January 6 were even convicted, and current member and House Republican Conference Chair Elise Stefanik, whose nucleonic decay from establishment Republican to right-wing extremist is fundamentally complete, has also used it.

Back in 2021, Trump claimed to be appalled by the violence at the Capitol, but that didn't last long (and there is no reason to assume Trump was sincere in the first place). Semafor's Shelby Talcott on Monday detailed how Trump went from "outraged" in 2021, promising that "those who broke the law ... will pay," to offering blanket pardons in 2024. As Talcott wrote, Trump's "evolution" began with "instinctive support for some of the most hardcore members of his own MAGA movement" and is now "a semi-formal alliance" with the Patriot Freedom Project, which claimed in December to have raised almost $1 million to free people convicted of crimes related to the insurrection.

This is not evolution so much as it is a kind of synergy, however, in which Trump and the right-wing fever swamp feed on each other's manic energy. The QAnon conspiracy theorists, for example, anointed Trump as their champion, and Trump responded by eventually embracing them in return. When Trump goes to rallies and bellows for two hours at a time while using words such as vermin, or when his response to a question about the Proud Boys is to tell them to "stand back and stand by," the MAGA ecosystem amplifies him and organizes his sentence fragments into something like guidance.

The only surprise here is that it took Trump this long to adopt a radical position supporting the people who were willing to do violence on his behalf. According to the House Select Committee's investigation, his own staff had trouble getting him to call off the January 6 mob, to whom he said "We love you." Many of those convicted for various crimes committed on that day went off to prison convinced they'd done the right thing, and Trump--a sucker for sycophancy--must have been moved by such shows of support, which included people singing to him in jail.

Trump has also shown, both as president and as a businessman, that he has an innate disgust with the whole idea of the impartial rule of law. He's in serious financial trouble for (among other reasons) lying about the value of his properties when it suited his interests; he has always seemed to believe that rules are for chumps, and that people--especially people named Donald Trump--should be free to enjoy the benefits of whatever they can get away with, legal or otherwise.

Indeed, the whole idea of "legality" doesn't seem to permeate Trump's consciousness, unless it is applied to Trump's enemies or other people, especially those of color, who he thinks deserve punishment. (Trump is the embodiment of the famous statement attributed to the Peruvian strongman Oscar R. Benavides: "For my friends, everything; for my enemies, the law.") In his handling of classified materials as well as in his attempt to pressure Ukraine to aid his campaign, Trump has shown that he thinks that laws don't apply to him if they hinder his personal fortunes.

But in promising pardons, Trump may have a motive even darker than his general hatred for rules and laws. As he makes his third run at the presidency, Trump no longer has a reservoir of establishment Republicans who will support him or serve him. He distrusts the U.S. military, not least because senior officers and appointees thwarted his efforts to use the armed forces for his own political purposes. And although he may yet win reelection, his MAGA movement is now dependent on the kind of people who will go to his rallies and buy the trinkets and hats and shirts that go on sale whenever he speaks.

Where, then, can he find a truly loyal cadre willing to offer unconditional support? Where might he find people who will feel they owe their very lives to Donald J. Trump, and will do anything he asks?

He can find many of them in prison, waiting for him to let them out.

As the historian and scholar of authoritarian movements Ruth Ben-Ghiat has noted, would-be dictators deploy such promises to build groups that will ignore the law and obey the leader. "Amnesties and pardons," she told me earlier today, "have always been an efficient way for leaders to free up large numbers of the most criminal and unscrupulous elements of society for service to the party and the state, and make them indebted to the rulers in the process."

The damage to the American constitutional order and the rule of law would be immense if Trump used his power to pardon people such as Enrique Tarrio (the former leader of the Proud Boys, sentenced to 22 years) and the Oath Keepers founder Stewart Rhodes (who drew an 18-year sentence). Hundreds of others are now serving time, many of whom might be more than willing to do anything for a president whose call they answered that winter day and who would now be the patron of their freedom.

Trump is no longer flirting with this idea. The man whose constitutional duty as president would be to "take care that the laws be faithfully executed" is now promising to let hundreds of rioters and insurrectionists out of prison with full pardons. And eventually, he will make clear what he expects in return.

Related:

	"What I learned retracing the footsteps of the Capitol rioters" (from 2023)
 	The January 6 deniers are going to lose. (From 2023)




Today's News

	The Biden administration announced new rules for passenger cars and light trucks that will boost sales of electric vehicles and hybrids by limiting tailpipe pollution.
 	Irish Prime Minister Leo Varadkar unexpectedly resigned, citing the coalition government's stronger chances of reelection under a different leader.
 	Last night, a federal appeals court blocked a controversial Texas immigration law that would permit state law enforcement to arrest and detain those they suspect of illegal border crossings, hours after the Supreme Court allowed the law to go into effect.
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Flying Is Weird Right Now

By Charlie Warzel

Somewhere over Colorado this weekend, while I sat in seat 21F, my plane began to buck, jostle, and rattle. Within seconds, the seat-belt indicator dinged as the pilot asked flight attendants to return to their seats. We were experiencing what I, a frequent flier, might describe as "intermediate turbulence"--a sustained parade of midair bumps that can be uncomfortable but by no means terrifying.
 Generally, I do not fear hurtling through the sky at 500 miles per hour, but at this moment I felt an unusual pang of uncertainty. The little informational card poking out of the seat-back pocket in front of me started to look ominous--the words Boeing 737-900 positively glared at me as the cabin shook. A few minutes later, once we'd found calm air, I realized that a steady drumbeat of unsettling aviation stories had so thoroughly permeated my news-consumption algorithms that I had developed a phobia of sorts.


Read the full article.
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Read. These six books show how engaging your senses can help reveal the beauty present in our day-to-day lives.

Marvel. Our photo editor compiled images of Valencia's two-week-long Fallas festival, which   features parades, fireworks, and fiestas.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Many of you responded to my recent thoughts about the declining quality of "mystery box" television shows with stories of how some of your own favorite shows have let you down. (One area of wide agreement: Most of you are still mad at Lost for leading you on and then going nowhere at the end.) A few of you spoke up for Fringe, but I have to admit that I couldn't maintain my interest in it; part of the problem with mystery-box shows is that they become too tangled up in their own mythology for the rest of us to make any sense of it.

I was especially heartened to see some fan love for Counterpart, a show that I will continue to argue has never gotten its due for its writing and its amazing cast. I love the mystery-box genre, and I hope it makes a comeback--but reader feedback tells me that I'm not alone in asking writers to decide where they're going before the end of the series.

By the way, some of you spoke up for the recent season of True Detective, and to you all I will only ask, yet again: What about the tongue on the floor?

-- Tom



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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Joe Biden and Donald Trump Have Thoughts About Your Next Car

Get ready for the EV election.

by Zoe Schlanger




The Biden administration earlier today issued a major new rule intended to spur the country's electric-vehicle industry and slash future sales of new gas-powered cars. The rule is not a ban on gas cars, nor does it mandate electric-vehicle sales. It is a new emissions standard, requiring automakers to cut the average carbon emission of their fleets by nearly 50 percent by 2032.



This would speed up the transformation of the car industry: The simplest way for automakers to cut emissions will likely be to shift more of their fleets to electric and hybrid models, and the Biden administration estimates that the rule would result in electric vehicles making up as much as half of all new cars sold by 2032. It also gives the country more of a chance of meeting the administration's goal of cutting U.S. emissions in half by 2030 and eliminating them by 2050. The final rule is a less stringent version of a proposal from last spring, reflecting concessions to the United Auto Workers union that give car companies more leeway in the first three years after it takes effect in 2027.



Tailpipe emissions are an issue not only for the climate: Breathing the soot from car tailpipes is a major health hazard that leads to tens of thousands of premature deaths in the U.S. each year, and the EPA estimates that the rule will cut noxious air pollution enough to provide some $13 billion in annual health benefits. But this rule, outlining a particular version of the country's automotive future, has arrived just as Republicans are trying to create a wedge issue out of electric vehicles as a signature Biden climate effort. The loudest opponent has been Donald Trump, who over the weekend used the word bloodbath in a tirade against electric vehicles and is sure to make a big deal of the Biden administration's new rule. What cars Americans will drive eight years from now could easily become the major climate issue in this year's presidential election.



Even with the rule, plenty of people in the U.S. will still be driving gas cars in 2032, and for a long time after. The average car on the road is more than 12 years old. A gas car someone buys today could still be chugging along in 2036; a gas car someone buys in 2032 could still be zooming down the highway in 2044, when Joe Biden would be 101 and Trump 97--assuming either of them is still alive. And, of course, no consumer would be made to give up their existing gas cars or even to avoid purchasing new gas ones, should they want to.



At the same time, decisions made now about the future of electric vehicles have consequences that Americans will be feeling for more than a decade. Cars and other forms of transit are responsible for the largest share of the U.S.'s planet-warming emissions. And with global warming accelerating at a pace that has climate scientists concerned about the planet entering uncharted climatic territory, the trajectory of transit emissions in the U.S. relates directly to how habitable the planet remains in future decades. The same is true, of course, of all efforts by the federal government to curb climate change, all of which are threatened by a potential second Trump term.



The Biden administration's new EV rule would accelerate a transition to electric vehicles that, by all counts, is already happening. Globally, EVs are set to surpass two-thirds of car sales by 2030, per analysis by the energy nonprofit RMI. In the U.S., thanks in part to Biden's Inflation Reduction Act, EVs are also trending up: The sector took 10 years to sell the first million electric vehicles in this country. It took two years after that to sell the second million and, last year, reached a new breakthrough pace--1 million EVs sold in a single year. EVs now make up some 9 percent of new U.S. car sales, and sales are still on the rise. But that growth has begun to slow slightly. More Americans drive EVs than ever before, but we are still far from being a nation enthusiastic about or equipped for a plug-in future. Car companies that not so long ago rolled out big-eyed EV plans are now rolling them back a bit.



In Republicans' framing, though, electrical vehicles are an existential threat to the American car industry, most particularly because they are a stand-in for economic competition with China. Trump, in his remarks on electric vehicles over the weekend, falsely claimed that "they're all made in China," and claimed that Biden "ordered a hit job on Michigan manufacturing" by way of rules that incentivize the purchase of electric vehicles. He warned that China would soon try to sell EVs in the U.S., then promised to put a "100 percent tariff" on each car imported to the United States.



Existing tariffs have prevented Chinese EVs from taking over the U.S. market so far. They do pose a threat to American carmakers' current offerings, should they ever make it here: One expert in the Netherlands recently told The Atlantic that "Chinese consumers are the luckiest EV buyers in the world" because of the range of EVs available there. But competition has advantages too: The threat of incredibly cheap Chinese EVs--some slick models are even in the sub-$10,000 range--has major U.S. automakers such as Ford and Stellantis (Chrysler's parent company) openly talking about how they need to push innovation faster to keep up. (The Chinese electric-vehicle titan BYD, which offers its "Seagull" hatchback at roughly $9,700, recently surpassed Tesla to top global EV sales.) As I've written before, one of the dangers of Trump's stance on climate change is that it will delay the U.S.'s advance into the future, where new energy and transportation technologies hold the upper hand. Eventually, gas cars will be relics; all we are deciding now is how quickly that future will be ours, and how much climate misery the world should endure in the meantime.
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The IRS Finally Has an Answer to TurboTax

Against all odds, the government has created an actually good piece of technology.

by Saahil Desai




During the torture ritual that was doing my taxes this year, I was surprised to find myself giddy after reading these words: "You are now chatting with IRS Representative-1004671045." I had gotten stuck trying to parse my W-2, which, under "Box 14: Other," contained a mysterious $389.70 deduction from my overall pay last year. No explanation. No clues. Nothing. I tapped the chat button on my tax software for help, expecting to be sucked into customer-service hell. Instead, a real IRS employee answered my question in less than two minutes.



The program is not TurboTax, or any one of its many competitors that will give you the white-glove treatment only after you pony up. It is Direct File, a new pilot program made by the IRS. It walks you through each step in mostly simple language (in English or Spanish, on your phone or laptop), automatically saves your progress, shows you a checklist of what you have left to do, flags potential errors, and calculates your return. These features are already part of TurboTax, but Direct File will not push you to an AI chatbot that flubs basic questions. And most crucial, it's completely free.



That Direct File exists at all is shocking. That it's pretty good is borderline miraculous. This is the same agency that processes your tax return in a 60-something-year-old programming language and uses software that is up to 15 versions out of date. The only sure thing in life, after death and taxes, is that the government is bad at technology. Remember the healthcare.gov debacle? Nearly 3 million people visited the site on the day it launched in 2013; only six people were actually able to register for insurance. As of the end of last year, about half of .gov websites are still not mobile friendly.



Direct File isn't perfect--the program is available in only 12 states, and it isn't able to handle anything beyond the simplest tax situations--but it's a glimpse of a world where government tech benefits millions of Americans. In turn, it is also an agonizing realization of how far we are from that reality.



Right now, Direct File is sort of akin to when Facebook (or rather TheFacebook) was a site for Harvard students run out of Mark Zuckerberg's dorm room: Most people can't use it, and the product is still a work in progress. The IRS has strategically taken things slowly with Direct File. In part to avoid the risk of glitches, it officially launched just last week, well into tax season, and with many restrictions. Only midway through my own Direct File journey did I realize that I owed some taxes on a retirement account, and thus couldn't actually file on the site. I then sheepishly logged in to TurboTax like a teenager crawling back to their ex; for now, it offers a more seamless experience than Direct File. Unlike on the IRS program, I could upload a picture of my W-2, and TurboTax immediately did the rest for me.



For many years, taxpayer advocates have dreamed of a free government tax portal, similar to websites where you pay parking tickets and renew your driver's license. Computers and taxes are made for each other: Even as far back as 1991, when most Americans didn't own a computer, you could have found at least 15 different kinds of private tax software. Lots of other countries, such as Japan, Germany, and New Zealand, already have their own government-run tax sites. According to a distressing New York Times report, Estonians can file online in less than three minutes.

Sure, America's tax code--unlike Estonia's!--is an alphabet soup of regulations, but the multibillion-dollar tax-prep industry has also gone to great lengths to stop Americans from filing their taxes for free. After all, why would anyone pay TurboTax upwards of $200 to file if they didn't have to? (Intuit, the parent company of TurboTax, has an answer: "Filing taxes without someone advocating for your highest refund could be a recipe for overpaying the Internal Revenue Service and [state] departments of revenue, organizations with titles that clearly state their focus, generating revenue for the government," Rick Heineman, an Intuit spokesperson, told me.)

Read: The golden age of rich people not paying their taxes

In 2022, the Inflation Reduction Act shook loose $15 million for the IRS to study the feasibility of creating its own program--and so began Direct File. The program could have been contracted out, as much of the government's technology is. (The original, disastrous healthcare.gov was the end result of 60 contracts involving 33 outside vendors.) Instead it was made almost entirely by the government's own programmers, product managers, and designers, Bridget Roberts, the head of the Direct File team, told me.

Engineers created a prototype by mapping out the tax code into a series of steps: The software has to know that a millionaire homeowner doesn't need to see any of the questions that apply only to low-income renters, for example. Then designers tested language to make sure that taxpayers could easily understand it. "We were going through constant user research--putting pieces of Direct File in front of taxpayers and getting their feedback," Roberts said. Early guinea pigs were asked to screen-share while they tested Direct File. "That way, if there were any bugs, we would fix them before we moved on," she said. It all sounds more Sam Altman than Uncle Sam.



The government could not have made something like this even 10 years ago. Unlike in the pre-healthcare.gov days, "now there is a generation of civic-tech innovators who want to go into government or want to work with the government," Donald Moynihan, a public-policy professor at Georgetown, told me. In the past decade, attention given to the government's technological deficiencies has led to the creation of agencies such as the United States Digital Service and 18F--both of which hire tech workers for temporary stints in the public sector. Other agencies, such as Veterans Affairs, have hired more than 1,000 of their own tech workers. The salaries are nowhere near as good as in Silicon Valley, but surely a government gig can be more fulfilling than tinkering with the user experience for Instagram share buttons all day. Amid the tech layoffs in 2023, the government launched a tech-jobs board and endeavored to hire 22,000 tech workers. Last month, the federal government began pushing to hire AI talent by boosting salaries and introducing incentives such as student-loan repayment.

Read: Why is there financing for everything now?

That is how you get something like Direct File. Both the USDS and 18F, Roberts said, were brought in to help create the product, working alongside IRS engineers. There have been other successes from these groups too. Consider COVIDtests.gov, where until recently you could order free tests in basically a minute. Or my personal favorite, analytics.usa.gov, where you can monitor how much traffic government sites are getting. (In the past week, it shows, Direct File has gotten nearly 450,000 clicks.) Many .gov websites, although not necessarily wonderful, no longer feel like they're a time portal to 1999.



But the work has been halting, at best. The more I played around with Direct File, the more frustrated I grew that there isn't more government technology like it. Certain websites have gotten a facelift, but most of the government's digital services lag behind: Some state unemployment systems still run on outdated, buggy portals and mainframe computers that crashed during the pandemic, delaying much-needed checks. Last year, a glitch in the Federal Aviation Administration's 30-year-old computer system grounded thousands of flights and caused the first nationwide stop on air travel since 9/11. "Another healthcare.gov could happen today," Mikey Dickerson, a former administrator of the United States Digital Service, told me. In fact, a similar debacle is happening right now: The Department of Education's attempt to revamp its financial-aid form led to dire glitches that have upended the entire college-admissions cycle.



Ultimately, the fundamental reasons the government is bad at tech haven't changed much. Bureaucracy is bureaucracy, Dickerson told me: Too often, the government operates under a model of collecting a list of everything it wants in a tech product--a months-long endeavor in itself--enlisting a company that can check them all off, and then testing it only when basically all the code has been written. The government is "not capable of keeping up with the crushing wave of complex systems that are becoming more and more obsolete," he said. Hiring processes remain a problem too. Because the government doesn't have a good way to evaluate a candidate's technical skills, it can take nine months or longer to wade through the applicant pool and make a hire, Jen Pahlka, the author of Recoding America, told me. "There's more people who want to work in government than we can absorb," she said.

Everything had to go right to unleash Direct File. Congress set aside money. Programmers created something from scratch instead of revamping an online service built on outdated code. All to build the government's own TurboTax--a long-heralded dream for some of the Leslie Knope types who work in civic tech. But even now, after all this work, the future of Direct File is in doubt. The IRS has not committed to anything beyond this year, and that Americans will clamor for Direct File next spring is not a given: By one measure, Direct File's total employees are outnumbered by just the lobbyists working for Intuit.



And so, Direct File is the essence of government tech right now--a work in progress. "Increasingly, the face of government is digital," Moynihan said. "We mostly see government on our phones and laptops, as opposed to going to an office somewhere or calling someone on a phone." The dream of tapping a button on my iPhone and chatting with the DMV, or the VA, or Medicare, is just that: a dream. But hey, at least until April 15, I still have IRS Representative-1004671045.
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        Valencia's Fallas Festival: Welcoming Spring with Fire

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 20, 2024

            	18 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            For hundreds of years, residents of Valencia, Spain, have celebrated the arrival of spring and paid tribute to San Jose, the patron saint of the carpenters' guild, by building and then ceremonially burning huge monuments made of wood, cardboard, and paper. The monuments, or fallas, consist of ninots, or figures, many of which are caricatures that portray current events and celebrities. The two-week-long festival features parades, fireworks, and fiestas, and ends with the burning of hundreds of fallas, signifying cleansing and renewal.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two large sculptures of doves are consumed by flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the burning Falla del Ayuntamiento, a 20-meter-long monument built of wood and cardboard, during the Fallas festival, in Valencia, Spain, on March 19, 2024. The dove figures signify a demand for peace in Gaza and Ukraine.
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                [image: Two people work on a pair of large human sculptures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers prepare ninots, or giant figures, ahead of the traditional Fallas festival, in Valencia, on March 15, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd gathers in a city square to look at a large sculpture of two doves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather around a falla to watch the traditional "Mascleta" (fireworks show) during the Fallas festival on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A person takes a photo of a life-size tiger figurine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take pictures of colorful ninots during the Fallas festival, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A group of skeleton figurines dressed in military uniforms from many countries and ages]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ninots, as part of a falla, are pictured in Valencia on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a large pair of dove figures]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A detail of the Falla del Ayuntamiento, seen on March 17, 2024
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                [image: A large installation composed of multiple human and mythical figures in a city square]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Many ninots appear in a falla in Valencia on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A figurine that looks vaguely like a seated Albert Einstein]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A ninot is displayed in the streets before being burned during the annual Fallas festival, on March 15, 2024.
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                [image: Several large figures of humans, caricatures, and mythical beings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Detail of a falla, seen in Valencia on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing a horned mask carries a staff in a dark street with many fiery sparks in the air beyond them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person in costume during the Cavalcada del Foc (Cavalcade of Fire) of the Fallas 2024, on March 19, 2024. The Cavalcada del Foc--a parade with a spectacle of light, fire, and gunpowder that runs through the streets of downtown Valencia--is full of symbols of Valencian heritage, such as fire beasts and other fantastical creatures.
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                [image: Fireworks explode above a city square, with two large dove statues in the foreground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of Falla del Ayuntamiento, with fireworks erupting overhead on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Fireworks explode beside the head of a large human figurine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A ninot burns during the last day of the Fallas festival, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Large caricature figurines burn in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ninots burn on the last night of the Fallas festival, in Valencia.
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                [image: Ten children, dressed in traditional clothing, pose for a photo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children dressed in traditional clothing attend the Fallas festival on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Fire consumes a large sculpture made of wood and cardboard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A picture taken on March 19, 2024, shows ninots burning on the last night of the Fallas festival.
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                [image: Fire consumes a human figurine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire consumes a ninot during the Fallas festival, in Valencia.
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                [image: Two firefighters hold a hose, spraying water near a large burning sculpture.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters work during the crema of the Falla del Ayuntamiento, on March 19, 2024, in Valencia.
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                [image: Three girls wearing traditional clothing embrace beside a pile of ash and glowing embers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Girls embrace one another beside the glowing ashes of burned giant sculptures on the last day of the Fallas festival, in Valencia, Spain, on March 19, 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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Flying Is Weird Right Now

Is flying less safe? Or are we just paying closer attention?

by Charlie Warzel




Somewhere over Colorado this weekend, while I sat in seat 21F, my plane began to buck, jostle, and rattle. Within seconds, the seat-belt indicator dinged as the pilot asked flight attendants to return to their seats. We were experiencing what I, a frequent flier, might describe as "intermediate turbulence"--a sustained parade of midair bumps that can be uncomfortable but by no means terrifying.



Generally, I do not fear hurtling through the sky at 500 miles per hour, but at this moment I felt an unusual pang of uncertainty. The little informational card poking out of the seat-back pocket in front of me started to look ominous--the words Boeing 737-900 positively glared at me as the cabin shook. A few minutes later, once we'd found calm air, I realized that a steady drumbeat of unsettling aviation stories had so thoroughly permeated my news-consumption algorithms that I had developed a phobia of sorts.



More than 100,000 flights take off every day without issue, which means that incidents are treated as newsworthy anomalies. But it sure feels like there have been quite a few anomalies lately. In January, a Japanese coast-guard plane and a Japan Airlines plane collided on the runway, erupting in flames; a few days later, a door blew out on an Alaska Airlines Boeing 737 Max 9 jet shortly after takeoff. Then, in just the past few weeks:

	A United Airlines flight in Houston heading to its gate rolled off the runway and into the grass.
 	Another United flight, en route from Houston to Fort Myers, Florida, made an emergency landing after flames started shooting out of one of its engines.
 	Yet another United flight was forced to make an emergency landing when a tire fell off the plane moments after takeoff.
 	Still another United flight, this one heading from San Francisco to Mexico, made an emergency landing due to a hydraulic-system failure.
 	The National Transportation Safety Board announced that it was investigating a February United flight that had potentially faulty rudder pedals.
 	Roughly 50 passengers were injured in New Zealand when pilots lost control of a Boeing plane and it plummeted suddenly.
 	A post-landing inspection revealed that an external panel was missing from a Boeing 737-800 plane that had landed in Oregon this past Friday.


United released a statement to passengers suggesting the incidents on its flights were unrelated but also "reminders of the importance of safety." In that same statement, Scott Kirby, the company's CEO, said that the incidents "have our attention and have sharpened our focus."



This is only a partial list of the year's aeronautic mishaps, which are prodigious: Consider investigations into Alaska Airlines that revealed numerous doors with loose bolts, the Airbus grounded for a faulty door light, or the Delta Boeing whose nose wheel popped off and "rolled down" a hill as the flight prepared to take off.

Read: The carry-on-baggage bubble is about to pop

Many people are wondering: What is going on with airplanes? In January, the booking site Kayak reported that it had seen "a 15-fold increase" in the use of its aircraft filter for Boeing 737 Max planes, suggesting that anxious travelers booking flights were excluding them from their searches. In response to the palpable audience interest, there's been an uptick in media interest in aviation stories.



Meanwhile, poking fun at Boeing--whose standards and corporate culture have understandably come under scrutiny in the past few years after it was charged with fraud and agreed to pay $2.5 billion in settlements--has become a meme, a way to nervously laugh at the cavalcade of bad news and to gesture at the frustration over corporate greed that seems to put overcharged air travelers at risk. (Boeing responded to the Alaska Airlines door incident by acknowledging that the company "is accountable for what happened," and pledged to make internal changes. And last week, Executive Vice President Stan Deal sent a message to employees outlining steps the company is taking to improve its planes' safety and quality, including adding new "layers" of inspection to its manufacturing processes.)



Despite all of this, flying has, in a historical sense at least, never been safer. A statistician at MIT has found that, globally, the odds of a passenger dying on a flight from 2018 to 2022 were 38 times lower than they were 50 years earlier. The National Safety Council found in 2021 that, over the course of a person's life, the odds of dying as an aircraft passenger in the U.S. "were too small to even calculate." One aviation-safety consultant recently told NBC News, "There's not anything unusual about the recent spate of incidents--these kinds of things happen every day in the industry." A separate industry analyst told Slate in February, "Flying is literally safer than sitting on the ground ... I don't know how I can stress that enough." That we know so much about every little failure and close call in the skies is, in part, because the system is so thorough and so safe.



So what's really going on? I suspect it's a confluence of two distinct factors. The first is that although air safety is getting markedly better over time, the experience of flying is arguably worse than ever. The pandemic had a cascading effect on the business of air travel. One estimate suggests that in the past four years, roughly 10,000 pilots have left the commercial airline industry, as many airlines offered early retirement to employees during the shutdown and pre-vaccine periods, when fewer people were traveling. There are also shortages of mechanics and air traffic controllers.



All of that is now coupled with an increase in passenger volume: In 2023, flight demand crept back up to near pre-pandemic levels, and staffing has not caught up. It is also an especially expensive time to fly. Pile on unruly passengers, system outages, baggage fees, carry-on restrictions, meager drink and snack offerings, and the trials and tribulations of merely coexisting with other travelers who insist on lining up at the gate 72 hours before their zone boards and you have a perfectly combustible situation. Air travel is an impressive daily symphony of logistics, engineering, and physics. It's also a total grind.



Trust in Boeing declined in recent months, according to consumer surveys, even if consumers still trust the airline industry as a whole. It makes sense that the distrust in Boeing would bleed outward. All conspiracy theories are rooted in some aspect of personal experience, and plenty of information exists out there to confirm one's deepest suspicions: The New York Times described Boeing's past safety issues as "capitalism gone awry" in 2020, and there is plenty of evidence that the company culture hasn't changed enough since then. At least two aviation experts (one a former Boeing employee) have publicly stated their concerns about flying in certain Boeing planes. It doesn't help that Boeing is the subject of an NTSB investigation and is struggling to present the requested evidence in the Alaska door case, or that earlier this month a Boeing whistleblower died by suicide.

Read: What's gone wrong at Boeing

Then there is the second factor: vibes. Existing online means getting exposed to so much information that it has become quite easy to hear about individual problems, but incredibly difficult to determine their overall scale or relevance. On TikTok, you might be exposed to entire genres of ominous flight videos: "Flight Attendant Horror,'" "Scary Sounding Planes," "The Scariest Plane." Even those who are not specifically mainlining these clips may suffer from an algorithmic selection bias: the more interest a person has in the recent plane malfunctions, the more likely that person might be to see more stories and commentary about planes in general. Meanwhile, an uptick in interest in stories about airline mishaps can lead to an increase in coverage of airline mishaps, which has the effect of making more routine issues feel like they're piling up. Some of that reporting can be downright sensational, and news organizations are now also covering incidents they would have previously ignored.



This distortion--between public perception of an issue (planes are getting less safe!) and the more boring reality (they're actually very safe)--is exacerbated by the intensity and density of information. It is a modern experience to stumble upon a meme, theory, or narrative and then see it in all of your feeds. Similarly, platforms make it easier for complex, disparate stories to collapse into simpler ways of seeing the world. Air safety slots nicely into this framework and, given the sterling record of the industry, a couple of loose or missing screws on a Boeing jet begins to feel both like a systemic failure and proof of something bigger: a kind of societal decay at the hands of increasing shareholder value.



These are feelings, vibes. They aren't always accurate, but often that doesn't matter because they're so deeply felt. If that word--vibes--feels more prevalent in the lexicon in recent years, perhaps it is because more weird, hard-to-interpret information is available, pushing people toward trusting their gut feelings. Today's air-travel anxiety sits at the intersection of these vibes, anecdotes, legitimate and troubling news reports, and the algorithmic distortion of the internet, creating a distinctly modern feeling of a large, looming problem, the exact contours of which are difficult to discern.



The vibes are off--this much we know for certain. Everything else is up for debate.
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What Trump Supporters Think When He Mocks People With Disabilities

Trump fans don't like how he demeans people. They'll vote for him anyway.

by John Hendrickson




Last weekend, I stood among thousands of Donald Trump supporters in a windy airfield, watching them watch their candidate. I traveled to the former president's event just outside Dayton, Ohio, because I couldn't stop thinking about something that had happened one week earlier, at his rally in Georgia: Trump had broken into an imitation of President Joe Biden's lifelong stutter, and the crowd had cackled.

Mocking Biden is not the worst thing Trump has ever done. Biden is a grown man, and the most public of figures. He does not need to be babied by other politicians or members of the media. Trump disrespects all manner of people, but he had notably avoided mocking Biden's stutter throughout the 2020 campaign. No more.

Read: Trump finds another line to cross

This is bigger than Biden, though. Stuttering is a genetic neurological disorder--one that can be covered under the Americans With Disabilities Act, one that 3 million Americans have. Trump may or may not know that, but he certainly knows that having a disability is something both Democrats and Republicans experience. Scores of Trump supporters are older, and are therefore more likely to be disabled themselves. Most everyone can think of at least one disabled friend or family member, a person they wouldn't want taunted by a bully on the dais.

On Saturday, as we awaited Trump's arrival by private plane, my colleague Hanna Rosin and I spent the day wandering the grounds of Wright Bros. Aero Inc., asking rally attendees uncomfortable questions about what they're comfortable with. Virtually everyone was bothered by specific examples of Trump's recent bullying. But as they unpacked their thoughts, they continually found ways to excuse their favored candidate's behavior. Many interviewees repeatedly contradicted themselves, perhaps because of a particular variable: I'm a person who stutters, and that day, I was asking real people how they felt about Trump making fun of stuttering.

A married couple from Dayton, Todd and Cindy Rossbach, were waiting in a long, snaking line to take in their sixth Trump rally. "He's the best president I've ever seen in my lifetime," Todd said. "Probably Reagan comes in second." I asked him if he had seen Trump's comments during the Georgia rally, and specifically, if he had seen Trump imitate Biden's stutter. He saw it all. "I think he's got every right to do whatever he wants to do at this point," Todd said. "The level of, uh, cruelness, may seem tough, but they're being very cruel with him, so it seems justified."

His wife spoke up. "I disagree, because I think when you make fun of people, it just makes you look bad," Cindy said. "It's not the Christian way to be," she added a little later. "I just feel like it makes Trump look bad, when he's probably not a bad person. But he is just stooping to their level, and I don't like it." Nevertheless, neither of them felt that Trump could do anything between now and November to make him lose their vote.

Farther back in line was Cheryl Beverly, from Chillicothe, Ohio, who said she works locally trying to get children out of homelessness. Beverly shared that she has a learning disability and has trouble spelling. Even as an adult, she's regularly ridiculed. "It does hurt my feelings at times," she said. She acknowledged that it's hard to "see a lot of people make fun of people with disabilities," and pointed to the risk of suicide and addiction among members of the community. "We'll just go in a dark secret hole and not come out," Beverly said. Yet she also said she still planned to vote for Trump this fall. She was able to separate Trump's taunts from her personal feelings by chalking his behavior up to politics. If a child asked her about Trump's belittlement, she imagined that she would liken it to playing a game: "You're just finding a way for you to become the winner and they become the loser," she offered. "It's just trash-talking."

Near a food truck inside the venue, I struck up a conversation with a woman from Cincinnati named Vanessa Miller. She was wearing a T-shirt that read Jesus Is My Savior, Trump Is My President, and a dog tag inscribed with the serenity prayer. She hadn't seen, or heard about, the clip of Trump mimicking Biden. "Trump is a good man," Miller said. "He's not perfect. Biden is not handicapped. He's just an ass, and he does not care about this country." She went on, "If Trump made fun of Biden, well, like I said, he's not perfect, but it wasn't about a disability. It was about how he has made this country dysfunctional, not disabled."

From the January/February 2020 issue: What Joe Biden can't bring himself to say

A bit later, she told me that "Biden doesn't stutter; he's mentally incapable of running this country." But then she did something surprising: She reached out and grabbed my arm in a maternal fashion. "And I feel what you're--I feel what you're saying," she said, acknowledging my own stutter. "People that are unkind to people with disabilities, it's shameful. It's awful. Absolutely disgusting. And I guess I understand that, like, in an election, you know, it gets ugly, and elections get competitive, and people say things, people do things."

I unlocked my phone and showed her a video of Trump's stuttering impression. She turned her focus to the mainstream media in general. She said that "for the press to inflame and use disabilities to get people riled up is exactly what they want." Nothing would stop her from voting for Trump.

This pattern continued in nearly every interaction that day: skepticism, a momentary denouncement, then an eventual conclusion that Trump was still a man worth their vote. A woman named Susie Michael, who runs a Mathnasium tutoring center, told me, "I don't appreciate the making-fun-of part, but he doesn't have to be my best friend. He just has to do the best job for the country and for me. So I have to overlook that, because everybody has their good points and their bad points."

Shana, a special-education teacher from Indiana who did not give her last name, told me, " I would still support him because I feel like people make mistakes. They say things they shouldn't say. And I feel like God is the judge on that, you know, and that we're to forgive him." She noted that if Trump were to mock Biden's stutter at this rally, she'd be inclined to write him a letter saying that "everybody was born of God and that we shouldn't be making fun of anybody."

Saturday's event was hosted by the Buckeye Values political-action committee, ostensibly in support of the U.S. Senate candidate Bernie Moreno. But Trump, of course, was the real draw. Moreno, who last night won the Ohio Republican primary, was merely among the president's list of warm-up speakers, alongside South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem, Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, and Representative Jim Jordan of Ohio.

When Trump's plane touched down on the runway behind the stage, the dramatic electric-guitar instrumental from Top Gun played over the loudspeakers. Because of the wind, the teleprompters were swaying, making it nearly impossible for Trump to read his prepared remarks. So he went off script and rambled for about 90 minutes. "Hey, it's a nice Saturday, what the hell, we have nothing else to do," Trump said. Most of Trump's rhetoric vacillated between aggrieved and menacing. He called migrants "animals" and warned of a "bloodbath" next year. (The latter comment came after Trump was talking about the auto industry, though some intuited the remark to refer to political violence.) Trump didn't bust out his schoolyard mimic of Biden's stutter this time, but he did repeatedly attack the way Biden speaks. "He can't talk," Trump said.

People began filing out long before Trump finished speaking. When the event was finally over, I loitered by one of the merch tables. (A selection of that day's T-shirt and sticker offerings: Joe and the Hoe Gotta Go, Jihad Joe, Trump's face on Mount Rushmore, a cartoon Trump urinating on Biden a la Calvin and Hobbes.) One man, a union worker named Joseph Smock, told me that he'd been "red pilled" eight years ago after seeing the effects of illegal immigration in his native California. (He now lives in Dayton.) Unlike many other attendees I spoke with, Smock fully acknowledged Biden's history with stuttering, rather than dismissing it as a media invention or a political ploy for sympathy. He characterized Trump as someone with a "hard slant." When, like Biden, you're in the big leagues, he said, Trump's "going to hit you, and if he sees a weakness, he's gonna go for it. Some people like that; some people don't."

Read: You should go to a Trump rally

A man on an electric scooter, Wes Huff, rolled by with a big grin and his wife, Lisa, by his side. Wes told me that this was their first Trump rally, and that they thought it was "awesome." Wes is disabled--he has dealt with diabetes and kidney failure, and is missing five toes. He shared that all of his siblings are also disabled. He hadn't seen Trump's clip from a week earlier. I asked Huff a hypothetical question: If Biden made fun of a rival for using a wheelchair--someone like Texas Governor Greg Abbott--would he find that offensive? "Yeah. Oh yeah," he said.

But then our conversation migrated back to stuttering in particular. "I actually used to stutter," he said. He was bullied for it as a kid. He also told me about an old colleague of his who stuttered, who was ridiculed as an adult. Huff was kind and sensitive as he described their friendship, how he would look out for him. "You shouldn't make fun of disabled people," he said. He also said he still planned to vote for Trump this fall.
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Nature That Cannot Be Driven To

A poem for Wednesday

by Diane Seuss




To drive to it is to drive through it.
 Like a stalker, it is in the back seat of the car.
 It's in the passenger seat, and the wires of the radio.
 You want to think of it as a destination,

a two-week break from purchase power,
 though you have purchased much to get there.
 Certain shoes, with certain soles.
 Like an exile in a self-made skiff

in the middle of a tortured sea, nature
 is what you have done to it.
 Nature is you, and the doing to it,
 and your platitudes, and the wishing

you could do more, or could have done more.
 Could have done--a part of speech referred to as
 a "modal of lost opportunities." Nature
 is the parts of speech, having learned them,

and having forgotten them. It is the singular
 pronoun you looking in the mirror,
 realizing you could have done more to hold on
 to your beauty. Who are you kidding?

You were never beautiful. There was nothing
 to hold on to. Nature is how you were born,
 with a birthmark that blazed when you cried,
 centered right between your brows

like a bull's-eye. There was a time, you want to say.
 You fed apples to horses through barbed-wire
 fences. You slept for nights on end
 in a fishing shack built on a pier in the middle

of a pond deeper than anyone could calculate.
 You knew where the morels grew,
 and the watercress, which you pulled and ate
 without embellishment. What did it taste like?

It tasted green. Nature is this sort of nostalgia.
 It is human nature. How you parse and equivocate,
 your selective memory. The tilt of your sentences.
 Without habitat, nature encroaches, stripping

the pods from garden peas in the suburbs.
 If you have the guts to walk at 3 a.m. you will see
 whole antlered herds under the stars, chewing
 and peeing at the same time, and watch

the pee steam in the induction light of street lamps.
 Foxes hurry down sidewalks
 as if they are late for a meeting, counting
 their steps, a number that will legitimize

their presence on the planet. No wonder
 their smiles are self-satisfied. Rabbits leap
 in patterns across boulevards named after trees.
 There is something in suburban rabbits

that has evolved toward wickedness,
 their tails like an implement developed
 for hospitals, to mop up blood.
 Nature cannot be redeemed. It is your wish

to redeem it, to set things right.
 It is the impossibility of redemption.
 It is the lover walking out, their self-justified gait
 as they disappear through the tunnel of flowers.



This poem has been excerpted from the collection You Are Here, edited by Ada Limon.  
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I'm Begging the Courts to Stop Citing My Work

A court finally took notice of my reporting--but for all the wrong reasons.

by Radley Balko




A little while ago, a reader sent me a Nevada Supreme Court ruling. In the unanimous opinion, the justices cited my work from the mid-2000s criticizing the use of bite-mark identification in criminal trials. For a journalist who writes and reports on the criminal-justice system, getting cited in a court opinion can be gratifying. You want to feel like your work matters; you aren't shouting into a void.

Even so, a citation isn't always a win. Of the dozen-odd times I've seen my work cited by a court, all but a few were either in a dissenting opinion or in the majority but followed by a nevertheless--a minor concession en route to an opinion that comes down the other way. That's frustrating, but not surprising. My beat is reporting on flaws in the criminal-justice system, and it's an institution that can be reluctant to admit its mistakes. 

But the Nevada decision the reader flagged for me was something different--and "frustrating" doesn't quite capture what's going on. Maddening is more like it, because in this case my work was used to justify an ongoing injustice.

Over the past 15 years, I've written at length about how, despite near-universal agreement in the scientific community that matching marks on human skin to a suspect's teeth is forensic quackery, the courts have continued to allow this sort of analysis to be used in criminal trials. Dozens of people convicted or arrested because of this "science" have been exonerated.

The maddening part of the Nevada opinion, which came down in December 2022, is that the justices appeared to agree with what I've reported, and went on to argue that the defendant should have noticed my reporting years ago. Because he failed to do so then, he is prohibited from using it in his appeal now.

That's all bad enough. Here's the punch line: While the Nevada Supreme Court says that criminal defendants should have been aware of the reporting I and others were doing on bite-mark analysis back in the mid-2000s, some defendants did notice it then, and begged the courts to do something. The courts ignored them--including the Nevada Supreme Court.

The defendant in the Nevada case was David Middleton, a former police officer who in 1997 was convicted and sentenced to death for the murders of two women in Reno. At Middleton's trial, prosecutors called the forensic dentist Ray Rawson to testify. Rawson told the jury he had matched a bite mark on the breast of one of the victims to Middleton's teeth. He also said he could tell that the bite had been inflicted while the woman was still alive, and that it had been painful.

This was significant: Prosecutors argued that biting the victim while she was still alive was a form of torture--a factor in establishing one of the aggravating circumstances they needed to seek the death penalty. Middleton is still on Nevada's death row.

There were two major problems with relying on Rawson's testimony. The first was that bite-mark analysis is pure charlatanism. The field relies on three core premises: that every human being has unique dentition that leaves unique bite marks, that human skin is capable of recording bite marks in a way that preserves their uniqueness, and, finally, that analysts like Rawson can use the first two premises to match a bite mark to one person, to the exclusion of all other people.

I've never come across any scientific research that supports these premises. And the research I have seen strongly suggests that they simply aren't true.

The second major problem was Rawson's track record. The dentist--a prolific expert witness and a former state senator--was an early practitioner of bite-mark identification, and helped write the guidelines that many bite-mark analysts used. You might call him a pioneer, if a person can pioneer a field that has no business existing. (Rawson could not be reached for comment.)

Rawson is among a handful of expert witnesses whose testimony has helped persuade more than one jury to send an innocent person to prison. In the 1985 Wisconsin murder trial of Robert Lee Stinson, Rawson testified in support of the conclusions of another dentist who had said that tooth marks left on the victim were a match to Stinson's teeth. In a 1986 opinion upholding Stinson's conviction, a unanimous Wisconsin Supreme Court concluded that "the credibility of the witnesses" and "the weight of the evidence" were persuasive enough "to exclude to a moral certainty every reasonable hypothesis of innocence." Stinson was exonerated by DNA testing more than 23 years later.

Less than a decade after Stinson's trial, Rawson testified in the Arizona trial of Ray Krone. According to a local news article published in 2005, Rawson told the jury that because of Krone's unusual teeth (reporters dubbed him "the Snaggletooth Killer"), he had no problem matching them to the bite mark on the breast of a murdered waitress. Krone, too, was later exonerated by DNA testing.

You might think that with this history, any court that had allowed Rawson to testify would be anxious to fix its mistakes. You'd think there might be some embarrassment, even a rush to review old cases to ensure that Rawson's testimony hadn't been used to convict other innocent people. But that isn't what the Nevada Supreme Court did.

David Middleton's case is now at a stage known as post-conviction, which comes after a prisoner has exhausted his normal appeals. From what I've seen, this is the phase in which prisoners are most likely to find exculpatory evidence, but it's also the phase in which getting back into court is most difficult.

In most states, for a court to even consider new evidence, a prisoner must show that the evidence could not have been discovered at the time of trial and that it would likely have led to an acquittal. They also face strict deadlines, based on when a court thinks the new evidence should have been found.

It's this last requirement that trips up many, and it's what doomed Middleton in his recent litigation. In most states (and the federal courts), any claim based on new evidence must be brought within a year of when the evidence could have reasonably been discovered. Nevada's rule is more ambiguous; prisoners must file within a "reasonable time."

These deadlines are difficult to navigate even for skilled lawyers, and even when dealing with clearly new evidence that can be tied to a specific date, such as a confession. But exculpatory evidence rarely comes out in big, revelatory chunks. More often, defense teams find evidence in pieces, then put the pieces together. Another problem they face is that most states offer only one shot at a post-conviction request to reopen a case.

So these prisoners and their lawyers face a balancing act: If they file a claim before they've accumulated enough new evidence to decisively prove their client's innocence, the court will reject it, and their client will be barred from using any of that evidence again--even if they later find other evidence to corroborate it. If they file too late, they'll be rejected for missing the deadline.

These dilemmas get even more perplexing when the issue involves "science" that has since been discredited. For about a century now, criminal courts have been wildly permissive, allowing quackish forensic disciplines, dubious experts, and theories untested by scientific method into criminal trials. In the past couple of decades, the scientific community has begun to expose the failures of these fields, but the process of reaching a scientific consensus is an incremental one. A study casts some doubt. More studies follow. A scientific body may review the literature and issue an opinion. A series of exonerations or proficiency tests--in which forensic examiners' analytical skills are tested on cases in which the "ground truth" is known--might further chip away at the field's credibility.

How can someone convicted with bogus expert testimony know when his one-year deadline to file a claim based on "new evidence" begins? Is it after the first skeptical study? The fifth? The tenth? These prisoners and their attorneys have no choice but to guess when judges might finally be convinced.

The consequences for guessing wrong are dire, as Middleton learned.

The Nevada Supreme Court now seems to agree with scientific bodies such as the National Academy of Sciences that bite-mark analysis is not a credible discipline. The court cites several cases in which people convicted with such evidence were later exonerated, and favorably quotes papers concluding that the practice is "highly questionable," and that the science behind it is "murky at best." The court also doesn't raise any defenses of the discipline. But when did the court reach this view?

The justices don't say. They say only that Middleton was too late. "Although Middleton represents that [the] changed landscape with respect to bite-mark-identification testimony came to a head around 2013 or 2014," the court wrote, "we are convinced he could have raised this claim earlier."

It's here that the court cites my work. To support their conclusion that Middleton waited too long, the justices refer to numerous media investigations, academic papers, and scientific bodies that have raised concerns about bite-mark analysis. One of the oldest of these is a 2009 article I wrote for Reason magazine.

Reason is a fine magazine, and it publishes terrific reporting on the criminal-justice system. But for a state supreme court to punish a prisoner because, 15 years ago, his attorneys failed to notice an article in a monthly libertarian magazine with a circulation of about 50,000 seems a bit much.

Anyway, if the justices had a better grasp on the history of this issue, they could have gone back a lot further than 2009. Critics have been noting the inherent subjectivity of bite-mark analysis since it first caught on, in the 1980s, but the courts have mostly ignored them.

Despite unanimous agreement by scientific bodies such as the National Academy of Science, the Texas Forensic Science Commission, and the President's Council of Advisors on Science and Technology that bite-mark identification is hokum, every single defendant I'm aware of thus far who has asked a court to exclude bite-mark evidence because of the lack of scientific validity has lost, including rulings in Indiana (2014 and 2015), Pennsylvania (2017 and 2018), and Ohio (2018), well after such organizations started criticizing the field.

Incredibly, in at least three states (Wisconsin, Mississippi, and Connecticut) the controlling case establishing the admissibility of bite-mark identification--the case that prosecutors cite when they want to use this sort of testimony--is a case in which the defendant has been exonerated.

The Nevada Supreme Court's ruling in Middleton's case reasoned that defendants convicted with bite-mark testimony should have challenged the validity of such evidence years and years ago. At least three Nevada defendants did exactly that--and the Nevada Supreme Court rejected them.

The first two cases were both in 1982. In those cases, the justices evaluated other evidence to convict the defendants. But the court also refused to consider the validity of bite-mark identification, which allowed prosecutors to continue presenting it to juries.

The court didn't revisit the issue until 2016, when a defendant, Thomas Collman, challenged the credibility of bite-mark evidence, noting in particular that other dentists believed Rawson's findings in his case to be "bogus." As in the Middleton case, Rawson not only claimed to match the bite mark to Collman, but claimed that the bite had been inflicted prior to death and was painful, which helped prosecutors seek the death penalty. (This seems to be typical of how prosecutors use Rawson's work--he gave similar testimony in another death-penalty case in Arizona.)

Collman argued that the dentist should never have been allowed to testify at trial. He also argued that his trial attorney was deficient for not mounting a stronger challenge to Rawson's testimony and bite-mark analysis, and that prosecutors violated their Brady obligations--the requirement to provide any exculpatory evidence to the defense--when they failed to disclose that several forensic analysts they had consulted prior to the trial expressed doubts about the reliability of Rawson's testimony.

The Nevada Supreme Court rejected all of those arguments, reasoning that Collman would likely have been convicted on other evidence. And they also again refused to specifically rule on the challenges to bite-mark identification, and to Rawson.

This time, there was one dissent. Justice Michael Cherry chided his fellow justices for being so dismissive of the fact that a murder conviction and possible death sentence had been won with the help of a testimony relying on discredited methods.

The chronology here is crucial. The Middleton and Collman rulings were just six years apart, and the facts were remarkably similar. They involved the same dubious forensic methods, the same dubious analysis, and the same strategy of using Rawson's testimony to help obtain a death sentence. Yet although the court rejected challenges to Rawson's testimony and bite-mark identification in 2016, by 2022 the court appeared to accept that both were no longer credible. But the justices did so while also ruling that it was now too late for any of this to matter.

There's no point in time in which Middleton could have won. If he had filed in the late 2000s, not only would he have lost; he would've been barred from raising these issues later. The court is essentially saying that both Rawson's expert testimony and bite-mark evidence should never have been allowed into criminal trials. But it's also saying that nothing can be done about it.

If they had wanted to, the Nevada justices could have seized on several developments in the bite-mark debate over the past decade to put prisoners convicted with bite-mark evidence on notice--to say, "We've changed our minds on this, and you're now on deadline to file." In 2015, for example, the American Board of Forensic Odontology--the professional organization for bite-mark identification--gave a proficiency test to its members. The results were damning: In the majority of cases, the certified members couldn't even agree on which of the test photos depicted human--rather than animal--bites. The ABFO subsequently changed its guidelines in 2016, recommending that bite-mark analysis be used only to "exclude" suspects, not to "match" them, as was done to Middleton and dozens of others.

That same year, the Texas Forensic Science Commission--formed after revelations that the state had likely convicted innocent people, including a man executed in 2004, on the basis of junk arson science--recommended that bite-mark analysis be barred from the courtroom. Also in 2016, the President's Council of Advisors on Science and Technology made a similar recommendation. Most recently, in October 2022, the National Institute of Standards and Technology concluded that "forensic bitemark analysis lacks a sufficient scientific foundation because the three key premises of the field are not supported by the data."

Instead of giving prisoners an explicit out, however, the Nevada Supreme Court shifted its stance so quietly that you'd have to be, say, a journalist who is slightly obsessed with this stuff to even notice it.

It's possible--probable even--that the justices weren't fully aware of what they were doing. Still, there's no mistaking the ruling's impact: After decades of failing to keep bite-mark identification out of criminal trials, the court finally seems to have conceded that it isn't a credible field--only to slam the courthouse door on the people such evidence has sent to prison.

Bite-mark cases are relatively rare. The total pool of convictions is probably in the hundreds. But other scientifically dubious areas of forensics, such as firearms identification and blood-spatter analysis, are quite common. Getting the courts to acknowledge the inadequacies of such fields--and of experts who have testified hundreds of times--is going to be even more difficult than it has been with bite-mark analysis, especially because doing so would mean revisiting thousands of old convictions.

Many of the laws that make post-conviction claims so difficult to win today were passed in the 1980s and '90s, an era in which politicians and law-and-order pundits claimed that too many violent offenders were filing frivolous appeals to delay their execution or had duped liberal courts into releasing them "on a technicality." Although there were certainly some examples of this, neither practice was widespread. More commonly, the courts had stepped in because in that era's frenzied rush to convict and carry out executions, states had taken unconstitutional shortcuts, provided inadequate indigent defense, and tolerated police and prosecutor misconduct.

Although the onset of DNA testing in the '90s showed that many of these prisoners were, in fact, innocent, the laws restricting their access to the courts remained. The result is that many prisoners convicted at the conclusion of trials tainted by forensic evidence now have no way back into court, not because the evidence of their innocence or the unjustness of their trials isn't persuasive, but because artificial deadlines and procedural roadblocks prevent the courts from ever considering the merits of that evidence.

It's hard to not be overcome with cynicism when, after you've spent years writing about these issues, the courts have finally started to notice your work--only to weaponize it in the service of one of those technicalities.
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Six Books That Will Jolt Your Senses Awake

Reading can help us cultivate a more patient, attentive state of mind by highlighting the beauty present in our day-to-day lives.

by Celine Nguyen




Our minds these days are so easily distracted that noticing what's right in front of us can be hard. Yes, the sun might be glancing off the snowdrifts, and the birds may be chirping away with blithe exuberance. But stress, grief, and anxiety--or, alternatively, excitement for the future--can make us tune out the images, fragrances, and noises at the edge of our consciousness.

But being attentive to the world is both possible and crucial. Sound, touch, smell, sight, and taste can draw us into a rapturous examination of the new, unfurling leaves on a tree or the antics of a honeybee. They can also help us enjoy the equally stimulating encounters of urban life, such as a fleeting impression of a stranger's perfume on the sidewalk, or the cacophony of voices in a city square. In a harried world, such attunement to detail might require a bit of practice. Thankfully, literature can help us cultivate a more open and receptive state of mind.

The six books below show how sensory richness can make life more enticing. For the people in these novels and memoirs, mindfulness isn't always easy. But they show how small moments can be rich with feeling, by recalling the cool repose of sitting under a tree or the complex flavors in a delicately aromatic broth. These books don't just tell us to pay attention; they show us how.






Gazelle, by Rikki Ducornet

"Cassia, myrrh, lavender, orris, santal, rose," recites the perfumer Ramses Ragab, while a young girl listens with fascination. Ducornet's novel follows 13-year-old Elizabeth and her family as they spend a summer in 1950s Cairo. She is entranced by the glamor of urban Egyptian life: hotel balconies "delirious with flowering jasmine," shaded moments in "the staggered shadow of the palm grove." And Ramses, a friend of her father's, introduces her to the beguiling practice of perfumery. But it isn't all beauty and splendor; her parents' marriage is disintegrating, and Elizabeth's mother departs the family house to engage in conspicuous affairs. As her father retreats from the world to grieve, Elizabeth explores her temporary home by eating ripe dates and figs, admiring carved-ivory chess sets at the market, and drinking hot mint tea. By the end of the summer, she has made peace with the capricious, changeable nature of love: "In this world of water and roses," she observes, "love spills from one person to the next; like fragrance, like water, its quality is restlessness."

Read: Trees have their own songs




The Mezzanine, by Nicholson Baker

The daily rituals of an office job typically offer workers few opportunities to experience transcendent beauty. Not so for Howie, the protagonist of Baker's eccentrically funny debut novel. The plot of The Mezzanine is deceptively banal: Howie goes to work, rips his shoelace, runs errands on his lunch break, and returns to his cubicle. But this day is made extraordinary through Howie's cheerfully exuberant outlook on life. No object is too humble for his attention, and he waxes poetic about the beauty of escalators, paper bags, and the elegance of plastic elbow straws. Even the act of sweeping around his apartment furniture with "curving broom-strokes," he enthuses, "made me see these familiar features of my room with freshened receptivity." Baker's writing combines humorous absurdity with the earnest anxieties of youth: Howie, who is 23, laments, "I was a man, but I was not nearly the magnitude of man I had hoped I might be." But as he diligently navigates adult life, paying his bills and interpreting men's-bathroom etiquette, he refuses to let his interest in the world become dulled. The novel reminds us that adulthood is richer when we retain a childlike "capacity for wonderment"--especially when it comes to the ordinary objects and rituals of our lives.




The Book of Salt, by Monique Truong

"At 27 rue de Fleurus," the young chef Binh realizes ruefully, "even the furniture attracts more attention than I do." In Truong's historical-fiction novel, Binh is a Vietnamese immigrant in 20th-century Paris, where he becomes the private chef for Gertrude Stein and her partner, Alice B. Toklas. While the couple entertain Stein's endless admirers, Binh labors in the kitchen. One elaborate dinner includes salade cancalaise (the recipe can be found in the real-life Toklas's 1954 cookbook), where poached oysters become a "dollop of ocean fog" over tender potatoes, topped with truffles. Binh's position in the household lets him quietly satirize the frivolous, fashionable lives of American expats in Paris. His appearance and speech, with "jagged seams between the French words," mark him as a foreigner in Paris. But the city is still a refuge for Binh, who was born in Saigon and worked in a colonial officer's kitchen before he was outed as gay and forced to leave home. Binh's complicated relationship with the Catholic father who disowned him is pushed into the center when he receives a letter from home with "the familiar sting of salt ... kitchen, sweat, tears or the sea." Truong's novel highlights the pleasure--and painful memories--that tastes and smells can evoke.

Read: Each sentence is one you can feel




Two Trees Make a Forest: In Search of My Family's Past Among Taiwan's Mountains and Coasts, by Jessica J. Lee

During a difficult climb up Shuishe Mountain, in Taiwan, Lee asks herself whether nature can provide "arboreal answers to very human predicaments." In Two Trees Make a Forest, she chronicles a three-month visit to Taiwan to reconnect with her heritage, a trip that leaves her feeling less "botanically adrift." Like a winding hike, Lee's memoir switches back and forth among family stories, history, and encounters with nature. Trekking through the Taiwanese mountains helps her connect "the human timescale of my family's story"--her grandparents fled China in the 1940s and then immigrated to Canada in the '70s--to the "green and unfurling" ecological history around her. At one point, Lee encounters a blooming Barringtonia asiatica tree by a waterfall, where "the slightest disturbance showered the ground in a floral rain." The beauty of the tree prompts her to learn more about the species: Some botanical texts describe it as native to Taiwan, while others call it a "migrant tree"--much like Lee's own family tree. Her memoir shows how a walk in the woods can give us a new perspective on questions of culture, heritage, and belonging.




Still Life With Oysters and Lemon: On Objects and Intimacy, by Mark Doty

For Doty, a poet, attention is a form of secular faith: "A faith that if we look and look we will be surprised and we will be rewarded," he explains, "a faith in the capacity of the object to carry meaning, to serve as a vessel." In his 2001 memoir, Doty's gaze lingers on great paintings and ordinary household objects alike. On a visit to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Doty stands reverentially before a Dutch still life, where a lemon is rendered in luminous detail: "that lovely, perishable, ordinary thing, held to scrutiny's light." Then there's the half-carved violin decorating the home he shared with his partner, Wally, "like music emerging out of silence, or sculpture coming out of stone." These object memories are tinged with loss: Wally spent the last years of his life in their home, dying from AIDS. But Doty's memoir reminds us that the death of a loved one doesn't extinguish the beauty and joy of the world. "Not that grief vanishes--far from it," he writes, but "it begins in time to coexist with pleasure." Close observations can be a source of intimacy and contemplation: They are "the best gestures we can make in the face of death."

Read: Recreation through the senses (from 1911)




The Employees: A Workplace Novel of the 22nd Century, by Olga Ravn

What is there to sense in space? In Ravn's speculative-fiction novel, shortlisted for the 2021 International Booker Prize, the isolated human and android employees of a spaceship find solace in the strange scents around them. The cold, impersonal environment makes the workers more attentive to small, earthy sensations, such as the "soil and oakmoss" odor of an object retrieved from an alien planet. These are familiar references to the human employees, but not to their half-human, half-software co-workers. Life on the spaceship is full of heady philosophical dilemmas, with the humanoid employees insisting that they're also capable of consciousness and feelings. "I live," one humanoid says, "the way numbers live, and the stars," while another describes herself as a "flicker between 0 and 1 ... part of a design that can't be erased." The evocative language softens a novel that's also a biting satire of workplace surveillance. Conflict is inevitable, and during the tension that arises, one employee remarks: "Everything stands out so clearly, the way it does in grief, when all senses are awakened."
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Critics of the TikTok Bill Are Missing the Point

America has a long history of shielding infrastructure and communication platforms from foreign control.

by Zephyr Teachout




Does Congress really have the power to force a sale of TikTok? Last week, the House of Representatives voted overwhelmingly in favor of a bill that would require TikTok's parent company, the Beijing-based ByteDance, to sell the U.S. version of TikTok to an American buyer within six months or have the app blocked. The bill faces an uncertain future in the Senate, but its early momentum seems to have genuinely shocked and dismayed many people, who see it as a xenophobic provocation, a performative-messaging bill, or the first step in a dangerous unwinding of a global, free internet.

Underlying these somewhat confused critiques is a palpable sense of affront and bewilderment, a fierce instinct that something terribly wrong is afoot. In an era of globalization and free trade, the idea of the U.S. government blocking foreign ownership of a tech platform seems so extreme that there must be some darker explanation. But this intuition is mistaken. The idea that we must enact barriers to foreign-government surveillance and political interference is actually a very old one, embedded in both American history and the logic of democratic self-determination. Forbidding a hostile foreign power from controlling a major communication platform fits into a long and important tradition of American self-government.

Congress is worried about the Chinese government's potential access to the personal data of TikTok's 150 million U.S. users, and about its ability to influence American public opinion by shaping the content that those users see. ByteDance insists that it doesn't share user data with, or otherwise do the bidding of, the Chinese Communist Party, but any Beijing-based company must ultimately answer to the Chinese government. The specific substance of these fears--data privacy, algorithmic manipulation--is distinctly modern. But the underlying concerns would have been familiar to American political leaders since the dawn of the republic.

During the Constitutional Convention in 1787, the Framers were quite worried that foreign powers would exploit America's open form of government to serve their own interests. At the time, the United States was small and weak compared with the powerhouses of France and England, and the Framers feared that favors and financing could seduce officeholders. Alexander Hamilton cautioned that "foreign powers also will not be idle spectators. They will interpose, the confusion will increase, and a dissolution of the Union ensue." The Constitution therefore forbids foreigners from running for Congress until they have been U.S. citizens for seven years, and famously prohibits anyone but a natural-born citizen from being president. Elbridge Gerry, the great champion of the Bill of Rights, argued at the Constitutional Convention that "foreign powers will intermeddle in our affairs, and spare no expence to influence them. Persons having foreign attachments will be sent among us & insinuated into our councils, in order to be made instruments for their purposes. Every one knows the vast sums laid out in Europe for secret services."

Tim Wu: Courts are choosing TikTok over children

Even the treaty-ratification rule in the Constitution, which requires a two-thirds congressional vote, was included in order to reduce "the power of foreign nations to obstruct our retaliating measures on them by a corrupt influence," as James Madison put it. And as we all learned during the Trump presidency, Article I of the U.S. Constitution forbids federal officials, without a special dispensation from Congress, from receiving gifts or emoluments from foreign governments. (I was a lawyer on the emoluments lawsuit against Trump, which had overcome preliminary legal challenges when he lost reelection.)

After the Constitution was ratified, Congress regularly used limits on foreign ownership and influence as a mechanism of preserving sovereignty, democracy, and national security. The limits are most pronounced in areas that affect politics, elections, and communications. Foreign nationals who are not green-card holders cannot contribute to political campaigns. Under the Foreign Agents Registration Act, lobbyists for foreign governments are far more strictly regulated than other lobbyists. The law, passed in the run-up to World War II, was strengthened after hearings in the 1960s revealed the degree to which foreign money was influencing domestic policy.

Other laws limit foreign control of different forms of infrastructure. The Defense Production Act authorizes the executive branch to block proposed or pending foreign corporate mergers that threaten national security. Vessels transporting cargo between two points in the United States must be U.S.-built and U.S.-owned. Certain defense contracts cannot be awarded to foreign-government-controlled companies unless specifically authorized by the secretary of defense. The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission can issue licenses for constructing dams or transmission lines only to U.S. entities, and geothermal lessees have foreign-ownership limits. As the Vanderbilt University law professor Ganesh Sitaraman has argued, the body of law limiting foreign ownership in various sectors can mostly be understood through the lens of platform regulation: They prevent foreign governments from taking over core elements of infrastructure.

This includes communications infrastructure. Limits on foreign ownership have been a part of federal communications policy for more than a century. The Radio Act of 1912 was the first federal limitation on ownership of communications infrastructure, forbidding foreign ownership of radio stations. It expanded and set a blueprint for later communications rules--Rupert Murdoch, for example, had to become an American citizen to avoid Federal Communications Commission rules banning foreign owners of American TV networks--which were based on the twin fears of espionage and propaganda. TikTok, of course, falls right at the intersection of those fears.

Any effort to restrict a communication platform inevitably invites concerns about the First Amendment, but constitutional claims on behalf of foreign governments are extremely weak. In 2011, for example, a federal court rejected a challenge to the federal laws prohibiting foreign nationals from making campaign contributions. Then-Judge Brett Kavanaugh wrote that the country has a compelling interest in limiting the participation of foreign citizens in such activities, "thereby preventing foreign influence over the U.S. political process."

Some opponents of the TikTok bill argue instead that if the app is blocked in the U.S., that will restrict the free-speech rights of its users. The ACLU, for example, argues that a TikTok ban would be "a dangerous act of censorship on the free speech of so many Americans." This is an argument that the ACLU and others might want to reconsider, because its boundless logic could swallow up any effort to regulate communication-based tech platforms. Suppose Congress passed a tough data-privacy law, for example, and Discord, unable to afford the cost of compliance, announced it would have to shut down U.S. operations. By the ACLU's logic, the data-privacy law could be struck down as a violation of Discord users' First Amendment rights. The free-speech argument against the TikTok bill is, in other words, a powerful and indiscriminate deregulatory weapon. (Although a federal court blocked Montana's TikTok ban last fall, it did so largely on the grounds that a state, as opposed to Congress, lacked the power to legislate on the basis of national-security concerns.)

Critics of the TikTok bill also argue that it would do nothing to solve the fundamental problems posed by the biggest tech platforms. A U.S.-owned TikTok would not inherently be better for public dialogue, data privacy, or teen mental health than the current version. Even if China were cut off from direct control, it could still easily get data on Americans from commercial data brokers. Moreover, the bill would not touch the activities of Google and Meta, which have more users than TikTok and exert vastly more control over public discourse. "All of the social media platforms are information minefields, rife with deceptive content from state actors, corporations, paid influencers and others," the tech journalist Julia Angwin wrote in a New York Times op-ed. "Their algorithms fuel our worst impulses by highlighting content that promotes anger and outrage. They strip mine our data to make money. Forcing TikTok to merge with another data-hungry social media platform won't solve any of that."

This is all true--it just isn't a reason to oppose the current TikTok bill. I have long advocated for legislation to ban surveillance-based business models and hold platforms accountable for the content they promote, as well as for aggressive antitrust enforcement to break up the big homegrown tech monopolies. Forcing a TikTok divestiture would do none of those things. It would address one specific issue: control over a dominant communication platform by a hostile foreign superpower with a well-documented interest in influencing domestic politics in the U.S. and other countries. Yes, Congress should do so much more: pass comprehensive privacy reform, impose regulations on dominant tech platforms, and strengthen competition laws. But a law that solves only one problem is a lot better than nothing. And for those who think that restricting a Chinese app will create a new era in a deglobalized internet, China already blocks Instagram, Google, YouTube, WhatsApp, X (formerly Twitter), and Facebook, and a number of Asian countries have banned or limited TikTok within their borders on grounds similar to the proposed American legislation.

Kate Lindsay: America will be fine without TikTok

In fact, passing piecemeal legislation might be the first step toward Congress rebuilding the legislative muscle to pass those other more sweeping laws. Since the 1980s, American policy has largely treated nonmilitary interactions with foreign states as a subset of supply-side economics, with the goals of maximizing production and efficiency while tearing down barriers to trade. As both Democrats and Republicans lionized the free flow of capital as the most urgent priority, we focused less on traditional, unquantifiable concerns, such as democracy and sovereignty.

The basic premise of democratic self-government is the idea that people collectively make the rules of their community and collectively direct their laws. That promise may be more honored in the breach, but it remains the right aspiration for liberal democracy. Self-rule requires a closeness between the people who are governed and the institutions of power. Could American corporations or individuals wreak just as much havoc on public discourse as the Chinese government? Yes. But on some level, that is part of the democratic bargain. Members of this political community must have unique rights to shape the institutions that coerce and constrain their behavior--rights not afforded to people, corporations, or governments outside the community. The U.S. has a sorry history of meddling in other countries' elections. It is not a history we should hold up proudly, or rely on to allow foreign meddling in our own elections. We should instead affirm the historic norm that countries have the right to protect their communications, politics, and private data from foreign governmental control.
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Germany's Zombie Government Is Fueling the Far Right

Extremists stand to benefit from the problems the ruling coalition won't solve.

by Joseph de Weck




At a time when far-right movements are surging across Europe, Germany seems to occupy a zone of its own.

On one hand, the country's far-right Alternative for Germany--the party that wants to make abortion an "absolute exception," shut down the Ramstein U.S. military base, and turn Europe into a "fortress" against migration--has been gathering strength, its poll numbers rocketing in the past two years from 10 percent to 19 percent.

On the other hand, the country's civil society and politicians seem to have woken up to the threat: More than 1.4 million citizens have participated in street protests since January against a plan to deport foreigners and naturalized Germans; Bavaria's populist prime minister, Markus Soder, has proposed cutting all public financing for the AfD; and the government in Berlin is working on a law to protect the constitutional court from a takeover by the nationalist party.

What a contrast with other European countries, such as Finland and Italy, where far-right parties are already part of the government, or France and the Netherlands, whose publics seem to have accepted that nationalist, anti-immigration politicians will soon capture the highest office in their country. Germans are still resisting.

But when it comes to the deeper motivations for the far-right resurgence, Germany appears to be frozen on a destructive course. Europe's largest economy has stagnated since 2019. With no reprieve in sight, the country's proud industrial champions have begun to announce large-scale job cuts. And Olaf Scholz's centrist coalition doggedly insists on balancing the budget, thereby further weakening the economy and producing new social crises--such as when Berlin announced that it would cut agricultural tax breaks to save money, leading to mass protests by German farmers.

Roge Karma: What is going on with Europe's economy? 

All of this economic trouble is a boon to the AfD, which accuses Scholz of spending money on Kyiv and refugees rather than on German citizens. And recurring strikes--by train operators, health-care workers, and kindergarten staff, among others--are paralyzing public life.

German citizens had grown accustomed to calm and order; now their society is agitated and their government unpredictable. In a January poll, 83 percent of Germans said they were worried about their country--the highest reading since the early 2000s, when unemployment was in the double digits. Federal elections are only 18 months away, and behind closed doors, even Scholz's supporters concede: The 65-year-old is on course to become the first one-term chancellor since the 1960s.

That would be a major change even from 2020, when German media praised John Kampfner's cheekily titled book Why Germans Do It Better. The British journalist argued that the Federal Republic's powerful economy and stable political system were models to the world. Now the German commentariat worries about the country's economic declassement. The government is paralyzed, as Scholz's center-left SPD, the Greens, and the pro-business FDP can't agree on anything. Literary buffs jokingly speculate on who could become Germany's equivalent of Michel Houellebecq--the chronicler of his country's descent.



The AfD poses a threat that many see as singular, both because of Germany's history and because of the party's unabashed extremism. Whereas other far-right parties in Europe have come to power by moderating their positions--ditching plans to leave the European Union, for example, or dialing back support for Russian President Vladimir Putin--the AfD has risen despite, or perhaps because of, its radicality. The AfD still flirts with a Dexit from the EU and wants to immediately halt weapons deliveries to Ukraine. Its figurehead, Alexander Gauland, has said that "Hitler and the Nazis are just a speck of bird poop in more than 1,000 years of successful German history."

In early January, investigative journalists revealed that an AfD member of Parliament and the personal adviser to the party's leader, Alice Weidel, attended a meeting in a hotel near Potsdam where Martin Sellner, an Austrian neo-Nazi activist, was invited to speak. Sellner, who plastered swastika stickers on a synagogue at age 17, is the author of the extremist bible Regime Change From the Right and calls for the "remigration"--in other words, forced removal--of millions of foreigners and naturalized Germans in order "to preserve the ethno-cultural identity" of Europe. Even the meeting's location had a sinister resonance: Potsdam is not far from Wannsee, where the Nazis drew up plans for the logistics of the Holocaust in January 1942.
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But on the new twilight planet of German politics, despair is only a heartbeat away from hope. Reports of the Potsdam meeting prompted the biggest demonstrations against the far-right in Germany since the early 1990s, bringing together citizens from across generations and social classes. Many protesters expressed the conviction that the moment has come for Germany to make good on its postwar promise of "never again." The people have a duty, some told interviewers, to fight the far-right resurgence before it is too late. Even Helene Fischer, Germany's biggest schlager-music star, who has broad appeal among conservative voters, is calling for Germans to turn out for the European elections in June and pick one of the traditional parties. Opinion polls last month and this month have reflected the new energy: Support for the AfD has been dropping, if modestly--from a high of 21 percent in 2023 to 19 percent now.

The AfD certainly has Germany's political elite worried, however--enough that serious discussions are afoot as to how the country's institutional order can be made Nazi-proof. Participants on television talk shows debate whether the government should ban the AfD or whether doing so would just allow the party to gain favor by portraying itself as a victim of the political elite.

Anne Applebaum: Why is Trump trying to make Ukraine lose?

The constitutional court at Karlsruhe in any case rejected a similar proposal, in 2016, to ban an earlier neo-Nazi party, the NPD. Soder, the Bavarian prime minister, has proposed instead to cut off the AfD from the state's generous party financing. This move is more likely to pass muster with the constitutional court, which in January banned Die Heimat (the NPD's successor) from receiving state funding and tax breaks. Scholz is weighing the chances of making a similar move against the AfD. His coalition is also looking to fortify the courts against the AfD's rising power by making changes to the law governing the constitutional court subject to a two-thirds majority in Parliament rather than the simple majority they require now.


Kathrin Spirk / OSTKREUZ / Redux



What's puzzling, however, is that if Scholz really wants to stop the AfD, the most urgent and constructive measures lie well within his grasp: He could take on the economic problems that have been fueling the extremists' rise. These are not even terribly difficult problems to address. But the permanently squabbling coalition in power seems unwilling or unable to make a plan.

Germans' principal worries are about inflation and poverty. And they're right to be concerned: They're getting poorer. Real wages have been falling every year since 2020. Industrial production is a whopping 9 percent below pre-pandemic levels. As Volkswagen and others realize that the good times won't come back soon, they've been announcing job cuts. The auto supplier ZF reportedly wants to axe 12,000 jobs across Germany within the next six years. And as Germans fret about the future, they save more. Public infrastructure, such as trains and schools, is showing the strains of chronic underinvestment. Scholz, who boasted in 2023 that Germany was about to experience another "Wirtschaftswunder" (economic miracle), has the worst economic track record since Gerhard Schroder. No wonder his popularity has dropped to 20 percent--the lowest rating of any chancellor since the survey began, in 1997.

You might imagine that an unpopular government facing a flagging economy and a rapidly rising far right would try to go big on fiscal policy to limit the damage. But Scholz's coalition is doing the opposite. Christian Lindner, the finance minister, belongs to the FDP and has staked his reputation on being a fiscal hawk. Nearly half of the FDP's members want it to exit the ruling coalition, according to a recent referendum. If the party does so, the coalition will collapse, and Scholz might well become the shortest-serving chancellor in the Federal Republic's history.

Scholz, meanwhile, is a true Boomer who wears 2000s-style box suits with shoulder pads and believes that in a globalized world, every nation must create its own economic success by boosting exports and keeping public finances in check. As the SPD's secretary-general under Schroder, he forced his party to adopt the now-infamous package of reforms that bet on lowering wages for ordinary Germans to reboot the export-driven industry. He boasts in speeches at home and abroad that Germany is the world's third-biggest economy and has the lowest debt burden in the G7.

But history has marched on, and Scholz has been slow to recognize it. Russia's war against Ukraine has been a major economic shock to Germany, and it is not a temporary one so much as a harbinger and an expression of profound global shifts. Berlin would have been shrewd to read the writing on the wall when its most important trading partner, China, refused to condemn the invasion, or when Donald Trump encouraged Russia to attack European countries that weren't spending 2 percent of their GDP on defense.

In this new world, German prosperity can be ensured only if Europeans come together in a union whose economy is less dependent than it has been on foreign autocrats and whose security is less reliant than it has been on the United States. When Russia attacked Ukraine, Scholz missed the opportunity to initiate such an epochal shift in Germany's economic model and defense stature. Now Trump's Republicans are blocking aid to Ukraine, and Scholz is still not acting as a European leader: Instead of proposing a European plan to make up for the shortfall, he's publicly criticizing other EU countries for not supporting Kyiv as much as Berlin has.

And thus Germany's problems persist, as though nothing has changed since the German poet Heinrich Heine wrote in 1841, "The German, out of fear of all innovations whose consequences cannot be clearly determined, avoids important political questions for as long as possible or tries to come up with a makeshift solution through detours. And in the meantime, the questions accumulate and become more and more complicated."



Economic pressures are not the only ones closing in on Scholz's coalition from the right. The AfD was founded in 2013 to protest the EU's "bailout" of Greece in the Eurozone crisis, but it really gained national significance only in 2015, when a million Syrian refugees came to Germany. Now the migratory flows from Africa have resumed, coinciding with an influx of refugees from Ukraine. Scholz has at once stood behind Germany's generous immigration policy and tried rhetorically to tack right. The ambivalence has hardly served him.

Read: Liana Fix and Caroline Kapp on why Vladimir Putin is embracing Germany's far right

Dating back to the Cold War era, parts of German society have had deeply ingrained pacifist, pro-Russian, and anti-American beliefs. Moreover, many Germans fear Russian retaliation because the country does not have a nuclear deterrent of its own. A recent poll showed that 61 percent of Germans don't want Scholz to give Ukraine the long-range missiles it has been asking for. In the interest of preserving his reelection chances, Scholz has been seeking to avoid being seen as a "war chancellor." The war in Gaza is another headache: 61 percent of Germans think that because of the high toll on civilians, Israel's military response to the Hamas massacre on October 7 is not justified. But Scholz's government has voiced next to no criticism of the Israeli government.

Finally, the AfD benefits from a population-wide counterreaction to the coalition's climate agenda. Among Germany's paradoxes is that it has one of the strongest green parties in Europe but also one of the populations most reluctant to make lifestyle changes in order to help the planet. In a poll of seven European countries, Germans were the least willing to switch to electric cars or renovate their houses to make them more climate-friendly. The AfD is the party that speaks to those wanting to stick to diesel cars and gas boilers.

Scholz is leading a zombie government paralyzed by a backlash against a deteriorating economy, high migration, divisive foreign policy, and an ambitious climate-change agenda. Particularly when it comes to economic policy, the German elite seems to want to sleep through 2024 and wake up only after the next parliamentary elections in 2025. But the country is very likely at an inflection point that will set its political trajectory for decades to come.

The good news is that not even the gloomiest pessimists expect the AfD to accede to power after the federal elections scheduled for autumn 2025. But by then the AfD may well prove to be Germany's second-biggest party, and the party system may be so fragmented that unstable and ineffective three-party coalitions, such as the one Scholz is leading today, may be the country's only option. A German paralysis that persists beyond 2025 will know only one winner: the AfD.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/03/germanys-zombie-government-is-fueling-the-far-right/677803/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
        

      

      Best of The Atlantic

      
        How It All Went Wrong for Eric Adams
        Michael Powell

        Updated at 9:25 p.m. ET on March 21, 2024.On a soggy January day, New York Mayor Eric Adams travels to a theater in the Bronx to deliver his State of the City address. As dignitaries and the odd reporter take their seats, an Afro-Latino jazz band jams onstage, followed by a flamenco dance company, a gospel choir, and a gamut of religious leaders--Hindu, Buddhist, Jewish, Sikh. "O Lord, in obedience with your holy word, we intercede on behalf of our mayor," a Latina evangelical minister says, setti...

      

      
        Miranda's Last Gift
        David Frum

        I was at the kitchen counter making coffee when my daughter Miranda's dog approached. Ringo stands about 10 inches high at the shoulder, but he carries himself with supreme confidence. He fixed his lustrous black eyes on mine. Staring straight at me, he lifted his leg and urinated on the oven door.After the mess was cleaned up, I complained to Miranda, "I don't think Ringo likes me."Miranda replied, "Ringo loves you. He just doesn't respect you."Theoretically, Ringo is a Cavalier King Charles spa...

      

      
        America's Magical Thinking About Housing
        Derek Thompson

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.If you want to understand America's strange relationship with housing in the 21st century, look at Austin, where no matter what happens to prices, someone's always claiming that the sky is falling.In the 2010s, the capital of Texas grew faster than any other major U.S. metro, pulling in movers from around the country. Initially, downtown and suburban areas struggled to ...

      

      
        Baby-Food Pouches Are Unavoidable
        Yasmin Tayag

        On Sunday evening, I fed a bowl of salmon, broccoli, and rice to my eight-month-old son. Or rather, I attempted to. The fish went flying; greens and grains splattered across the walls. Half an hour later, bedtime drew near, and he hadn't eaten a thing. Exasperated, I handed him a baby-food pouch--and he inhaled every last drop of apple-raspberry-squash-carrot mush.For harried parents like myself, baby pouches are a lifeline. These disposable plastic packets are sort of like Capri-Suns filled with ...

      

      
        Is the Shorter Workweek All It Promises to Be?
        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.A new bill advocates for a 32-hour workweek. Can this approach cure what ails American workers?First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	How it all went wrong for Eric Adams
	It's not the economy. It's the pandemic.
	David Frum: "Miranda's last gift"
A New NormLast week, Senators Bernie Sand...

      

      
        Even Oprah Doesn't Know How to Talk About Weight Loss Now
        Hannah Giorgis

        Nearly 13 years after the final episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show, it's easy to forget just how vicious the public scrutiny of Winfrey's body was during her talk show's decades-long run. But those memories haven't left Winfrey, and they take center stage in her new prime-time special, Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution. "For 25 years, making fun of my weight was national sport," she recalls in the opening monologue, which addresses the stigma of obesity and the emerging culture around we...

      

      
        Don't Miss This Eclipse
        Marina Koren

        Right now, a special cosmic arrangement is sliding into place. The moon has positioned itself on the same side of Earth as the sun. The moon has drawn closer to Earth, and its orbit is tilted just so. On April 8, our silvery satellite will pass between our star and our planet, and cast its shadow upon us. In the United States, the darkness will trace a ribbonlike path about 115 miles wide from Texas to Maine, temporarily extinguishing the daylight. Within that area, in cloud-free conditions, the ...

      

      
        Whatever You Do, Don't Do the Silent Treatment
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Life for a 19th-century sailor was hard: Months at sea were accompanied by constant danger and deprivation. To make matters worse, mariners saw the same few people all day, every day, in a radically confined space where they were expected to get along and look after one another. On a long voyage, one obnoxious person could make life utterly miserable for everyone.So sailors used a tried technique...

      

      
        Too Much Purity Is Bad for the Left
        Arash Azizi

        American leftists are facing a question that has become a perennial bugbear. Come November, should they support the Democratic incumbent Joe Biden to defeat Donald Trump? Or, given their profound reservations about both candidates, should they abstain from voting at all?Biden's support for Israel's brutal war in Gaza has given the conundrum special urgency this year, but the question has become exhaustingly familiar. Four years ago, the country's largest leftist organization, the Democratic Socia...

      

      
        The Smartphone Kids Are Not All Right
        Hanna Rosin

        I did not know this at the time, but apparently my children were part of a generation of guinea pigs. "It's as though we sent Gen Z to grow up on Mars when we gave them smartphones in the early 2010s in the largest uncontrolled experiment humanity has ever performed on its own children," Jonathan Haidt writes in The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness.Haidt convincingly uses data to argue that a sharp uptick in depression, anxiety, lone...

      

      
        DNA Tests Are Uncovering the True Prevalence of Incest
        Sarah Zhang

        When Steve Edsel was a boy, his adoptive parents kept a scrapbook of newspaper clippings in their bedroom closet. He would ask for it sometimes, poring over the headlines about his birth. Headlines like this: "Mother Deserts Son, Flees From Hospital," Winston-Salem Journal, December 30, 1973.The mother in question was 14 years old, "5 feet 6 with reddish brown hair," and she had come to the hospital early one morning with her own parents. They gave names that all turned out to be fake. And by 8 o...

      

      
        The IRS Finally Has an Answer to TurboTax
        Saahil Desai

        During the torture ritual that was doing my taxes this year, I was surprised to find myself giddy after reading these words: "You are now chatting with IRS Representative-1004671045." I had gotten stuck trying to parse my W-2, which, under "Box 14: Other," contained a mysterious $389.70 deduction from my overall pay last year. No explanation. No clues. Nothing. I tapped the chat button on my tax software for help, expecting to be sucked into customer-service hell. Instead, a real IRS employee ans...

      

      
        What Trump Supporters Think When He Mocks People With Disabilities
        John Hendrickson

        Last weekend, I stood among thousands of Donald Trump supporters in a windy airfield, watching them watch their candidate. I traveled to the former president's event just outside Dayton, Ohio, because I couldn't stop thinking about something that had happened one week earlier, at his rally in Georgia: Trump had broken into an imitation of President Joe Biden's lifelong stutter, and the crowd had cackled.Mocking Biden is not the worst thing Trump has ever done. Biden is a grown man, and the most p...

      

      
        Whatever Happened to All Those Care Robots?
        Stephanie H. Murray

        The first thing Pepper told me was that he was running out of battery. "He's got about 15 minutes before he dies," Emanuel Nunez Sardinha, a Ph.D. candidate in robotics at Bristol Robotics Laboratory, told me. That turned out to be plenty. Sardinha greeted Pepper; then I did. I asked Pepper how he was doing, to which he replied, "How are you doing?" Then Sardinha resumed telling me about the sorts of things Pepper, a friendly, wide-eyed robot designed to assist humans through social interaction, ...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        There Was No Russian Election
        Anne Applebaum

        There was no election in Russia last weekend. There was no campaign. There were no debates, which was unsurprising, because no issues could be debated. Above all, there were no real candidates, bar one: the president of Russia, Vladimir Putin, the man who has just started his fifth, unconstitutional term in office.Russians did line up at polling stations, but these were not actually polling stations. They were props in an elaborate piece of political theater, a months-long exercise in the project...

      

      
        Joe Biden and Donald Trump Have Thoughts About Your Next Car
        Zoe Schlanger

        The Biden administration earlier today issued a major new rule intended to spur the country's electric-vehicle industry and slash future sales of new gas-powered cars. The rule is not a ban on gas cars, nor does it mandate electric-vehicle sales. It is a new emissions standard, requiring automakers to cut the average carbon emission of their fleets by nearly 50 percent by 2032.This would speed up the transformation of the car industry: The simplest way for automakers to cut emissions will likely ...

      

      
        Flying Is Weird Right Now
        Charlie Warzel

        Somewhere over Colorado this weekend, while I sat in seat 21F, my plane began to buck, jostle, and rattle. Within seconds, the seat-belt indicator dinged as the pilot asked flight attendants to return to their seats. We were experiencing what I, a frequent flier, might describe as "intermediate turbulence"--a sustained parade of midair bumps that can be uncomfortable but by no means terrifying.Generally, I do not fear hurtling through the sky at 500 miles per hour, but at this moment I felt an unu...

      

      
        The Art of Communing With Trees
        Rachel Gutman-Wei

        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.Trees can seem like timeless beings. Many a giant sequoia has racked up three millennia on this Earth. A pine in California's White Mountains is estimated to be nearly 5,000 years old. A colony of aspens in Utah may well have originated during the Stone Age, and to this day, its leaves glitter gold in the autumn sun.A tree's life span, ...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Green River, Fire Ritual, Space Needle
        Alan Taylor

        A massive ballet class in Mexico City, the Night of Ghosts festival in Greece, severe tornado damage in Indiana, a garbage-strewn beach in Bali, airdrops of humanitarian aid over the Gaza Strip, a St. Patrick's Day parade in Tokyo, a robot among tulips in the Netherlands, colorful Holi celebrations in India, and much more

      

      
        Photos: Spring in Bloom
        Alan Taylor

        Tuesday marked the first day of spring, and the Northern Hemisphere has begun to warm, with flowers and trees in bloom. Gathered below is a small collection of images from recent weeks in North America, Asia, and Europe, of people enjoying flowering fields and trees--signs of warmer days to come.

      

      
        Trump's Dangerous January 6-Pardon Promise
        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.Donald Trump's plan to pardon people in prison for their crimes on January 6--people he now calls "hostages"--is yet another dangerous and un-American attack on the rule of law.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The British right's favorite sex offender
	What Trump supporters think when...
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How It All Went Wrong for Eric Adams

The many crises of New York's enigmatic mayor

by Michael Powell




Updated at 9:25 p.m. ET on March 21, 2024.

On a soggy January day, New York Mayor Eric Adams travels to a theater in the Bronx to deliver his State of the City address. As dignitaries and the odd reporter take their seats, an Afro-Latino jazz band jams onstage, followed by a flamenco dance company, a gospel choir, and a gamut of religious leaders--Hindu, Buddhist, Jewish, Sikh. "O Lord, in obedience with your holy word, we intercede on behalf of our mayor," a Latina evangelical minister says, setting the mood. "Bless him with courage like you gave David, wisdom like you gave Solomon."

Adams, wearing a well-tailored three-piece suit, steps onstage. Union workers raise their arms and sway rapturously. Beaming, he beckons his top aides to stand one by one--all women of color. It's a stirring display, a power flex by a Black mayor showing off his diverse administration.

Alas, Adams punctuates the scene like this:

"These women, let me tell you something--you may cut the umbilical cord but that fluid that carries you is something that is spiritual and lasts a lifetime."

"I don't just like them; I love them!"

The mayor's amniotic reverie appears to catch one deputy mayor off guard; a forced grin freezes on her face.

Adams himself has a megawatt smile and an ebullient streak, as I saw while following him around the city for a few weeks. The 63-year-old mayor also has a long history of ad-libbing in odd and often self-aggrandizing ways that befuddle his audiences. One day last summer he went before an audience in Brooklyn and proclaimed, "I am the symbol of Black manhood in this city, in this country, and what it represents. I am the mayor of the most powerful city on the globe, and people need to recognize that!" Not long after, he attended an India Day celebration and declared: "I am Gandhi-like. I think like Gandhi; I act like Gandhi; I want to be like Gandhi." He has insisted that "I am mayor because God gave me the authority to be mayor" and says he designs policy with a "godlike" approach.

Not long ago, in fact, it was as if God had parted the electoral sea for him. In the 2021 mayoral election, elites and liberal-left voters divided their ballots between his closest rivals. Adams, a former New York City Police Department captain who first entered public life as an advocate for Black officers, ultimately eked out a one-percentage-point victory in the Democratic primary.

Two years into his term, though, the mayor's groove is worn, his once-high poll ratings are sickly, and disrespect from fellow politicians is mounting daily. His mayoralty just might be heading toward a crack-up. For close to two years, a river of asylum-seeking migrants, 175,000 so far, has flooded the city's streets and shelters. A visibly rattled Adams, who had not previously managed an agency bigger than the largely ceremonial office of the Brooklyn borough president, proclaimed a budget apocalypse in September. "I don't see an ending to this," he said then. "This issue will destroy New York City."

Juan Williams: Eric Adams is making white liberals squirm

November brought a more ominous turn for Adams. Federal agents waved aside his security team, handed him a subpoena, and seized his cellphones and iPad as part of an investigation into his campaign fundraising. And FBI agents late last month searched two homes of an influential aide to Adams who has also raised money for him.

Adams has not been charged with anything. But the chasm between prophetic destiny and the reality of his mayoralty gets wider and wider. How in the Lord's name could this have happened?

One frigid morning this winter, I followed him to the Islamic Cultural Center of the Bronx, a mosque that serves West African communities. Many dozens of men, laborers and taxi drivers and shop clerks, crowded about Adams, laughing and holding up cellphones to film him.

The imam praised the mayor before handing him the microphone. Standing in the adoring midst, Adams galloped off on a passionate, almost angry speech. After the attacks of September 11, 2001, he said, he stood with Pakistanis and demanded the release of unjustly detained boys. "No one joined me," Adams said. "I was by myself." When a bombing in Lahore, Pakistan, killed 75 people in 2016, he alone wanted to fly to Pakistan and "fight on behalf of these innocent people. I couldn't get anyone to take a flight with me."

Each of these anecdotes is at best a concatenation of fact and fiction. Yes, Adams attended vigils after the 2016 bombing. He even discussed joining a group trip to Lahore to meet that city's mayor, according to a local Pakistani activist with whom Adams's press office put me in touch. The flight fell through not because others lacked his courage, but because of scheduling conflicts and a State Department travel warning.

The mayor's claim of leading protests after 9/11 seemed still more grandiose. I wrote in-depth about that community after 9/11, and neither I nor any of the activists I met then recall seeing him at such demonstrations. Adams went to a federal jail on his own to register his disapproval of the detention policy, a spokesperson told me, adding by email that the "mayor does feel that the press should have paid more attention at the time."

Adams wrapped up his mosque talk pointing at the audience. "You align yourself with those who want to malign me!" he said. Some of the immigrants exchanged puzzled looks. Us?

Adams's voice rose, and his message became more evident: He suggested that he and his listeners are kindred in a hostile political world. "I was born in this country, yes, but let's get something clear: I am African. I am African," he said, adding, "Are we going to allow the enslaver that ripped us away from each other generations ago to rip us again?" He wasn't talking about how he or his administration might help audience members; he was asking them to stand with him.

What sets Adams apart when things are going well, what makes him sound inescapably different from other New York Democrats today, is his cargo of life experience accumulated in a tough New York far removed from affluent brownstone Brooklyn, the Upper West and East Sides, and the hipster-socialist belt that runs from Williamsburg to Astoria. To be a self-made mayor from the underbelly of an unequal city takes considerable strength and political skill. In a city where some prominent liberal politicians took up slogans such as "Defund the police," Adams's background gives him the standing to challenge upscale-progressive truisms.

But as Adams walked into a late-January press conference in City Hall's elegant mayoral wing, he looked drawn and tired. The left-leaning city council was poised to override his veto of a bill that would require police officers to record the race, ethnicity, gender, and age of every person they talked to during an investigation, even if the conversations were friendly. This legislation, Adams insisted, would drown cops in paperwork and impair crime fighting. He was desperate to defeat it. A day earlier, a sympathetic council member had called Adams. "Eric," this member said, "you just might be the only Black man in New York politics who opposes this city-council bill."

The mayor's impending defeat seemed all the more confounding because the issue should have played to Adams's strengths. As an ex-cop, he had campaigned as the tough-on-crime candidate. Voters in Black, Asian, and Latino working- and middle-class neighborhoods formed the bedrock of his support, and--unlike the city's political class--shared his visceral sense of crime's malignancies. Polls suggest that not only do Black and Latino voters oppose defunding the police, but a majority favor increasing the police budget. Adams touched on this reality often during his campaign. "I challenge you," he told reporters: "Go through these communities with high crime and you start telling them you are going to pull the police away. You are going to need a cop."

But at the press conference I attended, he backpedaled. He insisted that compromise remained possible. "I support the concept of this bill, I cannot say that enough," he said. But, he continued, "I will never do anything or support anything that's going to erode public safety in the city."

Later that same day, the city council voted by an overwhelming margin to override his veto. Left-wing members claimed that Adams had ignored Black trauma. They were not elected, said one council member, "to make the NYPD officers' lives easy or more convenient."

Lincoln Restler, a tousle-haired white councilman who represents Brooklyn Heights, Williamsburg, and neighboring Greenpoint, rose to explain his vote. A private-school kid and the son of a private-equity investor, Restler grew up in Brooklyn Heights, a genteel neighborhood on a bluff overlooking the Brooklyn Bridge. He sounded intent on reeducating the mayor. "I have been deeply disturbed by his misinformation campaign," Restler said. "I have news that I'd like to share: Racism exists."

Restler's declaration could hardly be a revelation for the mayor. Over the years, Adams--who declined multiple requests for an interview for this article--has told of a mother perched on poverty's edge in South Jamaica, Queens, scratching for dollars to buy food for her six children and to pay the mortgage after her husband left, and a troublemaking teenager who ran with a gang. In some versions of his story, after a 15-year-old Adams and an older brother stole money, or possibly a television, from a prostitute, two white cops pulled them into the local precinct and beat them. As Adams once recalled it: "They asked, 'Do you feel like a beating?' like you might ask, 'Do you feel like a hamburger?'" Eventually, Adams said, a Black cop told the white cops to stop.

Years later, Adams decided to join the police. He spoke of this improbable epiphany to the journalist Juan Williams in 1999, a conversation Williams later recounted in The Atlantic. Adams figured being a cop was a great hustle; cops were more powerful than the petty criminals he admired. He had seen firsthand that a Black officer could even face down two white ones. "That Black guy was able to go among those white guys and stop this," Adams told Williams. "He got juice--J-U-I-C-E, as the kids would say."


Eric Adams at City Hall in 1998. (CHESTER HIGGINS JR./The New York Times/Redux)



Adams graduated from the police academy with top grades and headed into the subways, where he was seen as an effective transit cop. The New York City of the 1980s abounded with dystopian menace. Swaths of the Bronx, Manhattan, and Brooklyn were burned-out ruins. The homicide rate was four to seven times higher than it is today. One night in 1988, a mile from the small brick home where Adams had grown up, in Queens, the police officer Edward Byrne sat in a patrol car guarding the home of a Guyanese woman who had spoken out about drug dealing on her block. Two men walked up; one tapped on Byrne's window, and the other shot the officer in the head five times. Byrne was among dozens of police officers killed in the '80s.

The NYPD itself was in turmoil. Adams became the head of two associations of Black officers and rose to captain, all the while challenging his bosses in what was then a majority-white department over racial discrepancies in hiring and promotions, and over police brutality toward civilians. Line cops were expected to keep their lips pressed shut when around reporters, but Adams rarely hesitated to chat with the media. He went on television and testified before the city council about the abuses of the department's street-crimes unit. Commissioners came to detest him.

His activism, he has maintained, put his life at risk. He has described an incident in 1996, when a dark sedan pulled up beside his car late at night in Brooklyn. A man said his name, and Adams saw a gun barrel sticking out the side window, he recalled three years ago in an interview with The City, a nonprofit local news site. The future mayor hit the gas and heard a shot, and a bullet shattered his back window. He speculated that the shooter might have been a cop but offered no evidence. "When I look back, I'm amazed I was able to get out of the department alive," Adams told The City.

This tale, as with so much that Adams says, has curious gaps and logical inconsistencies. He told the press that the shooter was Black. But why would a Black officer shoot at a Black captain with a reputation for speaking up for the rights of Black officers? Did a sergeant really advise him, as Adams claimed, not to file a report of the shooting? Adams, who by his own account refused that guidance, told The City that the department simply dropped its investigation. But in fact, A decorated Black detective, Andre Parker, investigated the incident, according to Streetsblog NYC. Although that officer had grown up in the neighborhood where the incident supposedly took place, and knew it well, he could find no corroborating information.

Wilbur Chapman, now retired, was at the time the department's chief of patrol and its highest-ranking Black officer. He, too, spoke his mind to reporters and was no fan of Adams. "Adams did very little, but he was very good at getting attention," Chapman told me. When I asked him about that long-ago shooting, Chapman laughed. "Why was he shot at? By whom? I have never heard of a police officer who was shot at and a desk sergeant would not take his report. It's all one of the mysteries of the 20th century."

If the police department was one major factor in Adams's rise to prominence, his religion was the other one. He grew up in the Church of God in Christ, a predominantly Black Pentecostalist denomination. Pentecostalism, a fast-growing evangelical movement, is notable for its emotional services and an outlook imbued with a sense of personal revelation. "There's a huge emphasis on the work of the spirit as transformative," Eli Valentin, a political consultant, preacher, and lecturer at Union Theological Seminary in New York City, told me. "When the mayor says he is called personally by God, he is speaking quite literally."

As a young man, Adams was drawn to a particular Pentecostal church, the House of the Lord in Downtown Brooklyn. Its ministry is grounded in activism for the poor; its motto exhorts, "Be ye not hearers of the word only, but doers also." The church's pastor, the Reverend Herbert Daughtry Sr., had served time in prison as a young man and loomed large in the cosmology of New York City activist preachers. He helped persuade Adams to become a cop. "Some of us needed to work outside of the system, and some inside the system," Daughtry told The New York Times when asked about Adams in 2021. "To model what policemen should be about and to find out what's going on. Why were we having all these killings?"

By Adams's account, everything came together--his faith, his work in policing--when God told him to enter politics. "Thirty something years ago I woke up, out of my sleep in a cold sweat. God spoke to my heart and said, 'You are going to be the mayor January 1, 2022," he recounted during a Father's Day service last year at Lenox Road Baptist Church, according to an account of the event in the New York Post. "You cannot be silent," he says that God told him. "You must tell everyone you know." Adams took this counsel to heart. "I would tell everybody, 'I'm going to be mayor on January 1, 2022. People used to think I needed medication.'"

Adams has often expressed his admiration for the city's first Black mayor, David N. Dinkins, a social democrat who believed in multiracial coalitions and was elected to a single four-year term in 1989. But Dinkins's emphasis on racial amity was not Adams's jam. In 1993, Herman Badillo, a former Puerto Rican Democratic member of Congress, ran on an electoral ticket with Rudolph Giuliani, a Republican. Adams lashed out at Badillo, saying that if he was really interested in his community, he would have married a Latina. Badillo's wife was Jewish.

Adams grew close with the Nation of Islam leader Louis Farrakhan, a Black nationalist with a long history of anti-Semitic statements. Adams criticized Major Owens, a Black member of Congress from Brooklyn and a liberal icon, for attacking Farrakhan too harshly. In 1994, Adams declared that he would challenge Owens in a primary. But Adams failed to collect enough signatures and implied, without offering evidence, that Owens's partisans had stolen his petitions.

From the April 2024 issue: The Golden Age of the American Jews is ending

As a politician, Adams was flailing. He changed his registration to Republican, saying Democrats had failed the Black community on crime. A few years later he reenrolled as a Democrat, perhaps realizing that the Republican Party offered no sure path in a Democrat-dominated city. Finally, in 2006, he gained election to the state Senate. When I interviewed Adams in that era, he came across as a nuanced critic of the police department, if not particularly conversant on other issues.

His senate tenure is best known for a moment of low comedy. In his first year, he gave a speech complaining loudly that senators were underpaid at $79,500 a year--about $117,000 in today's money. "I deserve to get paid more, and I'm only a freshman, and I'm complaining," Adams said. "Show me the money. Show me the money. That's what it's all about."

Behind the scenes, he proved adept at the business of back-scratching and ethically dubious campaign fundraising that has long defined the state Senate. He became chair of that body's Racing and Wagering Committee, and he played a role in selecting a company to operate video slot machines at the state-owned Aqueduct Racetrack. One evening in 2009, when the contract was still under deliberation, Adams threw a birthday party and fundraiser for himself and loudly thanked one of the contract bidders for his contributions. He did so in front of representatives of another bidder, who later felt like they had no choice but to contribute to Adams's campaign fund.

The manner in which Adams, top legislative leaders, and New York's then-governor handled the Aqueduct issue triggered a state inspector general's corruption investigation, in which the birthday party became a subplot. Under oath, the senator testified that he could not recall whether Aqueduct bidders were present that night. His memory lapses and other explanations for his actions, the inspector general's report stated, "strains credulity."

During his senate years, Adams also planted himself in the bosom of the Brooklyn Democratic Party machine. When he set his eyes on the Brooklyn borough presidency in 2013, he ran unopposed. His new office was a fiefdom that reformers had all but stripped of its once-formidable power. But it was still a high-visibility seat in the most populous New York City borough. His political makeover was under way. His persona as a cop with a social-justice conscience played well with white liberals. And the man who had embraced Farrakhan came to build alliances with the borough's large Orthodox and ultra-Orthodox Jewish sects. (This January, an Orthodox publication, Shtetl, reported that Adams had sided with members of Agudath Israel, an Orthodox organization, against the state education department's efforts to demand that religious schools give children a basic education in secular subjects. The poor quality of education at some yeshivas has been a years-long scandal, but Adams urged his audience to fight harder against state oversight. "Where's our presence in the streets?" he exhorted. "Where's our outrage when you talk about protecting the foundations of your schools?")

In interviews, former Adams staffers described him as forever on the move--from a St. Patrick's Day parade to shopping at Tashkent Supermarket in Brighton Beach, home to many immigrants from the former Soviet Union, to a block party to mosques and churches. No ethnic event was too insignificant. That is good retail politics. But Steve Zeltser, who was hired to be Adams's man in south Brooklyn, left after becoming unsettled by his boss's omnivorous flesh-pressing. "No issues seemed to move him," Zeltser told me. "His 'vision' as borough president was how he could become mayor."

Adams announced his candidacy for New York's highest office a year after the city adopted ranked-choice voting, which meant that a candidate could win the Democratic nomination without a runoff weeks later against the second-place finisher. He faced three major opponents: the left-liberal MSNBC pundit and former mayoral counsel Maya Wiley, who is Black; the former presidential candidate Andrew Yang, an Asian American; and the former sanitation commissioner Kathryn Garcia, who is white. Race and ethnicity are not determinative in city elections, but they are rarely incidental.

Amid the coronavirus pandemic and a nationwide upheaval triggered by George Floyd's murder the summer before, press coverage of the 2021 campaign fixed on social-justice themes. Adams obliged, but only to a point: He focused more on crime fighting, and promised to get couch-bound workers back into half-empty office buildings. On occasion, he lashed out. In a speech on Martin Luther King Jr.'s birthday, he condemned those who had moved into gentrifying neighborhoods: "Go back to Iowa. You go back to Ohio," he said. "New York City belongs to the people that were here."

Many of those newcomers, younger white renters, leaned to the political left and supported his opponents. When Adams edged out his closest contender in the final tally, he suggested this was a rebuke for a leftward-moving Democratic Party. He doubled down on his campaign message: "If Black lives really matter, it can't only be against police abuse," he said in a speech the night of the primary. "It has to be against the violence that's ripping apart our communities."

After that, his public messaging became more progressive-friendly. He began to talk of building affordable housing, perhaps with an eye to courting liberals before the general election. Behind closed doors, he tended to his right flank: A few nights after his primary victory, he dined at a former mob joint in East Harlem as the guest of a blustery conservative white former cop and a conservative billionaire supermarket baron.

To peer back over five decades of mayors is to see a parade of definable New York types: Edward Koch, a former congressman, took office in 1978, as the city hovered near bankruptcy. Acerbic, funny, peevish, and commanding, he had a gift for selecting top deputies who understood the city and bragged about making other politicians sweat. Dinkins tried to unify a racially torn city during a deep recession and hired some innovative commissioners. The operatic Giuliani, who yearned to liberate the city from the crime that had scarred it for decades, waved off reporters' questions as "really actually jerky" and demanded police officers' obedience by saying, "After all, I'm the M-A-Y-O-R."

His successor, Michael Bloomberg, an impatient builder of bike lanes and parks and housing, personified the power of pro-business technocracy. Bloomberg reportedly rushed back from Bermuda in a private plane as a nasty blizzard descended on the city and afterward suggested that snowbound New Yorkers should quit complaining--after all, Broadway plays were still full. Bill de Blasio, elected from the Democratic Party's left wing at a moment of yawning inequality, fancied himself a progressive national leader for the modern age. (He ran for president in 2020 but withdrew before collecting a single delegate.)

Adams's place in this lineage is not yet evident. He craves power and acclaim, and that's a start for any New York mayor. But he also struggles with an elementary act of political self-definition: What vision animates his mayoralty beyond the trappings of office and accumulation of power?

Early on, Adams let reporters tag along as he exercised and ate poke bowls and practiced politics. He charmed billionaires and reassured real-estate moguls about taxes and chatted about crime with barbers in Brownsville, Brooklyn. He stayed up as evening bled into early morning. Life was a whirl; why sleep?

Reporters delighted in his metaphysical fixations. Despite his religious upbringing, he espoused the healing properties of crystals and speculated that his girlfriend just might be clairvoyant. Challenged early in his mayoralty about his claims of veganism (he was, it came out, a fish-eating vegan), he told the press: "I eat a plant-based-centered life."

Governing came less naturally. He values loyalty over management expertise. His hiring is haphazard. He seemed to credit God's guidance for his preference for "nontraditional people" over experts. "If all the professionals were all that good, then why were we such a mess?" he said, according to the New York Post.

Adams has few close friends in politics. Before a mayoral debate in 2021, as opponents chatted, he sat on a chair behind his podium and meditated. In office, he has drawn his inner circle hermetically tight. Ingrid Lewis-Martin, his closest adviser and de facto enforcer, is married to a man who went through the police academy with him. Philip Banks III, his deputy mayor for public safety, was once the NYPD's highest-ranking uniformed official--and a friend of Adams within the department. Banks suddenly resigned from the force in 2014, and a federal prosecutor named him an unindicted co-conspirator in a bribery case. Banks has denied wrongdoing, and Adams has not answered questions about the matter. A mayoral spokesperson told The New York Times that Banks had made honest mistakes.

One can hardly overstate the politically incestuous nature of his administration. Banks's brother, David, is the schools chancellor and the romantic partner of Sheena Wright, Adams's first deputy mayor. David Banks has employed the mayor's romantic partner, Tracey Collins, as a senior adviser to one of his deputy chancellors. When he was borough president, Adams--who has been dogged by questions about where he actually resides--maintained for four years that he was renting a room from a friend in Brooklyn. That friend, Lisa White, reportedly retired in 2019 from a $53,000-a-year job as a 911 dispatcher. When Adams became mayor, the police department hired White as a deputy commissioner at a salary of $241,000. City Hall insists that Adams had nothing to do with her appointment.


Adams takes media questions in January. (Andrew Lichtenstein / Corbis / Getty)



Sometimes the Adams administration manages to please his party's restive left. The mayor committed the city to spending $18 million to help erase medical debts held by working-class New Yorkers. He has--after a very slow start--ramped up production of subsidized housing for the working class, and officials found money for special beds for mentally ill homeless people.

Addressing a problem that affects all New Yorkers, his city-planning department has embarked on an ambitious rezoning effort, generally well received, to allow more housing construction in a city starved for apartments. Also affecting everyone are the subways--the arteries of the city. When violence and homeless encampments rendered trains and stations forbidding, Adams sent cops trooping in, and violent subway crime fell for a time.

Kathryn Wylde, the president of the business group Partnership for New York City, can enumerate Adams's flaws but inclines toward a friendly accounting. "I have great sympathy for his situation," she told me. "He's got guns off the streets, he's confiscated and destroyed illegal motorbikes, and sanitation service has improved."

Most reviews from the city's permanent government are more acerbic. Bloomberg was taken with Adams's centrist-liberal politics and his ability to advocate for victims of police violence even as he spoke of getting tough on criminal violence. He and his aides have invested time and money into trying to make a success of Adams's mayoralty. The returns are not overwhelming. "Time is running out to put points on the board for a successful reelection," Howard Wolfson, a former deputy mayor in the Bloomberg administration, told me.

Adams is a micromanager. He demands to sign off on commissioners' hires and is reluctant to entrust work to subordinates. The wall around his inner circle is not easily breached, and out-of-favor commissioners and deputies email in hopes of snaring meetings. The atmosphere is less New Age than Machiavelli; the mayor believes in crystals, but a knife is handier. "It's like Succession," Zeltser, the former borough-president's-office aide, told me. "You throw daggers to get near him."

The mayor has created a troop of special advisers: a rat czar, a public-realm czar, a weed czar, an efficiency czar, and so on. This tendency can unsettle senior department leaders who coexist with these free agents. Some czars have impressive resumes, while others are known principally for their fealty to the mayor. Denise Felipe-Adams--no familial relation to Adams--is one of the leaders of his newly created Office of Innovation and Emerging Markets. She worked for six years as a special assistant in the borough president's office, and last year posted on social media that her "bossman" is the "#Realest #Dopestbrother running this city." "They are his agents of chaos," noted a prominent businessperson who requested anonymity in hopes of getting phone calls returned by City Hall.

Adams recently proposed a Department of Sustainable Delivery, to try to impose order on the food-delivery business, whose riders hop on souped-up scooters or electric bikes and spin into the night, often riding on sidewalks and against traffic. Why he did not delegate this task to his Department of Transportation went unexplained.

For all of his misadventures as mayor, the debate over the police bill comes closest to revealing the distance between his vision and his skills. To watch this mayor try and fail to impose his will was instructive.

He held a press conference at NYPD headquarters, a fortified tower just east of City Hall, to criticize the police bill, and tore into an antagonist, Public Advocate Jumaane Williams, whose home is on an Army base in Brooklyn. "Like, I find it astonishing that we have a public advocate who pushed for this police bill. He lives in a fort! A fort!" Adams said.

The public advocate was uncowed. The mayor, Williams said to reporters, resembled a "bratty" 5-year-old "throwing a temper tantrum." With that, Williams sliced to the heart of the mayor's personal conceit. "Eric Adams is not the messiah for New York City. The same God that elected him elected a lot of us on the exact same day."

It's a bad sign for the mayor when his roar elicits only eye rolls. Weeks later, mayoral aides walked into City Hall's elegant rotunda, the traditional DMZ between the council and the mayoral wings, and tried to abscond with chairs just before a council press conference. When that failed, they declined to turn on the lights. The switches are on the mayor's side of the building, so the press conference took place in the twilight.

On February 5, a retired police inspector who was a former comrade of the mayor pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor charge brought by the Manhattan district attorney. Dwayne Montgomery, 65, admitted to raising thousands of dollars in straw donations for Adams's campaign. This practiced form of New York election chicanery works like this: Wealthy contributors are capped in what they can give to a campaign, so they round up people to "contribute" and then reimburse them. Disguising the source of campaign money is against the law. The City, which has done fine work mining the scandal, noted that Adams's campaign "has been flagged repeatedly for accepting tens of thousands of dollars in illegal donations." His campaign has repaid some, although not all, illicit donations, and prosecutors have dubbed some givers unindicted co-conspirators.

No less worrisome for the mayor is the news that a U.S. attorney is examining whether the Turkish government funneled illegal donations through straw donors. Why Ankara cared about this city's mayoral race remains unclear. In November, the FBI raided the Brooklyn home of the mayor's chief fundraiser, 25-year-old Brianna Suggs. Suggs--whom Lewis-Martin, the mayoral adviser, has described as a goddaughter--has not been charged. When news broke of that raid on her home, Adams was in Washington, D.C., intending to meet with White House leaders and fellow mayors about the migrant crisis. He canceled those meetings and flew back to New York to comfort Suggs after what he termed her "traumatic experience." Yet he has since said he did not speak to her that day, because he "didn't want to give any appearance of interference."

Criminal investigations are unpredictable. Former Mayor Bill de Blasio emerged legally unscathed from his own fundraising scandal. But as a former federal prosecutor told me, when a judge permits the FBI to seize a sitting mayor's phones, it's not a great sign.

Adams is not yet politically bereft. Particularly if the FBI probe fizzles, he could remain a formidable candidate in 2025. Even as much of New York's political world marches to his left or simply writes him off, he retains a base among Black voters. Especially if he faces strong progressive opponents, Adams might rebound among other New Yorkers who shared his views on policing in 2021.

When people describe Adams as eccentric, they routinely lump together different types of statements. Some things that Adams says are quite idiosyncratic: his bit about umbilical cords, or his recent claim on X that New Yorkers call their city "the Port-Au-Prince of America"--which essentially nobody ever says. By contrast, his mysticism and his claims to be the Lord's own anointed, while perhaps off-putting to young city dwellers and the secular professional class, are unremarkable to the millions of religiously observant New Yorkers. And even his retailing of conspiracy theories begins to look like a familiar City Hall move, made by politicians from many different backgrounds. It's the rhetoric of a calculating mayor who is tired of criticism and understands the old politics of them-versus-us.

At a meeting last June, an 84-year-old tenant advocate whose family had fled the Holocaust sharply challenged Adams about why his appointees had supported big rent increases. He stiffened and told her not to point her finger at him. "Don't stand in front like you treated someone that's on the plantation that you own," he said in a video clip that went viral.

In January, Adams met with a multiracial group of senior citizens in Queens. In the overheated community room of an apartment building, the elders greeted Adams with warm claps and smiles. But the migrant crisis was clearly eating at him. "You need to know what they dropped in my lap," he told his audience. Chicago, Washington, and Los Angeles, he continued--what do these cities have in common? He answered his question: Each has a Black mayor and each faces a migrant wave. He suggested that Greg Abbott, the Texas governor who has been busing border migrants to blue states, is trying to embarrass Black mayors and show that they can't govern. "You see the hustle?" he demanded. But Adams's account doesn't add up. Los Angeles has experienced nothing like the migrant flow into New York and seems to be coping; Denver, which Adams didn't mention, has been overwhelmed by asylum seekers and has a white mayor.

Jerusalem Demsas: Something's fishy about the 'migrant crisis'

When making public speeches, Adams plays up his pride in his many "chocolate" advisers. "I hear people outside saying, 'Fight the power,'" he said in a speech in a Brooklyn megachurch last year, his voice scornful. "Negro, we are the power." But such politics can register as anachronistic. In the midst of his recent battles with the city council, he suggested to its speaker, Adrienne Adams, who is Black and unrelated to him, that two top Black leaders cannot afford to let each other fail. She flashed a sardonic look at her aides afterward. Yes, she went to the same high school as Adams. But her political destiny is not tied to his.

Adams's setbacks keep multiplying. This week, a former NYPD staffer filed a lawsuit accusing him of demanding oral sex in exchange for helping her obtain a promotion in the early 1990s; the mayor promptly and emphatically denied the claim, saying, "This did not happen--it did not happen." In the last week of February, Brad Lander, the city's comptroller, found that the Adams administration's issuing of no-bid contracts with companies to deal with the migrant influx had led to "exorbitant" fees that varied "wildly." The city, Lander found, likely had wasted millions of dollars.

Meanwhile, crime on the subways has rebounded, prompting New York Governor Kathy Hochul to deploy state troopers and National Guard members to help patrol the system. Although New York has recouped its severe employment losses from the pandemic, its growth rate trails that of many other cities. Poverty indicators are rising. Illegal marijuana shops proliferate by the hundreds, and Adams's handling of the city budget is erratic. As for rats, well, one ran across my feet as I stepped off the Q train recently. No czar in sight.

Adams has become fond of mentioning Matthew 21:12, in which Jesus evicts the money changers from the temple. At the end of January, he visited P.S. 156, in Brownsville, for a public meeting. At one point, he turned the discussion to Jesus, and to himself. "Jesus walked in the temple, he saw them doing wrong." What did Jesus do? he demanded of an older woman in the audience. Jesus turned the tables over, she replied. Adams nodded happily and made the inevitable comparison: "I went to City Hall to turn the table over!"

It's fine, I suppose, to feel enraptured with your godly mission. But I kept returning to a more worldly question: Why, other than to confirm his exalted sense of his destiny, did he want to become mayor in the first place? At times, I wondered whether he could pierce the shroud of his own mysteries.

The more he struggles with managing the city, the more everyone else in government defies him, and the longer the investigations drag on, the more his temple looks like the one in need of cleaning out.



This article previously misstated Michael Bloomberg's whereabouts during a 2010 snowstorm.
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Miranda's Last Gift

When our daughter died suddenly, she left us with grief, memories--and Ringo.

by David Frum




I was at the kitchen counter making coffee when my daughter Miranda's dog approached. Ringo stands about 10 inches high at the shoulder, but he carries himself with supreme confidence. He fixed his lustrous black eyes on mine. Staring straight at me, he lifted his leg and urinated on the oven door.

After the mess was cleaned up, I complained to Miranda, "I don't think Ringo likes me."

Miranda replied, "Ringo loves you. He just doesn't respect you."

Theoretically, Ringo is a Cavalier King Charles spaniel. You may have seen depictions of the breed peeking at you from portraits of monarchs and aristocrats. But the spaniels in the paintings are almost always the cinnamon-and-white variety known as a Blenheim spaniel. My wife, Danielle, has a Blenheim. The Blenheim Cavalier is a true lapdog: easygoing, obedient, insinuating. Ringo is very different. He is exactly the color of a cup of espresso, mostly black-haired with a little brownish tinge at his extremities. He's commonly mistaken for a miniature Rottweiler. That confusion is less absurd than it sounds. If an unwelcome stranger steps in his way, 18-pound Ringo will stiffen and growl, murder in his eyes.

Ringo came into my life in the spring of 2018. Miranda had returned to the United States after four years living in Israel. She had thought seriously about staying there, but then the romantic relationship that had kept her in the country ended. Miranda was cast alone upon the open world. She relocated to Los Angeles to start over.

She chose L.A. because the landscape reminded her of Israel, even if the people were as different as could be. "My Israeli friends criticize Los Angeles as so fake," she told me. "But let me tell you, fake nice is a lot better than authentic rude."

Los Angeles, however, is not a good place to recover from a broken heart. The huge distances that must be traveled to see a friend, the cultural obsession with the surface of things--they can reinforce loneliness. Normally so cheerful and optimistic, Miranda was slowly succumbing to depression. So Danielle and I bought her a dog.

The dog we meant to buy was a Blenheim. Miranda had grown up with one and dearly loved him. But the breeder Miranda selected had no Blenheims for sale, only a single black-and-tan male. Miranda brought him home.

The friend who drove Miranda and Ringo back to L.A. took some photographs of the two of them in the car. Miranda--this glamorous and sophisticated young woman, who had earned her living as a model in Tokyo, Milan, and Tel Aviv--suddenly looked like her 11-year-old self again. She and Ringo writhed together in mutual delight, Miranda smiling in perfect happiness.

"Ringo is the best gift you and Mom ever gave me," she said, "including the gift of life."

I happened to visit Los Angeles a few days later, so I was the first member of the family apart from Miranda to meet Ringo. He worried me. I had imagined a dog that would curl up in Miranda's lap when she needed an understanding companion, who would gently lick the tip of her nose if she was sad. This dog was a lot--what's the word?--livelier than that. He was ferociously energetic, utterly inexhaustible. Oh well, I thought, he's still just a puppy.

Ringo's energy proved good for Miranda. If there was to be any living with him, he needed a long hike every day, preferably much of it uphill. His infectious spirit got him into situations where Miranda rapidly made new friends. They adapted each to the other. They did almost everything together. Men who sought Miranda's favor learned to bring treats for Ringo. She once took Ringo with her to Paris, where she charmed waiters into allowing him to sit on bistro chairs and eat cheese off his own plate at the table.

The Miranda-Ringo relationship recalled her favorite fairy tale, "Beauty and the Beast." So long as his beautiful mistress stood near, Ringo behaved with exemplary propriety. He would cooperate when Miranda maneuvered his strong paws into party costumes: an elf at Christmastime, a hot dog at Halloween. She even taught him to pose for photos. At her word, he would look at the camera and tilt his head fetchingly.

Remove her for even a minute, however, and the beast reappeared. Only Miranda could then calm him. She would scoop him up, squeeze him, and hold him in what she termed "cuddle jail." His head would drop. His eyelids would close. He would fall asleep, snoring noisily, his furry cheek against her smooth one.

My family inherited a property on Lake Ontario from my wife's parents. Danielle and I have spent summers there since the early '90s. The scenery is lovely, but until recently the region offered few amusements other than nature itself. Miranda thought the place dull. But Ringo enjoyed the open spaces and the opportunity to hunt his most detested enemy: birds.

He'd awaken before dawn to bark at them through the sliding glass doors. I'd sleepily fumble with the handle, trying to grab Ringo first, because otherwise he would bite the door so hard that his teeth left marks. He would race out, pausing only to savage a plastic bucket or sink his fangs into a rubber boot--or even my leg, if I got in his way. He would rampage after the birds for half an hour, then return to gulp down his breakfast.

I once confronted Miranda about controlling his behavior. "He's trying to warn us that we are surrounded by small flying dinosaurs," she protested.

"Okay," I said, "but why must he bark so much?"

"Why do you tweet?" she retorted.

At the time, Danielle and I owned two Labrador retrievers. In the summer, we would exercise them by hitting tennis balls into the lake for them to chase. Our stretch of shoreline is stony. Where lake and land meet, the water can be whipped by the wind into crashing surf. That's no problem for an 80-pound, hard-muscled Labrador. You might expect it to daunt a little spaniel. Yet Ringo joined the game and soon became its champion. He could not swim very far, but he charged into the waves all the same, sometimes biting the rocks on his way. He would wait for one of the Labs to bring a ball closer to the shore, then seize it from them and carry it the rest of the way.

On dry ground, too, he would insist on playing fetch virtually all the long daylight hours of a Canadian summer. I would try to lock away every stray tennis ball in the place, yet Ringo would find one more, drop it at my feet, and bark at my face to demand: "Throw."

"He won't leave me alone," I complained to Miranda.

"He thinks of you as his assistant," she said.

"Well, that's a relationship of trust at least."

"Don't flatter yourself. He's a Hollywood dog; he has a lot of assistants. Mom is Assistant No. 1. You're Assistant No. 2."

Assistant No. 2 became my family nickname ever after.

Miranda was always nearsighted, but over the course of 2018, her vision deteriorated to the point where she could no longer read even her phone. My wife joked that she was like Marilyn Monroe's character in How to Marry a Millionaire, the bombshell who needed glasses. But we were worried. We sent Miranda to specialists. The problem was diagnosed: a large brain tumor that was squeezing her optic nerves.

Untreated, the tumor would first blind her, then slowly kill her. But treating it would be no easy matter.

The tumor was a highly unusual kind. It was not cancerous, but it had developed its own network of blood vessels. If the tumor were excised with anything less than perfect precision, with every vessel meticulously cauterized, catastrophic bleeding into the brain could result.

My wife identified the doctor in the United States best qualified to operate on this rare and deadly threat. But how to get on his schedule? When Miranda returned from Israel, she had signed up with the least-expensive HMO she could find in California. She was only 26; how much medicine could she possibly need?

The inexpensive HMO had no intention of allowing access to the right doctor. It insisted on assigning Miranda to its in-house team. That team proposed slicing off the top of Miranda's skull and then groping down to her brain stem. The doctors candidly confessed that the chances of success were meager.

When Danielle protested that she had found a doctor who promised a less invasive technique with a better hope of success, the HMO's chief brain surgeon pooh-poohed her. I could have advised him that patronizing Danielle was unlikely to go well, but he kept at it. Then he addressed her as "dear." The room exploded. "I know why you think this operation cannot be done," Danielle said. "Since this variety of tumor was first identified in [I forget the year, but Danielle knew it], there have been [again, Danielle knew the number] successful operations in the United States. You've performed none of them. Maybe that's why you misdiagnosed the tumor in the first place. The doctor we want is the only one who has even recognized it for what it is."

The HMO never relented. Mercifully, we found an opportunity under the Affordable Care Act to shift Miranda to a different insurer that had the right doctor in its network. Miranda's surgery was scheduled for April 2019 at Stanford University Medical Center. In the meantime, she and Ringo came to live with us in Washington, D.C.

Miranda fatigued easily that winter. It typically fell to my wife and me to walk Ringo together with the big dogs. Ringo would sprint up and down hills, plunge into muddy streams, and generally dismiss commands to "come" or "heel" as impertinent and stupid suggestions. "If Ringo was a human being," Danielle said, "I'm not sure we'd like him very much."


Stanford University Medical Center, 2019 (Courtesy of the Frum family)



My wife and I rented an apartment in Palo Alto to be with Miranda during the preparation for the operation and the convalescence afterward. We ensured that the building was dog-friendly, so that Ringo could stay with us. The last thing Miranda needed during this period of stress and fear was responsibility for a dog ready to pick a fight with every stray leaf in his path.

But Ringo intuited that something unusual was happening in his world. This dog that normally put the high in high-maintenance abruptly reinvented himself as a wholly different animal. He quietly accompanied Miranda through every frightening minute. He attended all of her preoperative appointments, right up until the final seconds before she went in for surgery. I'd never imagined a hospital could be so sensitive to a stricken dog owner. But Stanford was, and we still feel grateful.

The doctor had warned us that the operation might take as long as eight hours. It extended to 12. No information or explanation reached us in the waiting room. Terrible thoughts crowded our minds. Our only comfort was to rub our faces in Ringo's woolly black fur.

Then, at last, the doctor emerged. He carried a celebratory can of Coca-Cola. All had gone well. We glimpsed Miranda's reddish-gold hair as she was pushed to the recovery room. The surgeon's microscopic tools had traveled into the brain via Miranda's nose. There had been no need to shave her head or crack open her skull.

We asked if we could bring Ringo into the intensive-care unit to greet Miranda when she regained consciousness. The doctor consented, but cautioned that it was very important that Miranda's head remain in exactly the correct elevated position. There must be no disturbance, no motion. Ringo, for once in his life, complied. He lay in Miranda's lap or on her legs. Ringo lived in the recovery room until Miranda's release a few days later, his vigil broken only when my wife and I took him out for walks and meals.

When Miranda's surgeon met with her before her discharge, he declared: "Now go and lead a normal life." This was a deeply gratifying sentiment, but also not quite the truth. The tumor and the operation had ravaged Miranda's endocrine system. She was prescribed a complex and ever-changing array of hormones for an array of needs: managing her thirst, regulating her sleep, sustaining her immune system. When COVID-19 struck, we airlifted Miranda out of Los Angeles for good. She came east wrapped in masks, scarves, and gloves. We collected her and Ringo at the airport to live with us. The year 2020 was one of the most difficult in American history for many people: lockdowns, school closures, riots, and everywhere the pall of disease. For Danielle and me, I'm a little ashamed to admit, it was one of the best times in our lives. The fledglings returned to the nest: Miranda and our son, Nathaniel, rejoined their high-school-senior sister, Beatrice.

All the end-of-life decisions that my wife and I had expected to deliberate for ourselves now had to be made at breakneck speed.

Miranda was fiercely independent and stoic, often too independent and stoic for her own good. She had braved dangers all her life. In Israel, she smiled her way through photo sessions as Hamas rockets flew overhead. In France, when anti-Semitic thugs tried to intimidate her and some Israeli friends on the Paris subway, Miranda defiantly spoke Hebrew extra loudly. She urged self-doubting friends, "You need to say 'fuck you' to more people more often." Always ready to listen to the troubles of others, she adamantly refused to discuss her own. But for those months, Miranda, for once in her life, let us take care of her as she preferred to take care of others.

Beatrice postponed college for a year and remained with us through the fall. Ten years older, Miranda regarded Beatrice as something of a daughter, as well as a sister. The two of them spent hours in each other's rooms, laughing and gossiping and planning future adventures, watching movies together long after Danielle and I fell asleep.

The bird life in our wooded part of Washington, D.C., may be even more active than in the open fields of Ontario. Years ago, Danielle and I added a second-story balcony off our bedroom. A sparrow family built a nest in the eaves above. Ringo interpreted that domestic act as a personal affront and a violent intrusion. He would leap into the air to snap and bark at the nest, either on the balcony deck or, when restrained, through the bedroom's glass door. Then, at last, Ringo's hour of triumph: In one of his lunges, he caught a young bird as it lifted from its nest and killed it. Miranda pretended to share the family horror, not very convincingly.

The pandemic passed. Miranda rented an apartment in New York, on the sixth floor of a building in SoHo where the ancient elevator had long ago stopped working. Every time she went in or out, Ringo also had to climb all six floors, each step almost as tall as he was. The exercise bulked up his muscles and sinews. Picking him up to stop him from attacking things became even more challenging than before. He could wriggle and twist with all the power of an athlete who executes hundreds of push-ups a day.

On a visit to that apartment, Nathaniel observed another side of Ringo's character. Miranda inflated an air mattress for Nat to use as a bed. Early one morning, Nat awoke to see Ringo engaged in passionate motion with the edge of the mattress. "Maybe we should get Ringo a real girlfriend?" Nat asked Miranda.

The dream of normality seemed to have come true. We celebrated family milestones: birthdays, holidays, Nat's wedding. Miranda and Ringo moved again, to Brooklyn, this time to a building with an elevator. Ringo befriended all the doormen. One day, he bolted into the elevator ahead of Miranda--and the doors closed. Miranda was frantic, imagining the elevator opening in the lobby and Ringo darting into the street. But within moments, the elevator returned. There stood a doorman, grinning, Ringo in his arms.


New York City, 2021 (Courtesy of Evan Amzuri)



Miranda and Ringo explored their new borough together. In her neighborhood, America's worsening drug-addiction problem could be witnessed on every sidewalk, unconscious bodies slumped on curbs and benches. Beautiful, clever, and privileged as she was, Miranda always identified with society's misfits and outcasts. She habitually carried an extra water bottle with her to tuck under a street sleeper's arm to be discovered when he awoke. Ringo would glare disapprovingly, but this was one circumstance in which his wishes did not prevail.

The day after Valentine's Day this year, my wife had big news for Miranda. She knew that Miranda had always wanted to take Ringo to London, but had been deterred by the British embargo on bringing in pets without lengthy and costly quarantining. Danielle had discovered a work-around and wanted to share it with Miranda. But the conversation never took place. Through the winter, Miranda had suffered a series of bad colds; getting her on the phone had become hard. I texted her, but unusually for her, no swift answer came.

The next morning, February 16, we received the devastating news that Miranda had been found dead in her Brooklyn apartment. Illness overwhelmed her depleted immune system and stopped her heart. She collapsed at about three in the morning. When she was found, Ringo was lying beside her.

For me, the thought of my own death has never been a distressing subject. We live, we love, we yield the stage to our children. I hoped that when the time arrived, I would have the chance for farewells. If that wish were granted, I could with total content ride the train to my final destination. It never occurred to me that one of my children might board the train first, pulling away as her parents wept on the platform.

But so it happened. All the end-of-life decisions that my wife and I had expected to deliberate for ourselves now had to be made at breakneck speed for our cherished daughter. We would bury her at a small, rural Jewish cemetery a short distance from our Ontario home. That way, we could be near her for the rest of our lives, then beside her ever afterward.

Transporting a body from one country to another is never an easy matter. Everything about the process becomes more difficult when the person has died at the beginning of a three-day weekend. My brother-in-law Howard, a successful businessman, stepped in with an enormously generous act of assistance: He chartered a plane to carry Miranda from New York to Toronto.

Wrapped in a blanketed body bag, Miranda was laid on a bench in the aircraft, then buckled in. My wife and I sat opposite her, with Ringo on a leash. As the plane gained altitude, Ringo jumped on Miranda's chest. He lay there for a long time, then sidled toward her legs, then to her feet. As the flight came to an end, Ringo hopped off Miranda and into my wife's lap, as if to say, "I belong with you now." He posted himself beside Miranda's coffin at the funeral in Toronto. He gazed into the grave as Miranda was lowered into the ground. Then he meekly departed with us.

When a parent loses a child, the nights are the worst. Thoughts come crashing into the mind: every missed medical clue, every pleasure needlessly denied, every word of impatience, every failure of insight and understanding. Like seasickness, the grief ebbs and surges, intervals of comparative calm punctuated by spasms of racking pain. I don't want to wake my wife, who has a grief schedule of her own, so I slip out of our bed and into the one Miranda used when she stayed with us in Washington. When I do that, Ringo will climb up to sleep at my feet, just as he slept on Miranda's that one last time.

Immediately after Miranda died, Ringo did not like anyone else to hold him. At first, I deferred to his resistance. Then I remembered something my sister, Linda, said during the most difficult phase of Miranda's never-easy adolescence: "Sometimes the kid who seems to want the hug the least is the kid who needs the hug the most." I experimented with my own version of "cuddle jail." After a few attempts, Ringo accepted the embrace, then welcomed it.


The author and Ringo, 2021 (Courtesy of the Frum family)



And I think: Over 32 years of life, Miranda gave me many gifts. She gave me joy, and pride, and the wisdom that can be learned only from loving another being more than one loves oneself. Then, at the end, she gave me one last gift, the most immediately necessary of them all. She left me the means to expiate all those sins of omission and commission that crowd my mind at three in the morning. She left me Ringo. For better or worse, I will be Assistant No. 2 to the very end of his days, or mine.



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "Miranda's Last Gift."
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America's Magical Thinking About Housing

The city of Austin built a lot of homes. Now rent is falling, and some people seem to think that's a bad thing.

by Derek Thompson




This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.

If you want to understand America's strange relationship with housing in the 21st century, look at Austin, where no matter what happens to prices, someone's always claiming that the sky is falling.

In the 2010s, the capital of Texas grew faster than any other major U.S. metro, pulling in movers from around the country. Initially, downtown and suburban areas struggled to build enough apartments and single-family homes to meet the influx of demand, and housing costs bloomed across the region. Since the beginning of the pandemic, even as rent inflation has gone berserk nationwide, no city has experienced anything like Austin's growth in housing costs. In 2021, rents rose at the most furious annual rate in the city's history. In 2022, rent growth exceeded every other large city in the country, as Austin's median rent nearly doubled.

This might sound like the beginning of a familiar and depressing story--one that Americans have gotten used to over the past few decades, especially if they live in a coastal blue state. California and New York, anchored by "superstar" clusters in Silicon Valley, Hollywood, and Wall Street, have pulled in some of the nation's most creative workers, who have pushed price levels up. But a combination of stifling construction regulations, eternal permitting processes, legal tools to block new development, and NIMBY neighbors restricted the addition of more housing units. Rent and ownership costs rose in America's richest cities, until families started giving up and moving out. As the economics writer Noah Smith has argued, California and New York are practically driving people out of the state "by refusing to build enough housing."

But Austin--and Texas more generally--has defied the narrative that skyrocketing housing costs are a problem from hell that people just have to accept. In response to rent increases, the Texas capital experimented with the uncommon strategy of actually building enough homes for people to live in. This year, Austin is expected to add more apartment units as a share of its existing inventory than any other city in the country. Again as a share of existing inventory, Austin is adding homes more than twice as fast as the national average and nearly nine times faster than San Francisco, Los Angeles, and San Diego. (You read that right: nine times faster.)

The results are spectacular for renters and buyers. The surge in housing supply, alongside declining inbound domestic migration, has led to falling rents and home prices across the city. Austin rents have come down 7 percent in the past year.

One could celebrate this report as a win for movers. Or, if you're The Wall Street Journal, you could treat the news as a seriously frightening development.

"Once America's Hottest Housing Market, Austin Is Running in Reverse," announced the headline of the top story on the WSJ website on Monday. The article illustrated "Austin's recent downswing" and its "glut of luxury apartment buildings" with photographs of abandoned downtown plazas, as if the fastest-growing city of the 2010s had been suddenly hollowed out by a plague and left to zombies and tumbleweeds.

Running in reverse. Downswing. Glut. This is the same Wall Street Journal that, in 2021, noted that rent inflation was demolishing American budgets and, in 2022, gawked at all-time-high rents in places like New York City. Sure, falling housing costs are an annoyance if you're trying to sell your place in the next quarter, or if you're a developer operating on the razor's edge of profitability. But this outlook seems to set up a no-win situation. If rising rent prices are bad, but falling rent prices are also bad, what exactly are we supposed to root for in the U.S. housing market?

This is a surprisingly complex question for Americans today. In the U.S., our houses are meant to perform contrary roles in society: shelter for today and investment vehicle for tomorrow. This approach creates a kind of temporal disjunction around the housing market, where what appears sensible for one generation (Please, no more construction near me, it's annoying and could hurt my property values!) is calamitous for the next (Wait, there's nowhere near me for my children to live!).

If homeownership is best understood as an investment, like equities, we should root for prices to go up. If housing is an essential good, like food and clothing, we should cheer when prices stay flat--or even when they fall. Instead, many Americans seem to think of a home as existing in a quantum superposition between a present-day necessity and a future asset.

This magical thinking isn't just a phenomenon of real-estate reporting. It is deeply rooted even in the highest echelons of policy making. Just look at the Democratic Party's 2020 platform. The document reads (emphasis mine):

Homeownership has long been central to building generational wealth, and expanding access to homeownership to those who have been unfairly excluded and discriminated against is critical to closing the racial wealth gap.


But then the same platform goes on to say (emphasis mine):

Housing in America should be stable, accessible, safe, healthy, energy efficient, and, above all, affordable. No one should have to spend more than 30 percent of their income on housing, so families have ample resources left to meet their other needs and save for retirement.


See the issue? On the one hand, the Democratic Party says we are all relying on homeownership to close the racial wealth gap, which implies that we should root for today's home values to significantly rise, so that today's minority owners can build wealth. On the other hand, the party says we need houses to be "above all, affordable." In that case, we should despair when home values rise too fast, because it implies that the next generation of owners will be priced out of the market.

I don't think the authors of the Democratic Party platform are careless or clueless. I think they're doing their best to articulate a folk wisdom: Housing should, somehow, deliver permanent affordability and constant appreciation, at the same time. And perhaps they're trying to reconcile the awkwardness of a market where ordinary middle-class people are both sellers and buyers of an essential yet expensive good; where high inflation would help some people, while deflation would help others.

Americans' inconsistent approach to housing doesn't end with these contradictory desires. In 2022, three economists asked several thousand Americans a few simple questions about how supply and demand works in various markets. For example, if automakers suddenly stopped making new cars and trucks, what happens to the price of used vehicles? Or, if a farm started using an amazing new fertilizer and got a huge boost in grain yield, what will happen to the price of the grain? Contrary to the assumption that Americans don't understand basic economics, the survey respondents did pretty well on the test. They correctly guessed that a shortage of cars would shift car prices up and that a surge in grain production would shift grain prices down. So far, so good.

Then the economists asked the participants about housing. They said: If a new law makes it easier to build dwellings near train stops, what happens to housing prices? Well, all of a sudden, the laws of supply and demand no longer applied. More than a third of participants said that "a large, exogenous increase in their region's housing stock" would cause rents and home prices to rise. "The public understands the implications of supply and demand in markets for agricultural commodities, for labor, and even for cars, a durable consumer good that, like housing, trades in new and second-hand markets," the authors wrote. Only when the subject is housing do many Americans despair that you can never build your way out of a shortage.

Housing is a pit of oxymoronic thinking. The Wall Street Journal tells its readers that it's bad when rents go up but also bad when rents go down. The Democratic Party platform says homes have to be affordable and also that they ought to appreciate faster than the rate of inflation. Americans in research surveys say that if grain yields surge, grain prices go down, but that if housing construction surges, housing costs go up.

I'm listing these examples not to be despondent about the prospects for housing abundance, but rather to be realistic. Housing is, in fact, both a present need and a future investment. In a dual-side marketplace, I suppose you could argue that any change in price is bad for some party. But the externalities of housing abundance outweigh the loss to any particular party rooting to profit from scarcity. More and denser housing has been found to reduce inequality and raise personal income; to increase individual exercise rates and reduce obesity; to limit carbon emissions and preserve thousands of acres of natural splendor; and even to increase productivity and innovation.

The miracle of Austin is helpful to recognize, because it restores clarity to a simple truth: Houses are essential, but they are not magical. The normal rules of supply and demand apply. Perhaps more blue cities and states should make a point of applying those rules--and build more damn homes.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/03/austin-texas-rents-falling-housing/677819/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Baby-Food Pouches Are Unavoidable

No parent has the time or energy to make homemade meals all the time.

by Yasmin Tayag




On Sunday evening, I fed a bowl of salmon, broccoli, and rice to my eight-month-old son. Or rather, I attempted to. The fish went flying; greens and grains splattered across the walls. Half an hour later, bedtime drew near, and he hadn't eaten a thing. Exasperated, I handed him a baby-food pouch--and he inhaled every last drop of apple-raspberry-squash-carrot mush.



For harried parents like myself, baby pouches are a lifeline. These disposable plastic packets are sort of like Capri-Suns filled with blends of pureed fruits and vegetables: A screw-top cap makes for easy slurping, potentially even making supervision unnecessary. The sheer ease of baby pouches has made them hyper-popular--and not just for parents with infants who can't yet eat table food. They are commonly fed to toddlers; even adults sometimes eat baby pouches.

But after my son slurped up all the goo and quickly went to sleep, I felt more guilty than relieved. Giving him a pouch felt like giving up, or taking a shortcut. No parent has the time or energy to make healthy, homemade food all the time, but that doesn't stop Americans from still thinking "they need to try harder," Susan Persky, a behavioral scientist at the NIH who has studied parental guilt, told me. That can leave parents stuck between a pouch and a hard place.





Baby pouches have practically become their own food group. These shelf-stable time-savers debuted in 2008, and now come in a staggering range of blends: Gerber sells a carrot, apple, and coriander version; another, from Sprout Organics, contains sweet potato, white bean, and cinnamon. Containing basically just fruits and veggies, pouches are generally seen as a "healthy" option for kids. A 2019 report found that the product accounts for roughly a quarter of baby-food sales. Around the same time, a report on children attending day care showed that pouches are included in more than a quarter of lunch boxes, and some kids get more than half their lunchtime nutrition from them.



But pouches should be just a "sometimes food," Courtney Byrd-Williams, a professor at the University of Texas's Houston School of Public Health, told me. When you stack up their drawbacks, relying on them can really start to feel dispiriting. Although pouches are generally produce-based, they tend to have less iron than fortified cereal does and more added sugars than jarred baby food. Excess sweetness may encourage kids to eat more than necessary and could promote a sweet tooth that could later contribute to diet-related chronic disease.



If consumed in excess, pouches may also get in the way of kids learning how to eat real food. Unlike jarred baby food, which tends to contain a single vegetable or several, pouches usually include fruit to mask the bitter with the sweet. "If we're only giving them pouches," Byrd-Williams said, "are they learning to like the vegetable taste?" And because the purees are slurped, they don't give infants the opportunity to practice chewing, potentially delaying development. In 2019, the German Society for Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine went so far as to issue a statement against baby pouches, warning that eating them may delay eating with a spoon or fingers.



And then, the scariest scenario: Earlier this month, the CDC reported that hundreds of kids may have lead poisoning from pouches containing contaminated applesauce. Perhaps more troubling, a recent analysis by Consumer Reports found that even certain pouches on the market that weren't implicated in the contamination scandal also contain unusually high levels of lead.



Naturally, these concerns can make parents anxious. Online, caregivers fret that their reliance on the products might leave their child malnourished. Some worry that their kid will never learn how to eat solid food or figure out how to chew. Pouches, to be clear, are hardly a terrible thing to feed your kid. They can be a reliable way to get fruits and vegetables into picky kids, offering a convenience that is unrivaled.



But pouch guilt doesn't stem entirely from health concerns. By making parenting easier, they also are a reminder of what expectations parents aren't meeting. I wanted to be the kind of mom who would consistently make my son home-cooked food and persevere through a tough meal, but on Sunday, I was just too exhausted. Guilt is a fact of life for many parents. Virtually anything can trigger it: going to work, staying at home, spending too much time on your phone, not buying supersoft bamboo baby clothes. If parents can have unrealistic standards about it, it's fair game. "There's just a lot of guilt about what parents should be doing," Byrd-Williams said.



But feeding children is especially fraught. Parents are often told what they should feed their children--breast milk, fresh produce--but never how to do so; they're left to figure that out on their own. About 80 percent of mothers and fathers experience guilt around feeding, Persky told me--about giving their kids sugary or ultra-processed foods or caving to requests for junk. Guilt might be an impetus for better food choices, but Persky said she has found the opposite: Parents who are made to feel guilty about the way they feed their kids end up choosing less healthy foods. "It's hard to parent when you're struggling with self-worth," she said.



Pouch guilt has less to do with the products themselves and more to do with what they represent: convenience, ease, a moment of respite. Asking for a break conflicts with the core expectations of American parenthood, particularly motherhood. At every turn, parents are pressured to do more for their kids; on social media, momfluencers tout home-cooked baby food and meticulously styled birthday parties. The American mentality is that the "moral and correct way to do things is to have infinite willpower," Persky said, and in this worldview, "shortcuts seem like an inherently bad thing." Raising children is supposed to be about hard work and self-sacrifice--about pureeing carrots at home instead of buying them in a plastic packet. But when parents are constantly short on time, sometimes the best they can do is scrape together as much as they can, one squeeze pouch after another.
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Is the Shorter Workweek All It Promises to Be?

Working fewer hours might not cure all that ails the American worker.

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.


A new bill advocates for a 32-hour workweek. Can this approach cure what ails American workers?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How it all went wrong for Eric Adams
 	It's not the economy. It's the pandemic.
 	David Frum: "Miranda's last gift"




A New Norm

Last week, Senators Bernie Sanders and Laphonza Butler presented an intriguing idea: making a shorter workweek a national norm. The bill they introduced proposes changing the standard workweek with no loss in pay for certain groups of employees, including many hourly workers, from 40 to 32 hours, at which point overtime pay would kick in. Whether that change sounds quixotic depends on whom you ask. But as Sanders said in a statement: "Moving to a 32-hour workweek with no loss of pay is not a radical idea."

America has long flirted with the notion of a shorter workweek. The Senate passed a bill in 1933 to temporarily implement a 30-hour week, but it stalled after corporate pushback and executive-branch cold feet. In 1938, the Fair Labor Standards Act guaranteed an eventual 40-hour week for factory and other hourly employees (an improvement from the 50-plus-hour weeks some were working at the time) and helped such workers get paid for overtime labor.

The FLSA did not apply to some groups, including many salaried, white-collar workers, in part because their employers were trusted to look out for their workers' best interests, Peter Cappelli, a professor at the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School, told me. Since the 1980s, an era marked by deregulation and the rise of a harsher corporate culture, many employers have treated salaried workers as people with effectively unlimited hours. In 2021, building on the momentum for rethinking work that the pandemic had triggered, Representative Mark Takano introduced a bill that would amend the FLSA to shorten the standard workweek to 32 hours--a precursor to the legislation currently being considered.

"We are so overworked as a country," Cappelli said. "It's hard to say anything bad about efforts to improve people's work lives." Still, it's not clear to him that squeezing the same amount of work out of employees over shorter periods would be feasible or healthy, or that it would cure what really ails American workers. As my colleague Derek Thompson wrote in a 2019 essay, "The economists of the early 20th century did not foresee that work might evolve from a means of material production to a means of identity production."

Calls for a shorter workweek may not solve this problem overnight. But as the idea becomes more mainstream, it reflects a growing desire, in and beyond the halls of power, to reconsider the role work plays in many Americans' lives. To Cappelli, a more sensible but still ambitious way to handle the problem of overwork would be to improve enforcement of the FLSA for all eligible workers. He explained that many employers looking to get out of the law's requirements treat workers who probably should be covered as if they are exempt, meaning they miss out on things like overtime pay.

"Reducing working hours for Americans makes sense in the long run," Nick Bloom, an economics professor at Stanford University, told me in an email. But the current research on four-day workweeks is "patchy," he said, in part because a lot of the data are coming from advocacy groups working with employers who volunteered to try a shorter week, rather than from independent researchers. Their findings have suggested that employees who work fewer hours are less burned out. Data gathered by Gallup in June 2022, however, showed that people working four days a week actually had higher rates of burnout than those working five days. Still, a 2023 Gallup survey found that workers liked the idea in theory--nearly 80 percent of workers thought that a shorter workweek would improve their well-being.

Even if it isn't mandated by the government, a work life that isn't so focused on endless output with few boundaries could benefit workers and their bosses. Over the past four decades, Cappelli explained, employers have pushed their employees hard. But that might not be a good way to do business: "In a tight labor market, there really are costs to employers of burning through employees."

Related:

	How to make a four-day workweek sustainable
 	The moral case for working less




Today's News

	The New York attorney general's office filed judgments in Westchester County earlier this month, the first sign that the state could be preparing to seize some of Donald Trump's assets if he and his co-defendants fail to post bond in their civil fraud case.
 	President Joe Biden canceled close to $6 billion in student debt for nearly 80,000 public-service workers.
 	The Justice Department sued Apple, accusing the company of violating antitrust laws with an illegal monopoly over the smartphone market.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: When communing with trees, Rachel Gutman-Wei wonders what to make of a life that can age and grow young again at the turn of the seasons.
 	Work in Progress: The city of Austin built a lot of homes, Derek Thompson writes. Now rent is falling, and some people seem to think that's a bad thing.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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Even Oprah Doesn't Know How to Talk About Weight Loss Now

By Hannah Giorgis

Nearly 13 years after the final episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show, it's easy to forget just how vicious the public scrutiny of Winfrey's body was during her talk show's decades-long run. But those memories haven't left Winfrey, and they take center stage in her new prime-time special, Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution. "For 25 years, making fun of my weight was national sport," she recalls in the opening monologue, which addresses the stigma of obesity and the emerging culture around weight-loss drugs ...
 What Winfrey didn't understand then, and what she wants others to know now, is that obesity is a serious, chronic disease. But in its eagerness to prove that obesity isn't a moral failure, Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution ends up reinforcing some of the troubling cultural attitudes that overweight and obese people still face in many walks of life.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Don't miss this eclipse.
 	Whatever happened to all those care robots?
 	Too much purity is bad for the left.
 	Whatever you do, don't do the silent treatment.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Maggie Shannon.



Listen. In the latest episode of Radio Atlantic, Jonathan Haidt makes the case against devices for children--even if kids desperately want them.

Admire. Spring is in bloom. Our photo editor compiled images of the flowering fields and trees that signal warmer days to come.

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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Even Oprah Doesn't Know How to Talk About Weight Loss Now

Like much of America, the media mogul is feeling the cultural impact of the Ozempic era.

by Hannah Giorgis




Nearly 13 years after the final episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show, it's easy to forget just how vicious the public scrutiny of Winfrey's body was during her talk show's decades-long run. But those memories haven't left Winfrey, and they take center stage in her new prime-time special, Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution. "For 25 years, making fun of my weight was national sport," she recalls in the opening monologue, which addresses the stigma of obesity and the emerging culture around weight-loss drugs. As evidence, she cites several tabloid headlines that ran while she was on the air: "'Oprah--Fatter Than Ever'; 'Oprah Hits 246 Pounds'; 'Final Showdown With Steadman Sends Her Into Feeding Frenzy'; 'Oprah Warned--Diet or Die.'"

It wasn't just weight gain that had inspired ridicule--in response to this relentless commentary, Winfrey staged gimmicky, sometimes dangerous segments devoted to her many attempts to lose weight. Most infamously, after losing 67 pounds on an all-liquid diet in 1988, she wheeled out a wagon containing 67 pounds of animal fat onstage. For years, she's acknowledged how silly this was; in the special, she specifically says the stunt was born out of "shame." What Winfrey didn't understand then, and what she wants others to know now, is that obesity is a serious, chronic disease. But in its eagerness to prove that obesity isn't a moral failure, Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution ends up reinforcing some of the troubling cultural attitudes that overweight and obese people still face in many walks of life.
 
 Much of the new special hinges on the American Medical Association officially classifying obesity as a disease in 2013, which has led to some notable shifts in public opinion. A recent Pew survey showed that a majority of Americans now believe that willpower may not be enough to lose weight, and that newly popular weight-loss medications such as Ozempic can be good options for those who struggle with obesity. As Winfrey says in the special, these medications offer a way out of painful cycles of self-blame and social ostracization, in part because they serve as proof that being overweight isn't evidence of someone's laziness. To the extent that Winfrey has always sold her fans on how to "live their best life," this special fits right into her personal-responsibility ethos: She repeatedly counsels viewers to release the negativity they feel about their own body, and to "stop shaming other people for being overweight or how they choose to lose or not lose weight."

In some of the special's most powerful moments, Winfrey is extremely candid about coming to terms with her personal choice to use medication. After her first time taking a weight-loss drug, she says, she finally abandoned her deeply held belief that people who never need to diet are, "for some reason, stronger than me." That paradigm-shifting realization is shared by a number of the guests on the special who discuss their experiences with GLP-1-agonist medications, which work partly by mimicking the action of a hormone that increases the production of insulin and helps inhibit food intake. (Though not all of them are FDA-approved for weight loss, these different medicines are better known by their brand names, such as Ozempic, Wegovy, Mounjaro, Zepbound, and Victoza.)

When the special leans into the power of these personal testimonies, it's reliably compelling--peak Oprah sentimentalism, with real-world stakes. Watching a teenager gush about feeling comfortable enough in her body to attend prom is undeniably moving, no matter what stance a viewer might have on weight-loss medications. But in general, the special struggles with navigating more complicated stories--medically as well as socially. For many people, GLP-1 medications either don't work at all or come with untenable side effects. Yet only one guest speaks about having a bad experience with such treatment, a segment that Winfrey introduces more than 30 minutes into the 42-minute special by telling viewers that "it's not all pretty." She also hosts a panel of physicians who explain how these medications work, two of whom have consulted for the companies that produce them--and all of whom downplay the risks of taking the drugs by pointing to the dangers of obesity itself.

Although obesity can indeed lead to other serious complications, watching medical professionals brush over the possible issues with taking weight-loss medications is jarring, especially because no airtime is given to more skeptical physicians. The special also features sales reps from both Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly, the pharmaceutical companies that produce the most popular GLP-1 medications. Their presence makes it easy for the special's other guests--the doctors and GLP-1 users--to frame the drugs' high cost (which, for some patients, is easily $1,000 a month) as the sole fault of greedy insurance companies, rather than something that manufacturers can absolutely control themselves.

Read: The Ozempic revolution is stuck

Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution often gives more oxygen to the negative interpersonal consequences of weight-loss-drug usage: Winfrey asks her guests about the judgment they've received for either taking the medications themselves or allowing a child to, and concludes that naysayers have no business opining on people's health choices. In that, the special occasionally feels like a project designed to blunt any public disapproval of Winfrey herself using weight-loss medication. But the mean-spirited comments that her guests have received are different from the kind of critique that Winfrey has gotten. Although some of the public obsession with her body is still baselessly vitriolic, Winfrey has, perhaps more than any other figure, helped popularize some of the most harmful weight-loss myths and unsustainable diets.

Last year, during a panel for Oprah Daily called "The Life You Want Class: The State of Weight," Winfrey said that weight-loss drugs were "the easy way out." At the time, she was still on the board of Weight Watchers, which has historically counseled its users--mostly women--on losing weight through behavior modification alone. Then, last month, she announced her departure from the board, and said she would donate her shares in the company to the Smithsonian's National Museum of African American History and Culture. During Monday night's special, Winfrey clarifies that this decision was made so that she could interview the Weight Watchers CEO for the show without any perceived conflict.

But distancing herself from Weight Watchers now doesn't change that Winfrey was its public face for nearly a decade, or that there have been plenty of other ways that she's propped up diet culture without even trying to promote health. Winfrey's endorsement drives massive attention to any product, person, or lifestyle--and not always to positive effect. Decades before the Weight Watchers partnership, the wagon-of-fat stunt became (and remains) the most-watched Oprah episode in history. As Aubrey Gordon, a co-host of the podcast Maintenance Phase, noted of the 1988 episode, Winfrey's public weight loss led to unprecedented sales for the company that sold her 400-calorie-a-day liquid diet: OptiFast, which is still around today, said it received 200,000 calls after the wagon episode aired.

Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution doesn't really account for these kinds of downstream effects, or delve into Winfrey's sheer influence. That's a tall order, and it would take much longer than one hour to seriously reckon with the complexity of Winfrey (the person) being a victim of diet culture, and Winfrey (the media phenomenon) being an accelerant of its ideals. But doing at least some of that work should be a prerequisite for any Winfrey-led special that focuses on the shame associated with body image among women--especially Black women, considering how racism and sexism inform people's views of our bodies.

Not all fans and commentators who reacted harshly to the news of Winfrey using a weight-loss drug did so because they refuse to believe that obesity is a real disease, or because they felt abandoned by a public figure they once found relatable. Many people have taken issue with what they see as her uncritical praise of the drugs, and with her repeated conflation of weight loss and health. As industries such as entertainment, fashion, and even health care continue to walk back the progress of the body-positivity movement, maybe some shame and blame just need to be redirected to the people profiting from the stigma that others still face.
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Don't Miss This Eclipse

The United States won't see totality like this again until 2045.

by Marina Koren




Right now, a special cosmic arrangement is sliding into place. The moon has positioned itself on the same side of Earth as the sun. The moon has drawn closer to Earth, and its orbit is tilted just so. On April 8, our silvery satellite will pass between our star and our planet, and cast its shadow upon us. In the United States, the darkness will trace a ribbonlike path about 115 miles wide from Texas to Maine, temporarily extinguishing the daylight. Within that area, in cloud-free conditions, the afternoon sun will appear as a radiant white ring suspended in a deep-violet sky: a total solar eclipse. For a few moments, the world will seem upside down, and then the golden sun will burst through again, radiant as ever.

From the perspective of orbital mechanics, solar eclipses are not very special. The sun, the moon, and the Earth align to produce a total solar eclipse somewhere on Earth once every year or two. But for us humans, eclipses are rare. A particular spot on Earth can go centuries without falling in the bounds of totality. The previous American eclipse was only seven years ago, but the next won't occur until 2044, when the shadow will touch only a sliver of the country. An eclipse as good as the one next month will not occur until 2045. So, if you can, go see it. The spectacle will be worth it.

Throughout human history, many cultures reacted with panic and fear when the sun disappeared without warning; they believed these events to be punishments from displeased gods and omens of a bleak future. Nowadays, we understand the workings of our cosmic neighborhood better than ever before, and we can predict when and where the moon's shadow will darken the skies across hundreds of years. Instead of breaking the spell, that knowledge has enriched the experience of witnessing a total solar eclipse. We can tap into a uniquely human process that psychologists call "mental time travel," which allows us to recall past versions of ourselves and imagine the possibilities of our future state. What was I doing in 2017? Where will I be in 2045?

These questions might make you feel a twinge of emotion, sparked by a kind of cosmic introspection that I've written about before. It is an exercise in transcendent wonder, or dread, or some other mushy feeling beyond description. The trajectory of our own life is uncertain, but a celestial alignment is a sure thing, as unstoppable as time itself. To be in the path of totality is the ultimate existential experience.

Read: The existential wonder of space

Fred Espenak, a retired astrophysicist, has lived his life around eclipses, chasing after totality on every continent rather than waiting for the shadow to come to him. His first total solar eclipse was in 1970, when Espenak was 18 years old, had just gotten his driver's license, and had persuaded his parents to let him take the family car from New York to South Carolina. He met his wife at the 1995 eclipse, over India. Today he is 72, and has experienced 30 total solar eclipses. "I know there's a certain point where I'm going to see my last eclipse," Espenak told me. "Probably within the next 10 to 20 years." Espenak wishes he could be in New York City in 2079, when totality will cast the skyscrapers in a shimmery deep purple.

You don't have to be an eclipse chaser to clock the time-warping effects of totality. Jay Ryan, an astronomy enthusiast and a writer, remembers being 8 years old in 1970, when an eclipse traveled up the Eastern Seaboard. Ryan, who lived in Ohio at the time, was disappointed to have missed it and aghast at having to wait until 2017, when he would be 56. "It seemed like an eternity," Ryan wrote in The Atlantic in 2017. "But a human lifetime passes in a flash." So have the seven years since the previous eclipse. In 2017, Haven Leeming of Chicago wrote to The Atlantic that she was excited to experience totality in Nebraska with her dad, who had pointed out planets in the night sky to her when she was little. When I checked in with Leeming this month, she told me she's heading to Texas this time. Her dad will be there, and so will a new member of the family: Leeming's 4-year-old daughter. She's too young to understand the movements of giant celestial objects, but she's old enough to marvel at the soft sparkle of planets overhead with her grandfather.

A total solar eclipse collapses time as we understand it here on Earth, colliding our past and future selves. The illustrator Andy Rash captured this effect in a children's book, Eclipse, told from the perspective of Rash's 7-year-old son, who accompanied him to see the 2017 eclipse. On the last page, Rash's son is a grown man, and sits next to his dad, who is bald with a gray beard. "Years from now, we'll go again," the text says. "And once more, we'll be in the perfect place at the perfect time." Rash told me he feels keenly the passage of time in his child's life; his son is a teenager and already Rash's height, just as the final page of the book shows. In 2045, "my son will be in his mid-30s, and I'll be quite old," Rash told me. "I just hope that we are able to get together for that one."

With the exception of the strands of light that unfurl from the edges of the eclipsed sun, the experience of totality is remarkably consistent. The Atlantic has published several accounts of total solar eclipses over its 167-year history. Each time, the moon's shadow fell on a different world, but writers were struck by the eclipse's sudden onset and end. In 1897, the writer Mabel Loomis Todd, recalling totality: "An instantaneous darkness leaped upon the world ... With an indescribable out-flashing at the same second, the corona burst forth in wonderful radiance." Lord Dunsany, in 1939: "The sky darkening to a Prussian blue; and then the huge golden sickle of the returning sun." Me, in 2017: "There was one last burst of light before it was gone, and in its place emerged a white loop, set against purple shades ... Before you can form coherent thought, sunlight bursts through, coating the world in a metallic gold."



From the September 1897 issue: In quest of a shadow



The yawning years between eclipses are a potent reminder that our time on Earth is limited. Espenak makes eclipse almanacs, forecasting the events years into the future, and he knows that bittersweetness well. "I can think about these future eclipses and make detailed predictions of them, but my life is finite," he said. "These eclipses will go on for millions of years, but we don't." This week, I called Donald Liebenberg, a physics and astronomy professor at Clemson University, who has followed totality around the world since 1954. He will be in Texas this time, with his wife. Liebenberg isn't very sentimental about eclipses; he is more interested in contributing to the study of the corona, the outermost layer of the sun's atmosphere, which glows in totality and is "much better known now than it was when I started making observations," he told me. But I had to ask how he felt knowing that he has fewer eclipses ahead of him than he did in his youth. "I just look forward to seeing the next one," he said.

Liebenberg's favorite eclipse experience was the one he had aboard the Concorde airplane, which raced through the path of totality at twice the speed of sound when the moon slid in front of the sun in 1973. Liebenberg, dressed in an Air Force flight suit, spent 74 consecutive minutes in the moon's shadow that day--a tremendous improvement over the handful of minutes that totality lasts over a single spot on Earth.

Read: The king of totality

Totality has always been maddeningly fleeting. "The two minutes and a half in memory seemed but a few seconds--like a breath, a tale that is told," Todd wrote in 1897. In Rash's book, the young narrator takes in every second: "I try not to blink." Cosmic spectacles play out on wildly different scales from human lives, but they have this in common: They both go by faster than you'd think. Whether you're experiencing the disorienting thrill of totality or the small pleasures of the years in between, you always wish you had more time. For all their sparkle, eclipses are ultimately a memento mori, inspiring us to absorb as much wonder as possible before our time on Earth winks out. This year, people across the continental U.S. will have a chance to bask in a rare sight, one that connects humans across generations and millennia. Make sure you're one of them.
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Whatever You Do, Don't Do the Silent Treatment

It can ruin your relationships.

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.

Life for a 19th-century sailor was hard: Months at sea were accompanied by constant danger and deprivation. To make matters worse, mariners saw the same few people all day, every day, in a radically confined space where they were expected to get along and look after one another. On a long voyage, one obnoxious person could make life utterly miserable for everyone.

So sailors used a tried technique to deal with an offender: the silent treatment. They would ignore him completely for weeks on end. That might sound like an innocuous action to you, but in truth, it was far from it. The silent treatment was, according to the writer Otis Ferguson in 1944, "a process so effective in the monotony of ship's life as to make strong men weep."

Of course, the silent treatment is a technique used not only by sailors. It can be encountered anytime, anywhere, from home to work. You have almost certainly experienced some form of it. Being subjected to the silent treatment is a lament I commonly hear from others, on whom it is imposed by romantic partners, parents, friends, colleagues.

Read: What you're saying when you give someone the silent treatment

Long-married couples will go for days without speaking. A person will give their oldest friend the cold shoulder. I knew a father who refused to speak with his daughter for 30 years. Silent-treatment inflictors do it because, as the sailors discovered, it was devastatingly effective in imposing pain on the recipient. So much pain, in fact, that it can leave a person scarred and a relationship in ruins.

With some knowledge about how imposed silence actually affects people, you might want to think twice before you freeze out that annoying family member. And you will be better equipped to deal with the silent treatment the next time someone imposes it on you.

You have probably inflicted the silent treatment on others--two-thirds of us have done so, according to the psychologist Kipling Williams in an interview with Daryl Austin in The Atlantic. Williams is arguably the best-known expert on the phenomenon. We use it, studies conducted by Williams and his co-researchers suggest, for two main reasons. The most common one is to punish someone for perceived misbehavior, something they said or did. Behind this, the next most common is conflict avoidance; you might go silent to avoid a major blowup, for example. Other motives can also apply, such as feeling that a relationship has reached a dead end, leaving nothing more to say or do.

Arguably, people who impose silence do so because they believe it works--whether as a punishment, a way to avoid conflict, or a coping mechanism in one of those dead-end situations. Williams and colleagues have reported that about one-quarter of inflictors regard it as an effective tactic. But at what cost? Those on the receiving end describe feelings of pain, and resentment from being ostracized by a loved one. And by pain, I mean literal pain--researchers have been able to identify the part of the brain affected by exclusion: the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, which is also characteristically implicated in the sensation of emotional pain.

Richard A. Friedman: Plenty of people could quit therapy right now

The effects on an ostracized person are what you might expect from that finding. Williams has shown in his research that being ignored initially provokes reflexive anger and sadness, followed by reflection on the motives and meaning of the treatment, and, when persistent over time, resignation. Not the resignation of being reconciled with a situation but a miserable state of alienation, hopelessness, and depression.

Like all kinds of abuse, silent rejection can impair a victim's overall competence. In one experiment that asked participants to imagine that they would end up alone in life, this form of silent rejection lowered their ability to think clearly and complete complex tasks. What this suggests is that the silent treatment may be effective in satisfying the inflictor's aggression, but it is an intensely cruel and disproportionate way to deal with conflict. Not very surprisingly, then, we find that people high in Machiavellianism--a willingness to hurt and manipulate others for their own gain, even a trivial one--may employ this technique with partners and friends.

Given how destructive the silent treatment is, like physical abuse, it can wreck relationships. In one 2009 paper, frequent use of the silent treatment was negatively correlated with commitment to one's relationship. And according to the Gottman Institute, which conducts research on the success and failure of marriages, the act of cutting off your partner by stonewalling can be a contributory factor to divorce.

Interestingly, the treatment causes relationships to dissolve most consistently when the recipient has high self-esteem rather than low self-esteem. When such a person is ostracized, they have the personal resources to see their partner's conduct for the gross maltreatment that it is and head for the exit. The unfortunate corollary is that people low in self-esteem, like vulnerable partners in an abusive relationship, are less likely to leave. Lacking the capacity to reject their abuser, they stay to endure the sad silence with the partner who hurts them.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to spot a frenemy--and be a real friend

Because its aggression is covert, the silent treatment might seem harmless. But it's really not; it's terrible. We should all work to avoid engaging in it and, if possible, to avoid receiving it as well. Here are three practical lessons to get the silent treatment out of your life.

1. Silence can be a blaring alarm.
 Drawing on my experience of working with a lot of young adults who are dating, I strongly recommend that, as a simple matter of self-defense, people consider quickly abandoning a relationship in which the partner engages in the silent treatment. It is a form of cruelty, and may be an early warning of a damaged person who is willing to hurt you. Naturally, such a rapid exit is not possible in some relationships--in cases, for example, in which parents use it. But at the very least, people subjected to the treatment should force open acknowledgment of the tactic by calling it out and stating that they consider it tantamount to abuse.

2. Break the cycle.
 Speaking of families, a lot of research suggests that pathologies can be transmitted down through generations. Thus domestic violence routinely runs in families, and a tendency toward alcohol misuse can be as much as 60 percent inherited (some combination of nature and nurture). Not surprisingly, scholars have found a significant association between parents' application of the silent treatment and its use by their adult children. If you find yourself freezing out people you care about when you are upset, you could ask yourself whether you saw this as a child; perhaps your parents did it to each other, or to you, so you see it as normal conflict behavior. If so, you have a golden opportunity to break the cycle of this damaging habit.

3. Say what you think.
 A question that naturally follows from the last point is: "Okay, so how do I break the cycle?" Researchers have found that people who ruminate on a conflict with their partner--turning it over and over in their mind--are especially prone to punitive actions, including the silent treatment. If this is you, rather than trying to change your ostracizing behavior directly, start with the rumination itself. Maybe you are uncomfortable about expressing your displeasure and bottle it up. That leads you to punish your loved one in a disproportionate and damaging way. Try not to get stuck perseverating on the dispute, and use your words instead.

Read: The Harry Potter personality test

The silent treatment is a terrible habit for you and for your loved ones, but I should close by noting that silence per se certainly does not have to be destructive. In fact, one of the best things you can regularly do for yourself and others is to engage in prolonged periods of silence--not the silence of punishment, but the silence of love.

Every year, I participate in a four-day silent retreat, immersed in prayer and contemplation without uttering a single word. My wife does the same--though separately, because together we would not manage 30 seconds without talking with each other. I can think of nothing I do that so wonderfully clears my mind and brings me closer to the transcendent than this extended silence. My biggest problems become manageably small ones; my major resentments shrink to minor annoyances.

Indeed, one way to cope with being given the silent treatment might be to immerse yourself in this type of divine practice. Scholars have found that spiritual practices can be remarkably effective at dealing with the pain of being ostracized by others. Perhaps the only exception to a ban on the silent treatment is when you choose to practice it on yourself.
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Too Much Purity Is Bad for the Left

If socialists want to be a political force in America, they need to form coalitions, defend democracy, and change real people's lives.

by Arash Azizi




American leftists are facing a question that has become a perennial bugbear. Come November, should they support the Democratic incumbent Joe Biden to defeat Donald Trump? Or, given their profound reservations about both candidates, should they abstain from voting at all?

Biden's support for Israel's brutal war in Gaza has given the conundrum special urgency this year, but the question has become exhaustingly familiar. Four years ago, the country's largest leftist organization, the Democratic Socialists of America, loudly declared that it was not endorsing Biden, despite his backing by a coalition that included Bernie Sanders, Angela Davis, the DSA's own Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, most major trade unions, and, implicitly, The New England Journal of Medicine. When some in the DSA's leadership suggested that the organization could at least call on its members in swing states to consider voting for Biden, the majority voted down the proposal. Biden went on to win without any organized help from the DSA.

At moments like these, the American left could stand to learn from the experiences of its international counterparts. The international left seems largely to recognize that it is too small to survive on its own and must therefore build coalitions--most important, to ally with those who defend democracy and basic civic rights. And this is true despite the fact that the left in countries such as France, India, and Japan is a formidable force, boasting organizations with millions of members and sending delegates to serve in legislative and executive office. American leftists, meanwhile, have spent decades mired in niche subcultures of activist groups--they are marginal and yet still spurn coalitions that risk adulterating their purity.

Helen Lewis: The left can't afford to go mad

The United States is relatively rare among democracies in that it has long lacked a far-left party with legislative representation, a distinction that has something to do with the peculiarities of its political system. In most parliamentary democracies, political parties are membership-based and ideologically aligned, whereas in the United States, they are loose coalitions that can encompass a wide range of views.

This protean structure didn't stop American social movements from achieving important milestones throughout the 20th century--among them, female suffrage, workers' rights, and an end to segregation. To get there, rights campaigns often had to fight both the Democratic and the Republican establishments. But they managed to mobilize masses, carve out new political spaces, and ultimately make the journey from protest to politics.

Bayard Rustin explained the relationship between movement and party in 1965: "Southern demonstrators had recognized that the most effective way to strike at the police brutality they suffered from was by getting rid of the local sheriff--and that meant political action, which in turn meant, and still means, political action within the Democratic party where the only meaningful primary contests in the South are fought."

America's youth-led social-protest movements petered out by the end of the 1970s, however, and the left came to place itself outside the political system, condemning itself to marginality. American leftist activists continued to bring some changes through trade unions, civil-rights organizations, and feminist groups, but they did not coalesce into an organized political movement until 2016, when a democratic socialist senator from Vermont took the step of running in the Democratic primaries. In doing so, Bernie Sanders helped the minuscule DSA grow its membership from 6,200 in 2015 to a peak of 95,000 in 2021 (it now stands at about 78,000).

The DSA is a tiny force in a country of 332 million. And it is less a nationwide political organization than a federation of local activist groups that share a banner despite the wildly divergent politics of their members. The DSA's elected representatives reliably showed up for Biden in 2020 and have voted for measures such as support for NATO's enlargement. The national political leadership of the organization, however, has taken diametrically opposed positions. The organization lacks a united political program even on such basic matters as whom to endorse for president.

Many in the DSA good-heartedly argue that what matters is grassroots, and in many cases local, activism, not who gets elected to Congress or the White House. In this sense, the DSA seems more comfortable with the pre-Bernie activism of bumper stickers and single-cause groups than with the prospect of building a cohesive political force.

The international left, by contrast, has both a history of cohesion and the baggage to go along with it. Many leftists are still struggling to transcend the legacy of the 20th century's authoritarian socialism. Some once-powerful parties of the left have simply disappeared into thin air (as in Italy). New leftist parties, such as Syriza in Greece and Podemos in Spain, emerged or drew strength from the wreckage of the 2008 global economic recession but didn't achieve as much as optimists had hoped. Still, socialist parties on multiple continents are major political actors in ways that their American counterparts simply are not, and the reason is at least in part their willingness to forge pragmatic alliances.

This imperative is taken as elementary in much of the world. India's communist parties have worked within the country's multiparty democratic structures since its independence in 1947 and have thus also remained relevant in the post-Soviet era. Last year, they came together with the Indian National Congress and a range of left, center-left, centrist, regionalist, and even center-right parties to form the Indian National Developmental Inclusive Alliance (INDIA). Their aim was to present a united front against Prime Minister Narendra Modi and his right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party, whose chauvinism and authoritarianism have had a chilling effect on the world's biggest democracy. Pointing to the threat such forces pose to "the ethos of the country," Annie Raja, the leader of the Communist Party of India, told a local publication, "At such a juncture, any party which is sincerely wishing to save this country and democracy and secularism must try to unite."

Similarly, the Turkish left, including the Workers Party and several other Marxist groups, campaigned last year for the centrist presidential candidate Kemal Kilicdaroglu, whom it viewed as having the best chance to beat the authoritarian President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Although Erdogan still won, the left's campaign gave it new national visibility and its largest parliamentary representation in decades.

In Israel, a left-wing coalition with Arab and Jewish members decided to join Zionist parties of the left and the center in endorsing the centrist Benny Gantz for prime minister, with a goal of ousting Benjamin Netanyahu, seen by the group as a menace to Israel's democracy.

In countries where democracy itself is not under threat, leftists have learned to make broad alliances in order to remain politically relevant. In Portuguese elections on March 10, the Communist Party, the Left Bloc, and the left-leaning green parties gained about 13 percent of the vote among them. They will now do all they can to exclude far-right and even center-right forces from forming a government. In other words, they are likely to support the center-left Socialist Party, roughly the Portuguese equivalent to Biden's party. That party's leader, Pedro Nuno Santos, helped coordinate the support of communists and the Left Bloc for a previous government in 2015-19.

Similarly, in Spain the Communist Party and Podemos are part of a coalition cabinet led by the center-left Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez. One of that country's most popular politicians is the communist deputy prime minister and labor minister, Yolanda Diaz, who has vocally backed the Palestinian cause and was recently in Washington to work with her American counterpart on new regulations protecting workers from artificial-intelligence algorithms.

One can criticize the left for joining governments in Spain and Portugal, but not without acknowledging that the policies these governments have adopted have already changed millions of lives. Spain has passed gender-equality laws that improve transgender rights, offer state-funded paid leave for women who suffer from painful periods (a first among European countries), and mandate greater parity for women in politics and the public sphere. Portugal reversed austerity measures that had included deep cuts to wages, pensions, and social security; The New York Times termed the result a "major revival." Whatever soul-searching the American left wants to do about its conception of socialism, if it seeks to be a serious political force, it must also attempt to win elections, come to power, and change real people's lives.

On a subnational level, too, leftists outside the United States have put sloganeering aside to pursue concrete goals in office and show what their ideals can look like in real life. In India's Kerala, a democratically elected communist-led government has made particular strides in human development, poverty reduction, public education, and, most recently, public health; the international news media lauded K. K. Shailaja, Kerala's health minister, for her handling of the coronavirus pandemic, even though the state later faced a new wave of the virus.

Conor Friedersdorf: How October 7 changed America's free-speech culture

Closer to home, Chile's President Gabriel Boric, who was actually endorsed by the DSA, leads a pioneering left-wing government. Patient political work and broad alliances propelled him to the Mint Palace. Former President Michelle Bachelet, from the country's center-left, supported Boric in 2021, as did an even more liberal predecessor, Ricardo Lagos. That did not stop the Communist Party from enthusiastically joining his government, and Camilla Vallejo, once a fellow leader of the student movement, now serves as a cabinet minister. Under the leadership of its first-ever communist mayor, Iraci Hassler, the capital city of Santiago has taken steps to bolster women's rights by offering support to victims of domestic violence, for instance, while battling food insecurity and publicly condemning discrimination against migrants.

In the first half of the 20th century, the United States actually had a powerful leftist force in the form of the Socialist Party of America. Its members won municipal races in places such as Berkeley, California, and Schenectady, New York. The party's proud centerpiece was Milwaukee, which had three socialist mayors for a total of 38 years from 1910 to 1960. Those further to the left often made fun of them as "sewer socialists" who cared more about the city's excellent public-sanitation system than about the socialist revolution (like all good leftist insults, this one had originated as an internal jab within the party).

But Milwaukee's sewer socialists could boast something that purists simply can't: They made a difference in the lives of millions of working people. Those are the politics--result-oriented and pragmatic--that convince people to give the socialist left and its ideas a chance. If American socialists truly want to emerge as a serious political force in the world's most powerful country, they need to stop cosplaying radicalism and learn how to defend democracy, build broad coalitions, and run successful governments.
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The Smartphone Kids Are Not All Right

Jonathan Haidt's new book, <em>The Anxious Generation</em>, makes the case against devices for children--even if they desperately want them.

by Hanna Rosin




I did not know this at the time, but apparently my children were part of a generation of guinea pigs. "It's as though we sent Gen Z to grow up on Mars when we gave them smartphones in the early 2010s in the largest uncontrolled experiment humanity has ever performed on its own children," Jonathan Haidt writes in The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness.

Haidt convincingly uses data to argue that a sharp uptick in depression, anxiety, loneliness, and suicide among young people is directly tied to the wide distribution of smartphones. He points to surveys that have been asking teenagers for decades questions about mental health, such as: "Life often seems meaningless" or "A lot of times I feel lonely." Survey results remained pretty consistent, and some numbers were even improving, before they took a sharp, negative turn somewhere between 2010 and 2015.

The solution, Haidt says, is "easy." In this episode of Radio Atlantic, he advocates that parents don't give middle schoolers smartphones so they can reclaim the old way of socializing, that social-media platforms raise the minimum age for use to 16, and that schools ban cellphones during the day, among other straightforward solutions. The picture, however, looks a lot less clear when you talk with an actual young person. In this episode, I spoke with my child Jacob, and we juxtapose theory with lived experience. You'll hear a mother (me) wrestle in real time with the consequences of parenting decisions as Haidt makes the case that we should collectively agree to rescue our kids from this experiment.



Listen to the conversation here:

Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Google Podcasts | Pocket Casts

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: What's up? What are you up to?

Jacob Rosin: Not much. I just got home. I'm going to do my laundry soon and then pack.

Hanna Rosin: Oh, right. You're leaving Sunday.

Jacob Rosin: Hm.

Hanna Rosin: Yeah. What's "hm"?

[Typing]

Hanna Rosin: What are you typing?

[Typing]

Jacob Rosin: I'm just chatting with friends.

Hanna Rosin: Wait, you're chatting with friends while we're doing this interview?

Jacob Rosin: I do this all the time. Don't worry about it.

Hanna Rosin: So you're going to chat with friends throughout this interview?

Jacob Rosin: Have we started the interview yet?

Hanna Rosin: No, we haven't.

Jacob Rosin: Okay.

Hanna Rosin: (Sighs.)

[Typing]

Hanna Rosin: Oh my God. Tell me when you're ready.

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. And that is my 20-year-old child, Jacob.

Jacob Rosin: I'm ready.

[Music]

Jacob Rosin: Wait--how long will this take? Sorry.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: This is basically how it goes with me and Jacob. I always think it's just me and them talking. And I'm always surprised to learn there's someone else in the room. The feeling is like when you're at a party and you're talking to someone, and their eyes are scanning for someone more interesting.

Hanna Rosin: Okay, so what would you say that most of our fights are about?

Jacob Rosin: I mean, I don't know how to get more specific than phone usage, but I think it also might be phone usage while also not paying attention to something important.

Hanna Rosin: Right, phone usage and then--

Jacob Rosin: Is this a leading question?

Hanna Rosin: No, I am genuinely trying to figure out how close my perception is to your perception.

Jacob Rosin: Okay.

Hanna Rosin: What would you say is my position, or maybe your parents' position, and what is your position in this fight?

Jacob Rosin: I mean, I think most of the time when I'm on my phone, my friends are in the phone, and the idea is that there's a real world out there that I should be paying attention to because it is more immediate, and I can't really come back to it in the same way, I guess.

Hanna Rosin: I see. So you recognize that there's a world in your phone, there's a world outside--

Jacob Rosin: That is probably more important to me.

Hanna Rosin: What's more important to you?

Jacob Rosin: The world on the phone.

Hanna Rosin: And I'm irritated because I think the world outside should be more important to you. Is that a fair summary?

Jacob Rosin: Maybe, yes.

Hanna Rosin: There's this expression that this MIT professor who writes about stuff has: "We are forever elsewhere." Do you think that's true? Does that bother you?

Jacob Rosin: Does it bother me? No. That's just how I am. I just do that. I think about other stuff.

Hanna Rosin: Does it feel distracting? Or like your mind--

[Typing]

Hanna Rosin: Are you online again?

Jacob Rosin: That was only a brief exchange. I'll close Discord. Hold on.

Hanna Rosin: (Laughs.)

Hanna Rosin: I'm not sure Jacob is typical, although given what the latest research is showing about how phones intrude into kids' lives, they might not be that atypical.

Jacob is autistic and did not glide easily into middle- and high-school social dynamics. It was always just much easier for them to have fun with friends online.

But I have been pretty typical as a parent, trying to figure out what to enforce around phones. Jacob and their siblings were part of the guinea-pig generation, the first kids to get smartphones during puberty. And we, the parents, knew nothing. We had no wisdom to go by. We just watched as they dove in deeper and deeper and had no idea if this was excellent and fresh and creative, or totally ruinous.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: When did you first get your cell phone?

Jacob Rosin: I remember waking up to look at my phone and look at the results of the 2016 election, so it was at least before then.

Hanna Rosin: Yeah, okay. How would you say it changed your--

Jacob Rosin: Over time, it absolutely made me feel more connected with social media and particularly Discord.

Hanna Rosin: Can you say more about that?

Jacob Rosin: I did not really feel like I had any real friends before that point, even though I allegedly did.

Hanna Rosin: Did you feel like you started to compare yourself to other people or anything like that?

Jacob Rosin: I've been doing that since I was born, baby.

Hanna Rosin: What does that mean? What do you mean?

Jacob Rosin: I don't know if the internet ever brought that habit. I think it's just a habit. Maybe it started to be negative when metrics got involved.

Hanna Rosin: What do you mean?

Jacob Rosin: Well, if I do something funny, that I think is funny, on Twitter.com and only get one like for it, or it's whatever--you know what I mean.

Hanna Rosin: Right. Like in school, it's vague: who likes you, who sits next to you, or whatever. But then on social media, it's really specific.

Jacob Rosin: In school, I'm not even paying attention to that stuff.

Hanna Rosin: Mm-hmm. But on social media, you are.

Jacob Rosin: Yeah.

Hanna Rosin: In 2017, about a year after Jacob got their first phone, The Atlantic published the story, "Have Smartphones Destroyed a Generation?"

Destroyed. That is a big word. I don't know many parents who look at their kid and think, You're destroyed. But now, in 2024, the question of "Have Smartphones Destroyed a Generation?" is less of a question and more of a: Yeah, actually, they probably did.

Jonathan Haidt: All right, is Hannah on already?

Hanna Rosin: Hey, it's me. Hi, it's Hanna. I'm sorry--it's "Hanna Rosin." It could be "Hannah Rozin," but it's not.

Haidt: Yeah, I know. And I'm Jon Haidt. It's often "Jon Hate."

Hanna Rosin: So I talked to social psychologist Jonathan Haidt.

Hanna Rosin: Oh, Jon Haidt. I've been calling you "Jon Hate."

Haidt: As half the world does.

Hanna Rosin: Haidt has a new book called The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness. Like a lot of parents, I keep up with the research. And for the sake of household peace, I would like to dismiss all this stuff about teens and smartphones as alarmist. But Haidt's book compiles some pretty compelling data.

Hanna Rosin: The way I understand your research over the last 10 to15 years is you have been trying to counter the argument of alarmism with extremely specific data. I mean that is how I understand the point of this book.

Haidt: Exactly. Sometimes it is correct to be alarmed and, as a professor and social scientist, I want to make damn sure that if I'm going to tell people they should be alarmed, I better be right and I better be able to back it up.

Hanna Rosin: One of the big things that Haidt looked at was data from a national survey called, Monitoring the Future. It's a wide-ranging survey that dates back to the '70s, and it asks eighth, 10th, and 12th graders a bunch of questions--everything from what they think of the government to their attitudes toward drug and alcohol use.

But what Haidt was most interested in were questions tracking mental health. In the survey, students are given statements and then agree or disagree with them on a scale of 1 to 5.

Haidt: On Monitoring the Future, there's some really sad items about meaninglessness, hopelessness, like: I often feel that my life is meaningless or I feel that my life has no purpose.

Hanna Rosin: Or I'm feeling lonely and socially isolated at school. I mean, they're in a language that is relatable. That's why I wanted to talk about them. It's sentences that a teenager could relate to.

Haidt: That's right. So if you plot with the year on the x-axis going back to the '90s or sometimes the '70s, and then you plot a bunch of lines, then what you see is the numbers--the lines--bounce around. A number of them, they really do go down a bit. Down is good. Down is like, I don't agree with that. I don't feel depressed.

Hanna Rosin: Fewer people say that, or fewer people agree with those depressing statements.

Haidt: That's right. And this is also a period when suicide rates are dropping. Gen X had the highest suicide rates in history. For whatever reason, the Millennials are actually doing better than Gen X, and that's very clear when you look at the '90s and the 2000s. So you get flat lines, or you get lines sloping down. And if you cut off your data collection after 2010, no hint of a problem.

Now, in 2010, teens are just beginning to get iPhones. But what's remarkable to me is that the mental-health data doesn't get worse slowly. The mental-health data is fine in the 2000s. And then all of a sudden--right around 2012-2013--everything falls off a cliff.

Hanna Rosin: I just want to track the timeline, because these are such short periods that people are thinking in their head, Okay, what happened then? What happened then? So 2012 is the wide acceptance of cell phones? Because it's not when smartphones came around.

Haidt: The iPhone comes out in 2007, but it's just amazing in that it's a digital Swiss Army knife, and there were no apps other than the ones that came with it. And then the next year we get the app store, and then we get notifications.

So it's not until 2010-2011 that you have this thing in your pocket, which is not a digital Swiss Army knife that you pull out when you need something. It is now a portal that millions--millions--of companies now can use to get to you, as a child. Without your parents' permission or knowledge, they can get to you. They can send you notifications. They can try to get you to stop your homework and: Come--look at what someone just said about you.

So it's in the 2010s that the phone becomes a master rather than a servant. 2010 is also when Instagram is available for public use. 2010 is also when the front-facing camera is put on. Also, high-speed internet: By 2012-2013, most people do have high-speed internet.

So the point is: Between 2010--when phones weren't toxic, people weren't on Instagram, most people didn't have high-speed data--2010 things were fine. By 2015, everything's different.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: For example, what happens if you're a kid and you make a mistake? Haidt admits that childhood wasn't perfect before the invention of the smartphone--obviously the smartphone didn't invent bullying--but now the act of growing up, and everything that comes with it, is on display for thousands and possibly millions to see, including your mistakes.

Haidt: There's a huge difference between practicing all these things on a small stage--not a stage. Let's say in a small group where mistakes are not very costly. So you say something stupid, and then your friend is mad at you, and then maybe she gives you the cold shoulder. Maybe she even starts a rumor about you. So that's the way it always was. That's very painful, but it's still relatively low stakes.

What happens when now it's on a stage, where if you say anything wrong or you anger anyone, she can find an ugly photo of you--maybe she can find a nude photo that you swapped with some boy--and now she can put it out there for the world to see, and thousands of people comment on it. It might even get into the newspapers or something like that.

This is a level of shame and humiliation that no teenager can stand, and this, I think, is one of the reasons why the suicide rate is up. Because when you are being publicly shamed on a big stage, life is a living hell and death is an escape.

Hanna Rosin: But we don't actually know how many suicides are related to social-media shaming, just to be clear.

Haidt: No, no, that's right because thankfully suicide is still very, very rare. But what we can say is that it's up for all groups of teenagers. It's way, way up for preteen girls. They have very low rates to begin with, but their rates have tripled since before 2010. So it's way up. And even if it's anecdotal--that is, even if because so few kids killed themselves. But you know, we saw all those parents at the Senate hearings.

Hanna Rosin: Parents who are against Meta because--

Haidt: Because their kids are dead, yeah. They saw it happen. They can see what happened. The kid was, you know, was bullied, shamed, sextorted. She was on webpages promoting self-harm and suicide. Are they all wrong? I don't think so.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: After the break, Haidt offers some solutions for what we should do--we the schools, we the government, and we the parents--about the smartphone problem.

After which, I ask Jacob if they wish they'd never had a cell phone.

[Break]

Hanna Rosin: It's the early 2010s, and according to social psychologist Jonathan Haidt, this is around the time that teen mental health starts tanking. Haidt believes that the uptick in depression, anxiety, and self-harm in young people--it all got really bad when the first teenage girl moved her life online: She downloaded Instagram, posted on Tumblr, and started checking obsessively for comments and likes.

Haidt: And some of her friends did, too, so that now their consciousness, their focus was hours a day on their phones and was happening in the virtual world. That's when the problems start. That's the great rewiring of childhood. You get much less eye contact, social contact. It all goes through the screen.

Hanna Rosin: Okay, so the key factor here that shifted is real-time socialization: eye contact, social cues, laughter, navigating the real-time reactions of people. That's what you're saying is the key difference? It's being real time in person with your peers.

Haidt: Yes, there are about 15 different causal pathways. There are many ways that the phone-based life is harming boys and girls, but if I had to pick one, that would be the one.

You know, here I am. I'm a 60-year-old man talking about, you know, Kids these days. You'd think that I'm wrong, right? You'd think, What do I know? You'd think that with all the talk about, you know, Let's raise the age to 16. Let's not let kids have smartphones 'til 14--these are the things I say--you'd think that somewhere on planet Earth, there would be a young person who would write an essay saying, This is wrong. I can't find that person. I found one essay from a woman in Canada that kind of defended it. That's it.

Hanna Rosin: Wait--just one question. There are plenty of teenagers who would say, The phone opened up whole new worlds to me that were not available to me before.

Haidt: Sure, for individuals, they might say that about themselves, but find me any kind of movement or even any individual who is arguing, No, grownups, you don't understand. Don't take away our social media. Don't stop 11-year-olds from being on it. Middle-school kids should have access. I can't find that now.

Maybe there's a TikTok video somewhere where they do that. But each generation, you know, if you try to raise the drinking age, at some point, I bet somebody wrote something saying, No, don't raise the drinking age. So my point is: Don't just listen to the correlational data. Don't just listen to the experimental data, which we haven't even talked about. Don't just listen to the parents. Don't just listen to the teachers, all of whom are speaking with almost one voice: This is messing up our kids. 

Talk to the kids. And what you find is, while many will say that they enjoy the social connections on Instagram or TikTok--they'll say they enjoy it--but they don't say, And it's good for us overall.

Hanna Rosin: To me, it's a little complicated. I have a child who would say they were addicted but also would say that online is where they found their friends and where they found people who shared their interests, and that's something they couldn't do in real life. And I find it hard to very simply say it's all terrible, because I also see the ways in which it's rewired childhood in a way that I can't personally access, because I don't have a lot of friends that I just know online, but in a way that's also real.

Haidt: That's right. It greatly increases the quantity of social interactions. That's true. And it greatly decreases their quality. But here's the thing: If you were right--that it's opening up all these possible social relationships, that it's doing all this good--if you were right, then loneliness should have gone down in the 2010s, and it didn't. It goes up like a hockey stick.

Hanna Rosin: Right. And I suppose you could have some kids for whom that's true, but the vast majority of kids are not true.

Haidt: Yep, exactly.

Hanna Rosin: So the last section I want to talk about is solutions.

Haidt: Yes.

Hanna Rosin: I think part of the reason that people resist your argument or want to think of it as alarmist is because the solution seems completely out of reach. If I'm a teenager--

Haidt: No, it's easy.

Hanna Rosin: (Laughs.) It's not easy. I mean, if I'm a teenager, I'm listening to this, I'm thinking, This is culture. This is the world we live in. These companies are bigger than I am. The social culture is bigger than I am. The emotional culture is bigger than I am. There aren't any particular government regulations on any of this. All my friends are here. So for you to tell me, "Okay, go back and play in the woods," it's like: with who and when? That just seems like a nonstarter.

Haidt: Okay. Hanna, I have been involved since college in many efforts to bring about social change. I ran a gun-control group in Connecticut in the '80s. That was hard. To change people's minds is really hard.

You know what's easy? Walking into a situation where most people want to change, they don't like what's happening, they just need a coordination device, they just need an escape path out of a collective-action problem. And then I can come along, and I can say, Here's your path. Let's just do it. Let's do it at the same time. And then it's easy. Okay, I'm exaggerating a little bit, but compared to other kinds of social change, this one we can solve in the next year or two.

So here's how we do it: The reason why so many of us give our kids a smartphone in sixth grade is because she comes to us and says, Dad, everyone else has a smartphone. I'm being left out. That's a collective-action problem. So what I'm proposing in the book is four norms, and it won't solve it entirely, but it'll roll it back most of the way. Four norms.

The first norm: No smartphone until high school. Let's clear this all out of middle school. Middle-school kids desperately need a more old-fashioned childhood, where they have a few close friends, and they talk and they gossip and they do other things face-to-face.

Hanna Rosin: So this is a parental culture. You can't legislate that.

Haidt: No, that's right.

Hanna Rosin: You're saying change your parental culture.

Haidt: Yep, that's right. So that's the first one. The second norm: No social media 'til 16. These platforms are just completely inappropriate. Kids should not be growing up on a stage.

Hanna Rosin: Have you tried that experiment?

Haidt: Yeah. Well, yes. I told my kids no social media in middle school, and my son finally opened his own Instagram account without telling me in 10th grade. But he'd proven himself so responsible. And he was on the track team, which is great, and so they needed to communicate, and he was already at that time, whatever, 14, 15. So I said, Okay. That's okay. But for my daughter, I've said absolutely not--no to Instagram or to Snapchat.

Hanna Rosin: Until what age?

Haidt: Well, for now, I've said 16, and I'm hopeful that this norm--so I have to publicize the book really quickly. She's now 14, so I better get this norm changed next year so that she'll be able to put up with it. But anyway--

Hanna Rosin: And do you know that she's not? I mean, the "anyway" is the difficult part. I feel like once you get into the weeds, this is what happens. You will forbid a kid. They can start an Instagram account under any name that you would have no idea about.

Haidt: She watches TikTok on a web browser. She doesn't have it on her phone, but we don't need perfect here. What we need is to break the norm. We need to break the pattern where, in every free moment, the phone comes out, and TikTok and Instagram go up. That's what we have to stop.

Third norm is phone-free schools. There is nothing good that comes from kids having the greatest distraction device ever built in their pockets during class.

And then the fourth norm is more independence, free play, and responsibility in the real world. If you're going to take away the phone-based childhood, if you're going to greatly cut back on screen usage, we can't just let them look at the wall. We can't just say, Well, go read a book. Go learn to make canoes, or something. We have to give them back each other. That's what they really want. That's where they thrive, is when they can play and hang out with other kids without adults telling them what to do.

So those are the four norms: No smartphone 'til high school. No social media 'til 16. Phone-free schools. More independence, free play, and responsibility in the real world.

[Typing]

Hanna Rosin: So the reason I'm asking all these questions is because there is this book coming out, called The Anxious Generation. And its argument is that--this is what he writes: "It's as though we sent Gen Z to grow up on Mars when we gave them smartphones in the early 2010s in the largest uncontrolled experiment humanity has ever performed on its own children." And the argument is that rates of depression, mental-health issues, all kinds of things just skyrocketed. You know, kids became less able to--

Jacob Rosin: I mean, have you paid attention to the world lately?

Hanna Rosin: What do you mean?

Jacob Rosin: Everything sucks. I don't think that social media is the cause of that, but social media definitely made people more aware of that. And it was going to start happening no matter what we did about it. I don't know about the phones.

Hanna Rosin: And do you think that--I look back and think, Should we have put more restrictions? We tried one time, and it was, you know, warfare, but should we have tried harder?

Jacob Rosin: Well, what kind of restrictions do you mean by that?

Hanna Rosin: Forced you to not have your phone at night, you know, put your--

Jacob Rosin: Realistically, yeah, that probably would have helped at some point, but it's too late now.

Hanna Rosin: Oh God, I feel so bad. So how do you think your life would have been different if you didn't have a phone?

Jacob Rosin: I think I would have been a lot unhappier, generally.

Hanna Rosin: A lot unhappier.

Jacob Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Hanna Rosin: Yeah. The story that it sounds like you tell about your life and social media is: I got my phone. It gave me a pathway to socializing and social connection. That pathway is addictive, but it's less lonely because at least I had a pathway to socializing.

Jacob Rosin: Pretty much.

Hanna Rosin: Can I propose an alternative story, and you just tell me what you think?

Jacob Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Hanna Rosin: What if there's a story that you never got a cell phone? You were lonely and, at some point, you just would have had to socialize?

Jacob Rosin: I don't think that's true. I do not think I would have been pushed into it by necessity.

Hanna Rosin: Because that's what always--like, as a parent, honestly, that's what haunts me a little bit. I remember when you came back from camp. Remember that camp that you hated?

Jacob Rosin: Yeah.

Hanna Rosin: I remember picking you up from that camp. Where was it? In North Carolina or something?

Jacob Rosin: Yeah.

Hanna Rosin: Anyway, so we picked you up from that camp, and that camp did not allow phones, so you didn't have your phone for a month.

Jacob Rosin: Yes, I did not.

Hanna Rosin: And you definitely wrote letters of misery from camp--like, summer camp, I-hate-this-place kind of letters. But you were so chatty when we picked you up because you had not had your phone for a month. And I know you hated that place, but I think about that all the time. Like, What if we had just done some experiment of Jacob can't have a phone for a long time? Would you have been forced to socialize more?

Jacob Rosin: I don't know how much I would actually follow through. But I might. I don't know.

Hanna Rosin: You don't know?

Jacob Rosin: There's no way to find out now.

Hanna Rosin: I mean, my purpose in talking to you is: There is this book. It's written by grownups. It's written by grownups who grew up after the internet age about teenagers. And I'm torn because part of me thinks, like, I ruined Jacob's life by not taking their phone away more. And part of me thinks, These grownups don't understand kids, and there's something we're all missing about this experience.

Jacob Rosin: I would not at all say you ruined my life by doing that. I actually feel like I only got to live my life because of my phone.

Hanna Rosin: Oh.

Jacob Rosin: And yeah, that probably sounds a little depressing, but I think there might be an assumption among people who say stuff like this that everyone who's on the phone is using it to replace real human interaction. I totally disagree with that. Everything on the phone is real human interaction. Well, most things. There are things that are not.

Hanna Rosin: And how typical do you think your experience is?

Jacob Rosin: Very not typical.

Hanna Rosin: Oh, very not typical. Okay. But you don't think I ruined your life then?

Jacob Rosin: No. No.

Hanna Rosin: Thank you. Thank you for saying that.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: What are you gonna do just now, get back online?

Jacob Rosin: Honestly, yeah. I probably will.

Hanna Rosin: Okay. Okay, that's fine.

Jacob Rosin: I'll stop the recording. Actually, maybe I'll just go watch videos. I don't know.

Hanna Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Andrea Valdez, fact-checked by Sam Fentress, and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

Parents who are listening: Please share with us creative strategies you've come up with to limit cellphone use without causing domestic warfare. I'll give you mine: When Jacob was younger, instead of saying, say, Half an hour of screen time, Jacob, I would ask them when they thought they would be done with their video game or conversation. So it might be like 36 minutes or 27 minutes, and that way, they could finish out the game or the conversation, and the endpoint would feel more natural to them. If you have one, send it to radioatlantic@theatlantic.com, and we will share our favorites.

Kids who are listening: If you have creative ideas, please share them, too.

Thank you, Jacob, for playing along. I'm Hanna Rosin. And thank the rest of you for listening.

Hanna Rosin: Okay. All right. Great. All right, love you. I'll talk to you later.

Jacob Rosin: Bye.

Hanna Rosin: Bye.
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DNA Tests Are Uncovering the True Prevalence of Incest

People are discovering the truth about their biological parents with DNA--and learning that incest is far more common than many think.

by Sarah Zhang




When Steve Edsel was a boy, his adoptive parents kept a scrapbook of newspaper clippings in their bedroom closet. He would ask for it sometimes, poring over the headlines about his birth. Headlines like this: "Mother Deserts Son, Flees From Hospital," Winston-Salem Journal, December 30, 1973.

The mother in question was 14 years old, "5 feet 6 with reddish brown hair," and she had come to the hospital early one morning with her own parents. They gave names that all turned out to be fake. And by 8 o'clock that evening, just hours after she gave birth, they were gone. In a black-and-white drawing of the mother, based on nurses' recollections, she has round glasses and sideswept bangs. Her mouth is grimly set.

The abandoned boy was placed in foster care with a local couple, the Edsels, who later adopted him. Steve knew all of this growing up. His parents never tried to hide his origins, and they always gave him the scrapbook when he asked. It wasn't until he turned 14, though, that he really began to wonder about his birth mom. "I'm 14," he thought at the time. "This is how old she was when she had me."

Steve began looking for her in earnest in his 20s, but the paper trail quickly ran cold. When he turned 40, he told his wife, Michelle, that he wanted to give the search one last go. This was in 2013. AncestryDNA had started selling mail-in test kits the previous year, so he bought one. His matches at first seemed unpromising--some distant relatives--but when he began posting in a Facebook group for people seeking out biological family, he got connected to a genetic genealogist named CeCe Moore. Moore specializes in finding people via distant DNA matches, a technique made famous in 2018 when it led to the capture of the Golden State Killer. But back then, genetic genealogy was still new, and Moore was one of its pioneers. She volunteered to help Steve.

Within just a couple of weeks, she had narrowed down the search to two women, cousins of the same age. On Facebook, Steve could see that one cousin had four kids, and she regularly posted photos of them, beautiful and smiling. They looked well-off, their lives picture-perfect--"like a storybook," Steve says. The other woman was unmarried; she didn't have kids. She was not friends with her immediate family on Facebook, and she had moved halfway across the country from them. One evening--a Saturday, Steve clearly remembers--Moore asked to speak with him by phone.

She confirmed what he had already suspected: His birth mom was the second woman. But Moore had another piece of news too. She had unexpectedly figured out something about his biological father as well. It looks like your parents are related. Steve didn't know what to say. Do you understand what I mean? He said he thought so. Either your mom's father or your mom's brother is your father. A sea of emotions rose to a boil inside him: anger, hurt, worthlessness, disgust, shame, and devastation all at once. In his years of wondering about his birth, he had never, ever considered the possibility of incest. Why would he? What were the chances?



In 1975, around the time of Steve's birth, a psychiatric textbook put the frequency of incest at one in a million.

But this number is almost certainly a dramatic underestimate. The stigma around openly discussing incest, which often involves child sexual abuse, has long made the subject difficult to study. In the 1980s, feminist scholars argued, based on the testimonies of victims, that incest was far more common than recognized, and in recent years, DNA has offered a new kind of biological proof. Widespread genetic testing is uncovering case after secret case of children born to close biological relatives--providing an unprecedented accounting of incest in modern society.

The geneticist Jim Wilson, at the University of Edinburgh, was shocked by the frequency he found in the U.K. Biobank, an anonymized research database: One in 7,000 people, according to his unpublished analysis, was born to parents who were first-degree relatives--a brother and a sister or a parent and a child. "That's way, way more than I think many people would ever imagine," he told me. And this number is just a floor: It reflects only the cases that resulted in pregnancy, that did not end in miscarriage or abortion, and that led to the birth of a child who grew into an adult who volunteered for a research study.

Most of the people affected may never know about their parentage, but these days, many are stumbling into the truth after AncestryDNA and 23andMe tests. Steve's case was one of the first Moore worked on involving closely related parents. She now knows of well over 1,000 additional cases of people born from incest, the significant majority between first-degree relatives, with the rest between second-degree relatives (half-siblings, uncle-niece, aunt-nephew, grandparent-grandchild). The cases show up in every part of society, every strata of income, she told me.

Read: When a DNA test shatters your identity

Neither AncestryDNA nor 23andMe informs customers about incest directly, so the thousand-plus cases Moore knows of all come from the tiny proportion of testers who investigated further. This meant, for example, uploading their DNA profiles to a third-party genealogy site to analyze what are known as "runs of homozygosity," or ROH: long stretches where the DNA inherited from one's mother and father are identical. For a while, one popular genealogy site instructed anyone who found high ROH to contact Moore. She would call them, one by one, to explain the jargon's explosive meaning. Unwittingly, she became the keeper of what might be the world's largest database of people born out of incest.

In the overwhelming majority of cases, Moore told me, the parents are a father and a daughter or an older brother and a younger sister, meaning a child's existence was likely evidence of sexual abuse. She had no obvious place to send people reeling from such revelations, and she was not herself a trained therapist. After seeing many of these cases, though, she wanted people to know they were not alone. Moore ended up creating a private and invite-only support group on Facebook in 2016, and she tapped Steve and later his wife, Michelle, to become admins, too. The three of them had become close in the months and years after the search for his birth mom, as they navigated the emotional fallout together.

One day this past January, Michelle, who also works as Moore's part-time assistant, told me she had spoken with four new people that week, all of them with ROH high enough to have parents who were first-degree relatives. She used to dread these calls. "I would stumble over my words," she told me. But not anymore. She tells the shaken person on the line that they can join a support group full of people who are living the same reality. She tells them they can talk to her husband, Steve.



When Steve first discovered the truth about his biological parents, a decade ago, he had no support group to turn to, and he did not know what to do with the strange mix of emotions. He was genuinely happy to have found his birth mom. He had never looked like his adoptive parents, but in photos of her and her family, he could see his eyes, his chin, and even the smirky half-grin that his face naturally settles into.

But he radiated with newfound anger, too, on her behalf. He could not know the exact circumstances of his conception, and his DNA test alone could not determine whether her older brother or her father was responsible. But Steve could not imagine a consensual scenario, given her age. The bespectacled 14-year-old girl who disappeared from the hospital had remained frozen in time in his mind, even as he himself grew older, got married, became a stepdad. He felt protective of that young girl.

As badly as he wanted to know his birth mom, he worried she would not want to know him. Would his sudden reappearance dredge up traumatic memories--memories she had perhaps been trying to outrun her whole adult life, given how far she had moved and how little she seemed connected to her family? A religious man, Steve prayed over it and settled on handwriting a letter. He included a couple of paragraphs about his life, some photos, and a message that he loved her. He left out what he knew about his paternity. And he took care to send the letter by certified mail, so that he could confirm its receipt and so that it would not accidentally fall into anyone else's hands.

She never responded. But Steve knew that she had received it: The post office sent him the green slip that she had signed upon delivery, and he scrutinized her signature--her actual name, written by her actual hand. At 40 years old, he touched for the first time something his mother had just touched, held something she had just held. He put the slip inside the pages of his Bible.

Steve had never faulted his mother for leaving him at the hospital, and finding out about his paternity made him even more understanding. But the revelation also made him struggle with who he was. Did it mean that something was wrong with him, written into his DNA from the moment of his conception? On a podcast later, he admitted to feeling like trash, "like something that somebody had just thrown away." Those first six months after his discovery were the hardest six months of his life.



Across human cultures, incest between close family members is one of the most universal and most deeply held taboos. A common explanation is biological: Children born from related parents are more likely to develop health complications, because their parents are more likely to be carriers of the same recessive mutations. From the 1960s to the '80s, a handful of studies following a few dozen children born of incest documented high rates of infant mortality and congenital conditions.

But in the past, healthy children born from incestuous unions would have never come to the attention of doctors. As widespread DNA testing has uncovered orders of magnitude more people whose parents are brother and sister or parent and child, it's also shown that plenty of those people are perfectly healthy. "There is a large element of chance in whether incest has a poor outcome," according to Wilson, the geneticist. It depends on whether those runs of homozygosity contain recessive disease-causing mutations. All of us have some of these runs in our DNA--usually less than 1 percent of the genome in Western populations, higher in cultures where cousin marriage is common. But that number is about 25 percent, Wilson said, in people born from first-degree relatives. While the odds of a genetic disease are much higher, the outcome is far from predetermined.

Still, these numbers make people wonder. Steve was born with a heart murmur, which required open-heart surgery at ages 13 and 18, though he does not know for sure the cause; heart defects are among the more common birth defects in the general population. He and Michelle were also never able to have children together. Others in the Facebook group have shared their struggles with autoimmune diseases, fibromyalgia, eye problems, and so on--though these are often hard to definitively link to incest. Health problems arising from incest might manifest in any number of ways, depending on exactly which mutations are inherited. "When I go to the doctor and they ask me my family history, I wonder: How much do I need to go into it?" says Mandy, another member of the group. (I am identifying some people by first name only, so they can speak freely about their family and medical histories.) How much experience would a typical doctor have with incest, anyway?

After Mandy first learned that her father was her mother's uncle, she went looking for stories about other people like her. All she could find were "gross fantasies" online and medical-journal articles about health problems. She felt very lonely. "I don't have anybody I can talk to about this," she remembers thinking. "Nobody knows what to say." When she found the Facebook group, she could see that she was far from the only one like her. She watched the others cycle, too, through the stages of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.

She does not know exactly what happened between her biological parents, but her mother was 17, and her mother's uncle was in his 30s. The discovery, for all the hurt that it surfaced, has helped Mandy reconcile some of her childhood experiences. Unlike Steve, she was raised by her biological mother, and she believed her mother's husband to be her biological father. He mostly ignored her, but her mother was cruel. She treated Mandy differently than she did her younger brothers. "At least now I have more of an answer as to why," Mandy told me. "I wasn't a bad kid and unlovable."

Kathy was also raised by her mother, though she had an early inkling that her dad was not her biological dad. Their blood types were incompatible, and she heard rumors about her mother and grandfather. Although her mother's family was violent and chaotic, she was close to her dad's family, especially her granny on that side. "They've been my rock," she told me. By the time Kathy took a DNA test confirming that her dad was not her biological dad, she had spent a lifetime distancing herself from her biological family and embracing one with whom she shared no DNA.

Hers was, in some ways, the opposite journey of adoptees such as Steve, who wanted so badly to know his biological family. But the two of them have become close. Kathy remembers how angry he used to be on his mother's behalf. She told him that she used to be angry too, but she had to leave it behind. "It's not going to bring me any peace. It's not going to bring my mother any peace," she recalled saying. And it wouldn't undo what had been done to his mother by her father or her brother so many years ago.



In the end, Steve was able to identify his biological father, though not through any particular feat of genetic sleuthing. One day, two and a half years after his DNA test, he logged in to AncestryDNA and saw a parent match. It was his mother's older brother. From the site, he could see that his father-uncle had logged in once, presumably seen that Steve was his son, and--even after Steve sent him a message--never logged back on again.

By then, his initial anger had started to dissipate. He still felt deeply for his birth mom. Michelle says that her husband has always been a sensitive guy--she makes fun of him for crying at movies--but he's become even more empathetic. The feeling of worthlessness he initially struggled with has given way to a sense of purpose; he and Michelle now spend hours on the phone talking with others in the support group.

Steve has still never spoken to his birth mother. He tried writing to her a second time, sending a journal about his life--but she returned it unopened. He messages her occasionally on Facebook, sending photos of grandkids and puppies he's raised. Every year, he wishes her a happy birthday. She has not replied, but she has also not blocked him.

When the journal came back unopened, Steve decided to try messaging his mother's cousin--the other woman he'd initially thought could be his birth mom. He yearned for some kind of connection with someone in his biological family. He wrote to the cousin about his mom--but not his dad--and she  actually replied. She told him that she and his mom had been close as children, Steve recounted, but she did not know about a pregnancy. To her, it had seemed like her cousin one day "fell off the face of the Earth," he says. She agreed to read his journal, and the two of them soon began speaking on the phone about their families.

Months later, Steve felt like he could finally share the truth about his biological father, and the cousin again accepted him for who he was. They met for the first time in 2017 when she was visiting a nearby town, and she later invited Steve and Michelle to Thanksgiving. Last year, she extended another invitation to a large family gathering. Steve's immediate biological family was not there, but hers was, and they all knew about him and his mom and his dad. They greeted him with hugs, and they took photos together as a family. "It felt like a relief," he told me, like a burden had been lifted from him. In this family, he was not a secret.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/03/dna-tests-incest/677791/?utm_source=feed
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The IRS Finally Has an Answer to TurboTax

Against all odds, the government has created an actually good piece of technology.

by Saahil Desai




During the torture ritual that was doing my taxes this year, I was surprised to find myself giddy after reading these words: "You are now chatting with IRS Representative-1004671045." I had gotten stuck trying to parse my W-2, which, under "Box 14: Other," contained a mysterious $389.70 deduction from my overall pay last year. No explanation. No clues. Nothing. I tapped the chat button on my tax software for help, expecting to be sucked into customer-service hell. Instead, a real IRS employee answered my question in less than two minutes.



The program is not TurboTax, or any one of its many competitors that will give you the white-glove treatment only after you pony up. It is Direct File, a new pilot program made by the IRS. It walks you through each step in mostly simple language (in English or Spanish, on your phone or laptop), automatically saves your progress, shows you a checklist of what you have left to do, flags potential errors, and calculates your return. These features are already part of TurboTax, but Direct File will not push you to an AI chatbot that flubs basic questions. And most crucial, it's completely free.



That Direct File exists at all is shocking. That it's pretty good is borderline miraculous. This is the same agency that processes your tax return in a 60-something-year-old programming language and uses software that is up to 15 versions out of date. The only sure thing in life, after death and taxes, is that the government is bad at technology. Remember the healthcare.gov debacle? Nearly 3 million people visited the site on the day it launched in 2013; only six people were actually able to register for insurance. As of the end of last year, about half of .gov websites are still not mobile friendly.



Direct File isn't perfect--the program is available in only 12 states, and it isn't able to handle anything beyond the simplest tax situations--but it's a glimpse of a world where government tech benefits millions of Americans. In turn, it is also an agonizing realization of how far we are from that reality.



Right now, Direct File is sort of akin to when Facebook (or rather TheFacebook) was a site for Harvard students run out of Mark Zuckerberg's dorm room: Most people can't use it, and the product is still a work in progress. The IRS has strategically taken things slowly with Direct File. In part to avoid the risk of glitches, it officially launched just last week, well into tax season, and with many restrictions. Only midway through my own Direct File journey did I realize that I owed some taxes on a retirement account, and thus couldn't actually file on the site. I then sheepishly logged in to TurboTax like a teenager crawling back to their ex; for now, it offers a more seamless experience than Direct File. Unlike on the IRS program, I could upload a picture of my W-2, and TurboTax immediately did the rest for me.



For many years, taxpayer advocates have dreamed of a free government tax portal, similar to websites where you pay parking tickets and renew your driver's license. Computers and taxes are made for each other: Even as far back as 1991, when most Americans didn't own a computer, you could have found at least 15 different kinds of private tax software. Lots of other countries, such as Japan, Germany, and New Zealand, already have their own government-run tax sites. According to a distressing New York Times report, Estonians can file online in less than three minutes.

Sure, America's tax code--unlike Estonia's!--is an alphabet soup of regulations, but the multibillion-dollar tax-prep industry has also gone to great lengths to stop Americans from filing their taxes for free. After all, why would anyone pay TurboTax upwards of $200 to file if they didn't have to? (Intuit, the parent company of TurboTax, has an answer: "Filing taxes without someone advocating for your highest refund could be a recipe for overpaying the Internal Revenue Service and [state] departments of revenue, organizations with titles that clearly state their focus, generating revenue for the government," Rick Heineman, an Intuit spokesperson, told me.)

Read: The golden age of rich people not paying their taxes

In 2022, the Inflation Reduction Act shook loose $15 million for the IRS to study the feasibility of creating its own program--and so began Direct File. The program could have been contracted out, as much of the government's technology is. (The original, disastrous healthcare.gov was the end result of 60 contracts involving 33 outside vendors.) Instead it was made almost entirely by the government's own programmers, product managers, and designers, Bridget Roberts, the head of the Direct File team, told me.

Engineers created a prototype by mapping out the tax code into a series of steps: The software has to know that a millionaire homeowner doesn't need to see any of the questions that apply only to low-income renters, for example. Then designers tested language to make sure that taxpayers could easily understand it. "We were going through constant user research--putting pieces of Direct File in front of taxpayers and getting their feedback," Roberts said. Early guinea pigs were asked to screen-share while they tested Direct File. "That way, if there were any bugs, we would fix them before we moved on," she said. It all sounds more Sam Altman than Uncle Sam.



The government could not have made something like this even 10 years ago. Unlike in the pre-healthcare.gov days, "now there is a generation of civic-tech innovators who want to go into government or want to work with the government," Donald Moynihan, a public-policy professor at Georgetown, told me. In the past decade, attention given to the government's technological deficiencies has led to the creation of agencies such as the United States Digital Service and 18F--both of which hire tech workers for temporary stints in the public sector. Other agencies, such as Veterans Affairs, have hired more than 1,000 of their own tech workers. The salaries are nowhere near as good as in Silicon Valley, but surely a government gig can be more fulfilling than tinkering with the user experience for Instagram share buttons all day. Amid the tech layoffs in 2023, the government launched a tech-jobs board and endeavored to hire 22,000 tech workers. Last month, the federal government began pushing to hire AI talent by boosting salaries and introducing incentives such as student-loan repayment.

Read: Why is there financing for everything now?

That is how you get something like Direct File. Both the USDS and 18F, Roberts said, were brought in to help create the product, working alongside IRS engineers. There have been other successes from these groups too. Consider COVIDtests.gov, where until recently you could order free tests in basically a minute. Or my personal favorite, analytics.usa.gov, where you can monitor how much traffic government sites are getting. (In the past week, it shows, Direct File has gotten nearly 450,000 clicks.) Many .gov websites, although not necessarily wonderful, no longer feel like they're a time portal to 1999.



But the work has been halting, at best. The more I played around with Direct File, the more frustrated I grew that there isn't more government technology like it. Certain websites have gotten a facelift, but most of the government's digital services lag behind: Some state unemployment systems still run on outdated, buggy portals and mainframe computers that crashed during the pandemic, delaying much-needed checks. Last year, a glitch in the Federal Aviation Administration's 30-year-old computer system grounded thousands of flights and caused the first nationwide stop on air travel since 9/11. "Another healthcare.gov could happen today," Mikey Dickerson, a former administrator of the United States Digital Service, told me. In fact, a similar debacle is happening right now: The Department of Education's attempt to revamp its financial-aid form led to dire glitches that have upended the entire college-admissions cycle.



Ultimately, the fundamental reasons the government is bad at tech haven't changed much. Bureaucracy is bureaucracy, Dickerson told me: Too often, the government operates under a model of collecting a list of everything it wants in a tech product--a months-long endeavor in itself--enlisting a company that can check them all off, and then testing it only when basically all the code has been written. The government is "not capable of keeping up with the crushing wave of complex systems that are becoming more and more obsolete," he said. Hiring processes remain a problem too. Because the government doesn't have a good way to evaluate a candidate's technical skills, it can take nine months or longer to wade through the applicant pool and make a hire, Jen Pahlka, the author of Recoding America, told me. "There's more people who want to work in government than we can absorb," she said.

Everything had to go right to unleash Direct File. Congress set aside money. Programmers created something from scratch instead of revamping an online service built on outdated code. All to build the government's own TurboTax--a long-heralded dream for some of the Leslie Knope types who work in civic tech. But even now, after all this work, the future of Direct File is in doubt. The IRS has not committed to anything beyond this year, and that Americans will clamor for Direct File next spring is not a given: By one measure, Direct File's total employees are outnumbered by just the lobbyists working for Intuit.



And so, Direct File is the essence of government tech right now--a work in progress. "Increasingly, the face of government is digital," Moynihan said. "We mostly see government on our phones and laptops, as opposed to going to an office somewhere or calling someone on a phone." The dream of tapping a button on my iPhone and chatting with the DMV, or the VA, or Medicare, is just that: a dream. But hey, at least until April 15, I still have IRS Representative-1004671045.
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What Trump Supporters Think When He Mocks People With Disabilities

Trump fans don't like how he demeans people. They'll vote for him anyway.

by John Hendrickson




Last weekend, I stood among thousands of Donald Trump supporters in a windy airfield, watching them watch their candidate. I traveled to the former president's event just outside Dayton, Ohio, because I couldn't stop thinking about something that had happened one week earlier, at his rally in Georgia: Trump had broken into an imitation of President Joe Biden's lifelong stutter, and the crowd had cackled.

Mocking Biden is not the worst thing Trump has ever done. Biden is a grown man, and the most public of figures. He does not need to be babied by other politicians or members of the media. Trump disrespects all manner of people, but he had notably avoided mocking Biden's stutter throughout the 2020 campaign. No more.

Read: Trump finds another line to cross

This is bigger than Biden, though. Stuttering is a genetic neurological disorder--one that can be covered under the Americans With Disabilities Act, one that 3 million Americans have. Trump may or may not know that, but he certainly knows that having a disability is something both Democrats and Republicans experience. Scores of Trump supporters are older, and are therefore more likely to be disabled themselves. Most everyone can think of at least one disabled friend or family member, a person they wouldn't want taunted by a bully on the dais.

On Saturday, as we awaited Trump's arrival by private plane, my colleague Hanna Rosin and I spent the day wandering the grounds of Wright Bros. Aero Inc., asking rally attendees uncomfortable questions about what they're comfortable with. Virtually everyone was bothered by specific examples of Trump's recent bullying. But as they unpacked their thoughts, they continually found ways to excuse their favored candidate's behavior. Many interviewees repeatedly contradicted themselves, perhaps because of a particular variable: I'm a person who stutters, and that day, I was asking real people how they felt about Trump making fun of stuttering.

A married couple from Dayton, Todd and Cindy Rossbach, were waiting in a long, snaking line to take in their sixth Trump rally. "He's the best president I've ever seen in my lifetime," Todd said. "Probably Reagan comes in second." I asked him if he had seen Trump's comments during the Georgia rally, and specifically, if he had seen Trump imitate Biden's stutter. He saw it all. "I think he's got every right to do whatever he wants to do at this point," Todd said. "The level of, uh, cruelness, may seem tough, but they're being very cruel with him, so it seems justified."

His wife spoke up. "I disagree, because I think when you make fun of people, it just makes you look bad," Cindy said. "It's not the Christian way to be," she added a little later. "I just feel like it makes Trump look bad, when he's probably not a bad person. But he is just stooping to their level, and I don't like it." Nevertheless, neither of them felt that Trump could do anything between now and November to make him lose their vote.

Farther back in line was Cheryl Beverly, from Chillicothe, Ohio, who said she works locally trying to get children out of homelessness. Beverly shared that she has a learning disability and has trouble spelling. Even as an adult, she's regularly ridiculed. "It does hurt my feelings at times," she said. She acknowledged that it's hard to "see a lot of people make fun of people with disabilities," and pointed to the risk of suicide and addiction among members of the community. "We'll just go in a dark secret hole and not come out," Beverly said. Yet she also said she still planned to vote for Trump this fall. She was able to separate Trump's taunts from her personal feelings by chalking his behavior up to politics. If a child asked her about Trump's belittlement, she imagined that she would liken it to playing a game: "You're just finding a way for you to become the winner and they become the loser," she offered. "It's just trash-talking."

Near a food truck inside the venue, I struck up a conversation with a woman from Cincinnati named Vanessa Miller. She was wearing a T-shirt that read Jesus Is My Savior, Trump Is My President, and a dog tag inscribed with the serenity prayer. She hadn't seen, or heard about, the clip of Trump mimicking Biden. "Trump is a good man," Miller said. "He's not perfect. Biden is not handicapped. He's just an ass, and he does not care about this country." She went on, "If Trump made fun of Biden, well, like I said, he's not perfect, but it wasn't about a disability. It was about how he has made this country dysfunctional, not disabled."

From the January/February 2020 issue: What Joe Biden can't bring himself to say

A bit later, she told me that "Biden doesn't stutter; he's mentally incapable of running this country." But then she did something surprising: She reached out and grabbed my arm in a maternal fashion. "And I feel what you're--I feel what you're saying," she said, acknowledging my own stutter. "People that are unkind to people with disabilities, it's shameful. It's awful. Absolutely disgusting. And I guess I understand that, like, in an election, you know, it gets ugly, and elections get competitive, and people say things, people do things."

I unlocked my phone and showed her a video of Trump's stuttering impression. She turned her focus to the mainstream media in general. She said that "for the press to inflame and use disabilities to get people riled up is exactly what they want." Nothing would stop her from voting for Trump.

This pattern continued in nearly every interaction that day: skepticism, a momentary denouncement, then an eventual conclusion that Trump was still a man worth their vote. A woman named Susie Michael, who runs a Mathnasium tutoring center, told me, "I don't appreciate the making-fun-of part, but he doesn't have to be my best friend. He just has to do the best job for the country and for me. So I have to overlook that, because everybody has their good points and their bad points."

Shana, a special-education teacher from Indiana who did not give her last name, told me, " I would still support him because I feel like people make mistakes. They say things they shouldn't say. And I feel like God is the judge on that, you know, and that we're to forgive him." She noted that if Trump were to mock Biden's stutter at this rally, she'd be inclined to write him a letter saying that "everybody was born of God and that we shouldn't be making fun of anybody."

Saturday's event was hosted by the Buckeye Values political-action committee, ostensibly in support of the U.S. Senate candidate Bernie Moreno. But Trump, of course, was the real draw. Moreno, who last night won the Ohio Republican primary, was merely among the president's list of warm-up speakers, alongside South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem, Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, and Representative Jim Jordan of Ohio.

When Trump's plane touched down on the runway behind the stage, the dramatic electric-guitar instrumental from Top Gun played over the loudspeakers. Because of the wind, the teleprompters were swaying, making it nearly impossible for Trump to read his prepared remarks. So he went off script and rambled for about 90 minutes. "Hey, it's a nice Saturday, what the hell, we have nothing else to do," Trump said. Most of Trump's rhetoric vacillated between aggrieved and menacing. He called migrants "animals" and warned of a "bloodbath" next year. (The latter comment came after Trump was talking about the auto industry, though some intuited the remark to refer to political violence.) Trump didn't bust out his schoolyard mimic of Biden's stutter this time, but he did repeatedly attack the way Biden speaks. "He can't talk," Trump said.

People began filing out long before Trump finished speaking. When the event was finally over, I loitered by one of the merch tables. (A selection of that day's T-shirt and sticker offerings: Joe and the Hoe Gotta Go, Jihad Joe, Trump's face on Mount Rushmore, a cartoon Trump urinating on Biden a la Calvin and Hobbes.) One man, a union worker named Joseph Smock, told me that he'd been "red pilled" eight years ago after seeing the effects of illegal immigration in his native California. (He now lives in Dayton.) Unlike many other attendees I spoke with, Smock fully acknowledged Biden's history with stuttering, rather than dismissing it as a media invention or a political ploy for sympathy. He characterized Trump as someone with a "hard slant." When, like Biden, you're in the big leagues, he said, Trump's "going to hit you, and if he sees a weakness, he's gonna go for it. Some people like that; some people don't."

Read: You should go to a Trump rally

A man on an electric scooter, Wes Huff, rolled by with a big grin and his wife, Lisa, by his side. Wes told me that this was their first Trump rally, and that they thought it was "awesome." Wes is disabled--he has dealt with diabetes and kidney failure, and is missing five toes. He shared that all of his siblings are also disabled. He hadn't seen Trump's clip from a week earlier. I asked Huff a hypothetical question: If Biden made fun of a rival for using a wheelchair--someone like Texas Governor Greg Abbott--would he find that offensive? "Yeah. Oh yeah," he said.

But then our conversation migrated back to stuttering in particular. "I actually used to stutter," he said. He was bullied for it as a kid. He also told me about an old colleague of his who stuttered, who was ridiculed as an adult. Huff was kind and sensitive as he described their friendship, how he would look out for him. "You shouldn't make fun of disabled people," he said. He also said he still planned to vote for Trump this fall.
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Whatever Happened to All Those Care Robots?

So far, companion robots haven't lived up to the hype--and might even exacerbate the problems they're meant to solve.

by Stephanie H. Murray




The first thing Pepper told me was that he was running out of battery. "He's got about 15 minutes before he dies," Emanuel Nunez Sardinha, a Ph.D. candidate in robotics at Bristol Robotics Laboratory, told me. That turned out to be plenty. Sardinha greeted Pepper; then I did. I asked Pepper how he was doing, to which he replied, "How are you doing?" Then Sardinha resumed telling me about the sorts of things Pepper, a friendly, wide-eyed robot designed to assist humans through social interaction, can do, such as talking through an exercise routine while demonstrating upper-body movements (he doesn't have legs). But Pepper can get "nervous" in crowds--that is, his voice recognition short-circuits in an environment with multiple people talking--which is what seemed to happen at the lab that day. He kept piping up unprompted as we chatted, flustering Sardinha, who, with a gentle apology to Pepper, put him to sleep.

For such an underwhelming little robot, Pepper has managed to inspire remarkable faith in his potential over the years. He wasn't designed for any particular purpose; he was introduced by SoftBank Mobile and Aldebaran Robotics in 2014 as "the world's first personal robot that can read emotions." But roboticists in private companies and academic institutions quickly set about retooling his software for elder care. Ads showed Pepper monitoring the corridors of a care home for wandering residents, and guiding elderly visitors to the appropriate room of a hospital. In the media, researchers voiced lofty aims for him: He might function as a helpful companion for elderly folks living on their own, reminding them to take their medication while engaging them in sorely needed conversation. In a care home, Pepper might help keep an eye on residents, entertain them with games and jokes, or simply offer some of the friendly interaction that overstretched staff cannot. In 2018, Pepper himself appeared before the U.K. Parliament, citing his potential to "reduce pressure on health-care services" and "boost independence, reduce loneliness, and improve the quality of life among elderly people." The following year, the U.K. government cited Pepper when it announced that it would invest 34 million pounds in developing care robots that "could revolutionise [the] UK care system."

Read: The robot revolution in caregiving

But Pepper has yet to make it very far out of the lab. He and other social robots have been tested out in care settings in multiple countries over the past decade, but very few nursing homes actually own one. Hard data are hard to come by, but Chris Papadopoulos, an expert in health technology at the University of Bedfordshire, guesses that fewer than one in 1,000 U.K. care homes uses a humanoid robot on an ongoing basis. A city council in England made headlines in 2017 when it recruited Pepper to work in its adult-social-care team, but when I called their office to ask how he was getting on, the woman who answered the phone had no idea what I was talking about. Likewise, media portrayals of seemingly widespread use of robotics in Japanese care homes have little basis in reality, James Wright, a visiting lecturer at Queen Mary University of London and the author of Robots Won't Save Japan, told me. About 10 percent of care homes in Japan use any sort of robot--including monitoring systems or mobility aids--let alone a humanoid. Production of Pepper was paused in 2020 due to lack of demand. (Aldebaran was eventually acquired by United Robotics Group, which still advertises Pepper as "an ally in Healthcare" that can "interact, entertain and provide companionship," "enhance the efficiency of the administrative process, improve quality and consistency of patient experience" and "support caregivers.")

There are likely many reasons that the long-predicted robot takeover of elder care has yet to take off. Robots are expensive, and cash-strapped care homes don't have money lying around to purchase a robot, let alone to pay for the training needed to actually use one effectively. And at least so far, social robots just aren't worth the investment, Wright told me. Pepper can't do a lot of the things people claimed he could--and he relies heavily on humans to help him do what he can. Despite some research suggesting they can boost well-being among the elderly, robots have shown little evidence that they make life easier for human caregivers. In fact, they require quite a bit of care themselves. Perhaps robots of the future will revolutionize caregiving as hoped. But the care robots we have now don't even come close, and might even exacerbate the problems they're meant to solve.

Some researchers have not given up on Pepper. "There are so many benefits to continual contact and interaction that we are unable to provide to our elderly because of health-care-worker shortages," Arshia Khan, a roboticist at the University of Minnesota at Duluth, told me. Her lab deployed a fleet of Peppers into eight nursing homes in Minnesota in 2022. She admits that the robots have limitations--they can't perform physical care yet--but Khan believes that lives would have been saved during the coronavirus pandemic if more elderly people had had robots to interact with when they couldn't be with others. "Loneliness doesn't just make a person feel depressed. It actually kills," Khan said.

There is, to be clear, no evidence that care robots can save lives. And although some research suggests that social robots reduce loneliness or otherwise improve well-being, the conclusion comes with a few asterisks. Many studies involve robotic pets--usually Paro, a soft robotic seal designed to soothe and stimulate people with dementia--not humanoids. Many of the studies are bad: Multiple meta-analyses have lamented that studies on social robots have methodological issues that make it difficult to know what to make of them.

Even higher-quality studies on humanoids such as Pepper have some limitations to consider. As part of a large collaboration between the European Union and Japan, Papadopoulos conducted a study that tested a "culturally competent" version of Pepper. In practice, that meant loading Pepper with knowledge about the local culture--at an English nursing home, Pepper might talk about rugby, for example--and then installing him in residents' rooms for up to 18 hours over the course of two weeks. Compared with those who weren't around a robot, residents who got to hang out with Pepper--particularly the "culturally competent" version--reported a boost in emotional well-being. Of course, that doesn't mean Pepper was actually satisfying residents' need for human connection: Residents' self-reported loneliness didn't significantly improve. In fact, Papadopoulos told me that many residents were initially wary that Pepper might replace human caregivers but came around to him as it became obvious that was "absolutely impossible." Instead, they saw him "as more of a fun, assistive therapeutic bit of kit ... like a television or an iPad or something," he said.

Whatever care robots' impact on well-being, multiple studies have found that, far from easing the demands on human caregivers, they can create additional work for them. The most obvious reason is that introducing a social robot into a care home means bringing a fragile machine into a setting full of fragile people. Leaving Pepper or other such devices lying around is simply not an option, because they and residents risk harming each other. As part of the research for his book, Wright spent six weeks in a Japanese care home that was testing out Pepper; the robot was stored away when not in use and closely monitored when he was.

Potential safety issues aside, Pepper didn't seem to work terribly well without help, Wright told me. Initially, the plan was for Pepper to run exercise classes with residents. "The staff members found out very quickly that if they just let Pepper stand at the front of the room and do its thing, basically, the residents would kind of ignore it," Wright said. A caregiver had to stand next to Pepper, repeating its words and mimicking its movements to get the residents involved.

Naonori Kodate, an associate professor in social policy and social robotics at University College Dublin, observed something similar while producing a documentary about care robots in Japan; the social robots did seem to get the residents talking and boost morale in the home--but only with some elbow grease from staff. "It's not like you can just leave the robots and then all the people speak to them and have fun together," Kodate told me. In fact, to be of much use at all, the robots often needed the help of a human who really knew the residents well.

Read: The friends who are caring for each other in old age

The nursing home where Wright conducted his field work also tested Paro, the cuddly seal robot, which was designed for regular handling. The hope was that such a hands-off robot might help soothe the home's more agitated residents and thus cut down on some of the attention they required from staff members. (Paro's manufacturer does not advertise it as a labor-saving device; it emphasizes Paro's capacity to reduce patient and caregiver stress, and to enhance socialization of patients with one another and with caregivers.) Paro didn't seem to interest the home's neediest residents much, but others became so enamored with it that staff became concerned. One woman in particular seemed to develop a fixation with the robot, taking any opportunity to wheel Paro back to her room, where she'd put it to bed like a baby and often cry while talking to it. She refused to take meals or go to bed without Paro. So the staff started keeping tabs on who was using Paro when and for how long. "In the end, it just got put on a shelf, because it was easier to do that than to constantly monitor everybody," Wright told me.

These types of challenges are likely underreported. Care workers are largely overlooked in research on care technology, Cian O'Donovan, a researcher at University College London who is leading a project aimed at developing robotics that empower care workers, told me. One review of research studies on robots in assisted-living facilities noted that the majority of studieshomes do not collect data on the experiences of caregiving staff with the robots, instead focusing on residents' experiences.

Papadopoulos and his team did consult staff as part of their project, and the concern that Pepper might create additional work for caregivers didn't come up. But that might be because, as a result of various safety and ethical concerns, the researchers were doing the monitoring themselves, and staff were instructed to carry on as though the robots weren't there. Such oversight is a common feature of this sort of research. One widely cited study reportedly found that Paro reduced loneliness in the elderly even more effectively than their usual activities did, such as going on a bus trip or playing bingo--but the team tested him in one-hour group sessions guided by a researcher or member of staff. Multiple studies investigating robots' effect on well-being and loneliness employed a "Wizard of Oz" approach in which all of the robot's questions and answers were keyed in by a human at a laptop out of sight. The tightly regulated nature of these studies adds an important caveat to their findings: Social robots seem to improve well-being under the careful watch of humans.

Some of the researchers I spoke with are certain that whatever shortcomings Pepper has will be overcome with better technology. Both Khan and Papadopoulos see a future in which robots can do anything a human caregiver can. Recent developments in AI are already allowing social robots to engage in more sophisticated conversation. Even the physical limitations of modern robots are on the precipice of being solved. Papadopoulos pointed me to Google's newly released Mobile Aloha, a comparatively low-cost robot that researchers have trained to cook shrimp and wash laundry.

Read: The new casualties of automation

Other researchers are far more skeptical. Caring for someone isn't as simple as jumping to do their bidding. Even a robot that can have a satisfying interaction with an elderly person may nevertheless fail to care for them. Paro successfully captivated the woman in the home where Wright did his field work, but only a human caregiver recognized that her reliance on it had curdled into something self-destructive. It's not just a human touch that Pepper lacks, but a human perspective and the capacity to act on it.

Caregiving is not the fulfillment of a set of discrete tasks; it's the management of someone's quality of life. The sort of knowledge required to do it well is person- and community-specific. Kodate told me that he was fascinated by the subtlety of information caregivers relied on to ascertain desires, frustrations, and needs that individuals themselves might not know or cannot express. That's why care is done best in the context of strong relationships.

The robots we have now may offer a glimpse of both the promise and peril of what care robots could come to be. Most researchers I spoke with saw potential for robotic technology to assist and even bolster a strong caring relationship, but they were doubtful it could ever supplant one. If they are correct, then even future, more capable robots could lead us down a very strange path. Pepper and Paro did not alleviate the demands of caregiving, but they did change them. Carers spent less time interacting with residents and more time monitoring resident interactions with robots. Instead of coming up with their own exercise routines, they mimicked Pepper's. In other words, care itself became more "robotic," Wright noted in his book. That's an attractive prospect from a business standpoint; minimizing the intimacy of care could make the humans who do it more interchangeable. But such a robotic revolution in caregiving would succeed only by further imperiling the relationships that overstrapped and underpaid carers already struggle so much to build.
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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
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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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There Was No Russian Election

Vladimir Putin staged an elaborate charade--so why did some Western media outlets play along?

by Anne Applebaum


Russian President and presidential candidate Vladimir Putin meets with the media at his campaign headquarters in Moscow on March 18, 2024. (Natalia Kolesnikova / AFP / Getty)



There was no election in Russia last weekend. There was no campaign. There were no debates, which was unsurprising, because no issues could be debated. Above all, there were no real candidates, bar one: the president of Russia, Vladimir Putin, the man who has just started his fifth, unconstitutional term in office.

Russians did line up at polling stations, but these were not actually polling stations. They were props in an elaborate piece of political theater, a months-long exercise in the projection of power and brutality. While that exercise unfolded, Putin's only significant political opponent, Alexei Navalny, died under mysterious circumstances in a prison north of the Arctic Circle. Two Russian presidential candidates collected the requisite number of signatures to stand, both said they opposed the war in Ukraine, and both were removed from the ballot. Three practically unknown people were allowed to remain on the ballot, but they did not criticize Putin and did not oppose him in any way. One of them declared that he hoped Putin would win. In Russian-occupied Ukraine, men in balaclavas forced people to vote at gunpoint.

Some Western media nevertheless covered this orchestrated drama as if it really were an election. Reporters interviewed voters, cited "exit polls," even commented on the "results," as if these things mean anything in a country whose leadership lies openly about everything: economic statistics, war casualties, Russian history. Reuters ran a headline declaring Putin had won "in a landslide." The earnest coverage was exactly what Putin hoped he would get. He knows, after all, that he is an illegitimate leader, and he knows that he abandoned the Russian constitution. This non-election was his messaging exercise, designed to show Russians, and the rest of the world, that he intends to stay in power anyway, illegally. He especially needs the foreign press, which is widely and frequently quoted inside Russia, to help him demoralize his internal opposition and frighten external opponents. Foreign recognition gives him the legitimacy he craves.

Read: Putin's 'rabble of thin-necked henchmen'

This grotesque charade was in addition a form of distraction, because Putin also knows that his war in Ukraine is an ongoing disaster for Russia. The number of dead, wounded, and missing Russian soldiers now exceeds 315,000. The Ukrainian military claims that there were nearly 6,000 Russian casualties just last week. The Russian navy has lost several ships to Ukrainian drones, and has now retreated from the western part of the Black Sea. The Russian air force has lost several planes to Ukrainian missiles just in the past month, and the army, hundreds of tanks. Ukrainian sabotage and drone strikes have now hit multiple Russian oil refineries, cutting production by as much as 10 percent. Putin needs to deflect Russian attention, and our attention, away from all of these fiascos. Once again, foreign press coverage helps, especially in the United States, where Russian money, Russian propaganda, and Russian influence in the congressional Republican Party have successfully held up military aid for Ukraine for more than half a year. Putin isn't winning in the Black Sea, but he can win in Washington, if only he can inject a bit more hopelessness and helplessness into the American debate.

Finally, Putin has a more universal goal: By holding this non-election and calling it an election, the Russian regime mocks democracy itself. Putin's critics want political alternatives, not just a different leader. They use the language of democracy and rights. Navalny once spoke of a "virus of freedom" that spreads rapidly and cannot be snuffed out. Putin needs to halt this virus, undermine this language, kill off any hope that Russia could ever be a different kind of place.

He also needs to eradicate the virus of freedom everywhere else that it flourishes, in order to prevent it from reinfecting Russia. On Sunday, this dictator who murders his opponents commented on Donald Trump's legal troubles, which he described as the "use of administrative resources" against him. "The whole world is laughing at it," he said. Trump is accused of breaking multiple laws in multiple states--while in business, while president, and even since he left office. By describing him as a victim of political persecution, Putin demeans the very idea of rule of law, and supports the Trump campaign at the same time.

In the Cold War era, this form of argumentation was known as whataboutism: deflecting criticism of your own system by attacking someone else's. Back then, we recognized this verbal game and we had some resistance to it. Not all of us do anymore. We might have to relearn the games played by dictators--and we can start by calling things by their real names. So I'll say it again: There was no election in Russia last weekend. Putin did not win. His regime is so brittle that it arrests and fines people who are overheard criticizing the war in restaurants, persecutes people for laying flowers on Navalny's grave, orchestrates ostentatious shows of support. And someday it will be gone.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/03/russias-non-election/677808/?utm_source=feed
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Joe Biden and Donald Trump Have Thoughts About Your Next Car

Get ready for the EV election.

by Zoe Schlanger




The Biden administration earlier today issued a major new rule intended to spur the country's electric-vehicle industry and slash future sales of new gas-powered cars. The rule is not a ban on gas cars, nor does it mandate electric-vehicle sales. It is a new emissions standard, requiring automakers to cut the average carbon emission of their fleets by nearly 50 percent by 2032.



This would speed up the transformation of the car industry: The simplest way for automakers to cut emissions will likely be to shift more of their fleets to electric and hybrid models, and the Biden administration estimates that the rule would result in electric vehicles making up as much as half of all new cars sold by 2032. It also gives the country more of a chance of meeting the administration's goal of cutting U.S. emissions in half by 2030 and eliminating them by 2050. The final rule is a less stringent version of a proposal from last spring, reflecting concessions to the United Auto Workers union that give car companies more leeway in the first three years after it takes effect in 2027.



Tailpipe emissions are an issue not only for the climate: Breathing the soot from car tailpipes is a major health hazard that leads to tens of thousands of premature deaths in the U.S. each year, and the EPA estimates that the rule will cut noxious air pollution enough to provide some $13 billion in annual health benefits. But this rule, outlining a particular version of the country's automotive future, has arrived just as Republicans are trying to create a wedge issue out of electric vehicles as a signature Biden climate effort. The loudest opponent has been Donald Trump, who over the weekend used the word bloodbath in a tirade against electric vehicles and is sure to make a big deal of the Biden administration's new rule. What cars Americans will drive eight years from now could easily become the major climate issue in this year's presidential election.



Even with the rule, plenty of people in the U.S. will still be driving gas cars in 2032, and for a long time after. The average car on the road is more than 12 years old. A gas car someone buys today could still be chugging along in 2036; a gas car someone buys in 2032 could still be zooming down the highway in 2044, when Joe Biden would be 101 and Trump 97--assuming either of them is still alive. And, of course, no consumer would be made to give up their existing gas cars or even to avoid purchasing new gas ones, should they want to.



At the same time, decisions made now about the future of electric vehicles have consequences that Americans will be feeling for more than a decade. Cars and other forms of transit are responsible for the largest share of the U.S.'s planet-warming emissions. And with global warming accelerating at a pace that has climate scientists concerned about the planet entering uncharted climatic territory, the trajectory of transit emissions in the U.S. relates directly to how habitable the planet remains in future decades. The same is true, of course, of all efforts by the federal government to curb climate change, all of which are threatened by a potential second Trump term.



The Biden administration's new EV rule would accelerate a transition to electric vehicles that, by all counts, is already happening. Globally, EVs are set to surpass two-thirds of car sales by 2030, per analysis by the energy nonprofit RMI. In the U.S., thanks in part to Biden's Inflation Reduction Act, EVs are also trending up: The sector took 10 years to sell the first million electric vehicles in this country. It took two years after that to sell the second million and, last year, reached a new breakthrough pace--1 million EVs sold in a single year. EVs now make up some 9 percent of new U.S. car sales, and sales are still on the rise. But that growth has begun to slow slightly. More Americans drive EVs than ever before, but we are still far from being a nation enthusiastic about or equipped for a plug-in future. Car companies that not so long ago rolled out big-eyed EV plans are now rolling them back a bit.



In Republicans' framing, though, electrical vehicles are an existential threat to the American car industry, most particularly because they are a stand-in for economic competition with China. Trump, in his remarks on electric vehicles over the weekend, falsely claimed that "they're all made in China," and claimed that Biden "ordered a hit job on Michigan manufacturing" by way of rules that incentivize the purchase of electric vehicles. He warned that China would soon try to sell EVs in the U.S., then promised to put a "100 percent tariff" on each car imported to the United States.



Existing tariffs have prevented Chinese EVs from taking over the U.S. market so far. They do pose a threat to American carmakers' current offerings, should they ever make it here: One expert in the Netherlands recently told The Atlantic that "Chinese consumers are the luckiest EV buyers in the world" because of the range of EVs available there. But competition has advantages too: The threat of incredibly cheap Chinese EVs--some slick models are even in the sub-$10,000 range--has major U.S. automakers such as Ford and Stellantis (Chrysler's parent company) openly talking about how they need to push innovation faster to keep up. (The Chinese electric-vehicle titan BYD, which offers its "Seagull" hatchback at roughly $9,700, recently surpassed Tesla to top global EV sales.) As I've written before, one of the dangers of Trump's stance on climate change is that it will delay the U.S.'s advance into the future, where new energy and transportation technologies hold the upper hand. Eventually, gas cars will be relics; all we are deciding now is how quickly that future will be ours, and how much climate misery the world should endure in the meantime.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/03/biden-epa-ev-tailpipe-emissions/677822/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Flying Is Weird Right Now

Is flying less safe? Or are we just paying closer attention?

by Charlie Warzel




Somewhere over Colorado this weekend, while I sat in seat 21F, my plane began to buck, jostle, and rattle. Within seconds, the seat-belt indicator dinged as the pilot asked flight attendants to return to their seats. We were experiencing what I, a frequent flier, might describe as "intermediate turbulence"--a sustained parade of midair bumps that can be uncomfortable but by no means terrifying.



Generally, I do not fear hurtling through the sky at 500 miles per hour, but at this moment I felt an unusual pang of uncertainty. The little informational card poking out of the seat-back pocket in front of me started to look ominous--the words Boeing 737-900 positively glared at me as the cabin shook. A few minutes later, once we'd found calm air, I realized that a steady drumbeat of unsettling aviation stories had so thoroughly permeated my news-consumption algorithms that I had developed a phobia of sorts.



More than 100,000 flights take off every day without issue, which means that incidents are treated as newsworthy anomalies. But it sure feels like there have been quite a few anomalies lately. In January, a Japanese coast-guard plane and a Japan Airlines plane collided on the runway, erupting in flames; a few days later, a door blew out on an Alaska Airlines Boeing 737 Max 9 jet shortly after takeoff. Then, in just the past few weeks:

	A United Airlines flight in Houston heading to its gate rolled off the runway and into the grass.
 	Another United flight, en route from Houston to Fort Myers, Florida, made an emergency landing after flames started shooting out of one of its engines.
 	Yet another United flight was forced to make an emergency landing when a tire fell off the plane moments after takeoff.
 	Still another United flight, this one heading from San Francisco to Mexico, made an emergency landing due to a hydraulic-system failure.
 	The National Transportation Safety Board announced that it was investigating a February United flight that had potentially faulty rudder pedals.
 	Roughly 50 passengers were injured in New Zealand when pilots lost control of a Boeing plane and it plummeted suddenly.
 	A post-landing inspection revealed that an external panel was missing from a Boeing 737-800 plane that had landed in Oregon this past Friday.


United released a statement to passengers suggesting the incidents on its flights were unrelated but also "reminders of the importance of safety." In that same statement, Scott Kirby, the company's CEO, said that the incidents "have our attention and have sharpened our focus."



This is only a partial list of the year's aeronautic mishaps, which are prodigious: Consider investigations into Alaska Airlines that revealed numerous doors with loose bolts, the Airbus grounded for a faulty door light, or the Delta Boeing whose nose wheel popped off and "rolled down" a hill as the flight prepared to take off.

Read: The carry-on-baggage bubble is about to pop

Many people are wondering: What is going on with airplanes? In January, the booking site Kayak reported that it had seen "a 15-fold increase" in the use of its aircraft filter for Boeing 737 Max planes, suggesting that anxious travelers booking flights were excluding them from their searches. In response to the palpable audience interest, there's been an uptick in media interest in aviation stories.



Meanwhile, poking fun at Boeing--whose standards and corporate culture have understandably come under scrutiny in the past few years after it was charged with fraud and agreed to pay $2.5 billion in settlements--has become a meme, a way to nervously laugh at the cavalcade of bad news and to gesture at the frustration over corporate greed that seems to put overcharged air travelers at risk. (Boeing responded to the Alaska Airlines door incident by acknowledging that the company "is accountable for what happened," and pledged to make internal changes. And last week, Executive Vice President Stan Deal sent a message to employees outlining steps the company is taking to improve its planes' safety and quality, including adding new "layers" of inspection to its manufacturing processes.)



Despite all of this, flying has, in a historical sense at least, never been safer. A statistician at MIT has found that, globally, the odds of a passenger dying on a flight from 2018 to 2022 were 38 times lower than they were 50 years earlier. The National Safety Council found in 2021 that, over the course of a person's life, the odds of dying as an aircraft passenger in the U.S. "were too small to even calculate." One aviation-safety consultant recently told NBC News, "There's not anything unusual about the recent spate of incidents--these kinds of things happen every day in the industry." A separate industry analyst told Slate in February, "Flying is literally safer than sitting on the ground ... I don't know how I can stress that enough." That we know so much about every little failure and close call in the skies is, in part, because the system is so thorough and so safe.



So what's really going on? I suspect it's a confluence of two distinct factors. The first is that although air safety is getting markedly better over time, the experience of flying is arguably worse than ever. The pandemic had a cascading effect on the business of air travel. One estimate suggests that in the past four years, roughly 10,000 pilots have left the commercial airline industry, as many airlines offered early retirement to employees during the shutdown and pre-vaccine periods, when fewer people were traveling. There are also shortages of mechanics and air traffic controllers.



All of that is now coupled with an increase in passenger volume: In 2023, flight demand crept back up to near pre-pandemic levels, and staffing has not caught up. It is also an especially expensive time to fly. Pile on unruly passengers, system outages, baggage fees, carry-on restrictions, meager drink and snack offerings, and the trials and tribulations of merely coexisting with other travelers who insist on lining up at the gate 72 hours before their zone boards and you have a perfectly combustible situation. Air travel is an impressive daily symphony of logistics, engineering, and physics. It's also a total grind.



Trust in Boeing declined in recent months, according to consumer surveys, even if consumers still trust the airline industry as a whole. It makes sense that the distrust in Boeing would bleed outward. All conspiracy theories are rooted in some aspect of personal experience, and plenty of information exists out there to confirm one's deepest suspicions: The New York Times described Boeing's past safety issues as "capitalism gone awry" in 2020, and there is plenty of evidence that the company culture hasn't changed enough since then. At least two aviation experts (one a former Boeing employee) have publicly stated their concerns about flying in certain Boeing planes. It doesn't help that Boeing is the subject of an NTSB investigation and is struggling to present the requested evidence in the Alaska door case, or that earlier this month a Boeing whistleblower died by suicide.

Read: What's gone wrong at Boeing

Then there is the second factor: vibes. Existing online means getting exposed to so much information that it has become quite easy to hear about individual problems, but incredibly difficult to determine their overall scale or relevance. On TikTok, you might be exposed to entire genres of ominous flight videos: "Flight Attendant Horror,'" "Scary Sounding Planes," "The Scariest Plane." Even those who are not specifically mainlining these clips may suffer from an algorithmic selection bias: the more interest a person has in the recent plane malfunctions, the more likely that person might be to see more stories and commentary about planes in general. Meanwhile, an uptick in interest in stories about airline mishaps can lead to an increase in coverage of airline mishaps, which has the effect of making more routine issues feel like they're piling up. Some of that reporting can be downright sensational, and news organizations are now also covering incidents they would have previously ignored.



This distortion--between public perception of an issue (planes are getting less safe!) and the more boring reality (they're actually very safe)--is exacerbated by the intensity and density of information. It is a modern experience to stumble upon a meme, theory, or narrative and then see it in all of your feeds. Similarly, platforms make it easier for complex, disparate stories to collapse into simpler ways of seeing the world. Air safety slots nicely into this framework and, given the sterling record of the industry, a couple of loose or missing screws on a Boeing jet begins to feel both like a systemic failure and proof of something bigger: a kind of societal decay at the hands of increasing shareholder value.



These are feelings, vibes. They aren't always accurate, but often that doesn't matter because they're so deeply felt. If that word--vibes--feels more prevalent in the lexicon in recent years, perhaps it is because more weird, hard-to-interpret information is available, pushing people toward trusting their gut feelings. Today's air-travel anxiety sits at the intersection of these vibes, anecdotes, legitimate and troubling news reports, and the algorithmic distortion of the internet, creating a distinctly modern feeling of a large, looming problem, the exact contours of which are difficult to discern.



The vibes are off--this much we know for certain. Everything else is up for debate.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/03/boeing-737-safety-air-travel/677814/?utm_source=feed
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The Art of Communing With Trees

What are we to make of a life that can age and grow young again at the turn of the seasons?

by Rachel Gutman-Wei




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.


Trees can seem like timeless beings. Many a giant sequoia has racked up three millennia on this Earth. A pine in California's White Mountains is estimated to be nearly 5,000 years old. A colony of aspens in Utah may well have originated during the Stone Age, and to this day, its leaves glitter gold in the autumn sun.

A tree's life span, undisturbed by axe or fire, is utterly divorced from the scales on which human affairs operate. And yet, throughout history, people have seen themselves reflected in trees. One of those people was James Russell Lowell, a poet who served as The Atlantic's first-ever editor. "I care not how men trace their ancestry / To ape or Adam; let them please their whim; / But I in June am midway to believe / A tree among my far progenitors," Lowell wrote in The Atlantic's June 1868 issue. He even suggests that "many a lifelong leafy friend" returns his affection: "Surely there are times / When they consent to own me of their kin."

Lowell's poem goes on to compare trees to ancient nymphs and to the very spirit of hospitality. But none of these images is as convincing as his vision of ancestor-trees, watching over children's games and singing "faint lullabies of eldest time." In June, how can one understand a tree as anything but eternal? It seems no more movable than the earth in which it is planted, incapable of anything but endless growth. Trees may be inscrutable--we can't discern much about their inner lives--but when they are lush with leaves, they are undeniably certain.

Unlike Lowell, I feel most kinship with trees not when the first hot breaths of summer bathe the Northern Hemisphere, but at this time of year, when any given day might yield snow or blinding sun, or both. In spring, when the first hopeful blossoms and buds begin to pepper bare branches, a tree's life suddenly moves as quickly as mine, if not quicker. The blooms' frailty and evanescence seem transposed onto the entire organism, and suddenly, the tree is not an ancestor-deity, but mortal.

Even an ancient tree can seem childlike in March. In a story published in The Atlantic in 1877, a man walking through a grove remarks, "Trees, like children, reveal peculiarities of character more frankly in their budding-time than at maturer stages." When trees fail to obscure their limbs, the narrator observes, ashes look especially feminine, and young oaks particularly athletic. Like children, they are vulnerable too: The man so fond of budding trees laments to an oak that men are "apt to fall treacherously upon you with the axe," a tendency he deems a "special American barbarism."

Ancestor-trees, child-trees: What are we to make of a life that can age and grow young again at the turn of the seasons, that equally distends and contracts our perception of time? Perhaps it is just this ambiguity that allows trees to be such a powerful avatar of humanity. Life, after all, is full of distended and contracted seasons.

In recent years, unpredictable weather has added new confusion to our already fluid sense of time's passage. The country just experienced its warmest winter on record. In Maryland, where I live, half a foot of snow fell in mid-January; a week later, the weather was practically beachy. When I traveled to Vermont last month, the temperature rose 53 degrees in two days. The famous cherry blossoms in Washington, D.C., reached peak bloom last Sunday, earlier than almost any year on record.

I visited D.C's Tidal Basin the day before peak bloom to commune with the child-trees, and found that the unnamed narrator in that 1877 story had a point: Each tree's character was on full display. There were slender trees and muscular trees, trees that curved and trees whose limbs angled sharply, trees that reached high and trees whose lowest branches needed to be jumped over, trees that twisted and trees that stretched from the ground like telephone poles. The flowers were saturated pink and cottony white, scent-free and fragrant. Some trees were flush with blossoms, while others had only begun to bud.

Spectacular and ancient and delicate as the trees were, I didn't immediately see them as ancestors or children or nymphs. Perhaps that shouldn't have been a surprise. As the narrator said of his own dear trees, "All who knew the oaks seemed to have a conviction that they alone could understand them." But as I shuffled along with the crush of people in the Tidal Basin, I found that the cherry blossoms had at least one ancestral effect: They had brought us all together to pay our respects to a shared inheritance.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/03/trees-blossoms-spring-human-connection/677825/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Photos of the Week: Green River, Fire Ritual, Space Needle

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	6:00 AM ET

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            A massive ballet class in Mexico City, the Night of Ghosts festival in Greece, severe tornado damage in Indiana, a garbage-strewn beach in Bali, airdrops of humanitarian aid over the Gaza Strip, a St. Patrick's Day parade in Tokyo, a robot among tulips in the Netherlands, colorful Holi celebrations in India, and much more

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A performer wears an elaborate costume, headgear, and orange makeup.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man, dressed as the Hindu deity Sasthappan, performs during the traditional dance festival "Theyyam," also known as "Kaliyattam," at Muthappa Swami temple in Somwarpet, India, on March 18, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog sits for a grooming session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog gets a professional trim during a grooming competition at the Pet Expo 2024, a pet show in Bucharest, Romania, on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A demonstrator poses, showing their face covered in black and white makeup, depicting an upraised marked finger and the words "every 'vote' counts!"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A college student has her face painted to spread awareness for first generation voters during an election campaign ahead of India's upcoming national elections in Chennai on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A large art installation made up of two human-shaped heads, their long ponytails bound together, atop complicated metal cylinders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An art installation is on display at Gentle Monster's multi-brand space - Haus Nowhere Shanghai on March 20, 2024, in Shanghai, China.
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                [image: A man walks in a field of flowers behind a large boxy robot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Theo van der Voort, a spotter of sick tulips, walks next to Theo the robot, his namesake, in Noordwijkerhout, Netherlands, on March 19, 2024. The robotic Theo operates around the clock as a new high-tech weapon in the battle to root out disease from the bulb fields.
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                [image: A mural of splashed green paint sits on a wall behind a tree with bare branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the public photograph a recent mural which has appeared on the side of a building in Islington on March 18, 2024, in London, England. The Banksy artwork appeared on a North London street on Sunday. A mass of green was painted behind a bare tree to look like foliage, with a stencil of a person holding a pressure hose next to it.
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                [image: People walk through a room filled with small decorative lights and mirrored walls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People attend a media presentation of the new Museo de la Luz (Museum of Light), before its inauguration in Madrid, Spain, on March 20, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd of people celebrate, throwing colored powder and colored water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men covered in colors throw colored powder and water at each other during Lathmar Holi celebrations inside a temple in the town of Nandgaon, Uttar Pradesh, India, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Two people stand, watching lava err, erupt from a nearby volcanic cone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of flowing lava from a volcanic eruption between Stora Skogfell and Hagafell on the Reykjanes Peninsula of Iceland on March 21, 2024. The new eruption marks the seventh such event since the onset of this period of volcanic activity on March 19, 2021, in the region. Lava is currently flowing over a road.
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                [image: A group of people raise their arms toward the sun above a pyramid in Mexico.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A group of people raise their arms toward the sun above a pyramid, during celebrations of the spring equinox on March 21, 2024, in the city of Teotihuacan, Mexico.
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                [image: Cherry blossoms, seen with the Washington Monument in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry trees are in full bloom at the Tidal Basin on March 19, 2024, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: A person in costume watches a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A reveler watches a burning installation called "Black Mount," during celebrations of Maslenitsa, a pagan holiday marking the end of the winter, in the village of Nikola-Lenivets in Kaluga region, Russia, on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A kayaker floats on a river that has been dyed bright green.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A kayaker floats on the Chicago River, dyed green ahead of St. Patrick's Day celebrations, on March 16, 2024, in Chicago.
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                [image: People take part in a St. Patrick's Day parade, carrying a large Irish flag.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take part in a St. Patrick's Day parade in Tokyo, Japan, on March 17, 2024.
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                [image: A group of people cluster together on the hull of an overturned boat at sea.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rohingya refugees stand on their capsized boat before being rescued in the waters off West Aceh, Indonesia, on March 21, 2024. The wooden boat carrying dozens of Rohingya Muslims capsized off Indonesia's northernmost coast on Wednesday, according to local fishermen.
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                [image: Crates of aid hanging from parachutes drop toward a city below, seen from the open back of a cargo aircraft.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jordanian Armed Forces personnel carry out an airdrop of humanitarian aid over northern Gaza on March 15, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people press close to a building, many of them reaching out their hands.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians gather to receive aid outside a UNRWA warehouse as Gaza residents face crisis levels of hunger, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas, in Gaza City on March 18, 2024.
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                [image: People run in a debris-strewn street beneath a rising cloud of dust and smoke following an explosion.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians rush for cover as dust and smoke billow after an Israeli bombardment in central Gaza City on March 18, 2024.
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                [image: A person picks recyclable items from a broad patch of garbage strewn across a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man collects recyclable items to sell amid plastic and other debris washed ashore at Kedonganan Beach near Denpasar, on Indonesia's resort island of Bali, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A woman throws a bag of trash at a line of riot police officers holding shields.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman throws a bag of trash at police blocking an anti-government demonstration against food scarcity and economic reforms proposed by President Javier Milei in Buenos Aires, Argentina, on March 18, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Natacha Pisarenko / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several firefighters work, spraying water on many burning structures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters work as fire engulfs an informal settler area in Quezon City, Metro Manila, Philippines, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: The sun sets behind the Space Needle in Seattle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun sets behind the Space Needle as visitors take photos from the observation deck on the first day of spring, March 19, 2024, in Seattle.
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                [image: Members of a marching band play their instruments while standing at the edge of a high observation deck above New York City.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of marching bands from the University of Connecticut, Providence College, and Marquette University hold a "battle of the bands" on the Edge Observation Deck in New York City on March 15, 2024. The schools were in town for the Big East Men's NCAA Basketball Tournament at Madison Square Garden.
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                [image: A rocket launch leaves a bright vapor trail across the night sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket carrying a payload of 22 Starlink internet satellites into space soars across the sky after sunset above the Pacific Ocean after launching from Vandenberg Space Force Base on March 18, 2024, as seen from San Diego, California.
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                [image: A firefighting helicopter hovers above a reservoir to suck water into a long hose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighting helicopter picks up water to combat forest fires amid heavy air pollution at Mae Ngat Somboon Chon Dam in the northern Thai province of Chiang Mai on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: People in traditional costumes march in a night parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revellers dressed as tanners and ghosts parade in costumes as they celebrate the Night of Ghosts carnival in the remote mountainous town of Amfissa in central Greece, on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: Several soldiers smile, covered in bright colored powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Soldiers celebrate, covering themselves with colored powder, on March 19, 2024, in Aldershot, England, during an annual Sikh military festival celebrated by the Defence Sikh Network and British Army.
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                [image: Two lines of women in costume hold torches during a festival.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers celebrate the Night of Ghosts festival on March 16, 2024, in Amfissa, Greece. The festival is a celebration dedicated to ghosts and lost souls that takes place in Amfissa every year during the Greek carnival.
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                [image: People are seen in silhouette, against a backdrop of steam and gas clouds that are illuminated by glowing lava below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather to watch as molten lava flows from a fissure on the Reykjanes peninsula north of the evacuated town of Grindavik, western Iceland, on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: Floodwater rushes down a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Floodwater rushes down a street after heavy rains hit Duhok, Iraq, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of houses damaged and destroyed by a tornado.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows homes destroyed by a tornado on March 15, 2024, in Winchester, Indiana. At least three people were reported killed after a series of tornadoes ripped through the midwest.
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                [image: Hundreds of cardboard coffins are arranged in rows in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                More than a thousand cardboard coffins, symbolizing the number of victims who lost their lives in a workplace last year, are placed in Piazza del Popolo during the campaign "Zero Dead at Work" organized by the Italian Labor Union in Rome, Italy, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Many terraced rows of graves, seen on a hillside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Graves are seen in a cemetery at the Emei Township in Hsinchu, Taiwan, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of people practice ballet moves together outside, in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mexico City residents attend a massive ballet class, led by Elisa Carrillo, the first dancer of the "Staatsballett Berlin," at Zocalo Square in Mexico City, Mexico, on March 17, 2024.
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                [image: A dog-like robot kneels down during an encounter with a much smaller actual dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog named Lucy sniffs a police robot dog aimed at helping enforce traffic laws for E-scooters, during its presentation to the media in Malaga, Spain, on March 19, 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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        Photos: Spring in Bloom

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 21, 2024

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Tuesday marked the first day of spring, and the Northern Hemisphere has begun to warm, with flowers and trees in bloom. Gathered below is a small collection of images from recent weeks in North America, Asia, and Europe, of people enjoying flowering fields and trees--signs of warmer days to come.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Warm sunlight on cherry blossoms, with the Washington Monument visible in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Washington Monument is seen on March 18, 2024, from the Tidal Basin amid cherry blossoms, which enter their peak bloom this week in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: An elevated view of a crowd of people walking beneath a canopy of blooming trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit blooming plum blossoms in Chongqing, China, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated train passes through blooming plum blossoms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A train passes through blooming plum blossoms in Chongqing on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: Tourists pose for photos in front of a wall of bright blooming bougainvillea flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists pose for photos with blooming bougainvillea flowers in Huizhou, in China's Guangdong province, on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: A cat wearing a small blanket sits in a blooming plum tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pet cat perches on a branch near its owner among blooming plum blossoms on Meihua Mountain in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: Trees in a park are seen in bloom, with a city skyline beyond.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Blooming Handroanthus chrysanthus trees are seen in the Wind Chime Valley of Qingxiu Mountain, in Nanning, China, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: People take pictures beneath illuminated cherry blossom trees at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take pictures beneath illuminated cherry-blossom trees in Kawazu, Shizuoka Prefecture, Japan, on February 20, 2024.
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                Yellow desert sunflowers grow as wildflowers begin to bloom in Anza-Borrego Desert State Park, in California, after a record-setting wet winter, seen on March 20, 2024.
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                [image: A photographer kneels low to the ground to take a photo of wildflowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes photos in a field of yellow desert sunflowers as wildflowers begin to bloom in California's Anza-Borrego Desert State Park on March 20, 2024.
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                [image: A small bird perches on a flowering tree branch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A white-eye bird perches on a branch of early-flowering Ookanzakura cherry blossoms at Ueno Park in Tokyo, on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: A couple and their dog take a selfie beneath flowering cherry blossom trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple and their dog take pictures beneath the Kawazu cherry-blossom trees in Japan's Shizuoka Prefecture on February 20, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a flowering cherry tree]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The cherry tree nicknamed "Stumpy" is in full bloom at the Tidal Basin on March 18, 2024, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: People ride in a paddle boat past cherry blossoms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride in a paddle boat past cherry blossoms in the Tidal Basin in Washington, D.C., on March 17, 2024.
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                [image: A woman in Kimono poses in front of mimosa and cherry blossom trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman in a kimono poses in front of mimosa and cherry-blossom trees in Tokyo on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: Three women pose for a selfie in a field of tall yellow flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists pose in a blooming field at Xinhua Village in China's Jiangxi province, on March 7, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of cherry blossoms]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry blossoms bloom around the D.C. Tidal Basin, seen on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A row of cherry trees in bloom in a park along a waterfront]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry trees bloom along the Tidal Basin on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: People walk past rows of blooming tulips.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit a field of blooming tulips at a scenic area in Chongqing, China, on March 1, 2024.
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                [image: A butterfly perches on a flower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A butterfly perches on a flower in a fruit tree in Kirklareli, Turkey, on February 27, 2024.
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                [image: A couple relaxes in a field of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple relaxes in a field of yellow desert sunflowers in California's Anza-Borrego Desert State Park on March 20, 2024.
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Trump's Dangerous January 6-Pardon Promise

The convicted rioters are criminals, not hostages.

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.


Donald Trump's plan to pardon people in prison for their crimes on January 6--people he now calls "hostages"--is yet another dangerous and un-American attack on the rule of law.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The British right's favorite sex offender
 	What Trump supporters think when he mocks people with disabilities
 	Anne Applebaum: "There was no Russian election."




A Loyal Cadre in Waiting

This past weekend, Donald Trump stirred up one of his usual controversies by declaring that there would be a "bloodbath" if he isn't elected. Trump's supporters played a game of gotcha with outraged critics by claiming that Trump was merely describing an economic meltdown in the auto industry. Unfortunately, Trump decided, as he so often does, to pull the rug out from under his apologists by defending bloodbath as a common expression and clarifying that he meant it to refer to "getting slaughtered economically, when you're getting slaughtered socially, when you're getting slaughtered." Oh.

So much for purely economic "slaughter." Trump's threats and violent language are nothing new. But while the nation's pundits and partisans examine what it means for a presidential contender to mull over "getting slaughtered socially," Trump has added a much more disturbing project to his list of campaign promises: He intends to pardon all the people jailed for the attack on the Capitol during the January 6 insurrection.

Trump once held a maybe-sorta position on pardoning the insurrectionists. He is now, however, issuing full-throated vows to get them out of prison. On March 11, Trump declared on his Truth Social account: "My first acts as your next President will be to Close the Border, DRILL, BABY, DRILL, and Free the January 6 Hostages being wrongfully imprisoned!"

Trump isn't the first to use the loaded expression hostages in this context: The one-term member of Congress Madison Cawthorn--an embarrassment even by MAGA standards--used it in 2021 before many of those arrested in connection with January 6 were even convicted, and current member and House Republican Conference Chair Elise Stefanik, whose nucleonic decay from establishment Republican to right-wing extremist is fundamentally complete, has also used it.

Back in 2021, Trump claimed to be appalled by the violence at the Capitol, but that didn't last long (and there is no reason to assume Trump was sincere in the first place). Semafor's Shelby Talcott on Monday detailed how Trump went from "outraged" in 2021, promising that "those who broke the law ... will pay," to offering blanket pardons in 2024. As Talcott wrote, Trump's "evolution" began with "instinctive support for some of the most hardcore members of his own MAGA movement" and is now "a semi-formal alliance" with the Patriot Freedom Project, which claimed in December to have raised almost $1 million to free people convicted of crimes related to the insurrection.

This is not evolution so much as it is a kind of synergy, however, in which Trump and the right-wing fever swamp feed on each other's manic energy. The QAnon conspiracy theorists, for example, anointed Trump as their champion, and Trump responded by eventually embracing them in return. When Trump goes to rallies and bellows for two hours at a time while using words such as vermin, or when his response to a question about the Proud Boys is to tell them to "stand back and stand by," the MAGA ecosystem amplifies him and organizes his sentence fragments into something like guidance.

The only surprise here is that it took Trump this long to adopt a radical position supporting the people who were willing to do violence on his behalf. According to the House Select Committee's investigation, his own staff had trouble getting him to call off the January 6 mob, to whom he said "We love you." Many of those convicted for various crimes committed on that day went off to prison convinced they'd done the right thing, and Trump--a sucker for sycophancy--must have been moved by such shows of support, which included people singing to him in jail.

Trump has also shown, both as president and as a businessman, that he has an innate disgust with the whole idea of the impartial rule of law. He's in serious financial trouble for (among other reasons) lying about the value of his properties when it suited his interests; he has always seemed to believe that rules are for chumps, and that people--especially people named Donald Trump--should be free to enjoy the benefits of whatever they can get away with, legal or otherwise.

Indeed, the whole idea of "legality" doesn't seem to permeate Trump's consciousness, unless it is applied to Trump's enemies or other people, especially those of color, who he thinks deserve punishment. (Trump is the embodiment of the famous statement attributed to the Peruvian strongman Oscar R. Benavides: "For my friends, everything; for my enemies, the law.") In his handling of classified materials as well as in his attempt to pressure Ukraine to aid his campaign, Trump has shown that he thinks that laws don't apply to him if they hinder his personal fortunes.

But in promising pardons, Trump may have a motive even darker than his general hatred for rules and laws. As he makes his third run at the presidency, Trump no longer has a reservoir of establishment Republicans who will support him or serve him. He distrusts the U.S. military, not least because senior officers and appointees thwarted his efforts to use the armed forces for his own political purposes. And although he may yet win reelection, his MAGA movement is now dependent on the kind of people who will go to his rallies and buy the trinkets and hats and shirts that go on sale whenever he speaks.

Where, then, can he find a truly loyal cadre willing to offer unconditional support? Where might he find people who will feel they owe their very lives to Donald J. Trump, and will do anything he asks?

He can find many of them in prison, waiting for him to let them out.

As the historian and scholar of authoritarian movements Ruth Ben-Ghiat has noted, would-be dictators deploy such promises to build groups that will ignore the law and obey the leader. "Amnesties and pardons," she told me earlier today, "have always been an efficient way for leaders to free up large numbers of the most criminal and unscrupulous elements of society for service to the party and the state, and make them indebted to the rulers in the process."

The damage to the American constitutional order and the rule of law would be immense if Trump used his power to pardon people such as Enrique Tarrio (the former leader of the Proud Boys, sentenced to 22 years) and the Oath Keepers founder Stewart Rhodes (who drew an 18-year sentence). Hundreds of others are now serving time, many of whom might be more than willing to do anything for a president whose call they answered that winter day and who would now be the patron of their freedom.

Trump is no longer flirting with this idea. The man whose constitutional duty as president would be to "take care that the laws be faithfully executed" is now promising to let hundreds of rioters and insurrectionists out of prison with full pardons. And eventually, he will make clear what he expects in return.

Related:

	"What I learned retracing the footsteps of the Capitol rioters" (from 2023)
 	The January 6 deniers are going to lose. (From 2023)




Today's News

	The Biden administration announced new rules for passenger cars and light trucks that will boost sales of electric vehicles and hybrids by limiting tailpipe pollution.
 	Irish Prime Minister Leo Varadkar unexpectedly resigned, citing the coalition government's stronger chances of reelection under a different leader.
 	Last night, a federal appeals court blocked a controversial Texas immigration law that would permit state law enforcement to arrest and detain those they suspect of illegal border crossings, hours after the Supreme Court allowed the law to go into effect.




Evening Read
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Flying Is Weird Right Now

By Charlie Warzel

Somewhere over Colorado this weekend, while I sat in seat 21F, my plane began to buck, jostle, and rattle. Within seconds, the seat-belt indicator dinged as the pilot asked flight attendants to return to their seats. We were experiencing what I, a frequent flier, might describe as "intermediate turbulence"--a sustained parade of midair bumps that can be uncomfortable but by no means terrifying.
 Generally, I do not fear hurtling through the sky at 500 miles per hour, but at this moment I felt an unusual pang of uncertainty. The little informational card poking out of the seat-back pocket in front of me started to look ominous--the words Boeing 737-900 positively glared at me as the cabin shook. A few minutes later, once we'd found calm air, I realized that a steady drumbeat of unsettling aviation stories had so thoroughly permeated my news-consumption algorithms that I had developed a phobia of sorts.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The IRS finally has an answer to TurboTax.
 	Radley Balko: "I'm begging the courts to stop citing my work."
 	Germany's zombie government is fueling the far right.
 	Critics of the TikTok bill are missing the point.
 	The problem with "affordable" child care




Culture Break
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Read. These six books show how engaging your senses can help reveal the beauty present in our day-to-day lives.

Marvel. Our photo editor compiled images of Valencia's two-week-long Fallas festival, which   features parades, fireworks, and fiestas.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Many of you responded to my recent thoughts about the declining quality of "mystery box" television shows with stories of how some of your own favorite shows have let you down. (One area of wide agreement: Most of you are still mad at Lost for leading you on and then going nowhere at the end.) A few of you spoke up for Fringe, but I have to admit that I couldn't maintain my interest in it; part of the problem with mystery-box shows is that they become too tangled up in their own mythology for the rest of us to make any sense of it.

I was especially heartened to see some fan love for Counterpart, a show that I will continue to argue has never gotten its due for its writing and its amazing cast. I love the mystery-box genre, and I hope it makes a comeback--but reader feedback tells me that I'm not alone in asking writers to decide where they're going before the end of the series.

By the way, some of you spoke up for the recent season of True Detective, and to you all I will only ask, yet again: What about the tongue on the floor?

-- Tom



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 Trump Supporters Think When He Mocks People With Disabilities

Trump fans don't like how he demeans people. They'll vote for him anyway.

by John Hendrickson




Last weekend, I stood among thousands of Donald Trump supporters in a windy airfield, watching them watch their candidate. I traveled to the former president's event just outside Dayton, Ohio, because I couldn't stop thinking about something that had happened one week earlier, at his rally in Georgia: Trump had broken into an imitation of President Joe Biden's lifelong stutter, and the crowd had cackled.

Mocking Biden is not the worst thing Trump has ever done. Biden is a grown man, and the most public of figures. He does not need to be babied by other politicians or members of the media. Trump disrespects all manner of people, but he had notably avoided mocking Biden's stutter throughout the 2020 campaign. No more.

Read: Trump finds another line to cross

This is bigger than Biden, though. Stuttering is a genetic neurological disorder--one that can be covered under the Americans With Disabilities Act, one that 3 million Americans have. Trump may or may not know that, but he certainly knows that having a disability is something both Democrats and Republicans experience. Scores of Trump supporters are older, and are therefore more likely to be disabled themselves. Most everyone can think of at least one disabled friend or family member, a person they wouldn't want taunted by a bully on the dais.

On Saturday, as we awaited Trump's arrival by private plane, my colleague Hanna Rosin and I spent the day wandering the grounds of Wright Bros. Aero Inc., asking rally attendees uncomfortable questions about what they're comfortable with. Virtually everyone was bothered by specific examples of Trump's recent bullying. But as they unpacked their thoughts, they continually found ways to excuse their favored candidate's behavior. Many interviewees repeatedly contradicted themselves, perhaps because of a particular variable: I'm a person who stutters, and that day, I was asking real people how they felt about Trump making fun of stuttering.

A married couple from Dayton, Todd and Cindy Rossbach, were waiting in a long, snaking line to take in their sixth Trump rally. "He's the best president I've ever seen in my lifetime," Todd said. "Probably Reagan comes in second." I asked him if he had seen Trump's comments during the Georgia rally, and specifically, if he had seen Trump imitate Biden's stutter. He saw it all. "I think he's got every right to do whatever he wants to do at this point," Todd said. "The level of, uh, cruelness, may seem tough, but they're being very cruel with him, so it seems justified."

His wife spoke up. "I disagree, because I think when you make fun of people, it just makes you look bad," Cindy said. "It's not the Christian way to be," she added a little later. "I just feel like it makes Trump look bad, when he's probably not a bad person. But he is just stooping to their level, and I don't like it." Nevertheless, neither of them felt that Trump could do anything between now and November to make him lose their vote.

Farther back in line was Cheryl Beverly, from Chillicothe, Ohio, who said she works locally trying to get children out of homelessness. Beverly shared that she has a learning disability and has trouble spelling. Even as an adult, she's regularly ridiculed. "It does hurt my feelings at times," she said. She acknowledged that it's hard to "see a lot of people make fun of people with disabilities," and pointed to the risk of suicide and addiction among members of the community. "We'll just go in a dark secret hole and not come out," Beverly said. Yet she also said she still planned to vote for Trump this fall. She was able to separate Trump's taunts from her personal feelings by chalking his behavior up to politics. If a child asked her about Trump's belittlement, she imagined that she would liken it to playing a game: "You're just finding a way for you to become the winner and they become the loser," she offered. "It's just trash-talking."

Near a food truck inside the venue, I struck up a conversation with a woman from Cincinnati named Vanessa Miller. She was wearing a T-shirt that read Jesus Is My Savior, Trump Is My President, and a dog tag inscribed with the serenity prayer. She hadn't seen, or heard about, the clip of Trump mimicking Biden. "Trump is a good man," Miller said. "He's not perfect. Biden is not handicapped. He's just an ass, and he does not care about this country." She went on, "If Trump made fun of Biden, well, like I said, he's not perfect, but it wasn't about a disability. It was about how he has made this country dysfunctional, not disabled."

From the January/February 2020 issue: What Joe Biden can't bring himself to say

A bit later, she told me that "Biden doesn't stutter; he's mentally incapable of running this country." But then she did something surprising: She reached out and grabbed my arm in a maternal fashion. "And I feel what you're--I feel what you're saying," she said, acknowledging my own stutter. "People that are unkind to people with disabilities, it's shameful. It's awful. Absolutely disgusting. And I guess I understand that, like, in an election, you know, it gets ugly, and elections get competitive, and people say things, people do things."

I unlocked my phone and showed her a video of Trump's stuttering impression. She turned her focus to the mainstream media in general. She said that "for the press to inflame and use disabilities to get people riled up is exactly what they want." Nothing would stop her from voting for Trump.

This pattern continued in nearly every interaction that day: skepticism, a momentary denouncement, then an eventual conclusion that Trump was still a man worth their vote. A woman named Susie Michael, who runs a Mathnasium tutoring center, told me, "I don't appreciate the making-fun-of part, but he doesn't have to be my best friend. He just has to do the best job for the country and for me. So I have to overlook that, because everybody has their good points and their bad points."

Shana, a special-education teacher from Indiana who did not give her last name, told me, " I would still support him because I feel like people make mistakes. They say things they shouldn't say. And I feel like God is the judge on that, you know, and that we're to forgive him." She noted that if Trump were to mock Biden's stutter at this rally, she'd be inclined to write him a letter saying that "everybody was born of God and that we shouldn't be making fun of anybody."

Saturday's event was hosted by the Buckeye Values political-action committee, ostensibly in support of the U.S. Senate candidate Bernie Moreno. But Trump, of course, was the real draw. Moreno, who last night won the Ohio Republican primary, was merely among the president's list of warm-up speakers, alongside South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem, Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, and Representative Jim Jordan of Ohio.

When Trump's plane touched down on the runway behind the stage, the dramatic electric-guitar instrumental from Top Gun played over the loudspeakers. Because of the wind, the teleprompters were swaying, making it nearly impossible for Trump to read his prepared remarks. So he went off script and rambled for about 90 minutes. "Hey, it's a nice Saturday, what the hell, we have nothing else to do," Trump said. Most of Trump's rhetoric vacillated between aggrieved and menacing. He called migrants "animals" and warned of a "bloodbath" next year. (The latter comment came after Trump was talking about the auto industry, though some intuited the remark to refer to political violence.) Trump didn't bust out his schoolyard mimic of Biden's stutter this time, but he did repeatedly attack the way Biden speaks. "He can't talk," Trump said.

People began filing out long before Trump finished speaking. When the event was finally over, I loitered by one of the merch tables. (A selection of that day's T-shirt and sticker offerings: Joe and the Hoe Gotta Go, Jihad Joe, Trump's face on Mount Rushmore, a cartoon Trump urinating on Biden a la Calvin and Hobbes.) One man, a union worker named Joseph Smock, told me that he'd been "red pilled" eight years ago after seeing the effects of illegal immigration in his native California. (He now lives in Dayton.) Unlike many other attendees I spoke with, Smock fully acknowledged Biden's history with stuttering, rather than dismissing it as a media invention or a political ploy for sympathy. He characterized Trump as someone with a "hard slant." When, like Biden, you're in the big leagues, he said, Trump's "going to hit you, and if he sees a weakness, he's gonna go for it. Some people like that; some people don't."

Read: You should go to a Trump rally

A man on an electric scooter, Wes Huff, rolled by with a big grin and his wife, Lisa, by his side. Wes told me that this was their first Trump rally, and that they thought it was "awesome." Wes is disabled--he has dealt with diabetes and kidney failure, and is missing five toes. He shared that all of his siblings are also disabled. He hadn't seen Trump's clip from a week earlier. I asked Huff a hypothetical question: If Biden made fun of a rival for using a wheelchair--someone like Texas Governor Greg Abbott--would he find that offensive? "Yeah. Oh yeah," he said.

But then our conversation migrated back to stuttering in particular. "I actually used to stutter," he said. He was bullied for it as a kid. He also told me about an old colleague of his who stuttered, who was ridiculed as an adult. Huff was kind and sensitive as he described their friendship, how he would look out for him. "You shouldn't make fun of disabled people," he said. He also said he still planned to vote for Trump this fall.
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War-Gaming for Democracy

I went to an exercise imagining the first day of a second Trump presidency--and left with some unsettling questions.

by Elliot Ackerman




It's January 21, 2025, the first full day of the second Trump administration. Members of a right-wing paramilitary group, deputized by the president to patrol the border, have killed a migrant family. Video of the incident sparks outrage, sending local protesters swarming to ICE detention centers. Left-wing pro-immigrant groups begin arriving in border states to reinforce the protests, setting off clashes.

In response, the Democratic governors of New Mexico and Arizona mobilize National Guard units, ordering them to disperse the paramilitaries. But these groups, having been deputized by the president, are recognized under Articles I and II of the Constitution as legal militias. The commander of the New Mexico National Guard refuses orders from the governor, saying that migrants pose the true threat, not patriotic Americans defending their homes. The governor summarily relieves him of command. On his way out the door, the general pledges to "continue to follow the lawful commands of POTUS."

Last month, at one site in Washington, D.C., and another in Palo Alto, California, the advocacy group Veterans for Responsible Leadership hosted Constitutional Thresholds, a war game "designed to address the potential extra-constitutional actions of a second Trump presidential term." The events described above were part of their scenario, an extrapolation based on statements from key Trump advisers. The game's participants, a mix of former government officials, retired military officers, political operatives, and leaders of veterans' organizations, were divided into a red pro-Trump cell and an anti-Trump blue cell. "As veterans, we are people who can uniquely communicate to the American public how important the Constitution is, because we took an oath to defend it," Amy McGrath, a former Marine Corps pilot and a Democratic candidate for Senate in Kentucky who was one of the event's organizers, told participants before it began. "That oath doesn't go away just because you took off this uniform."

Read: North Korea--the war game

I would think about this injunction repeatedly over the course of the war game, which I attended in D.C. The organizers were sincere in their concerns about a second Trump administration, and earnest in their desire to prepare for the potential challenges. But I still wondered about certain of their assumptions--about the ways veterans on the left and the right assert moral authority in our society, the ways the organizers' political opponents might behave, and the ends to which each side might go to preserve their vision of our democracy. Perhaps most of all, I wondered whether any of them had paused to consider how these war games might look to those who do not share their assumptions.

The war game started with some minor confusion. The red and blue cells were decamping to their respective conference rooms, but William Enyart, a former member of Congress and retired major general in the Illinois National Guard, didn't know where to go. He was assigned to play the role of adjutant general of the New Mexico National Guard. Although his character worked for the Democratic governor, the scenario cast him as sympathetic to the Trump administration. He wasn't sure whether to head for the red or the blue conference room. He would, as the game progressed, wind up shuttling between the two, dramatizing the divided loyalties that were a theme of the day.

With the players settled into their respective war rooms, the scenario began with a social-media post from the governor of Texas:

For too long, we Texans have paid the price as Democrat governors and a Democrat president failed to protect our borders. The American people voted out a weak president and replaced him with one who will enforce our laws, and who is now delivering justice on behalf of the people of Arizona and New Mexico. We stand with them and President Trump's plan to end the open-border regime of the past.

Donald Trump, somewhat improbably played by the Never-Trump conservative Bill Kristol, posted his own brief statement of support on social media: "Help is on the way." In addition to sending National Guard units, the president deputized members of two right-wing groups. Soon, the video of these groups killing the migrant family was introduced into the scenario.

The scenario reached an inflection point for the blue cell when Enyart, as commander of the New Mexico National Guard, refused to disperse the federally deputized militias. Kathy Boockvar, a former Pennsylvania secretary of state playing the role of New Mexico's governor, pulled Enyart into a separate conference room to confront him. "I took a dual oath, one to the State of New Mexico and one to the Constitution," Enyart told Boockvar. "I am obligated to follow the Constitution first and foremost. It is my duty to disregard any unconstitutional orders that I'm given. With all due respect, governor, I will obey your directions so long as they're within the parameters of the Constitution."

He began debating Articles I and II, and their authorities for use of militias, with Boockvar and a man playing the role of her counsel. They also began to debate which was the larger threat, the crisis at the border or the militias who'd ostensibly arrived to secure it. Boockvar summarily relieved Enyart of his command, and her counsel told him not to communicate with any of his subordinate commanders or key leaders within the New Mexico National Guard if he "wanted to remain on the right side of history."

Read: Playing war--how the military uses video games

Events in the red-cell war room, meanwhile, were moving briskly along. The White House seized on reports of tuberculosis to reinstate Title 42, the COVID-era provision that secured the border. In coordination with the speaker of the House, the president was planning a joint address to Congress that evening in which he'd update the American people on the situation. At that address, the president also planned to pardon those convicted after January 6. There was some internal White House debate as to whether Stewart Rhodes, the founder of the Oath Keepers, should be present at the Capitol for the mass pardoning. The consensus, however, was that he should instead be flown down to Las Cruces, New Mexico, to galvanize the militias.

The situation at the border was deteriorating rapidly. In the last hour of the war game, the governors of New Mexico and Arizona ordered law enforcement to detain militia members. The Texas governor and Tucker Carlson hosted a mass militia-deputization ceremony next to the border crossing in El Paso. One of the right-wing groups warned that it might escalate; a left-wing veterans group responded by asking the Defense Department to remind veterans and National Guard members of their duty. Then, in the final minutes of the game, a shootout in El Paso left 14 members of a right-wing paramilitary group dead. This seemed to be the final provocation, the crescendo for which the entire scenario had been constructed, delivering the excuse Trump needed to invoke the Insurrection Act. Kristol demurred.

"Trump can be canny when his future is on the line," Kristol said later. "He's got a sense that there's things he could do that would go too far, that would lose him the support he really cares about. He's a very effective demagogue." Kristol believed that Trump might ultimately hang back in such a scenario, allowing the governors to carry the burden of securing their states. Given Trump's history of shifting responsibility for his mistakes onto subordinates, Kristol's assessment certainly didn't seem far off.

After the game, the participants gathered to debrief. They were struck by the speed at which events had unfolded. Some believed that the courts would, in reality, have slowed things down, serving as a check on executive power, while others were equally certain a second Trump administration would blow past the judiciary. "In the second term, there will be no grown-ups in the room. No one in that room will even have a moment mentally where they say, 'This is against the law, Mr. President. We can't do it,'" said Rick Wilson, a political operative and co-founder of the Lincoln Project, who'd played the White House chief of staff. "They'll say, 'This is against the law, Mr. President. How do we do it?'"

Kristol wasn't so sure. "There's lots of ways to slow this down," he said. "Trump can't replace everyone on January 20." He suggested that if Trump wins, the Biden administration can spend the months before his inauguration preparing for the challenge, and outside groups can ready legal challenges to the things he's promising to do.

Participants lamented that the left was too often caught flat-footed by the right, and started exploring ideas about how best to prepare. Some floated the idea of forming "a parallel government" or "government in exile" or "shadow government" focused on countering Trump's administrative actions. Will Attig, one of the few participants with a background in organized labor, noted that a third of airline pilots are veterans. What if those pilots organized a boycott and decided that they wouldn't fly into red states? At times, the participants spoke of veterans as a cohesive group, one that the left could corral. Yet veterans are divided politically, just like the rest of Americans--and a majority of veterans supported Trump in the 2020 election. No one seemed to consider that political action designed to appeal to veterans on one end of the political spectrum would inevitably invite a response from veterans on the other side.

Veterans played a leading role in the day's events. Most of the game's key organizers were veterans. And although many participants were not, the veterans are the ones who argued most stridently that constitutional norms would do little to stymie Trump, and that veterans should help lead efforts to organize against a second Trump administration. Perhaps that's because those who have experienced war--particularly the brutal insurgencies in Iraq and Afghanistan--need less convincing of civilization's inherent fragility.

Veterans have played a vital role in our civic life. A disproportionate number of veterans held elected office after the Second World War, the last era in which our politics was functional. Their shared experience helped ward off the endemic hyper-partisanship we suffer today. If you've fought a war together, you're less likely to fight a war among yourselves.

The idea that veterans should play a central role in resisting any constitutional overreach from Trump seemed to rely on the argument that the oath we swore to "support and defend the Constitution" extends to civilian life. But this neglects a far less frequently referenced, but equally essential, portion of the oath of office, which concludes with a commitment to "well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office on which I am about to enter." When you take off your uniform, the term of your oath ends. When veterans assume an active role in civic life, they do so as civilians, not as extrajudicial defenders of the Constitution.

The far-right has long urged veterans to remember their oaths. Does the left want to travel further down that same road? Imagine if the Heritage Foundation, or any other right-wing advocacy group, hosted a set of veteran-led war games based around countering the sort of extra-constitutional violations that some conservatives already allege that President Joe Biden is indulging: Biden has stolen the election through mail-in ballots; Biden has abandoned his obligation to seal the border. It's not hard to anticipate the denunciations that would flood in from the left. In such exercises, the scenarios reveal as much about the participants and how they imagine their adversaries as they reveal about those adversaries themselves.

Tom Nichols: Society needs scary computer games

The war game I witnessed built to the question of whether the president would invoke the Insurrection Act. The organizers approached the federalization of the National Guard as an unconscionable act that would grant President Trump dangerous powers. A previous war game, organized by many of the same participants and turned into the documentary War Game, which recently premiered at the Sundance Film Festival, also featured the invocation of the Insurrection Act as the scenario's climax. In the documentary, the scenario was built around a repeat of January 6, and centered on the question of whether the Democratic president would evoke the Insurrection Act to contain protesters at the Capitol, deploying the military to contain the protests with force. He did not.

And yet, many presidents have made a different choice. Franklin Roosevelt, Eisenhower, Kennedy, LBJ, and Reagan all invoked the Insurrection Act at least once during their administrations. Kennedy and Johnson each invoked it three times, Kennedy twice to federalize the Alabama National Guard when the governor refused to integrate schools. The Insurrection Act was last invoked 32 years ago, in 1992, by President George H. W. Bush during the Los Angeles riots. Whether you identify as a Democrat or a Republican, a president of your own party has invoked the act within living memory of many of your fellow citizens. The problem, it seems, is not invoking the act, but the fact that Trump might be the one who has the power to invoke it. Follow that logic. Trump would reclaim that power only if he wins the election. And if he wins the election, it will be because enough Americans choose to give him their vote.

This is where the logic of war games begins to break down in a democracy. Unless you believe a constitution that can deliver a Trump presidency is not worth upholding, you must accept a president's legal use of his executive authority. Is it possible that war games in American politics are, at least in this moment, less about countering illegal actions and more about planning to undermine opposing administrations? If war games like the one I watched become a political norm, will that be healthy for our democracy?

During the debrief, Kristofer Goldsmith touched on the role of the courts. Goldsmith is an Iraq War veteran who now works for an organization called Task Force Butler, focused on countering right-wing extremist groups. "I know gameplay for this type of scenario can feel very fast," he said. "I just want to emphasize that this is the way things can develop on the ground, and there will not be time for the courts to intervene. The distance between deputizing an extremist organization and 14 people getting killed on the ground is minutes, and there's no way to actually do a filing or to get a response from a judge."

I walked away from the war game wondering whether the participants were cognizant of how their actions might be perceived not only by those on the right, but also by those who don't entirely share their views. If some on the left don't believe that courts or systemic checks will be able to halt the extra-constitutional actions of a second Trump administration--or even its legal ones--does it follow that the opposition should abandon constitutional norms and establish "shadow governments" and resistance cells to check executive authority? Many of the war game's participants seemed to think so.

If the divide between the left and the right in America has become so wide that neither can conceive of the other wielding power legitimately, then perhaps the war game I observed wasn't a game at all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/03/war-game-constitution-trump-biden/677779/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Dead-Enders of the Reagan-Era GOP

Mike Pence's non-endorsement of Donald Trump only underlines how irrevocably the Republican Party has left traditional conservatism behind and embraced radical populism.

by Damon Linker




For those of us who very much want to see Donald Trump defeated in November by the widest possible margin, the news on Friday afternoon that former Vice President Mike Pence would not be endorsing his former boss seemed encouraging. Not that Pence commands a large faction of voters. Given that he dropped out of the Republican presidential-primary race late last year after failing to rise above the lower single digits, there's no reason to assume that he does. Still, every prominent, normie Republican who rejects Trump moves us further down the road.

But toward what?

A lot of my Never Trump allies on the center-right feel sure that Pence's refusal to endorse the man he served for four years points the way (or "creates a permission structure," as the fashionable parlance has it) for Republican voters to abandon the former president. By joining Nikki Haley, Mitt Romney, Dick Cheney, Dan Quayle, Bill Barr, Mark Esper, John Kelly, Mick Mulvaney, Dan Coats, John Bolton, H. R. McMaster, Liz Cheney, and a long list of additional former Cabinet members, present and former members of Congress, and state officials in opposing Trump's bid to become president again, Pence supposedly helps guarantee Trump's loss in November.

But is this really true? I'm quite willing to believe that some measurable number of Reaganite Republicans may be persuaded to stay home, or to vote for someone other than Trump, on Election Day. (One wonders if somewhat more of them might have been moved to do so had Pence called the post-January 6 Trump unfit for the presidency, instead of focusing on Trump's ideological heterodoxy.) But this will doom Trump's chances only if he fails to pick up support from different sorts of voters to replace the ones he loses from the (former) GOP mainstream. Is it possible that the very act of Republicans of the Reagan and Bush eras distancing themselves from Trump could burnish the former president's credentials as a man seeking to transform his party in a populist direction?

David Frum: The ego has crash-landed

The Trump presidency was peculiar. On the one hand, this highly irregular candidate who attacked the Republican establishment and dissented from the party's long-standing policy commitments on a range of issues managed to win the nomination and the presidency. He also brought with him to the White House people such as Steve Bannon, who actively wanted to blow up the GOP's electoral coalition in order to transform it into a "workers' party."

On the other hand, these radicals were severely outnumbered in the administration by holdovers from the prior dispensation of the Republican Party. These GOP normies pretty much ran the show; their primary accomplishments were helping ensure a large corporate tax cut and the appointment of staunchly conservative federal judges and Supreme Court justices. Most of the Trump administration's other, right-populist initiatives--such as anti-internationalism in foreign policy and funding the construction of a wall along the southern border--were blocked or slow-walked for four years.

When it came time for Trump's reelection bid, in 2020, enough upper-income, highly educated, suburban Republicans defected to Joe Biden for Trump to lose. One path toward Republican victory this coming November would involve trying to win back those suburban voters by portraying Trump as a safe alternative to Biden, who will mainly aim to get the economy back to where it was before the coronavirus pandemic sent the country into a tailspin. If this were the Trump 2024 electoral strategy, Pence's refusal to endorse the former president might be a serious problem for the campaign--because it would signal to like-minded voters that Trump doesn't deserve their support.

Equally possible, though, is that Pence's refusal to endorse hastens the GOP's transformation into the party that Trump and Bannon had originally hoped to build eight years ago--a workers' party that could more precisely be described as a cross-racial coalition of voters who haven't graduated from college.

The evidence in favor of such an evolution of the GOP has been mixed over the past few election cycles, but polling so far in this cycle has pointed to something bigger going on, with significant signs of a "racial realignment" under way. If such a shift proves real in November, it could well turn out to have been enabled by Pence, Haley, and others abandoning Trump over his divergences from Reaganite conservatism. The policies favored by those old-line Reagan-Bush Republicans are no longer particularly popular with less educated voters, and the highly ideological and inauthentic way in which the old guard talks and thinks also diverges from what Trump is teaching many of these voters to look for in a political tribune: unapologetic brashness, braggadocio, and bullshit.

I'm not suggesting that this is a ticket to a Trump victory in November. All of Trump's many liabilities remain. He's despised by tens of millions of Americans. He's been indicted in multiple jurisdictions. He faces dozens of felony charges. He attempted to overturn the 2020 election by spreading delusional lies about election fraud that he continues to affirm. He incited a riot that disrupted the national legislature as it tried to certify the results of the election, making him the first president in American history to attempt a coup to remain in power.

Damon Linker: Democrats should pick a new presidential candidate now

All of this and so much more will make the 2024 election a challenge for Trump. But the very fact that polls show the election is close, even tilting against Biden, points to a surprisingly high floor under the former president--higher than was the case in either 2016 or 2020. That doesn't necessarily mean he's on track to win. But it does suggest that the GOP's new electoral coalition is stable and possibly growing--even as Reaganite Republican grandees express constant outright disgust at the man who is somehow behind this stability and growth.

Whether or not Trump manages to win, we're likely to see the continued evolution of the Republican base away from what Pence, Haley, and others would like it to be. As I've argued before, the relatively few voters who pine for a Reagan restoration aren't going to find it in the present-day Republican Party. They might not fully find it in the Democratic Party of Joe Biden either. But at least there, they can make common cause with centrist factions open to the Reaganite mix of low taxes, liberal immigration, free trade, and hawkish internationalism combined with a civil religion of American exceptionalism. In the post-Trump GOP, such views are actively unwelcome (aside from the tax cuts).

That's because a sizable portion of Americans who haven't graduated from college, of whatever race or ethnicity, have different priorities--and, more and more, they form the base of the GOP. Those voters prefer to think of the nation as an armed camp; they want to see government power used to advance what they conceive as their own and their country's interests, and they like that message conveyed in a muscular style of trash-talking vulgarity and humor. The old high-minded, edifying, and earnest Reagan speeches that portrayed America as a shining city on a hill, with the duty to defend democracies abroad, leave these voters cold. In this respect, "America First" really does work well as a slogan for the Republican Party now emerging, eight years after Trump first captured it.

If Trump loses in November, none of this is likely to change. The new Republican base isn't going to reverse course and suddenly decide it loves Pence and Haley after all. The old Reaganite approach is a dead end. Instead, the party will finally begin to look seriously for a Trump successor. Ron DeSantis auditioned for that role over the past year, and it didn't work out; the voters decided they still preferred Trump himself. DeSantis will probably try again, but he'll be joined by many others next time. (Conspicuous among them is J. D. Vance, who's spending much of his first term as the junior senator from Ohio testing out elements of a right-populist agenda for a post-Trump Republican Party.)

No matter who Trump's successor turns out to be, that person will be someone who speaks the language of non-college-educated voters and views the world as they do. The GOP is now a vehicle for right-wing populism. Pence expressing dissatisfaction with this fact likely does more to confirm the completion of this transformation than it does to scuttle the new GOP's political ambitions.
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The Ego Has Crash-Landed

If Donald Trump loses November's election, it will be for one reason: He can't help making it all about himself.

by David Frum




Donald Trump dominated the news cycle this weekend. Everybody's talking about the outrageous things he said at his rally in Dayton, Ohio--above all, his menacing warning of a "bloodbath" if he is defeated in November. To follow political news is to again be immersed in all Trump, all the time. And that's why Trump will lose.

At the end of the 1980 presidential debate, the then-challenger Ronald Reagan posed a famous series of questions that opened with "Are you better off than you were four years ago?"

Why that series of questions was so powerful is important to understand. Reagan was not just delivering an explicit message about prices and wages. His summation also sent an implicit message about his understanding of how and why a vote was earned.

As a presidential candidate that year, Reagan arrived as a hugely famous and important person. He was the champion of the rising American conservative movement, a former two-term governor of California, and, before that, a movie and television star. Yet when it came time to make his final appeal to voters, candidate Reagan deflected attention away from himself. Instead, he targeted the spotlight directly at the incumbent president and the president's record.

David Frum: The ruin that a Trump presidency would mean

When Reagan spoke of himself, it was to present himself as a plausible replacement:

I have not had the experience the president has had in holding that office, but I think in being governor of California, the most populous state in the Union--if it were a nation, it would be the seventh-ranking economic power in the world--I, too, had some lonely moments and decisions to make. I know that the economic program that I have proposed for this nation in the next few years can resolve many of the problems that trouble us today. I know because we did it there.


Reagan understood that Reagan was not the issue in 1980. Jimmy Carter was the issue. Reagan's job was to not scare anybody away.

Reagan was following a playbook that Carter himself had used against Gerald Ford in 1976. Bill Clinton would reuse the playbook against George H. W. Bush in 1992. By this playbook, the challenger subordinates himself to a bigger story, and portrays himself as a safe and acceptable alternative to an unacceptable status quo.

Joe Biden used the same playbook against Donald Trump in 2020. See Biden's closing ad of the campaign, which struck generic themes of unity and optimism. The ad works off the premise that the voters' verdict will be on the incumbent; the challenger's job is simply to refrain from doing or saying anything that gets in the way.

But Trump won't accept the classic approach to running a challenger's campaign. He should want to make 2024 a simple referendum on the incumbent. But psychically, he needs to make the election a referendum on himself.

That need is self-sabotaging.

In two consecutive elections, 2016 and 2020, more Americans voted against Trump than for him. The only hope he has of changing that verdict in 2024 is by directing Americans' attention away from himself and convincing them to like Biden even less than they like Trump. But that strategy would involve Trump mainly keeping his mouth shut and his face off television--and that, Trump cannot abide.

Trump cannot control himself. He cannot accept that the more Americans hear from Trump, the more they will prefer Biden.

Tom Nichols: Donald Trump is a national-security risk

Almost 30 years ago, I cited in The Atlantic some advice I'd heard dispensed by an old hand to a political novice in a congressional race. "There are only two issues when running against an incumbent," the stager said. "[The incumbent's] record, and I'm not a kook." Beyond that, he went on, "if a subject can't elect you to Congress, don't talk about it."

The same advice applies even more to presidential campaigns.

Trump defies such advice. His two issues are his record and Yes, I am a kook. The subjects that won't get him elected to anything are the subjects that he is most determined to talk about.

In Raymond Chandler's novel The Long Goodbye, the private eye Philip Marlowe breaks off a friendship with a searing farewell: "You talk too damn much and too damn much of it is about you." When historians write their epitaphs for Trump's 2024 campaign, that could well be their verdict.
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Christine Blasey Ford Testifies Again

Her new memoir doubles as a modern-day horror story.

by Megan Garber




"I am here today not because I want to be. I am terrified," Christine Blasey Ford said in the fall of 2018, introducing herself to the Senate Judiciary Committee and a television audience of millions. Early in One Way Back, the memoir Ford has written about her testimony, its origin, and its aftermath, she repeats the line. She feels that terror again, she writes. She is afraid of having her words taken out of context, of being a public figure, of being misunderstood. "Stepping back into the spotlight comes with an infinite number of things to worry about," Ford notes, before returning to the story at hand. The moment is brief, but remarkable all the same: Rare is the writer who will confess to fearing her own book.

Memoirs like One Way Back are sometimes treated as justice by another means: books that step in where accountability has proved elusive--correcting the record, filling in the blanks, and restoring a narrative to its rightful owner. One Way Back, more than five years in the making, is partly that kind of reclamation. Ford's story, for many Americans, began and ended on the day of her testimony: the day when she shared details of an attack at a house party in 1982--an assault committed, she alleged, by Brett Kavanaugh, then a Supreme Court nominee. The memoir corrects the story by expanding it, placing the testimony in the broader context of Ford's life and detailing what came later. And it rescues its author, in the process, from the confines of iconography. Ford the narrator is quirky and insightful and prone to interrupting herself with long digressions (into psychological theories, the radness of Metallica, the mechanics of surfing, the ecosystemic importance of kelp forests). She lets her idiosyncrasy loose on the page. But Ford knows better than most the toll that telling one's story can take.

Kavanaugh, who denied Ford's allegations, was confirmed to the Supreme Court by a two-vote margin on October 6, 2018--a year and a day after The New York Times published the investigation about Harvey Weinstein that helped inspire #MeToo's growth into a mass movement. This was a resonant coincidence. Over the course of that year, countless people had put their wounds into words, trusting that the stories they told could be tools of justice. They wanted to be heard. They asked to be believed. They practiced a civic form of faith. What they did not anticipate--what they should not have needed to anticipate--was the caveat that has revealed itself in the long years since: Stories may be believed, and still ignored.

Read: Megan Garber on the logical fallacy of Christine Blasey Ford's 'choice'

Ford's own story, in many ways, was an exception to #MeToo's rule. She was listened to. She was, to a lesser extent, heard. Half a decade later, though, her claim rests in the same in-between space where the claims of many others do: It lingers, alleged but never litigated--its airing cut short when Kavanaugh was confirmed. One Way Back channels the frustrations of that abridgment. But the book also details Ford's life after the confirmation: the death threats, the upheaval, the backlash. As her story goes on, its testimony comes to read as an indictment--not of one person, but of a form of politics that sees stories as weapons in an endless war. For her, the personal unexpectedly became political, and then the political proved to be inescapable. Ford, who has a Ph.D. in psychology, is used to making sense of her experience by naming it. The intervening years, though, have resisted that kind of therapeutic clarity. So does, to its credit, the memoir itself. Closure, in Ford's story as in so many others, is a relief that never comes.

Ford grew up near Washington, D.C., among gated houses and country clubs and people who treated politics as their business and their birthright. She left as soon as she could (college in North Carolina, grad school in Southern California, then family and home and work in Northern California). She taught at Stanford. She spent her free time surfing. She followed politics in the generalized way that most Americans do. In the summer of 2018, though, Justice Anthony Kennedy retired, and Kavanaugh's name was in the news, and the night lodged somewhere in her memory--receding and recurring and receding again over the years--returned. Ford realized, to her surprise, that her childhood field trips to marbled monuments had stayed with her: She had retained a sense of civic duty.

"Let me be clear: This is not a political book," Ford writes early in the memoir, and you could read the disclaimer in many ways--as an attempt to distinguish between partisan politics and a broader form of civic engagement; as a defense against long-standing charges that she is a pawn of the Democratic Party; as an effort to set One Way Back apart from other Trump-era memoirs. But that disclaimer, its phrasing right out of the career politician's playbook, also distills one of the book's core tensions: Politics, in the memoir, encroaches on everything else. Ford does not want it to encroach on her story. Ford came forward in the first place, she suggests, not as an activist, or even necessarily as a feminist. She came forward as a scientist. She had a piece of evidence to share, and believed that those assessing Kavanaugh's fitness for office would be glad to have it. "I thought that if the people on the committee had taken this very esteemed job in public service, they wanted to do the right thing," Ford writes. "I thought I could save Trump the embarrassment of choosing an unviable candidate."

"Hold for laughs," she writes, referring to the woman who believed politics to be public service and Donald Trump to be capable of embarrassment. But Ford also conveys pride in the woman she was--an idealist who, in her idealism, was both mistaken and correct.

Ford decided to relay her claim in July 2018, and spent the dizzying weeks until late September trying, and failing, to be heard. She reached out to politicians and journalists, telling them what she could remember of the party that night 36 years earlier: the scene in the house; the boy on top of her, groping, laughing, so drunk that she feared he might kill her by accident; the bathing suit she wore under her clothes. She was not raped, she repeatedly clarified, but assaulted. Ford describes the politicians she confided in, on the whole, as sympathetic but hesitant. They listened, and their aides took very good notes, and Ford wasn't quite sure what they did after that.

She was not fully aware of the politics of the matter: Her story was a grenade that nobody wanted to be holding when it exploded. She simply knew that her story was not turning into action, and she was slightly baffled by the delay. And the politicians, she implies, didn't know what to do with her. They wanted to know why she was coming forward--why now, why at all. "Civic duty," in partisan politics, is an explanation that raises doubts.

In relating all of this, Ford is asking readers to accept what the politicians, in her description, could not: that she would do something simply because she considered it the right thing. Authorship may have an authoritarian edge--the writer includes and excludes, edits and spins, creating a story that is an act of will--but it brings vulnerability, too. Every testimony, whether delivered to the Senate or to readers, will confront audiences that double as judges. And American audiences tend to treat earnestness itself as cause for suspicion.

Ford the memoirist faces the same challenges that Ford the witness did. To tell her story--to have that story believed--she has to sell herself as the storyteller. She has to deliver a testimony that serves, inevitably, as self-defense too. No wonder Ford regards her book with fear. Even before she testified, One Way Back suggests, Ford lost hold of her story. She had planned to stay anonymous; instead, in September, her name became public. (Five years later, she remains unsure of who leaked her identity and changed her life.) Then the smear campaign started, and the death threats began. She did not realize that her testimony would be televised, she writes, half-acknowledging her naivete, until she was making her way to the Senate chamber.

And she did not realize that, in the testimony itself, she had brought data to a gunfight. The professor had prepared for the occasion as if it was a lecture, marshaling details and context, aiming for clarity. Kavanaugh spoke after Ford, and the gulf between the two testimonies was, in retrospect, an omen. She offered evidence. He offered grievance. She spoke science. He spoke politics. She was piecing together fragments of a story, parts of which she had forgotten. He was controlling the narrative.

Anita Hill: What it was like for me to watch Christine Blasey Ford's testimony

With Kavanaugh's confirmation, Ford expected to move on as the news cycle did. But although coverage tapered off, the smears continued. In mid-September, after her name had become widely known, Ford--along with her husband, Russell, and their two adolescent sons--had moved out of their house. "Hotel arrest," as Ford calls it, was a safety precaution made necessary by the threats, and made possible, in part, by a GoFundMe campaign that an anonymous donor started. It was a surreal blend of luxury and fear: extreme isolation, ongoing uncertainty, days' worth of room-service cheeseburgers.

And the strangeness extended beyond the Senate vote. Ford could not return home. She could not return to work. She could not go out in public without protection. The media attention trained on her friends and family in the lead-up to the testimony--and the partisan cast of the event--had strained some of her relationships, and cost her some others. The fear that had been acute became chronic. She entered another phase, "hibernation."

By this point, the reader has learned enough about Ford to understand why the precautions would have seemed like punishments. She is rebellious by nature. She is curious by profession. She is prone to overthinking. And there she was, surviving but not fully living, in a confinement made more confusing because it was punctuated with kindness--and made more frustrating because it refused to end. Earlier in the memoir, Ford describes the relief she felt when she assumed that the whistleblower chapter of her life was behind her. "I did it," she thought to herself, after her testimony's opening statement. "Hardest part is over." The book is full of lines like that--false endings, further evidence of Ford's naivete--and they do not merely foreshadow the hardship to come. They turn a memoir, at junctures, into a horror story. Just when the heroine thinks she has escaped, she hears the thudding footsteps once more.

As Ford's story goes on, those moments of revoked catharsis condition the reader to do what Ford started to do: treat the promise of resolution with suspicion. Soon the scientist was struggling to diagnose her own situation. She spent a stretch in a fog that she calls her "gray blanket era." She talks about life in the "abyss." She considered moving (to a small town where she could "teach at a community college, and listen to grunge music all day"). She flailed for a time, and her book flails with her.

Ford is aware, she notes, that people would prefer a tidier story, a more hopeful one. Audiences are happy to consume accounts of other people's pain; they tend to expect, though, that the storytellers will consider it their role to guide them to an end. But Ford cannot. One Way Back is a title derived from surfing--a sport that begins in freedom and ends in a foreclosure of options. Once you've paddled out past the break--once you've fought to reach the calm of the open ocean--you have only one way to get back to land: through the waves, either riding them or caught within them. We watch as Ford, for a period, gets pummeled so regularly that she seems to lose her bearings. She is getting sadder. She is, perhaps worse, becoming cynical. Whether she can even believe in a way back isn't clear.

Ford the former idealist finds respite, briefly, in the formulaic, accusatory stories of partisan discourse. The scientist explains the other side as "evil." She toggles between anger and despair, wanting to hope that things will get better, but suspecting all the while that hope might be a delusion. She talks the endemic talk of memoir as a way to control the narrative. The woman who always looked for the biggest waves--and who once dared to briefly try piloting a small plane (despite a deep fear of flying)--seems, in those moments, to be unmoored. Many people she encountered earlier in the memoir saw idealism as a form of weakness. Now she seems at risk of believing them.

One Way Back is proof that Ford has emerged from the abyss, but what makes her account unusual and valuable is the way it refuses the comfort of firm ground. The psychologist, by the end of the book, might offer closure. The scientist might offer conclusions. The author might offer catharsis. But Ford can offer none of those. Instead, she offers a model of resilience.

Her predicament is singular, but has become a familiar one. Readers, too, might have struggled against cynicism. Readers, too, might have believed that their optimism was a virtue--only to be left wondering whether they had been foolish or betrayed. The waves keep coming. They have their own small currents. They can force you forward; they can pull you back. They can propel and impede you at the same time. The only thing to do in the tumult, Ford suggests, is keep aiming for the shore.



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "Christine Blasey Ford Testifies Again." 
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Why Biden's Pro-worker Stance Isn't Working

The most pro-labor president in history could hardly do more for unions, but their members aren't feeling it.

by James Surowiecki




Joe Biden courted the leaders of the Teamsters this week, looking for the endorsement of the 1.3-million-member union. He will probably get it. The Center for American Progress, a liberal think tank, calls him "the most pro-union president in history." He's already won the endorsement of many of the country's most important unions, including the United Auto Workers, the AFSCME public employees' union, the Service Employees International Union, and the main umbrella organization, the AFL-CIO.

Biden's real concern in November, though, isn't getting the support of union leaders; it's winning the support of union members. Labor's rank and file were a valuable part of his winning coalition in 2020, when, according to AP VoteCast, he got 56 percent of the union vote. Today, things on this front are looking a little shakier, particularly in key electoral battlegrounds. A New York Times/Siena survey of swing states late last year, for instance, found that Biden was tied with Donald Trump among union voters (who, that same survey noted, had voted for Biden by an eight-point margin in the previous general election).

That slippage is not itself a reason for Democratic panic, because it suggests that the drop-off in union support has been similar to the decline in support for Biden generally. But the softening support among union voters is striking in light of how hard Biden has tried to win their trust. He has certainly shown his love for workers during his three-plus years in office, but not even unionized workers seem to love him back.

Read: Is Biden the most pro-union president in history?

Biden has made plenty of symbolic and rhetorical gestures, including the exclusion of Tesla CEO Elon Musk from a 2021 electric-vehicle summit at the White House, most likely because of Musk's anti-union stance, and walking a UAW picket line during the union's strike against the Big Three carmakers last fall. He's made support for labor, and the working class generally, a legislative priority, pushing bills that subsidize investments in infrastructure and manufacturing, protect union pension funds, fund apprenticeships, and boost wages for federal contractors. He also kept Trump's trade tariffs, which industrial unions mostly favored, in place. And the people he appointed to the National Labor Relations Board have handed down a series of rulings that have made it easier for workers to organize and harder for employers to punish them for doing so. To give just one metric (from the Center for American Progress), the NLRB ordered companies to hire back more illegally fired workers in Biden's first year than it did during Trump's entire four years in office.

Biden has done all of this at a time when unions are enjoying a big surge in popularity. Fifteen years ago, public support for unions, as measured by Gallup, dipped below 50 percent for the first time since it was first surveyed, in the 1930s. Today, more than two-thirds of Americans say they support unions, one of the highest marks since the '60s, and polling found that two-thirds to three-quarters of Americans supported the recent strikes by the UAW and by Hollywood screenwriters and actors, which not only enjoyed a high profile but were also successful. Perhaps this means that Biden would be doing even worse in the polls if he hadn't been so pro-labor. But so far, the political rewards seem to have been meager at best.

James Surowiecki: The Big Three's inevitable collision with the UAW

Some of this can be explained straightforwardly by the fact that the same issues dragging down Biden's popularity among voters generally, such as inflation and immigration, also hurt him with union voters. That seems particularly true for white men working in old-line industries, a segment of workers who were already disposed to support Trump. (According to a Center for American Progress Action Fund study, white male non-college-educated union workers supported Trump over Biden by 27 points in 2020, though Biden did nine points better with them than he did with white male non-college non-union workers.)

On top of this, the percentage of American workers in unions has not risen over the past three years--only about 10 percent of all workers are unionized, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and in the private sector, that proportion falls below 7 percent (despite some high-profile organizing campaigns such as the one at Starbucks). So even though the public has become more supportive of labor organizations, union issues simply have less cultural and political resonance than they once did. And unions themselves are less integral to their members' daily lives than they once were, particularly in former industrial strongholds that are now swing states, as the Harvard scholars Lainey Newman and Theda Skocpol document in their recent book, Rust Belt Union Blues. That means it takes more work to reach union voters and win their support; endorsements from leaders alone won't deliver workers' votes.

Another dimension of Biden's limited success is that he faces an opponent in Trump who, unlike most Republican presidential candidates, has also courted union voters aggressively while selling himself as a tribune of the working class. That stand is mostly marketing: During Trump's presidency, the NLRB was actively hostile to union organizing efforts, and when House Democrats passed a bill that would make joining unions easier for workers and significantly weaken states' right-to-work laws, the Trump White House threatened to veto it. (The president never got the chance; the bill did not come up for a vote in the Senate.) But Trump's rhetorical nods toward labor have helped blur the contrast between him and Biden. And the fact that Trump's signature economic issue is raising tariffs has also helped him with union voters.

David A. Graham: Why isn't Trump helping the autoworkers?

What that suggests, of course, is that Biden needs to do a better job of sharpening that contrast on labor policy. But that's not as easy as it sounds. Much of the struggle over workers' rights and interests today takes place in a courtroom or through administrative hearings or via regulatory changes. This sort of bureaucratic haggling means that it's hard to make labor issues vivid for voters--even union voters. For all the difference in the NLRB's record during the Biden administration compared with that under Trump, administrative-agency rulings are not the stuff of a rousing stump speech.

These problems are not insurmountable--and the unions themselves will be trying to help Biden surmount them. (The Service Employees International Union, for instance, just announced that it would be spending $200 million on voter education in this election cycle.) And once the presidential campaign gets fully under way, union voters may well move back in Biden's direction. But Biden's difficulty in landing their support is a microcosm of his struggles with voters broadly: The way they feel about him seems disconnected from what he's done.
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Sonia Sotomayor Should Retire Now

If she leaves the Court this year, President Joe Biden will nominate a young and reliably liberal judge to replace her.

by Josh Barro




On Election Day in 2006, Justice Antonin Scalia was 70 years old and had been serving on the Supreme Court for 20 years. That year would have been an opportune time for him to retire--Republicans held the White House and the Senate, and they could have confirmed a young conservative justice who likely would have held the seat for decades to come. Instead, he tried to stay on the Court until the next time a Republican president would have a clear shot to nominate and confirm a conservative successor.

He didn't make it--he died unexpectedly in February 2016, at the age of 79, while Barack Obama was president. Conservatives nevertheless engineered some good fortune: There was divided control of government, and then-Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell refused to even hold confirmation hearings for Merrick Garland, Obama's nominee to the seat. Donald Trump won that fall's election and named Neil Gorsuch to the seat that McConnell had held open.

But imagine for a moment that Hillary Clinton had won the 2016 election, as many expected. By running a few points stronger, she might have taken Democratic candidates across the finish line in close races in Pennsylvania and Missouri, resulting in Democratic control of the Senate. In that scenario, Clinton would have named a liberal successor to Scalia--more liberal than Garland--and conservatives would have lost control of the Court, all because of Scalia's failure to retire at the opportune moment.

Justice Sonia Sotomayor will turn 70 in June. If she retires this year, President Joe Biden will nominate a young and reliably liberal judge to replace her. Republicans do not control the Senate floor and cannot force the seat to be held open like they did when Scalia died. Confirmation of the new justice will be a slam dunk, and liberals will have successfully shored up one of their seats on the Court--playing the kind of defense that is smart and prudent when your only hope of controlling the Court again relies on both the timing of the death or retirement of conservative judges and not losing your grip on the three seats you already hold.

But if Sotomayor does not retire this year, we don't know when she will next be able to retire with a likely liberal replacement. It's possible that Democrats will retain the presidency and the Senate in this year's elections, in which case the insurance created by a Sotomayor retirement won't have been necessary. But if Democrats lose the presidency or the Senate this fall--or both--she'll need to stay on the bench until the party once again controls them. That could be just a few years, or it could be longer. Democrats have previously had to wait as long as 14 years (1995 to 2009). In other words, if Sotomayor doesn't retire this year, she'll be making a bet that she will remain fit to serve until possibly age 78 or even 82 or 84--and she'll be forcing the whole Democratic Party to make that high-stakes bet with her.

Steven Mazie: The Supreme Court justices do not seem to be getting along

If Democrats lose the bet, the Court's 6-3 conservative majority will turn into a 7-2 majority at some point within the next decade. If they win the bet, what do they win? They win the opportunity to read dissents written by Sotomayor instead of some other liberal justice. This is obviously an insane trade. Democrats talk a lot about the importance of the Court and the damage that has been done since it has swung in a more conservative direction, most obviously including the end of constitutional protections for abortion rights. So why aren't Democrats demanding Sotomayor's retirement?

Well, they are whispering about it. Politico reported in January:

Some Democrats close to the Biden administration and high-profile lawyers with past White House experience spoke to West Wing Playbook on condition of anonymity about their support for Sotomayor's retirement. But none would go on the record about it. They worried that publicly calling for the first Latina justice to step down would appear gauche or insensitive. Privately, they say Sotomayor has provided an important liberal voice on the court, even as they concede that it would be smart for the party if she stepped down before the 2024 election.


This is incredibly gutless. You're worried about putting control of the Court completely out of reach for more than a generation, but because she is Latina, you can't hurry along an official who's putting your entire policy project at risk? If this is how the Democratic Party operates, it deserves to lose.

The cowardice in speaking up about Sotomayor--a diabetic who has in some instances traveled with a medic--is part of a broader insanity in the way that the Democratic Party thinks about diversity and representation. Representation is supposed to be important because the presence of different sorts of people in positions of power helps ensure that the interests and preferences of various communities are taken into account when making policy. But in practice, Democratic Party actions regarding diversity tend to be taken for the benefit of officials rather than demographic groups. What's more important for ordinary Latina women who support Democrats--that there not be one more vote against abortion rights on the Supreme Court, or that Sotomayor is personally there to write dissenting opinions? The answer is obvious, unless you work in Democratic politics for a living, in which case it apparently becomes a difficult call.

I thought Democrats had learned a lesson from the Ruth Bader Ginsburg episode about the importance of playing defense on a Court where you don't hold the majority. Building a cult of personality around one particular justice served to reinforce the idea that it was reasonable for her to stay on the bench far into old age, and her unfortunate choice to do so ultimately led to Amy Coney Barrett's appointment and a string of conservative policy victories. All liberals have to show for this stubbornness is a bunch of dissents and kitsch home decor. In 2021, it seemed that liberals had indeed learned their lesson--not only was there a well-organized effort to hound the elderly Stephen Breyer out of office, but the effort was quite rude. (I'm not sure screaming "Retire, bitch" at Stephen Breyer was strictly necessary, but I wasn't bothered by it either--he was a big boy, and he could take it.) But I guess maybe the lesson was learned only for instances where the justice in question is a white man.

One obvious response to this argument is that the president is also old--much older, indeed, than Sonia Sotomayor. I am aware, and I consider this to be a serious problem. But Democrats are unlikely to find a way to replace Biden with a younger candidate who enhances their odds of winning the election. The Sotomayor situation is different. Her age problem can be dealt with very simply by her retiring and the president picking a candidate to replace her who is young and broadly acceptable (maybe even exciting) to Democratic Party insiders. And if Democrats want to increase the odds of getting there, they should be saying in public that she should step down. In order to do that, they'll have to get over their fear of being called racist or sexist or ageist.



This article was adapted from a post on Josh Barro's Substack, Very Serious.
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'All We Must Do Is Survive Four Years'

The ACLU's game plan for protecting civil rights through a potential second Trump administration

by Ronald Brownstein




For the venerable American Civil Liberties Union, Donald Trump's four years in the White House had the intensity of life during wartime.

The group filed its first lawsuit against the Trump administration on January 28, 2017, just eight days after Trump took office and one day after he promulgated his first attempt at banning the entry into the U.S. of travelers from several Muslim-majority nations.

The pace of the organization's legal combat against Trump never let up. Ultimately the ACLU filed more than 250 lawsuits against Trump's administration on issues as varied as immigration, abortion, contraception, fair housing, and the rights of racial-justice protesters forcibly dispersed by federal troops around the White House.

Like environmental groups, media outlets, and other institutions to the left of center in American politics, the ACLU experienced a renewed burst of relevance and visibility during the Trump years. Fueled by the demand for unstinting "resistance" from the many voters and donors stunned by Trump's election and horrified by his actions, the group's staff during his presidency roughly doubled, its budget nearly tripled, and its membership increased by a factor of four. The ACLU won some big cases (overturning Trump's policy of separating migrant parents from their children and blocking his effort to add a citizenship question to the census) and lost others (the Supreme Court eventually upheld Trump's third try at the Muslim ban after courts rejected two earlier iterations). The fights placed the ACLU at the center of the political arena, nearly 100 years after it was founded, in 1920.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Civil rights undone

In an interview last week, Anthony D. Romero, the ACLU's longtime executive director, told me that he believes protecting civil liberties will be even harder if Trump wins a second term in November. I spoke with Romero about the challenges that a reelected Trump could pose to rights and liberties, how the ACLU is already coordinating with other advocacy groups to develop plans for fighting Trump's agenda in the courts, and why Romero thinks legal battles may be less important than public protest in determining how American democracy will look in 2029 if Trump wins.

The following conversation has been edited for length and clarity.



Ronald Brownstein: When you look across both what Trump has explicitly already said and what you see unfolding in the red states as a template, what are you most concerned about in terms of civil rights and civil liberties in a second Trump term?

Anthony D. Romero: Our greatest concerns have to do with the areas where Donald Trump already has a track record. Clearly, we expect him to double down on the immigration issue. It is the centerpiece of his "Make America great again" ideology. The Muslim ban was the first executive order he signed.

We can expect a militarization of the border, the third-country transit ban, the shutting down of asylum. This time, he's likely to make good on his promise to create a deportation force and enact nationwide deportations. So immigration will be front and center.

A second issue will be abortion, because it is animating politics in the Republican Party. Trump is already playing with the idea of a federal abortion ban--whether it's 14 weeks, 15 weeks, he hasn't made up his mind yet--but it's clear that is the direction he's going to be pushed into by his party.

Brownstein: Will he also face greater pressure in the party for executive-branch action on abortion?

Romero: Correct. Whether it's mifepristone, the Comstock Act, restrictions on the U.S. Postal Service--you bet.

Certainly he will address the other culture-war grievances from the Republican Party: restrictions on gender-affirming health care for transgender individuals; attacks on diversity, equity, and inclusion; the attack on birthright citizenship. He said it was a target when he was running for office the first time around, but he didn't do anything on it; this time he is more likely to. Birthright citizenship, in addition to it being at the core of the immigration issue, is also at the core of race relations and racial justice. It was the way that America converted African slaves into U.S. citizens. It is hallowed ground for the civil-rights community, which is an invitation for him to trample all over it.

The final set of buckets, I would say, would be around his weaponization of the Department of Justice to go after his political adversaries; his threatened use of the Insurrection Act to curtail demonstrations; the threat to use police and even the National Guard to deal with crime in blue cities. He's going to want to pick a fight in blue-state jurisdictions and use the power of the federal government to do so.

Brownstein: Another area, I suppose, in immigration would be allowing red states to enforce the immigration laws?

Romero: I think he will endeavor to enact the restrictive policies for them. But if he gives the red states the carte blanche to do what they want, then it's going to be hard for him to curtail the blue states from enacting sanctuary-city laws. Consistency has never been an impediment to Trump, but from a legal-theory point of view, I'm not sure he is going to want to throw away the preeminence of the executive branch by allowing the state governors to usurp the federal-government role. I think he's going to want to fill that role himself.

Brownstein: Why do you think that this term could be more difficult even than his first?

Romero: I think the adults in the Republican Party are not going to get in the room with him this time. I think you will only have the most zealous and ideological of players join a second Trump administration, and the institutionalists and the establishment types who curtailed his worst abuses will be in a form of exile even while they are in power.

The retirement of Mitch McConnell, health issues aside, points to this very issue: The institutionalists and the establishment Republicans are not going to populate the administration and the Cabinet the way they once did. Stephen Miller will be more like the norm rather than the exception.

Then I think they are going to be smarter and more experienced and therefore more effective the second time around. They are not going to make rookie mistakes like the Muslim ban--the fact that it took them three tries to perfect it. I think you see a greater level of focus even in what he talks about on the campaign and the [lack of focus] that was endemic to Trump One might be mitigated with greater discipline and greater focus the second time around.

Brownstein: In the interview where Miller laid out in remarkable detail their plans on mass deportation, he also said, We're going to be doing so many things at once that no one can respond to, and that is part of the strategy.

Romero: I don't doubt it. And in some ways, they have finally woken up to the fact that what they have on their side is the scale of the federal government. It was always a bit astonishing to me that we could make as much progress as we could in Trump's first term, given the awesome asymmetry between the power of the federal government and the power of civil society.

Brownstein: What is your feeling about the kind of bulwark the Supreme Court will be for civil liberties?

Romero: I am worried, and yet I think we must give it our best shot. At this point, all we need to do is get to five [votes on the Supreme Court], and on any case or controversy, the point is, what other two justices can you peel away [to join the three Democratic-appointed justices]? I'm not willing to give up the litigation ghost in a second Trump administration. At some level, all we must do is survive four years; we don't have to survive eight years of Trump. All we have to do is play for his final four years, because that's all he's got.

Brownstein: What do you consider potentially the most volatile or incendiary of his proposals? To me, the various ways in which he is talking about using federal forces in blue cities seems the most explosive.

Romero: Definitely. The deportation force can implicate 11 million to 13 million undocumented people. Remember that undocumented people live in families and communities alongside many American citizens, so the level of disruption when you start ripping out people who don't have legal papers can be extensive.

Ronald Brownstein: Trump's 'knock on the door'

Certainly, the power of the National Guard and use of the Insurrection Act put a lot of things at his fingertips that are incredibly worrisome. That's why litigation, I think, will be important; litigation preserves the status quo, litigation takes time, and when you are buying time, that is a good thing.

Litigation also helps focus public attention. Part of what happened in the first Trump administration is the avalanche of Trump policies and outrages became a little numbing for the public at one level, and yet with litigation, you could really focus a spotlight on key policies. Family separation is an example I would use: The litigation that we filed engendered such a public outcry that even Trump himself had to backtrack on the policy.

But lawyers are going to play a much less important role in a second Trump administration, because of the specter of a much more consistent and greater assault on civil liberties and civil rights. That's where you really have to convert the public into a protagonist and not a spectator. And you saw elements of that in the first Trump administration. The women's marches were largely a spontaneous outburst of energy from constituents. Certainly, the George Floyd protests that happened in the summer of 2020, in the middle of a global pandemic, were also an indication that people were willing to take to the streets on issues that really mattered to them. I've got to believe that we'll have the potential of mobilizing the public in that way. Part of what we've got to do is get ready for that kind of energy and activism that will be beyond any of our control--the work we have to do as legal observers on protests, know-your-rights training.

Brownstein: Is that under way?

Romero: We're beginning to map that out--what we need to do, and relationships we need to build.

Brownstein: If Trump wins, I don't know if he does everything that he's saying. But if he does even two-thirds of what he is saying, what do blue state governors like J. B. Pritzker, Gavin Newsom, and Kathy Hochul do? What do their attorneys general do? How much pressure could Trump put on the fundamental cohesion of the country if he follows through on this idea of using federal force in blue jurisdictions?

Romero: The real wild card is the extent to which it devolves into a confusing chaos or even violence, in which case Trump's use of the executive powers will look more justifiable in the eyes of ordinary Americans. Remember the play he made around [sending federal forces to quell the 2020 protests in] Portland? There was an element of Trump's actions in Portland that resonated with the American public. In some ways, the greatest danger is when Trump's extreme policies tap into the commonsense reactions of the American people, when he truly is playing the populist role. That's what I think is the most dangerous.

Brownstein: How different could America look after four years of another Trump presidency? And what do you think could be the most important differences from where we are now that we might face?

Romero: I think we could very much be on the brink of losing our democracy and losing certain rights and liberties that would be lost for a generation. I am not one given to hyperbole, especially in the face of real threat, but the efforts to curtail protest and demonstrations; the promise to enact gestapo-like searches and deportation forces; the enactment of federal bans on reproductive rights or gender-affirming care or diversity-and-inclusion efforts could fundamentally change the way that we think about rights and liberties in the United States.

Right now, we bemoan the idea that our zip code determines our rights and liberties. That if I am 10010 in New York--my zip code--I am de facto going to have a much greater enjoyment of rights and liberties than if I were in a zip code in Alabama or Mississippi. And the challenge with a second Trump administration is that rights and liberties may be lost even in blue states. We are already living with a status quo where rights and liberties are curtailed in red states, but it's the metastasis into blue states and liberal and progressive jurisdictions that is perhaps the most concerning.
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D.C.'s Crime Problem Is a Democracy Problem

Homicides have risen in the nation's capital while falling elsewhere. One key difference: D.C. residents can't elect their own D.A.

by Harry Jaffe




Matthew Graves is not shy about promoting his success in prosecuting those who stormed the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021. By his count, Graves, the U.S. attorney for the District of Columbia, has charged more than 1,358 individuals, spread across nearly all 50 states and Washington, D.C., for assaulting police, destroying federal property, and other crimes. He issues a press release for most cases, and he held a rare news conference this past January to tout his achievements.

But Graves's record of bringing violent criminals to justice on the streets of D.C. has put him on the defensive. Alone among U.S. attorneys nationwide, Graves, appointed by the president and accountable to the U.S. attorney general, is responsible for overseeing both federal and local crime in his city. In 2022, prosecutors under Graves pressed charges on a record-low 33 percent of arrests in the District. Although the rate increased to 44 percent last fiscal year and continues to increase, other cities have achieved much higher rates: Philadelphia had a 96 percent prosecution rate in 2022, while Cook County, Illinois, which includes Chicago, and New York City were both at 86 percent. D.C.'s own rate hovered in the 60s and 70s for years, until it began a sharp slide in 2016.

These figures help account for the fact that, as most major U.S. cities recorded decreases in murders last year, killings in the nation's capital headed in the other direction: 274 homicides in 2023, the highest number in a quarter century, amounting to a nearly 50 percent increase since 2015. Violent crime, from carjackings to armed robberies, also rose last year. Some types of crime in the District are trending down so far in 2024, but the capital has already transformed from one of the safest urban centers in America not long ago to one in which random violence can take a car or a life even in neighborhoods once considered crime free.

Journalists and experts have offered up various explanations for D.C.'s defiance of national crime trends. The Metropolitan Police Department is down 467 officers from the 3,800 employed in 2020; Police Chief Pamela Smith has said it could take "more than a decade" to reach that number again. But the number of police officers has decreased nationwide. The coronavirus pandemic stalled criminal-court procedures in D.C., but that was also the case across the country. The 13-member D.C. city council, dominated by progressives, tightened regulations on police use of force after the murder of George Floyd in 2020, but many local councils across the country passed similar laws. Reacting to public pressure, the D.C. council this month passed, and Mayor Muriel Bowser signed, a public-safety bill that rolls back some policing restrictions and includes tougher penalties for crimes such as illegal gun possession and retail theft.

Jeff Asher: The murder rate is suddenly falling

As a journalist who has covered crime in the District for four decades, I believe that one aspect of the D.C. justice system sets it apart, exacerbating crime and demanding remedy: Voters here cannot elect their own district attorney to prosecute local adult crimes.

The District's 679,000 residents and the millions of tourists who visit the capital every year could be safer if D.C. chose its own D.A., responsive to the community's needs and accountable to voters. D.C. residents have no say in who sits atop their criminal-justice system with the awesome discretion to bring charges or not. Giving voters the right to elect their own D.A. would not only move the criminal-justice system closer to the community. It would also reform one of the more undemocratic, unjust sections of the Home Rule Act. The 1973 law, known for granting the District limited self-government, also maintained federal control of D.C.'s criminal-justice system; the president appoints not just the chief prosecutor but also judges to superior and district courts.

"Putting prosecution into the hands of a federal appointee is a complete violation of the founding principles this country was built on," Karl Racine, who served as D.C.'s first elected attorney general, from 2015 to 2023, told me. (The District's A.G. has jurisdiction over juvenile crime.) "Power is best exercised locally."

Allowing the District to elect its own D.A. would not solve D.C.'s crime problem easily or quickly. Bringing criminals to justice is enormously complicated, from arrest to prosecution to adjudication and potential incarceration; this doesn't fall solely on Graves or any previous U.S. attorney. The change would require Congress to revise the Home Rule charter, and given the politics of the moment and Republican control of the House, it's a political long shot. In a 2002 referendum, 82 percent of District voters approved of a locally elected D.A. Four years later, Eleanor Holmes Norton, the District's longtime Democratic delegate to Congress, began introducing legislation to give D.C. its own prosecutor. But her efforts have gone nowhere, regardless of which party controlled Congress or the White House.

Many Republicans in Congress--as well as former President Donald Trump--like to hold up the District as a crime-ridden example of liberal policies gone wrong, and they have repeatedly called for increased federal control to make the city safer. Ironically, what distinguishes the District from every other U.S. city is that its criminal-justice system is already under federal control. If Republicans really want to make D.C. safer, they should consider empowering a local D.A. who could focus exclusively on city crime.

In two interviews, Graves defended his record of prosecuting local crime and pointed to other factors contributing to D.C.'s homicide rate. "The city is lucky to have the career prosecutors it has," he told me. He questioned whether a locally elected D.A. would be any more aggressive on crime. But he also said he is fundamentally in favor of the District's right to democratically control its criminal-justice system.

"I personally support statehood," he said. "Obviously, if D.C. were a state, then part of that deal would be having to assume responsibility for its prosecutions."

The District's porous criminal-justice system has long afflicted its Black community in particular; in more than 90 percent of homicides here, both the victims and the suspects are Black. Since the 1980s, I have heard a constant refrain from Washingtonians east of the Anacostia River that "someone arrested Friday night with a gun in their belt is back on the street Saturday morning."

In the District's bloodiest days, during the crack epidemic, murders in the city mercilessly rose, peaking in 1991 at 509. From 1986 to 1990, prosecutions for homicide, assault, and robbery increased by 96 percent. Over the next two decades, homicides and violent crime gradually decreased; murders reached a low of 88 in 2012. That year, the U.S. Attorney's Office prosecution rate in D.C. Superior Court was 70 percent. But the District's crime rate seemed to correspond more to nationwide trends than to any dramatic changes in the prosecution rate.

David A. Graham: America's peace wave

The rate of federal prosecution of local crime in the District stood at 65 percent as recently as 2017 but fell precipitously during a period of turbulence in the U.S. Attorney's Office under President Trump, when multiple people cycled through the lead-prosecutor spot. ("That is your best argument about the danger of being under federal control," Graves told me.) After a mob attacked the U.S. Capitol in 2021 and Graves took office later that year, he temporarily redeployed 15 of the office's 370 permanent prosecutors to press cases against the violent intruders in D.C. federal court. The prosecution rate for local crime stood at 46 percent in 2021 but plummeted to the nadir of 33 percent in 2022.

"It was a massive resource challenge," Graves said of the January 6 prosecutions. "It's definitely a focus of mine, a priority of mine." But he added: "We all viewed the 33 percent as a problem."

Graves, 48, an intense, hard-driving lawyer from eastern Pennsylvania, told me that his job, "first and foremost, is keeping the community safe." He has a track record in the District: He joined the D.C. federal prosecutor's operation in 2007 and worked on local violent crime before moving up to become the acting chief of the department's fraud and public-corruption section. He went into private practice in 2016 and returned when President Joe Biden nominated him to run the U.S. Attorney's Office, in July 2021. He has lived in the District for more than 20 years. "It's my adopted home," he said.

Graves attributes D.C.'s rising murder rate in large part to the fact that the number of illegal guns in D.C. "rocketed up" in 2022 and 2023: Police recovered more than 3,100 illegal firearms in each of those years, compared with 2,300 in 2021. "D.C. doesn't appropriately hold people accountable for illegally possessing firearms," he told me. According to Graves, D.C. judges detain only about 10 percent of defendants charged with illegal possession of a firearm.

He attributed his office's low prosecution rates to two main causes: first, pandemic restrictions that dramatically cut back on in-person jury trials, including grand juries, where prosecutors must present evidence to bring indictments. Without grand juries, Graves said, prosecutors could not indict suspects who were "sitting out in the community." Second, the District's crime lab lost its accreditation in April 2021 and was out of commission until its partial reinstatement at the end of 2023. Without forensic evidence, prosecutors struggled to trace DNA, drugs, firearm cartridges, and other evidence, Graves explained: "It was a massive mess that had nothing to do with our office." Police and prosecutors were unable to bring charges for drug crimes until the Drug Enforcement Agency agreed in March 2022 to handle narcotics testing.

Even with these impediments, Graves said his office last year charged 90 percent of "serious violent crime" cases in D.C., including 137 homicides, in part by increasing the number of prosecutors handling violent crime cases in 2022 and 2023.

But accepting Graves's explanations doesn't account for at least 18 murder suspects in 2023 who had previously been arrested but were not detained--either because prosecutors had dropped charges or pleaded down sentences (in some cases before Graves's tenure), or because judges released the defendants. (The 18 murder suspects were tracked by the author of the anonymous DC Crime Facts Substack and confirmed in public records.) "Where the office does not go forward with a firearms case at the time of arrest, it is either because of concerns about whether the stop that led to the arrest was constitutional or because there is insufficient evidence connecting the person arrested to the firearm," Graves told me in an email.

Andrew Exum: We need to learn to live with guns

Last month, the National Institute for Criminal Justice Reform, a research and advocacy nonprofit, released a report showing that in 2021 and 2022, homicide victims and suspects both had, on average, more than six prior criminal cases, and that most of those cases had been dismissed. Police and nonprofit groups working to tamp down violence described "a feeling of impunity among many people on the streets that may be encouraging criminal behavior." Police "also complained of some cases not being charged or when they are, the defendant being allowed to go home to await court proceedings," according to the report, which cited interviews with more than 70 Metropolitan Police Department employees.

"Swift and reliable punishment is the most effective deterrent," Vanessa Batters-Thompson, the executive director of the DC Appleseed Center for Law and Justice, a nonprofit that advocates for increased local governance, told me.

In January, the Justice Department announced that it would "surge" more federal prosecutors and investigators to "target the individuals and organizations that are driving violent crime in the nation's capital," in the words of U.S. Attorney General Merrick Garland. Graves welcomed the move, which he said has added about 10 prosecutors so far and will create a special unit to analyze crime data that could provide investigators with leads. Similar "surges" have been deployed in Memphis and Houston.

"But [D.C. has] no control over what that surge is," Batters-Thompson said--how large or long-lasting it is. Even if federal crime fighters make a dent in the District's violence and homicide rates, the effort would amount to a temporary fix.

Electing a D.A. for D.C. would not only take Congress reforming the Home Rule Act. There's also the considerable expense of creating a district attorney's office and absorbing the cost now borne by the federal government. (It's an imperfect comparison, but the D.C. Office of the Attorney General's operating budget for fiscal year 2024 is approximately $154 million.) Republicans in control of the House are more intent on repealing the Home Rule Act than granting District residents more autonomy.

Hannah Giorgis: D.C. statehood is more urgent than ever

But if Republicans want D.C. to tackle its crime problem, why shouldn't its residents--like those of Baltimore, Philadelphia, Denver, Boston, Seattle, and elsewhere--be able to elect a district attorney dedicated to that effort? Crime is often intimate and neighborhood-based, especially in a relatively small city such as the District. Effective prosecution requires connection and trust with the community, both to send a message about the consequences of bad behavior and to provide victims and their families with some solace and closure. Those relationships are much more difficult to forge with a federally appointed prosecutor whose jurisdiction is split between federal and local matters, and who is not accountable to the people he or she serves.

Racine, the former D.C. attorney general, was regularly required to testify in oversight hearings before the city council. Graves doesn't have to show up for hearings before the District's elected council, though he couldn't help but note to me that progressive council members have in the past accused D.C.'s criminal-justice system of being too punitive.

Graves told me that his office has a special community-engagement unit, that he attends community meetings multiple times a month, and that his office is "latched up at every level" with the police, especially with the chief, with whom Graves said he emails or talks weekly.

"Given our unique role," he said, "we have to make ourselves accountable to the community."

Sounds like the perfect platform to run on for D.C.'s first elected district attorney.
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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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        Photos of the Week: Green River, Fire Ritual, Space Needle
        Alan Taylor

        
        
        
            
            
            
                
                
                    Idrees Mohammed / AFP / Getty
                
            
            
        
        
    

A massive ballet class in Mexico City, the Night of Ghosts festival in Greece, severe tornado damage in Indiana, a garbage-strewn beach in Bali, airdrops of humanitarian aid over the Gaza Strip, a St. Patrick's Day parade in Tokyo, a robot among tulips in the Netherlands, colorful Holi celeb...

      

      
        Photos: Spring in Bloom
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Tuesday marked the first day of spring, and the Northern Hemisphere has begun to warm, with flowers and trees in bloom. Gathered below is a small collection of images from recent weeks in North America, Asia, and Europe, of people enjoying flowering fields and trees--signs of warmer days to come.

      

      
        Too Much Purity Is Bad for the Left
        Arash Azizi

        American leftists are facing a question that has become a perennial bugbear. Come November, should they support the Democratic incumbent Joe Biden to defeat Donald Trump? Or, given their profound reservations about both candidates, should they abstain from voting at all?Biden's support for Israel's brutal war in Gaza has given the conundrum special urgency this year, but the question has become exhaustingly familiar. Four years ago, the country's largest leftist organization, the Democratic Socia...

      

      
        Valencia's Fallas Festival: Welcoming Spring with Fire
        Alan Taylor
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For hundreds of years, residents of Valencia, Spain, have celebrated the arrival of spring and paid tribute to San Jose, the patron saint of the carpenters' guild, by building and then ceremonially burning huge monuments made of wood, cardboard, and paper. The monuments, or fallas, consist...

      

      
        Germany's Zombie Government Is Fueling the Far Right
        Joseph de Weck

        At a time when far-right movements are surging across Europe, Germany seems to occupy a zone of its own.On one hand, the country's far-right Alternative for Germany--the party that wants to make abortion an "absolute exception," shut down the Ramstein U.S. military base, and turn Europe into a "fortress" against migration--has been gathering strength, its poll numbers rocketing in the past two years from 10 percent to 19 percent.On the other hand, the country's civil society and politicians seem to...

      

      
        Is the Destruction of Gaza Making Israel Any Safer?
        Andrew Exum

        Israeli forces are killing thousands of innocent civilians and badly damaging their country's standing with its most important partners, including the United States. Israel has also no doubt severely degraded Hamas's military capabilities, but the question needs to be asked: Is the country's furious response to the Hamas invasion of October 7 making Israel any safer? At best, it's still too soon to say--but on balance, what I see worries me.It sometimes takes years to fully appreciate the strategi...

      

      
        A Suspicious Pattern Alarming the Ukrainian Military
        Graeme Wood

        Earlier this month, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky got unusually testy over the failure of the United States to deliver anti-missile and anti-drone systems. On March 2, a strike in Odesa had killed 12 people, five of them children. "The world has enough missile-defense systems," he said. Debates over funding have kept those systems from being delivered. "Delaying the supply of weapons to Ukraine, missile-defense systems to protect our people, leads, unfortunately, to such losses."Others i...

      

      
        Putin's 'Rabble of Thin-Necked Henchmen'
        Anna Nemtsova

        Not even the most passionate supporters of Vladimir Putin are pretending that the results of this weekend's election are in doubt: Putin, Russia's longest-serving leader since Joseph Stalin, is about to embark on his sixth term. And so, with no electoral politics to debate, both pro-Putin and liberal Kremlinologists in the Russian-language mediasphere have been focusing instead on changes at the very top of Russia's power pyramid: the new elite that is coming to replace the old Putin cronies, the...

      

      
        The Earthquake That Could Shatter Netanyahu's Coalition
        Yair Rosenberg

        The most controversial Israeli comedy sketch of the current war is just 88 seconds long. Aired in February on Eretz Nehederet, Israel's equivalent of Saturday Night Live, it opens with two ashen-faced officers knocking on the door of a nondescript apartment, ready to deliver devastating news to the inhabitants. The officers are greeted by an ultra-Orthodox Jewish man who is similarly stricken when he sees them."I've been terrified of this knock," he says. "Ever since the war began, I knew it woul...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Bridal Carry, Ostrich Hug, Godzilla Oscar
        Alan Taylor
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X-ray analysis of an 18th-century violin in France, scenes from the Academy Awards in Hollywood, a march for International Women's Day in Mexico, the launch of a SpaceX rocket in Texas, white-water canoeing in New Zealand, Ramadan prayers in Indonesia, the Crufts dog show in England, and much...
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        Photos of the Week: Green River, Fire Ritual, Space Needle
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            A massive ballet class in Mexico City, the Night of Ghosts festival in Greece, severe tornado damage in Indiana, a garbage-strewn beach in Bali, airdrops of humanitarian aid over the Gaza Strip, a St. Patrick's Day parade in Tokyo, a robot among tulips in the Netherlands, colorful Holi celebrations in India, and much more

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A performer wears an elaborate costume, headgear, and orange makeup.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man, dressed as the Hindu deity Sasthappan, performs during the traditional dance festival "Theyyam," also known as "Kaliyattam," at Muthappa Swami temple in Somwarpet, India, on March 18, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog sits for a grooming session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog gets a professional trim during a grooming competition at the Pet Expo 2024, a pet show in Bucharest, Romania, on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A demonstrator poses, showing their face covered in black and white makeup, depicting an upraised marked finger and the words "every 'vote' counts!"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A college student has her face painted to spread awareness for first generation voters during an election campaign ahead of India's upcoming national elections in Chennai on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A large art installation made up of two human-shaped heads, their long ponytails bound together, atop complicated metal cylinders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An art installation is on display at Gentle Monster's multi-brand space - Haus Nowhere Shanghai on March 20, 2024, in Shanghai, China.
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                [image: A man walks in a field of flowers behind a large boxy robot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Theo van der Voort, a spotter of sick tulips, walks next to Theo the robot, his namesake, in Noordwijkerhout, Netherlands, on March 19, 2024. The robotic Theo operates around the clock as a new high-tech weapon in the battle to root out disease from the bulb fields.
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                [image: A mural of splashed green paint sits on a wall behind a tree with bare branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the public photograph a recent mural which has appeared on the side of a building in Islington on March 18, 2024, in London, England. The Banksy artwork appeared on a North London street on Sunday. A mass of green was painted behind a bare tree to look like foliage, with a stencil of a person holding a pressure hose next to it.
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                [image: People walk through a room filled with small decorative lights and mirrored walls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People attend a media presentation of the new Museo de la Luz (Museum of Light), before its inauguration in Madrid, Spain, on March 20, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd of people celebrate, throwing colored powder and colored water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men covered in colors throw colored powder and water at each other during Lathmar Holi celebrations inside a temple in the town of Nandgaon, Uttar Pradesh, India, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Two people stand, watching lava err, erupt from a nearby volcanic cone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of flowing lava from a volcanic eruption between Stora Skogfell and Hagafell on the Reykjanes Peninsula of Iceland on March 21, 2024. The new eruption marks the seventh such event since the onset of this period of volcanic activity on March 19, 2021, in the region. Lava is currently flowing over a road.
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                [image: A group of people raise their arms toward the sun above a pyramid in Mexico.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A group of people raise their arms toward the sun above a pyramid, during celebrations of the spring equinox on March 21, 2024, in the city of Teotihuacan, Mexico.
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                [image: Cherry blossoms, seen with the Washington Monument in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry trees are in full bloom at the Tidal Basin on March 19, 2024, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: A person in costume watches a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A reveler watches a burning installation called "Black Mount," during celebrations of Maslenitsa, a pagan holiday marking the end of the winter, in the village of Nikola-Lenivets in Kaluga region, Russia, on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A kayaker floats on a river that has been dyed bright green.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A kayaker floats on the Chicago River, dyed green ahead of St. Patrick's Day celebrations, on March 16, 2024, in Chicago.
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                [image: People take part in a St. Patrick's Day parade, carrying a large Irish flag.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take part in a St. Patrick's Day parade in Tokyo, Japan, on March 17, 2024.
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                [image: A group of people cluster together on the hull of an overturned boat at sea.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rohingya refugees stand on their capsized boat before being rescued in the waters off West Aceh, Indonesia, on March 21, 2024. The wooden boat carrying dozens of Rohingya Muslims capsized off Indonesia's northernmost coast on Wednesday, according to local fishermen.
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                [image: Crates of aid hanging from parachutes drop toward a city below, seen from the open back of a cargo aircraft.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jordanian Armed Forces personnel carry out an airdrop of humanitarian aid over northern Gaza on March 15, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people press close to a building, many of them reaching out their hands.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians gather to receive aid outside a UNRWA warehouse as Gaza residents face crisis levels of hunger, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas, in Gaza City on March 18, 2024.
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                [image: People run in a debris-strewn street beneath a rising cloud of dust and smoke following an explosion.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians rush for cover as dust and smoke billow after an Israeli bombardment in central Gaza City on March 18, 2024.
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                [image: A person picks recyclable items from a broad patch of garbage strewn across a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man collects recyclable items to sell amid plastic and other debris washed ashore at Kedonganan Beach near Denpasar, on Indonesia's resort island of Bali, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A woman throws a bag of trash at a line of riot police officers holding shields.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman throws a bag of trash at police blocking an anti-government demonstration against food scarcity and economic reforms proposed by President Javier Milei in Buenos Aires, Argentina, on March 18, 2024.
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                [image: Several firefighters work, spraying water on many burning structures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters work as fire engulfs an informal settler area in Quezon City, Metro Manila, Philippines, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: The sun sets behind the Space Needle in Seattle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun sets behind the Space Needle as visitors take photos from the observation deck on the first day of spring, March 19, 2024, in Seattle.
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                [image: Members of a marching band play their instruments while standing at the edge of a high observation deck above New York City.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of marching bands from the University of Connecticut, Providence College, and Marquette University hold a "battle of the bands" on the Edge Observation Deck in New York City on March 15, 2024. The schools were in town for the Big East Men's NCAA Basketball Tournament at Madison Square Garden.
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                [image: A rocket launch leaves a bright vapor trail across the night sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket carrying a payload of 22 Starlink internet satellites into space soars across the sky after sunset above the Pacific Ocean after launching from Vandenberg Space Force Base on March 18, 2024, as seen from San Diego, California.
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                [image: A firefighting helicopter hovers above a reservoir to suck water into a long hose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighting helicopter picks up water to combat forest fires amid heavy air pollution at Mae Ngat Somboon Chon Dam in the northern Thai province of Chiang Mai on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: People in traditional costumes march in a night parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revellers dressed as tanners and ghosts parade in costumes as they celebrate the Night of Ghosts carnival in the remote mountainous town of Amfissa in central Greece, on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: Several soldiers smile, covered in bright colored powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Soldiers celebrate, covering themselves with colored powder, on March 19, 2024, in Aldershot, England, during an annual Sikh military festival celebrated by the Defence Sikh Network and British Army.
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                [image: Two lines of women in costume hold torches during a festival.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers celebrate the Night of Ghosts festival on March 16, 2024, in Amfissa, Greece. The festival is a celebration dedicated to ghosts and lost souls that takes place in Amfissa every year during the Greek carnival.
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                [image: People are seen in silhouette, against a backdrop of steam and gas clouds that are illuminated by glowing lava below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather to watch as molten lava flows from a fissure on the Reykjanes peninsula north of the evacuated town of Grindavik, western Iceland, on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: Floodwater rushes down a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Floodwater rushes down a street after heavy rains hit Duhok, Iraq, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of houses damaged and destroyed by a tornado.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows homes destroyed by a tornado on March 15, 2024, in Winchester, Indiana. At least three people were reported killed after a series of tornadoes ripped through the midwest.
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                [image: Hundreds of cardboard coffins are arranged in rows in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                More than a thousand cardboard coffins, symbolizing the number of victims who lost their lives in a workplace last year, are placed in Piazza del Popolo during the campaign "Zero Dead at Work" organized by the Italian Labor Union in Rome, Italy, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Many terraced rows of graves, seen on a hillside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Graves are seen in a cemetery at the Emei Township in Hsinchu, Taiwan, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of people practice ballet moves together outside, in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mexico City residents attend a massive ballet class, led by Elisa Carrillo, the first dancer of the "Staatsballett Berlin," at Zocalo Square in Mexico City, Mexico, on March 17, 2024.
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                [image: A dog-like robot kneels down during an encounter with a much smaller actual dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog named Lucy sniffs a police robot dog aimed at helping enforce traffic laws for E-scooters, during its presentation to the media in Malaga, Spain, on March 19, 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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        Photos: Spring in Bloom
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            	March 21, 2024

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Tuesday marked the first day of spring, and the Northern Hemisphere has begun to warm, with flowers and trees in bloom. Gathered below is a small collection of images from recent weeks in North America, Asia, and Europe, of people enjoying flowering fields and trees--signs of warmer days to come.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Warm sunlight on cherry blossoms, with the Washington Monument visible in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Washington Monument is seen on March 18, 2024, from the Tidal Basin amid cherry blossoms, which enter their peak bloom this week in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: An elevated view of a crowd of people walking beneath a canopy of blooming trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit blooming plum blossoms in Chongqing, China, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated train passes through blooming plum blossoms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A train passes through blooming plum blossoms in Chongqing on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: Tourists pose for photos in front of a wall of bright blooming bougainvillea flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists pose for photos with blooming bougainvillea flowers in Huizhou, in China's Guangdong province, on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: A cat wearing a small blanket sits in a blooming plum tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pet cat perches on a branch near its owner among blooming plum blossoms on Meihua Mountain in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: Trees in a park are seen in bloom, with a city skyline beyond.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Blooming Handroanthus chrysanthus trees are seen in the Wind Chime Valley of Qingxiu Mountain, in Nanning, China, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: People take pictures beneath illuminated cherry blossom trees at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take pictures beneath illuminated cherry-blossom trees in Kawazu, Shizuoka Prefecture, Japan, on February 20, 2024.
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                Yellow desert sunflowers grow as wildflowers begin to bloom in Anza-Borrego Desert State Park, in California, after a record-setting wet winter, seen on March 20, 2024.
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                [image: A photographer kneels low to the ground to take a photo of wildflowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes photos in a field of yellow desert sunflowers as wildflowers begin to bloom in California's Anza-Borrego Desert State Park on March 20, 2024.
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                [image: A small bird perches on a flowering tree branch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A white-eye bird perches on a branch of early-flowering Ookanzakura cherry blossoms at Ueno Park in Tokyo, on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: A couple and their dog take a selfie beneath flowering cherry blossom trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple and their dog take pictures beneath the Kawazu cherry-blossom trees in Japan's Shizuoka Prefecture on February 20, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a flowering cherry tree]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The cherry tree nicknamed "Stumpy" is in full bloom at the Tidal Basin on March 18, 2024, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: People ride in a paddle boat past cherry blossoms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride in a paddle boat past cherry blossoms in the Tidal Basin in Washington, D.C., on March 17, 2024.
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                [image: A woman in Kimono poses in front of mimosa and cherry blossom trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman in a kimono poses in front of mimosa and cherry-blossom trees in Tokyo on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: Three women pose for a selfie in a field of tall yellow flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists pose in a blooming field at Xinhua Village in China's Jiangxi province, on March 7, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                CFoto / Future Publishing / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of cherry blossoms]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry blossoms bloom around the D.C. Tidal Basin, seen on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A row of cherry trees in bloom in a park along a waterfront]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry trees bloom along the Tidal Basin on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: People walk past rows of blooming tulips.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit a field of blooming tulips at a scenic area in Chongqing, China, on March 1, 2024.
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                [image: A butterfly perches on a flower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A butterfly perches on a flower in a fruit tree in Kirklareli, Turkey, on February 27, 2024.
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                [image: A couple relaxes in a field of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple relaxes in a field of yellow desert sunflowers in California's Anza-Borrego Desert State Park on March 20, 2024.
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Too Much Purity Is Bad for the Left

If socialists want to be a political force in America, they need to form coalitions, defend democracy, and change real people's lives.

by Arash Azizi




American leftists are facing a question that has become a perennial bugbear. Come November, should they support the Democratic incumbent Joe Biden to defeat Donald Trump? Or, given their profound reservations about both candidates, should they abstain from voting at all?

Biden's support for Israel's brutal war in Gaza has given the conundrum special urgency this year, but the question has become exhaustingly familiar. Four years ago, the country's largest leftist organization, the Democratic Socialists of America, loudly declared that it was not endorsing Biden, despite his backing by a coalition that included Bernie Sanders, Angela Davis, the DSA's own Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, most major trade unions, and, implicitly, The New England Journal of Medicine. When some in the DSA's leadership suggested that the organization could at least call on its members in swing states to consider voting for Biden, the majority voted down the proposal. Biden went on to win without any organized help from the DSA.

At moments like these, the American left could stand to learn from the experiences of its international counterparts. The international left seems largely to recognize that it is too small to survive on its own and must therefore build coalitions--most important, to ally with those who defend democracy and basic civic rights. And this is true despite the fact that the left in countries such as France, India, and Japan is a formidable force, boasting organizations with millions of members and sending delegates to serve in legislative and executive office. American leftists, meanwhile, have spent decades mired in niche subcultures of activist groups--they are marginal and yet still spurn coalitions that risk adulterating their purity.

Helen Lewis: The left can't afford to go mad

The United States is relatively rare among democracies in that it has long lacked a far-left party with legislative representation, a distinction that has something to do with the peculiarities of its political system. In most parliamentary democracies, political parties are membership-based and ideologically aligned, whereas in the United States, they are loose coalitions that can encompass a wide range of views.

This protean structure didn't stop American social movements from achieving important milestones throughout the 20th century--among them, female suffrage, workers' rights, and an end to segregation. To get there, rights campaigns often had to fight both the Democratic and the Republican establishments. But they managed to mobilize masses, carve out new political spaces, and ultimately make the journey from protest to politics.

Bayard Rustin explained the relationship between movement and party in 1965: "Southern demonstrators had recognized that the most effective way to strike at the police brutality they suffered from was by getting rid of the local sheriff--and that meant political action, which in turn meant, and still means, political action within the Democratic party where the only meaningful primary contests in the South are fought."

America's youth-led social-protest movements petered out by the end of the 1970s, however, and the left came to place itself outside the political system, condemning itself to marginality. American leftist activists continued to bring some changes through trade unions, civil-rights organizations, and feminist groups, but they did not coalesce into an organized political movement until 2016, when a democratic socialist senator from Vermont took the step of running in the Democratic primaries. In doing so, Bernie Sanders helped the minuscule DSA grow its membership from 6,200 in 2015 to a peak of 95,000 in 2021 (it now stands at about 78,000).

The DSA is a tiny force in a country of 332 million. And it is less a nationwide political organization than a federation of local activist groups that share a banner despite the wildly divergent politics of their members. The DSA's elected representatives reliably showed up for Biden in 2020 and have voted for measures such as support for NATO's enlargement. The national political leadership of the organization, however, has taken diametrically opposed positions. The organization lacks a united political program even on such basic matters as whom to endorse for president.

Many in the DSA good-heartedly argue that what matters is grassroots, and in many cases local, activism, not who gets elected to Congress or the White House. In this sense, the DSA seems more comfortable with the pre-Bernie activism of bumper stickers and single-cause groups than with the prospect of building a cohesive political force.

The international left, by contrast, has both a history of cohesion and the baggage to go along with it. Many leftists are still struggling to transcend the legacy of the 20th century's authoritarian socialism. Some once-powerful parties of the left have simply disappeared into thin air (as in Italy). New leftist parties, such as Syriza in Greece and Podemos in Spain, emerged or drew strength from the wreckage of the 2008 global economic recession but didn't achieve as much as optimists had hoped. Still, socialist parties on multiple continents are major political actors in ways that their American counterparts simply are not, and the reason is at least in part their willingness to forge pragmatic alliances.

This imperative is taken as elementary in much of the world. India's communist parties have worked within the country's multiparty democratic structures since its independence in 1947 and have thus also remained relevant in the post-Soviet era. Last year, they came together with the Indian National Congress and a range of left, center-left, centrist, regionalist, and even center-right parties to form the Indian National Developmental Inclusive Alliance (INDIA). Their aim was to present a united front against Prime Minister Narendra Modi and his right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party, whose chauvinism and authoritarianism have had a chilling effect on the world's biggest democracy. Pointing to the threat such forces pose to "the ethos of the country," Annie Raja, the leader of the Communist Party of India, told a local publication, "At such a juncture, any party which is sincerely wishing to save this country and democracy and secularism must try to unite."

Similarly, the Turkish left, including the Workers Party and several other Marxist groups, campaigned last year for the centrist presidential candidate Kemal Kilicdaroglu, whom it viewed as having the best chance to beat the authoritarian President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Although Erdogan still won, the left's campaign gave it new national visibility and its largest parliamentary representation in decades.

In Israel, a left-wing coalition with Arab and Jewish members decided to join Zionist parties of the left and the center in endorsing the centrist Benny Gantz for prime minister, with a goal of ousting Benjamin Netanyahu, seen by the group as a menace to Israel's democracy.

In countries where democracy itself is not under threat, leftists have learned to make broad alliances in order to remain politically relevant. In Portuguese elections on March 10, the Communist Party, the Left Bloc, and the left-leaning green parties gained about 13 percent of the vote among them. They will now do all they can to exclude far-right and even center-right forces from forming a government. In other words, they are likely to support the center-left Socialist Party, roughly the Portuguese equivalent to Biden's party. That party's leader, Pedro Nuno Santos, helped coordinate the support of communists and the Left Bloc for a previous government in 2015-19.

Similarly, in Spain the Communist Party and Podemos are part of a coalition cabinet led by the center-left Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez. One of that country's most popular politicians is the communist deputy prime minister and labor minister, Yolanda Diaz, who has vocally backed the Palestinian cause and was recently in Washington to work with her American counterpart on new regulations protecting workers from artificial-intelligence algorithms.

One can criticize the left for joining governments in Spain and Portugal, but not without acknowledging that the policies these governments have adopted have already changed millions of lives. Spain has passed gender-equality laws that improve transgender rights, offer state-funded paid leave for women who suffer from painful periods (a first among European countries), and mandate greater parity for women in politics and the public sphere. Portugal reversed austerity measures that had included deep cuts to wages, pensions, and social security; The New York Times termed the result a "major revival." Whatever soul-searching the American left wants to do about its conception of socialism, if it seeks to be a serious political force, it must also attempt to win elections, come to power, and change real people's lives.

On a subnational level, too, leftists outside the United States have put sloganeering aside to pursue concrete goals in office and show what their ideals can look like in real life. In India's Kerala, a democratically elected communist-led government has made particular strides in human development, poverty reduction, public education, and, most recently, public health; the international news media lauded K. K. Shailaja, Kerala's health minister, for her handling of the coronavirus pandemic, even though the state later faced a new wave of the virus.

Conor Friedersdorf: How October 7 changed America's free-speech culture

Closer to home, Chile's President Gabriel Boric, who was actually endorsed by the DSA, leads a pioneering left-wing government. Patient political work and broad alliances propelled him to the Mint Palace. Former President Michelle Bachelet, from the country's center-left, supported Boric in 2021, as did an even more liberal predecessor, Ricardo Lagos. That did not stop the Communist Party from enthusiastically joining his government, and Camilla Vallejo, once a fellow leader of the student movement, now serves as a cabinet minister. Under the leadership of its first-ever communist mayor, Iraci Hassler, the capital city of Santiago has taken steps to bolster women's rights by offering support to victims of domestic violence, for instance, while battling food insecurity and publicly condemning discrimination against migrants.

In the first half of the 20th century, the United States actually had a powerful leftist force in the form of the Socialist Party of America. Its members won municipal races in places such as Berkeley, California, and Schenectady, New York. The party's proud centerpiece was Milwaukee, which had three socialist mayors for a total of 38 years from 1910 to 1960. Those further to the left often made fun of them as "sewer socialists" who cared more about the city's excellent public-sanitation system than about the socialist revolution (like all good leftist insults, this one had originated as an internal jab within the party).

But Milwaukee's sewer socialists could boast something that purists simply can't: They made a difference in the lives of millions of working people. Those are the politics--result-oriented and pragmatic--that convince people to give the socialist left and its ideas a chance. If American socialists truly want to emerge as a serious political force in the world's most powerful country, they need to stop cosplaying radicalism and learn how to defend democracy, build broad coalitions, and run successful governments.
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        Valencia's Fallas Festival: Welcoming Spring with Fire
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            For hundreds of years, residents of Valencia, Spain, have celebrated the arrival of spring and paid tribute to San Jose, the patron saint of the carpenters' guild, by building and then ceremonially burning huge monuments made of wood, cardboard, and paper. The monuments, or fallas, consist of ninots, or figures, many of which are caricatures that portray current events and celebrities. The two-week-long festival features parades, fireworks, and fiestas, and ends with the burning of hundreds of fallas, signifying cleansing and renewal.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two large sculptures of doves are consumed by flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the burning Falla del Ayuntamiento, a 20-meter-long monument built of wood and cardboard, during the Fallas festival, in Valencia, Spain, on March 19, 2024. The dove figures signify a demand for peace in Gaza and Ukraine.
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                [image: Two people work on a pair of large human sculptures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers prepare ninots, or giant figures, ahead of the traditional Fallas festival, in Valencia, on March 15, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd gathers in a city square to look at a large sculpture of two doves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather around a falla to watch the traditional "Mascleta" (fireworks show) during the Fallas festival on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A person takes a photo of a life-size tiger figurine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take pictures of colorful ninots during the Fallas festival, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A group of skeleton figurines dressed in military uniforms from many countries and ages]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ninots, as part of a falla, are pictured in Valencia on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a large pair of dove figures]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A detail of the Falla del Ayuntamiento, seen on March 17, 2024
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                [image: A large installation composed of multiple human and mythical figures in a city square]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Many ninots appear in a falla in Valencia on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A figurine that looks vaguely like a seated Albert Einstein]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A ninot is displayed in the streets before being burned during the annual Fallas festival, on March 15, 2024.
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                [image: Several large figures of humans, caricatures, and mythical beings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Detail of a falla, seen in Valencia on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing a horned mask carries a staff in a dark street with many fiery sparks in the air beyond them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person in costume during the Cavalcada del Foc (Cavalcade of Fire) of the Fallas 2024, on March 19, 2024. The Cavalcada del Foc--a parade with a spectacle of light, fire, and gunpowder that runs through the streets of downtown Valencia--is full of symbols of Valencian heritage, such as fire beasts and other fantastical creatures.
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                [image: Fireworks explode above a city square, with two large dove statues in the foreground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of Falla del Ayuntamiento, with fireworks erupting overhead on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Fireworks explode beside the head of a large human figurine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A ninot burns during the last day of the Fallas festival, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Large caricature figurines burn in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ninots burn on the last night of the Fallas festival, in Valencia.
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                [image: Ten children, dressed in traditional clothing, pose for a photo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children dressed in traditional clothing attend the Fallas festival on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Fire consumes a large sculpture made of wood and cardboard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A picture taken on March 19, 2024, shows ninots burning on the last night of the Fallas festival.
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                [image: Fire consumes a human figurine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire consumes a ninot during the Fallas festival, in Valencia.
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                [image: Two firefighters hold a hose, spraying water near a large burning sculpture.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters work during the crema of the Falla del Ayuntamiento, on March 19, 2024, in Valencia.
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                [image: Three girls wearing traditional clothing embrace beside a pile of ash and glowing embers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Girls embrace one another beside the glowing ashes of burned giant sculptures on the last day of the Fallas festival, in Valencia, Spain, on March 19, 2024.
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Germany's Zombie Government Is Fueling the Far Right

Extremists stand to benefit from the problems the ruling coalition won't solve.

by Joseph de Weck




At a time when far-right movements are surging across Europe, Germany seems to occupy a zone of its own.

On one hand, the country's far-right Alternative for Germany--the party that wants to make abortion an "absolute exception," shut down the Ramstein U.S. military base, and turn Europe into a "fortress" against migration--has been gathering strength, its poll numbers rocketing in the past two years from 10 percent to 19 percent.

On the other hand, the country's civil society and politicians seem to have woken up to the threat: More than 1.4 million citizens have participated in street protests since January against a plan to deport foreigners and naturalized Germans; Bavaria's populist prime minister, Markus Soder, has proposed cutting all public financing for the AfD; and the government in Berlin is working on a law to protect the constitutional court from a takeover by the nationalist party.

What a contrast with other European countries, such as Finland and Italy, where far-right parties are already part of the government, or France and the Netherlands, whose publics seem to have accepted that nationalist, anti-immigration politicians will soon capture the highest office in their country. Germans are still resisting.

But when it comes to the deeper motivations for the far-right resurgence, Germany appears to be frozen on a destructive course. Europe's largest economy has stagnated since 2019. With no reprieve in sight, the country's proud industrial champions have begun to announce large-scale job cuts. And Olaf Scholz's centrist coalition doggedly insists on balancing the budget, thereby further weakening the economy and producing new social crises--such as when Berlin announced that it would cut agricultural tax breaks to save money, leading to mass protests by German farmers.

Roge Karma: What is going on with Europe's economy? 

All of this economic trouble is a boon to the AfD, which accuses Scholz of spending money on Kyiv and refugees rather than on German citizens. And recurring strikes--by train operators, health-care workers, and kindergarten staff, among others--are paralyzing public life.

German citizens had grown accustomed to calm and order; now their society is agitated and their government unpredictable. In a January poll, 83 percent of Germans said they were worried about their country--the highest reading since the early 2000s, when unemployment was in the double digits. Federal elections are only 18 months away, and behind closed doors, even Scholz's supporters concede: The 65-year-old is on course to become the first one-term chancellor since the 1960s.

That would be a major change even from 2020, when German media praised John Kampfner's cheekily titled book Why Germans Do It Better. The British journalist argued that the Federal Republic's powerful economy and stable political system were models to the world. Now the German commentariat worries about the country's economic declassement. The government is paralyzed, as Scholz's center-left SPD, the Greens, and the pro-business FDP can't agree on anything. Literary buffs jokingly speculate on who could become Germany's equivalent of Michel Houellebecq--the chronicler of his country's descent.



The AfD poses a threat that many see as singular, both because of Germany's history and because of the party's unabashed extremism. Whereas other far-right parties in Europe have come to power by moderating their positions--ditching plans to leave the European Union, for example, or dialing back support for Russian President Vladimir Putin--the AfD has risen despite, or perhaps because of, its radicality. The AfD still flirts with a Dexit from the EU and wants to immediately halt weapons deliveries to Ukraine. Its figurehead, Alexander Gauland, has said that "Hitler and the Nazis are just a speck of bird poop in more than 1,000 years of successful German history."

In early January, investigative journalists revealed that an AfD member of Parliament and the personal adviser to the party's leader, Alice Weidel, attended a meeting in a hotel near Potsdam where Martin Sellner, an Austrian neo-Nazi activist, was invited to speak. Sellner, who plastered swastika stickers on a synagogue at age 17, is the author of the extremist bible Regime Change From the Right and calls for the "remigration"--in other words, forced removal--of millions of foreigners and naturalized Germans in order "to preserve the ethno-cultural identity" of Europe. Even the meeting's location had a sinister resonance: Potsdam is not far from Wannsee, where the Nazis drew up plans for the logistics of the Holocaust in January 1942.


Jens Schlueter / Getty; Moises Saman / Magnum



But on the new twilight planet of German politics, despair is only a heartbeat away from hope. Reports of the Potsdam meeting prompted the biggest demonstrations against the far-right in Germany since the early 1990s, bringing together citizens from across generations and social classes. Many protesters expressed the conviction that the moment has come for Germany to make good on its postwar promise of "never again." The people have a duty, some told interviewers, to fight the far-right resurgence before it is too late. Even Helene Fischer, Germany's biggest schlager-music star, who has broad appeal among conservative voters, is calling for Germans to turn out for the European elections in June and pick one of the traditional parties. Opinion polls last month and this month have reflected the new energy: Support for the AfD has been dropping, if modestly--from a high of 21 percent in 2023 to 19 percent now.

The AfD certainly has Germany's political elite worried, however--enough that serious discussions are afoot as to how the country's institutional order can be made Nazi-proof. Participants on television talk shows debate whether the government should ban the AfD or whether doing so would just allow the party to gain favor by portraying itself as a victim of the political elite.

Anne Applebaum: Why is Trump trying to make Ukraine lose?

The constitutional court at Karlsruhe in any case rejected a similar proposal, in 2016, to ban an earlier neo-Nazi party, the NPD. Soder, the Bavarian prime minister, has proposed instead to cut off the AfD from the state's generous party financing. This move is more likely to pass muster with the constitutional court, which in January banned Die Heimat (the NPD's successor) from receiving state funding and tax breaks. Scholz is weighing the chances of making a similar move against the AfD. His coalition is also looking to fortify the courts against the AfD's rising power by making changes to the law governing the constitutional court subject to a two-thirds majority in Parliament rather than the simple majority they require now.


Kathrin Spirk / OSTKREUZ / Redux



What's puzzling, however, is that if Scholz really wants to stop the AfD, the most urgent and constructive measures lie well within his grasp: He could take on the economic problems that have been fueling the extremists' rise. These are not even terribly difficult problems to address. But the permanently squabbling coalition in power seems unwilling or unable to make a plan.

Germans' principal worries are about inflation and poverty. And they're right to be concerned: They're getting poorer. Real wages have been falling every year since 2020. Industrial production is a whopping 9 percent below pre-pandemic levels. As Volkswagen and others realize that the good times won't come back soon, they've been announcing job cuts. The auto supplier ZF reportedly wants to axe 12,000 jobs across Germany within the next six years. And as Germans fret about the future, they save more. Public infrastructure, such as trains and schools, is showing the strains of chronic underinvestment. Scholz, who boasted in 2023 that Germany was about to experience another "Wirtschaftswunder" (economic miracle), has the worst economic track record since Gerhard Schroder. No wonder his popularity has dropped to 20 percent--the lowest rating of any chancellor since the survey began, in 1997.

You might imagine that an unpopular government facing a flagging economy and a rapidly rising far right would try to go big on fiscal policy to limit the damage. But Scholz's coalition is doing the opposite. Christian Lindner, the finance minister, belongs to the FDP and has staked his reputation on being a fiscal hawk. Nearly half of the FDP's members want it to exit the ruling coalition, according to a recent referendum. If the party does so, the coalition will collapse, and Scholz might well become the shortest-serving chancellor in the Federal Republic's history.

Scholz, meanwhile, is a true Boomer who wears 2000s-style box suits with shoulder pads and believes that in a globalized world, every nation must create its own economic success by boosting exports and keeping public finances in check. As the SPD's secretary-general under Schroder, he forced his party to adopt the now-infamous package of reforms that bet on lowering wages for ordinary Germans to reboot the export-driven industry. He boasts in speeches at home and abroad that Germany is the world's third-biggest economy and has the lowest debt burden in the G7.

But history has marched on, and Scholz has been slow to recognize it. Russia's war against Ukraine has been a major economic shock to Germany, and it is not a temporary one so much as a harbinger and an expression of profound global shifts. Berlin would have been shrewd to read the writing on the wall when its most important trading partner, China, refused to condemn the invasion, or when Donald Trump encouraged Russia to attack European countries that weren't spending 2 percent of their GDP on defense.

In this new world, German prosperity can be ensured only if Europeans come together in a union whose economy is less dependent than it has been on foreign autocrats and whose security is less reliant than it has been on the United States. When Russia attacked Ukraine, Scholz missed the opportunity to initiate such an epochal shift in Germany's economic model and defense stature. Now Trump's Republicans are blocking aid to Ukraine, and Scholz is still not acting as a European leader: Instead of proposing a European plan to make up for the shortfall, he's publicly criticizing other EU countries for not supporting Kyiv as much as Berlin has.

And thus Germany's problems persist, as though nothing has changed since the German poet Heinrich Heine wrote in 1841, "The German, out of fear of all innovations whose consequences cannot be clearly determined, avoids important political questions for as long as possible or tries to come up with a makeshift solution through detours. And in the meantime, the questions accumulate and become more and more complicated."



Economic pressures are not the only ones closing in on Scholz's coalition from the right. The AfD was founded in 2013 to protest the EU's "bailout" of Greece in the Eurozone crisis, but it really gained national significance only in 2015, when a million Syrian refugees came to Germany. Now the migratory flows from Africa have resumed, coinciding with an influx of refugees from Ukraine. Scholz has at once stood behind Germany's generous immigration policy and tried rhetorically to tack right. The ambivalence has hardly served him.

Read: Liana Fix and Caroline Kapp on why Vladimir Putin is embracing Germany's far right

Dating back to the Cold War era, parts of German society have had deeply ingrained pacifist, pro-Russian, and anti-American beliefs. Moreover, many Germans fear Russian retaliation because the country does not have a nuclear deterrent of its own. A recent poll showed that 61 percent of Germans don't want Scholz to give Ukraine the long-range missiles it has been asking for. In the interest of preserving his reelection chances, Scholz has been seeking to avoid being seen as a "war chancellor." The war in Gaza is another headache: 61 percent of Germans think that because of the high toll on civilians, Israel's military response to the Hamas massacre on October 7 is not justified. But Scholz's government has voiced next to no criticism of the Israeli government.

Finally, the AfD benefits from a population-wide counterreaction to the coalition's climate agenda. Among Germany's paradoxes is that it has one of the strongest green parties in Europe but also one of the populations most reluctant to make lifestyle changes in order to help the planet. In a poll of seven European countries, Germans were the least willing to switch to electric cars or renovate their houses to make them more climate-friendly. The AfD is the party that speaks to those wanting to stick to diesel cars and gas boilers.

Scholz is leading a zombie government paralyzed by a backlash against a deteriorating economy, high migration, divisive foreign policy, and an ambitious climate-change agenda. Particularly when it comes to economic policy, the German elite seems to want to sleep through 2024 and wake up only after the next parliamentary elections in 2025. But the country is very likely at an inflection point that will set its political trajectory for decades to come.

The good news is that not even the gloomiest pessimists expect the AfD to accede to power after the federal elections scheduled for autumn 2025. But by then the AfD may well prove to be Germany's second-biggest party, and the party system may be so fragmented that unstable and ineffective three-party coalitions, such as the one Scholz is leading today, may be the country's only option. A German paralysis that persists beyond 2025 will know only one winner: the AfD.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/03/germanys-zombie-government-is-fueling-the-far-right/677803/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Is the Destruction of Gaza Making Israel Any Safer?

More than five months in, Israel has neither a military strategy for eliminating Hamas nor a political strategy for living with Gaza.

by Andrew Exum




Israeli forces are killing thousands of innocent civilians and badly damaging their country's standing with its most important partners, including the United States. Israel has also no doubt severely degraded Hamas's military capabilities, but the question needs to be asked: Is the country's furious response to the Hamas invasion of October 7 making Israel any safer? At best, it's still too soon to say--but on balance, what I see worries me.

It sometimes takes years to fully appreciate the strategic significance of a conflict. Great victories look more ambiguous in hindsight, and catastrophic defeats sometimes have silver linings. That seems especially true for Israel.

In 2006, Israel fought a 34-day war with Hezbollah that most observers at the time classed as a decisive victory for the Iranian-sponsored Lebanese militant group. Eighteen years later, that conflict looks instead like the moment when Israel reestablished a measure of cross-border deterrence that it had lost when it withdrew from southern Lebanon in 2000. The Israeli ground onslaught in 2006 may have been disjointed and underwhelming, but the aerial campaign was ferocious; memory of it has almost certainly contributed to the halfheartedness of Hezbollah's commitment of resources to the current conflict, as well as to the years of relative peace in between.

Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: It's not too late to give Gaza a better future

Conversely, Israel's greatest military victory--the Six-Day War of 1967, in which the country shocked itself and the world by rapidly triumphing over its three most dangerous state adversaries--also enabled the West Bank settlement enterprise, which now threatens Israel's continued existence as a Jewish-majority democracy and makes a clean separation from the Palestinian people almost impossible.

In focusing on the question of Israeli security, I don't mean to minimize the horrific human suffering this war has caused for Palestinians, many Israelis, and countless Lebanese. Indeed, that suffering, especially the destruction of Palestinian lives and infrastructure, could directly and negatively affect Israel's security in the future. But the United States has made a commitment, going back at least 50 years, to safeguard Israeli security--a commitment that I, as a former U.S. policy maker, was once charged with upholding. And so it seems worth asking whether this war is actually advancing that goal or hurting it.

The good news for Israel and its remaining international partners is that the Israel Defense Forces still have a serious, competent officer corps--one that has fought its way through some very challenging urban terrain in Gaza with relatively minimal friendly casualties. At the beginning of this conflict, I anticipated that the IDF would struggle to design and execute such a campaign. Fighting in dense areas is very difficult for even the best-drilled units--ask a U.S. Marine what Fallujah was like in 2004--and Israel relies heavily on part-time soldiers and conscripts. But the IDF has worked its way through the territory slowly and deliberately, while preserving combat power in case Hezbollah decides to launch a full-scale attack on Israel's north.

The bad news, however, is that the IDF has made clear--repeatedly--that it does not prioritize preserving the lives of noncombatants relative to other aims. This indifference has strategic as well as moral repercussions. Biden-administration officials were reportedly horrified by the disregard that Israeli leaders showed for the deaths of more than 100 Palestinians trying to reach humanitarian aid a few weeks ago. Now Washington finds itself in the supremely embarrassing position of having to build a pier to deliver aid to Gaza, because its principal ally in the region--which receives more than $3.8 billion in U.S. taxpayer money each year--is apparently slow-rolling the delivery of humanitarian necessities to a population on the brink of famine.

As a largely conscript force augmented by reservists, the IDF lacks a strong noncommissioned-officer corps--the more experienced junior leaders who provide tactical direction in many Western armies and, crucially, help instill order and discipline. Gaza has revealed the best and the worst of this structure: the best, in that the IDF has shown itself to be a truly cohesive national institution, capable of fighting together as citizen-soldiers despite the bitter political and religious divisions in Israel; the worst, because the IDF has shown itself to be undisciplined, reckless, and willing to use large amounts of artillery and white-phosphorus rounds in urban areas, tendencies that undermine the credibility of Israel's public claims that it is doing its best to minimize civilian casualties.

Israel complains that it is fighting in challenging and often subterranean conditions in Gaza, which is true. Israel also complains that it is held to a higher standard than other regional militaries, which is also true. Few in the international community spoke out, for example, when the Iraqi army leveled half of Mosul in its effort to expel the Islamic State in 2016 and 2017. But as a democracy that claims to adhere to the international conventions that protect civilians in combat, Israel must realize--as the United States realized during its own wars in the region--that its actions will be measured against those commitments.

The IDF's history of being deployed as an occupation force, particularly in southern Lebanon and the Palestinian territories, has coarsened it and led to strikingly callous and deadly applications of force. Some of its soldiers engage in crimes and abuses that may be commonplace in wartime, but whose public exposure understandably erodes international support. Pictures on social media show Israeli soldiers laughing and joking while destroying the belongings of Palestinian civilians. Those videos and images are copied, pasted, and widely broadcast across the world, giving further fuel to Israel's opponents, embarrassing Israel's few remaining allies, and leaving Israel ever more isolated internationally. These soldiers are no doubt operating under high levels of stress. No doubt they are also, like all Israelis, traumatized by the many acts of sadistic cruelty inflicted on the elderly, women, and children by Hamas. But understanding these pressures is not the same as excusing them. A professional army that says it holds itself to Western legal standards must not be governed by the atavistic desire for revenge.

Photos: Gaza on the brink of famine

Meanwhile, the physical destruction of Gaza--including housing, schools, and hospitals serving the population there--will make governing the Strip very difficult for whoever attempts it after the shooting stops. I don't see Palestinians or other Arabs stepping up to take that burden off Israel's shoulders, so most likely, Israel is making its own life harder by damaging so much necessary infrastructure. For all that Israel appears to be waging a punitive campaign against the people of Gaza, this campaign looks likely to end up punishing Israel as well.

Finally, wars are fought for political ends and are therefore most often judged by their ability to achieve those ends. One week after October 7, the military strategist Lawrence Freedman wrote in the Financial Times: "Israel is trying to develop a military strategy to deal with the Hamas threat while it lacks a political strategy. For the moment it is impossible to identify a future modus vivendi with Gaza. No deals with Hamas will be trusted but nor is there a certain route to eliminate Hamas."

Five months later, the problem is the same: Israel has neither a military strategy for eliminating Hamas nor a political strategy for living with Gaza. A long-term agreement with the Palestinians is hard to imagine at a time when Israel's left camp--already decimated by the Second Intifada two decades ago, in which Hamas and other groups launched a series of suicide bombings against civilian targets in order to undermine the possibility of a two-state solution--has seen its remaining domestic credibility shattered by the Hamas attacks. And Hamas, of course, has promised, again and again, to keep fighting until Israel is destroyed.

The picture here is bleak, but this conflict could conceivably create opportunities for Israel. For example, Saudi Arabia has floated the prospect of diplomatic recognition in exchange for a Palestinian state. But Israeli domestic politics are fractious, particularly regarding the question of Palestinian autonomy in Gaza and the West Bank--a crucial point for any prime minister seeking to take advantage of such opportunities.

Israel is in fact headed in the opposite direction at the moment: It will need years, perhaps even decades, to recover from the traumas of October 7 before its leaders will be able to show the same courage in confronting the political right as the IDF has shown in confronting Hamas. Israeli politics are especially febrile and plastic at the moment, but the right seems unlikely to be disempowered in the near future, even if Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is somehow dethroned. By the time realistic politics take hold, whatever opportunities this horrible war creates for Israel may have been lost.
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A Suspicious Pattern Alarming the Ukrainian Military

A Ukrainian military source believes that Russia's long-range strikes are aimed using satellite imagery provided by U.S. companies.

by Graeme Wood




Earlier this month, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky got unusually testy over the failure of the United States to deliver anti-missile and anti-drone systems. On March 2, a strike in Odesa had killed 12 people, five of them children. "The world has enough missile-defense systems," he said. Debates over funding have kept those systems from being delivered. "Delaying the supply of weapons to Ukraine, missile-defense systems to protect our people, leads, unfortunately, to such losses."

Others in Ukraine's government, however, have expressed an even deeper frustration. What if Americans, in addition to not sending defensive assistance to Ukraine, are sending offensive assistance to Russia? A Ukrainian military source told me he believes that Russia's long-range strikes, by cruise missiles that are among the most costly weapons in its nonnuclear arsenal, are aimed using satellite imagery provided by U.S. companies. He says the sequence is clear: A satellite snaps pictures of a site, then some days or weeks later a missile lands. Sometimes another satellite is sent to capture additional images afterward, perhaps to check the extent of the damage. "The number of coincidences, where the images are followed by strikes, is too high to be random," the source told me. (I agreed not to name him because he is not authorized to speak publicly.)

Sometimes a coincidence is just a coincidence. But the suspicious cases have added up, and because many satellite-imagery companies offer a backlist of archived images, marked with dates and coordinates, it's possible to browse tens of thousands of images taken of Ukraine and notice suggestive patterns. In the week before April 2, 2022, about a month after Russia's initial invasion, images of a remote airfield outside Myrhorod, Ukraine, were requested from American companies at least nine times. Myrhorod is not a particularly interesting place, apart from that airfield. On April 2, missiles landed there. In the week that followed, someone asked for images of the airfield again. Satellite imaging has preceded strikes in urban areas as well: In Lviv, just before March 26, 2022, someone tasked a satellite with looking at a factory used for military-armor production. It, too, was struck. In late January of this year, someone commissioned a commercial-satellite company to take fresh images of Kyiv, just before the city was hit by a missile barrage.

Steven Feldstein: The answer to Starlink is more Starlinks

There are hundreds of such cases. The Ukrainians say they monitor flyovers by Russia's own satellites. But until recently, they assumed that the satellites of allies would not be available for Russia's advantage. "Before about six months ago, we couldn't imagine that private companies would be selling satellite imagery in sensitive areas," the Ukrainian military official told me. But "it has become hard to believe that [these coincidences] are random." Russian satellite capabilities are limited, and Ukraine's are too. Anyone who has seen the social-media footage of ragtag infantrymen huddled in trenches is aware that this war is being fought by two poor countries. But with subterfuge, even poor countries can try to rent the services of rich ones--or, more precisely, the services of the private companies that operate within the rich ones' borders.

Ukraine's deputy defense minister, Kateryna Chernohorenko, sent me a statement noting that U.S. satellite companies have supported Ukraine. But she said that her ministry's experts suspect that Russia "purchases satellite imagery through third-party companies" that do business with Western satellite-imagery companies, and that these images "could be used in armed aggression against Ukraine."

Ordering imagery from these companies is simpler than you might think. Stale, blurry images are free on Google Maps. Fresh, crisp imagery of something you may or may not wish to blow to smithereens costs a little more. A site called spymesat.com tracks various companies' satellites and will give a cost estimate for a brand-new image taken the next time one of them passes over the location you choose. In the business, ordering a satellite to take an image is called "tasking." The companies offer astonishingly fast turnaround times, at costs in the low thousands of dollars. Faster turnaround and higher resolution raise the cost. I zoomed in on the apartment where I stayed in Odesa early in the war, and the site told me that a U.S. company would let me task its satellite for $1,200 when it passed in just a few hours. If I went there now and painted BOMB ME in huge letters on the roof, the paint would still be wet for its close-up.

For even less, one can order archival imagery from Ukraine--some of it very recent, and of militarily significant areas. The city of Zaporizhzhia is about an hour's drive from the front line. An Atlantic staffer requested a recent satellite photo of that city from a reseller that works with Planet, a San Francisco-based commercial satellite company. The staffer gave the reseller a credit-card number and a name, and received a high-resolution image just minutes later.

Some targets are stationary: You can't move an air base. But even those are worth monitoring persistently, sometimes weeks or even months before an intended attack. A cruise missile costs about $1 million, so a kopeck-pinching government would happily pay just a few thousand dollars for recent evidence of how a target is being used, what's there, and what time of day is optimal for maximum damage. Watching a parking lot outside a factory or barracks can tell you when the building is full and when it is empty. A strike on a full building kills more than a strike on an empty one, so these images can theoretically multiply the Ukrainian body count, at minimal extra cost. Many of the images tasked in Ukraine--including many of sites of future strikes--show only cloud cover. These very expensive images of clouds are still much cheaper than another cruise missile.

Two of the largest commercial-satellite-imaging companies in the United States are Maxar and Planet. Both have produced imagery of Ukrainian sites later struck by Russian missiles. Both stressed that they vet their customers diligently, and that they have observed the U.S. regulation that has forbidden transactions with Russia since the beginning of the war. Maxar declined to comment on specific cases of suspicious imagery orders in Ukraine but said it "ceased all business with Russian entities, including resellers, in early March 2022." Planet said it was dedicated to providing imagery to "responsible actors such as governments, aid and relief organizations, and media," with "diligent operations to avoid the potential for misuse and abuse." A spokesperson from Planet told me that after a review of more than a dozen cases of prestrike tasking, the company "did not find evidence of misuse or abuse." The spokesperson declined to comment further or explain how Planet had exonerated itself in these cases.

Neither company was willing to say whether it had ever detected instances when it suspected that Russia had used its satellites, nor was either willing to describe how it ensured that its customers were not in fact Russian front companies. Maxar and Planet would not say how they would respond if they noticed a suspicious pattern--image tasking, missile strike on a Ukrainian airfield, follow-up tasking. "We regularly conduct thorough reviews" of security, a Maxar spokesperson told me, and have implemented "more stringent controls" for Ukraine imagery.

Sometimes the tasking is benign. If you deal in commodities, you might peek at Odesa's port to see whether ships are loaded with grain, and whether the world's grain supply is about to rise. You might also order an image of a wheat field 150 miles north, in Kropyvnytskyi, to see whether the crop is harvested early or late. Even sites of military significance can be of interest to neutral or friendly entities--including the Ukrainian government itself, media organizations, and humanitarian groups that need accurate pictures of the conflict to do their work.

An executive of a firm that analyzes satellite imagery told me that the firm noticed a pattern dating back to 2022, by cross-referencing tasked images against actual attacks. (The executive requested anonymity because the firm does business with the same satellite companies whose images it reviewed, and does not want its relationships to sour over bad publicity.) The executive identified more than 350 Russian missile strikes in the first year of the war, all deep within Ukrainian territory. I showed a selection of cases to Jack O'Connor, who teaches geospatial intelligence at Johns Hopkins University, and he wrote back, "The data suggests that the Russians are doing what the Ukrainians suspect." He was, however, cautious about what one can infer with certainty, no matter what patterns one sees. "There is no direct causal relation that can be proven from this data."

In any particular case, it's impossible to be sure whether the tasking was done with malign intent. That is especially true when the imagery captures a large area. (Maxar, for example, produces very-high-resolution images of whole neighborhoods or even towns.) But the correlations are there. On February 27, 2022, days after the outbreak of war, Maxar was tasked with taking an image near the Belarusian border. On March 6, 2022, a Russian missile hit buildings in Ovruch--which happened to be dead in the middle of the previous week's tasked image. (Maxar declined to say whether it had taken these images, but a source with access to the company's catalog confirmed that the images were in it.) On May 18, 2022, with the war in full swing, someone asked Maxar to look at a large square in the town of Lubny. Two days later, a missile struck Lubny, and soon after, someone asked Maxar to take another look, in the area of the original image where the missile had just hit.

The Ukrainian military official acknowledged the possibility that the tasking was just a benevolent citizen or group with curiosity about obscure Ukrainian military assets and armor factories. And he said he had no reason to believe that the companies themselves favor Russia in the war. Planet and Maxar both do a great deal of business with the U.S. government, and intentionally helping Russia would jeopardize contracts and invite regulation.

But the executive I spoke with said that to keep the imagery out of Russian hands, the satellite companies would have to control not just which customers they accept tasking from but also the resale of those images. The executive said the U.S. companies' process of vetting their customers was "detailed." Industry experts stressed that the companies have contracts with the U.S. government, and would not gain from doing business with Russia under the table. Although Maxar insists that it no longer does business with Russian entities, including resellers, it did not reply when I asked whether its resellers' customers also stopped doing business with Russian entities.

The U.S. companies' desire to avoid doing business with Russia, directly or indirectly, is not in serious doubt. A former U.S. official who worked on commercial-satellite regulation told me that, early in the war, the companies regularly approached the government seeking help to determine whether their customers might be working for the Russians. "It was a confusing time," he said, "and then companies got better at vetting their customers." He said the companies had implemented stronger procedures since then. Skies over Ukraine have become crowded with image-capturing satellites. "There are many cooks in the kitchen," he said--"sometimes five U.S. government agencies at once," all seeking imagery from commercial and government satellites. And it is very hard to figure out who wants images, and for what purpose. "It wouldn't surprise me at all that some of those images coincide in space and time with Russian military activities."

The Ukrainian official told me he would just "like to see these images moderated," possibly by giving the Ukrainian military a chance to see what images are tasked before they're taken. He added that "the companies should look very carefully at the records of who has been buying these images," and probably involve local spy agencies in tracking companies suspected of funneling the images to Moscow. Other Ukrainians I spoke with suggested that instead of blacklisting certain customers, the companies should develop a limited white list of approved taskers, and add to it only when someone is clearly not a Russian agent. (Planet and Maxar did not directly reply when I asked if they had a blacklist or white list, and if so, what one had to do to get on it.)

Andrey Liscovich, a former Silicon Valley executive who now runs a U.S.-based nonprofit funneling nonlethal aid to Ukraine, was skeptical of the companies' claims that they can control the ultimate destination of their images. "They lack the necessary resources to adequately screen the final recipients of their products," Liscovitch texted me. He said the answer is regulation, along the lines of statutes in place to blur out satellite imagery of Israel. "Western governments should impose restrictions on the distribution of satellite imagery over Ukraine, ensuring access is granted only to thoroughly vetted recipients." Chernohorenko, the deputy defense minister, wrote to me that her government "will propose a mechanism to address this issue."

Anne Applebaum: What Russia got by scaring Elon Musk

The power to regulate these satellites already belongs to the Department of Commerce's Office of Commercial Remote Sensing Regulatory Affairs (CRSRA), which specifies conditions whereby any U.S. company with advanced satellites can be forced to "limit data collection and/or dissemination during periods of increased concerns for national security and ... foreign policy interests." CRSRA told me it had issued licenses to Planet and Maxar, but the terms of those licenses--which might impose limits on what images their satellites can produce--are not public information.

The companies that produce imagery sometimes act as if they are neutral, just as Amazon sells books without asking customers why they want to read them. The companies should, under this theory, preserve their credibility by staying independent, rather than offering Ukraine or anyone else veto power over their imagery. This stance sounds awfully pious to Ukrainians worried that the last thing they will ever hear is a Russian missile screaming across the sky. And the companies have, after all, already taken a side. They are American, subject to regulations that force their cooperation with American interests. Some of them have huge Department of Defense contracts. The principal backer of Ukraine is already paying them.

"By no means am I trying to cast a shadow on any of the [imagery] vendors," the executive told me. He said he supports Ukraine in the war and knows that the Ukrainian military has used satellite imagery from the same companies. (Planet cited customer confidentiality and would not say whether it had given imagery to Ukraine. Maxar did not reply.) "All of them have been very helpful to Ukraine overall. I want there to be a reasonable explanation" for the imagery they have produced, he said--an explanation that shows "no malice or negligence." But, he added: "With the information that I have access to, I cannot find that explanation."
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Putin's 'Rabble of Thin-Necked Henchmen'

Who will succeed Russia's longest-serving ruler since Stalin? Not even the handpicked elite can say.

by Anna Nemtsova




Not even the most passionate supporters of Vladimir Putin are pretending that the results of this weekend's election are in doubt: Putin, Russia's longest-serving leader since Joseph Stalin, is about to embark on his sixth term. And so, with no electoral politics to debate, both pro-Putin and liberal Kremlinologists in the Russian-language mediasphere have been focusing instead on changes at the very top of Russia's power pyramid: the new elite that is coming to replace the old Putin cronies, the tensions between the men in military uniforms and those in suits, and the perennial question of who will lead the country in the case of Putin's sudden death.

Before the war, perhaps the leading candidate for a successor was Putin's favorite general and then-deputy head of military intelligence, Aleksey Dyumin, who commanded the Special Operations Forces' top-secret "little green men" during the annexation of Crimea. But his train has departed, as Russians say: "Dyumin's name was connected to Wagner, which decreased his chance to become Putin's successor," a columnist named Andrey Revnivtsev wrote on Tsargrad, a website popular among military and secret agencies, on Monday. Now, according to Revnivtsev, the favored military candidate is a different general, Andrey Mordvichev, who commanded Russian forces in horrific battles in the Ukrainian cities of Mariupol and Avidiivka.

That military sources envision a general at the top, and that they disagree on which one, is not surprising. "The so-called siloviki from the security elite do not stop eating each other alive only because the war goes on," Ilya Barabanov, an observer of the Russian military and security cadres, told me.

Liberal Kremlinologists, however, have been more focused on civilian possibilities. The prime minister is, after all, the president's legal successor under Russia's constitution. Putin's current prime minister, Mikhail Mishustin, reportedly has a good public reputation and a competent staff--conditions that could bode ill for him under a jealous president.

"If Putin is not paranoid, he would seem definitely paranoid to get rid of the current, solid prime minister, Mishustin, too, only because he is too strong," Nina Khruscheva, a historian of Russian authoritarianism and propaganda at the New School, told me. And yet, many speculate that Putin will do exactly that. Some point to Putin's 41-year-old adviser, Maksim Oreshkin, an economist and a banker, as a possible replacement. According to Alexandra Prokopenko, an analyst at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, both Oreshkin and Putin's first deputy chief of staff, Sergei Kiriyenko, once a liberal and now a strong supporter of the war, are angling for the premiership.

Read: What's happening in Russia is not an election

For many analysts, this moment comes with a whiff of deja vu. "On the eve of Stalin's funeral, nobody could foresee the end of the regime, the trial and executions of Stalin's most brutal police chief, Lavrenty Beria, and other KGB members. I would compare the situation today to the bullfight under the carpet in 1952, months before Stalin's death," Boris Vishnevsky, an opposition member of the city council in St. Petersburg, told me. "Right now we cannot see who will lead us to changes; we see only all those sworn to stay loyal to Putin. That was the case in 1952 too. But as soon as Stalin fell ill, there were less sinful ones who arrested his most brutal executors."

The fight over who would succeed Stalin occurred after World War II. Putin's war, however, is still going on, and the Russian president is clearly concerned about maintaining military and political discipline around it. Public attitudes toward Ukraine are in a tangle. Denis Volkov, the director of Russia's independent polling organization, the Levada Center, told me that more than 70 percent of Russians want a cease-fire, and two-thirds say that the war is simply too costly. And yet, the same polls show that a majority of Russians believe that starting the war was justified and that Russia will ultimately win.

In a recent address to Parliament, Putin commended veterans of the war in Ukraine as the best candidates for a new elite. "People like them will not back down, fail, or be unfaithful," Putin said. But although personal loyalty and proof of patriotism carry a particular currency for Putin, even military men can be found wanting: Last year's coup attempt by the Wagner Group leader Yevgeny Prigozhin ensnared at least four generals, whom Putin has mostly sent into exile to take over Wagner's business in Syria. And last April, well before the aborted Wagner coup, Putin dismissed three generals as well as his deputy defense minister, Colonel General Mikhail Mizintsev, after paying a brief visit to the front. The former commander of Russia's air force, General Sergei Surovikin, whose nickname is Armageddon, was reportedly arrested in June--at least, he vanished from public view and was removed as the head of the air force, though his daughter has claimed that "nothing has happened to him."

Whether Putin's successor will be a general or a politician, he will almost certainly not be chosen in an election or even in public view. Alexander Cherkasov, a Nobel Peace Prize-winning human-rights activist, told me that the Kremlin and the Security Council are "the main black boxes" of the Russian regime--the places where decisions are made, and within which no one can really say who might be willing to tell the truth. Russia's future will likely be decided within those black boxes, Cherkasov intimated. Only one major new external factor emerged in recent years, the analyst Serguei Parkhomenko told me, and that was "the rapid rise of Prigozhin, who is dead now."

Read: How I lost the Russia that never was

On Wednesday, just two days before the opening of Russia's so-called election, Ukrainian drones struck crucial infrastructure in three Russian regions in the hours before dawn. Also during those early-morning hours, Federal Security Service (FSB) agents broke down the doors and searched the houses of dozens of artists in five Russian cities. According to one recent report, more citizens have been convicted on political charges under Putin than for "anti-Sovietism" under Nikita Khrushchev and Leonid Brezhnev. Just last month, Putin's foremost civilian rival, Alexei Navalny, turned up dead in the frigid Siberian prison camp to which he'd been consigned after surviving the Kremlin's attempt to poison him.

None of this has made Russia more secure. Rather, the past week's events have revealed major gaps in Russia's defenses: Ukrainian tanks invaded the region of Kursk, drones hit two major oil refineries, and a plane crashed. In the past two years of war, Russia has failed to prevent Ukraine from breaching its borders, assaulting its railroads and oil companies, blowing up its bridge to Crimea, and even attacking the Kremlin itself.

Read: What the drone strikes on the Kremlin reveal about the war in Ukraine

"Look at the Russian Black Sea fleet. Ukraine has practically destroyed it, and the only response Putin had was his usual: dismiss the fleet commander and appoint someone new," Olga Romanova, the founder of the humanitarian NGO Russia Behind Bars, told me. The FSB, she said, has merged the division specializing in persecuting dissidents with the one charged with investigating terrorism, to the disadvantage of the latter group.

Vishnevsky, the city councilman, and his party, Yabloko, have been writing letters and raising money for political prisoners in Putin's hometown of St. Petersburg, where activists, artists, and ordinary people with anti-war views regularly awaken to the same blood-freezing knock on the door that Soviet dissidents spoke of in years past.

"All the current decision makers have sworn to be faithful to Putin," Vishnevsky told me, but even they understand "that they cannot live this way any longer ... Everybody, including me, believes that the changes will take place at the very top by what seems now Putin's most faithful men. Everybody tries to guess who."

He quoted his favorite poet, Osip Mandelstam, who wrote of Stalin and his inner circle:

Around him a rabble of thin-necked henchmen,
 He plays with the services of these half-men.

Some whistle, some miaowing, some sniffling,
 but he just bangs and pokes.
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The Earthquake That Could Shatter Netanyahu's Coalition

Israel's ultra-Orthodox don't serve in its armed forces. That's getting harder than ever to justify.

by Yair Rosenberg




The most controversial Israeli comedy sketch of the current war is just 88 seconds long. Aired in February on Eretz Nehederet, Israel's equivalent of Saturday Night Live, it opens with two ashen-faced officers knocking on the door of a nondescript apartment, ready to deliver devastating news to the inhabitants. The officers are greeted by an ultra-Orthodox Jewish man who is similarly stricken when he sees them.

"I've been terrified of this knock," he says. "Ever since the war began, I knew it would eventually come for me." But before the pained officers can continue, he interjects: "Listen, there is no situation in which I will enlist--forget about it."

It turns out that the officers have the wrong address. This is not the home of a fallen soldier, but of one of the many thousands of ultra-Orthodox Jews who do not serve in Israel's army, thanks to a special exemption. As the officers depart to find the right family, the man calls after them, "Tell them that we prayed for him! We did everything we could."

The gag struck a nerve. Channel 14, Israel's pro-Netanyahu equivalent of Fox News, ran multiple segments denouncing the satire. Commentators for right-wing media outlets called it "incitement," a term typically applied to pro-terrorist speech in Israeli discourse. Why did a short sketch warrant such an overwhelming response? Because it took aim at the most vulnerable pressure point of Benjamin Netanyahu's coalition--one with the potential to cause the current government's collapse.



Since Israel was founded in 1948, it has fielded a citizens' army with mandatory Jewish conscription--and one very notable exception: Ultra-Orthodox, or Haredi, yeshiva students do not serve. This dispensation dates back to David Ben-Gurion, the country's first prime minister. A secular Jewish socialist, he saw Israel's ultra-Orthodox as the dying remnant of an old world, and when the community's leadership requested an exemption from the draft, Ben-Gurion calculated that it was a small price to pay for their support. At the time, the ultra-Orthodox constituted about 1 percent of Israel's population, and the exemption applied to just 400 young men in religious seminaries.

Read: The unorthodox of an ultra-Orthodox community

That was then. Today the Haredi community numbers some 1.2 million, more than 13 percent of Israel's total population. And because this community has the highest birth rate in the country, its ranks will only swell. In other words, the fastest-growing group in Israeli society does not serve in its armed forces. Since October 7, the divide has been thrown into stark relief. After Hamas massacred 1,200 Israelis and kidnapped hundreds more, the country initiated one of the largest mobilizations in its history. Children and spouses departed their families for the front, leaving fear and uncertainty in their absence. Nearly 250 soldiers have since been killed, and thousands more injured. Many Israelis spend their evenings at home fretting about that ominous knock on the door.

Meanwhile, Haredi life has largely continued as usual, untouched by the war and its toll. Yeshiva students have even been photographed enjoying ski vacations abroad while their same-age peers are on the battlefield. Some ultra-Orthodox individuals do voluntarily serve in the army, and others act as first responders, but their numbers are small enough to be a rounding error. In February, a record-high 66,000 military-age Haredi men received exemptions; just 540 had enlisted since the war began. Put another way, more Arab Israelis serve in the Israel Defense Forces than ultra-Orthodox Jews.

The Haredi carve-out has long rankled Israel's secular citizens. Yair Lapid, the center-left opposition leader and past prime minister, rose to prominence in 2012 on a campaign that promised "equality of the burden." Before him, the right-wing politician Avigdor Lieberman built his secular Russian constituency on a similar pledge. But what has changed since October 7 is that this discontent is no longer emanating solely from the usual suspects, such as the left-wing Eretz Nehederet, but from supporters of the current governing coalition, including the more modern religious right.

Unlike the ultra-Orthodox, Israel's religious Zionist community is fully integrated into the country's army and economy. Sympathetic to Haredi piety, it has typically sat out the debates over conscription--but no longer. In early January, a religious Zionist educator from Jerusalem published an "Open Letter to Our Haredi Sisters." In it, she implored ultra-Orthodox mothers to encourage their sons to enlist in the IDF. "This reality is no longer tolerable," she wrote. "For those who think that their son is not suited for military service, we say: Many of our children are not suited to be soldiers. None of them are suited to die in war. None of us are suited to sending a child to risk his life. We all do this because it is impossible to live here without an army ... and we are all responsible for one another: it cannot be that others will take risks and risk their children for me, and I and my children will not take risks for them." The letter now has nearly 1,000 signatures.

The grassroots pressure on this issue from the non-Haredi religious community has risen to the point that Bezalel Smotrich, the ultra-nationalist politician and finance minister who has courted Haredi votes, joined the anti-exemption campaign, at least rhetorically. "The current situation is outrageous and cannot continue," he said last month. "Israeli society's claim against the [Haredi] community is just." But this demand may be one that Netanyahu cannot satisfy.



Much has been written about Netanyahu's dependence on the Israeli far right to remain in power. But the backbone of his coalition for many years has actually been the ultra-Orthodox political parties. They stuck with the premier after he was indicted on corruption charges, and they refused to defect to the opposition even after Netanyahu failed to form a government following successive stalemate elections. Today, the far right provides 14 of Netanyahu's 64 coalition seats; the Haredi parties provide 18. The Israeli leader has richly rewarded this loyalty by ensuring an ever-growing flow of public subsidies to ultra-Orthodox voters and their religious institutions. Because Haredi men can maintain their military exemption only by remaining in seminaries until age 26, they rarely enter the workforce until late in life and lack the secular education to succeed in it. As a result, nearly half of the ultra-Orthodox community lives in poverty and relies on government welfare--an unsustainable economic course that is another perennial source of Israeli angst.

The Israeli public--and especially the Israeli right--was previously willing to look the other way on Haredi enlistment to advance other political priorities. But now, in a time of perceived existential conflict, Haredi enlistment has become a prime concern. Israel faces war with Iranian proxies--Hamas in the south and Hezbollah in the north--and it needs more soldiers, not more people who can't be drafted. To cope, the country has extended reserve duty for current enlistees, further underscoring the disparity between their experience and that of the ultra-Orthodox. A long-standing fault line in Israeli society has now produced an earthquake.

Recent polls show that Israeli Jews--including majorities on the political right and center right--now overwhelmingly oppose blanket Haredi exemptions. A February survey found that an astonishing 73 percent were against exemptions--up 11 points from November. A poll released this week similarly found that 73 percent of Israeli Jews, including a majority of people who voted for the Netanyahu government, oppose the billion-shekel subsidies to Haredi institutions that are included in the government's current budget proposal.

Read: The anticlimactic end of Israel's democratic crisis

Unfortunately for Netanyahu, he's running out of time to solve this problem, and his usual stalling tactics may not suffice. That's because not just the Israeli public but the Israeli Supreme Court has put the issue on the agenda. Back in 1998, the high court ruled that the ultra-Orthodox exemption violated the principle of equality under the law, and ordered the Parliament to legislate a fairer arrangement to replace the existing regime. Since then, successive Israeli governments have tried and failed to craft such a solution, constantly kicking the can down the road. Months before the war, the current government set a March 31 deadline for passing its own legislation to resolve the Haredi-draft issue. This was widely expected to be yet another exercise in equivocation, leaving most of the ultra-Orthodox exempt so as to keep the coalition together, and likely setting up another showdown with the Supreme Court. In other words, more of the same.

But more of the same is no longer enough after October 7. With the public incensed at what many see as Haredi privilege, Netanyahu is facing revolt within his ranks. Most notably, Defense Minister Yoav Gallant has publicly called for an end to the exemptions and said he will not support any legislation on the matter that is not also approved by Benny Gantz, a centrist opposition lawmaker and rival to Netanyahu who sits in the country's war cabinet. But any Haredi-draft bill that satisfies Gantz and Gallant is unlikely to satisfy the Haredi parties, who perceive enlistment as a threat to their cloistered way of life. And if no new legislation is passed, the IDF will be required to begin drafting the ultra-Orthodox on April 1.

As this deadline approaches, tensions have exploded into the open. This past week, Yitzhak Yosef, the Sephardic chief rabbi of Israel, declared that "if you force us to go to the army, we'll all move abroad." The ultimatum drew widespread condemnation, even from within the hard-right government. "Drafting to the military: A good deed!" retorted Smotrich's party. "Army service is a huge privilege for a Jew who defends himself in his country and a great deed," added the far-right faction of National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir. It's not clear that these worldviews can be reconciled, and the failure to bridge them could bring down the government.

Polls show that the overwhelming majority of Israelis want Netanyahu to resign, either now or after the war; that most Israelis want early elections; and that the current hard-right coalition would be crushed if those elections were held tomorrow. U.S. Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer, surely aware of those surveys, called yesterday for Israel to go to the polls to choose new leadership. The problem for the Israeli public is that no external mechanism forces Netanyahu to hold new elections, and the terrible polls for his coalition give its members every incentive to swallow their differences and keep the government afloat rather than face voters. Haredi conscription is perhaps the one issue that could shatter this cynical compact.

It's never wise to bet against Netanyahu, Israel's ultimate survivor. He will pursue every possible avenue to paper over this problem. But if he fails, his ultra-Orthodox allies could be compelled to leave the coalition, breaking it from within to force elections and freeze the status quo until a new government is sworn in. And if that happens, Israel's other civil war may claim its first casualty: Netanyahu's political career.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/03/orthodox-military-israel-netanyahu/677758/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Photos of the Week: Bridal Carry, Ostrich Hug, Godzilla Oscar

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 15, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            X-ray analysis of an 18th-century violin in France, scenes from the Academy Awards in Hollywood, a march for International Women's Day in Mexico, the launch of a SpaceX rocket in Texas, white-water canoeing in New Zealand, Ramadan prayers in Indonesia, the Crufts dog show in England, and much more

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Demonstrators stand together, wearing bright-red fabric draped over their heads.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators take part in a march to mark International Women's Day in San Salvador on March 9, 2024.
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                [image: Swirling green curtains of light hang in the night sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Aurora Borealis, seen in the sky above Kiruna, Sweden, on March 7, 2024
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                [image: Lightning strikes the ocean's surface near a city, captured from a distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lightning strikes during a thunderstorm in Montevideo, Uruguay, on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: A cluster of buildings sits atop a small island in the distance, silhouetted by low sunlight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph taken on March 10, 2024, shows the French landmark Mont-Saint-Michel in Normandy, northwestern France.
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                [image: A person walks in snow past the large head of an ancient statue.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man walks near one of the ancient statues of the tomb of King Antiochus after snowfall atop Mount Nemrut, near Adiyaman, Turkey, on March 9, 2024.
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                [image: A lamb frolics in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Newborn lambs are seen roaming the fields at Somerset Sheep Trekking on March 7, 2024, in Pitminster, United Kingdom.
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                [image: A dog rests beside a large silver trophy.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Viking, a three-year-old Australian shepherd co-owned by Melanie Raymond, John Shaw, and Kerry Kirtley, wins Best in Show during Crufts 2024, at NEC Arena, on March 10, 2024, in Birmingham, England.
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                [image: A dog with very long hair is groomed at a dog show.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Afghan hound is groomed before being judged on the last day of the Crufts dog show in Birmingham, England, on March 10, 2024.
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                [image: A protester with the flag of Tibet painted on his face looks downward.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Tibetan man with his face painted participates in a protest march held to mark the 65th anniversary of the Tibetan uprising against Chinese rule, in the northern hill town of Dharamsala, India, on March 10, 2024.
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                [image: A group of people carry a large statue of a crouching demon before a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indonesian Hindus carry Ogoh-ogoh, a statue symbolizing an evil spirit, before a parade on the eve of Nyepi, Bali's Day of Silence, in Klungkung, Bali, on March 10, 2024.
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                [image: A shirtless man reacts, arms held out, as others hit him in the back with bundles of burning leaves, throwing many sparks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men fight with burning coconut leaves as a ritual of ablution by fire during Lukat Geni in Bali on March 10, 2024, on the eve of Nyepi.
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                [image: A man with a drum stands beside a camel decorated in colorful lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mohammed El-Dahshan, a "Mesaharati," or dawn-caller, prepares to ride his camel decorated with colored lights to wake Muslims for a meal before sunrise, during the Islamic holy month of Ramadan, in the Delta city of Dikernis, Egypt, on March 14, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd of Muslims kneel in prayer together inside a large mosque.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On the first night of Ramadan, Indonesian Muslims take part in the evening mass prayers called Tarawih, at the Grand Mosque of Istiqlal, in Jakarta, Indonesia, on March 11, 2024.
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                [image: A group of men eat food together, standing beside a long table in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Muslims eat their Iftar meal on the first day of Ramadan on a street in New Delhi, India, on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of men stand carrying women in a parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men carry women during a competition and Guinness World Record attempt in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, on March 8, 2024. Hundreds of couples braved the tropical heat to set an unusual world record--for the most people performing a "bridal carry" at the same time.
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                [image: Two MotoGP motorcycle racers lean into a turn on a racetrack, with a heat shimmer distorting the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Riders Augusto Fernandez (foreground) and Brad Binder lean into a turn during the first free-practice session of the Qatar MotoGP Grand Prix at the Lusail International Circuit in Lusail, north of Doha, on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: A man in a suit wears VR goggles and holds on to handlebars.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                King Willem-Alexander of The Netherlands wears VR goggles during a visit to MINDbase, an initiative of the Dutch Materiel and IT Command, in Rotterdam, Netherlands, on March 13, 2024.
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                [image: An athlete paddles a canoe on a white-water course, photographed through lots of splashing water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finn Butcher paddles down a white-water course during a Paris 2024 NZOC Canoe Slalom Selection Announcement at Vector Wero Whitewater Park, in Auckland, New Zealand, on March 13, 2024.
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                [image: A giant head sculpture sits atop a crushed car in a small lot surrounded by brick and concrete walls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An installation by the artist Chavis Marmol features a Tesla 3 car crushed by a nine-ton Olmec-inspired head, seen in Mexico City on March 13, 2024.
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                [image: A rocket launches, stirring up clouds of steam and exhaust.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The SpaceX Starship Flight 3 Rocket launches from the Starbase facility in Brownsville, Texas, on March 14, 2024. This was SpaceX's third attempt at launching this rocket into space.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Brandon Bell / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People watch as fireworks are used to set fire to a bull sculpture.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists and residents of Tultepec watch as fireworks are used to set fire to a bull sculpture during a festival on March 8, 2024, in Mexico City, Mexico.
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                [image: People watch a bonfire at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers watch a bonfire as Bulgarians celebrate Mesni Zagovezni, an Orthodox Christian holiday during which they chase away evil spirits with fire rituals, in the village of Lozen, some 15 kilometers southwest of Sofia, on March 10, 2024.
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                [image: A woman stands in front of burning debris during a march.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A demonstrator performs during a march to mark International Women's Day in Mexico City, on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: A model displays a draped garment, standing before a decorative collection of dozens of microphones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model displays a creation from the apparel brand "FAF" by Japanese designer Kazuho Arai for the autumn/winter collection during Tokyo Fashion Week, in Japan, on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: Four happy people in formal attire pose while holding both Oscar statuettes and Godzilla figures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Takashi Yamazaki, Kiyoko Shibuya, Masaki Takahashi, and Tatsuji Nojima pose with the Oscar for Best Visual Effects for "Godzilla Minus One" in the Oscars photo room at the 96th Academy Awards in Hollywood, Los Angeles, California, on March 10, 2024.
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                [image: A dog sits in a theater seat among people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Messi, a dog performer featured in the film "Anatomy of a Fall," is photographed in the audience during the 96th Annual Academy Awards at the Dolby Theatre on March 10, 2024, in Hollywood, California.
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                [image: A violin sits inside a clear tube as green laser lights illuminate parts of it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph taken on March 11, 2024, shows the famous violin "Il Cannone," made in 1743 and played by the great virtuoso Niccolo Paganini, being examined by a synchrotron during a non-destructive X-ray analysis by scientists at the European Synchrotron Radiation Facility in Grenoble, France.
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                [image: A gorilla, photographed amid greenery]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of a family of mountain gorillas, living under protection in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage site in the Kanungu District of Uganda, photographed on March 11, 2024
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                [image: A wild cat with big ears bares its teeth inside a zoo enclosure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A serval growls in its enclosure in the animal shelter of the Saint-Martin-La-Plaine zoological park, in France, on March 7, 2024.
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                [image: A woman nuzzles her face into the neck of an ostrich.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wendy Adriaens, the founder of De Passiehoeve, an animal-rescue farm where animals support people with autism, depression, anxiety, or drug problems, offers a hug to Blondie, a six-year-old female ostrich, in Kalmthout, Belgium, on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: Two dozen or so surfers ride a gentle wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfers ride a wave on a hot autumn day at Freshwater Beach in Sydney, Australia, on March 12, 2024.
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                [image: A large aircraft with the face of a beluga whale painted across its nose takes off.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Airbus A300-600ST "Beluga" cargo aircraft flies over the city of Toulouse, France, after taking off on March 13, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Ed Jones / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A large aircraft is lifted off a barge by a crane using long straps.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A retired British Airways Concorde supersonic airliner is lifted by a crane on March 14, 2024, in New York City. The Concorde, one of a fleet of seven once owned by British Airways, departed the Weeks Marine in Jersey City, New Jersey, for its return to the Intrepid Museum following a months-long restoration project at the Brooklyn Navy Yard.
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                [image: Two dozen parachutes carrying small crates fall toward buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Parachutes carry crates of humanitarian aid that were air-dropped into the northern Gaza Strip, as seen from southern Israel, on March 11, 2024.
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                [image: A woman walks beside a burning pile of rubble and debris from a destroyed building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian woman reacts after her apartment was destroyed in an Israeli raid in Hamad City, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas, in Khan Younis in the southern Gaza Strip on March 13, 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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        The IRS Finally Has an Answer to TurboTax
        Saahil Desai

        During the torture ritual that was doing my taxes this year, I was surprised to find myself giddy after reading these words: "You are now chatting with IRS Representative-1004671045." I had gotten stuck trying to parse my W-2, which, under "Box 14: Other," contained a mysterious $389.70 deduction from my overall pay last year. No explanation. No clues. Nothing. I tapped the chat button on my tax software for help, expecting to be sucked into customer-service hell. Instead, a real IRS employee ans...
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        Last year, 18 percent of Stanford University seniors graduated with a degree in computer science, more than double the proportion of just a decade earlier. Over the same period at MIT, that rate went up from 23 percent to 42 percent. These increases are common everywhere: The average number of undergraduate CS majors at universities in the U.S. and Canada tripled in the decade after 2005, and it keeps growing. Students' interest in CS is intellectual--culture moves through computation these days--b...

      

      
        Elon Musk Just Added a Wrinkle to the AI Race
        Matteo Wong

        Yesterday afternoon, Elon Musk fired the latest shot in his feud with OpenAI: His new AI venture, xAI, now allows anyone to download and use the computer code for its flagship software. No fees, no restrictions, just Grok, a large language model that Musk has positioned against OpenAI's GPT-4, the model powering the most advanced version of ChatGPT.Sharing Grok's code is a thinly veiled provocation. Musk was one of OpenAI's original backers. He left in 2018 and recently sued for breach of contrac...
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        One Tuesday last month, Mark Zuckerberg uploaded a video to Instagram, but not to his Stories, where it would quickly disappear. This one was a keeper. He put it right on his permanent grid. It shows Zuckerberg sitting on his living-room couch in comfy pants and a dark T-shirt, while his friend Kenny records him through Meta's mixed-reality headset. Zuckerberg proceeds to rattle off a three-and-a-half-minute critique of Apple's new mixed-reality headset, the Vision Pro. His tone is surprisingly c...
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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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        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...
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The IRS Finally Has an Answer to TurboTax

Against all odds, the government has created an actually good piece of technology.

by Saahil Desai




During the torture ritual that was doing my taxes this year, I was surprised to find myself giddy after reading these words: "You are now chatting with IRS Representative-1004671045." I had gotten stuck trying to parse my W-2, which, under "Box 14: Other," contained a mysterious $389.70 deduction from my overall pay last year. No explanation. No clues. Nothing. I tapped the chat button on my tax software for help, expecting to be sucked into customer-service hell. Instead, a real IRS employee answered my question in less than two minutes.



The program is not TurboTax, or any one of its many competitors that will give you the white-glove treatment only after you pony up. It is Direct File, a new pilot program made by the IRS. It walks you through each step in mostly simple language (in English or Spanish, on your phone or laptop), automatically saves your progress, shows you a checklist of what you have left to do, flags potential errors, and calculates your return. These features are already part of TurboTax, but Direct File will not push you to an AI chatbot that flubs basic questions. And most crucial, it's completely free.



That Direct File exists at all is shocking. That it's pretty good is borderline miraculous. This is the same agency that processes your tax return in a 60-something-year-old programming language and uses software that is up to 15 versions out of date. The only sure thing in life, after death and taxes, is that the government is bad at technology. Remember the healthcare.gov debacle? Nearly 3 million people visited the site on the day it launched in 2013; only six people were actually able to register for insurance. As of the end of last year, about half of .gov websites are still not mobile friendly.



Direct File isn't perfect--the program is available in only 12 states, and it isn't able to handle anything beyond the simplest tax situations--but it's a glimpse of a world where government tech benefits millions of Americans. In turn, it is also an agonizing realization of how far we are from that reality.



Right now, Direct File is sort of akin to when Facebook (or rather TheFacebook) was a site for Harvard students run out of Mark Zuckerberg's dorm room: Most people can't use it, and the product is still a work in progress. The IRS has strategically taken things slowly with Direct File. In part to avoid the risk of glitches, it officially launched just last week, well into tax season, and with many restrictions. Only midway through my own Direct File journey did I realize that I owed some taxes on a retirement account, and thus couldn't actually file on the site. I then sheepishly logged in to TurboTax like a teenager crawling back to their ex; for now, it offers a more seamless experience than Direct File. Unlike on the IRS program, I could upload a picture of my W-2, and TurboTax immediately did the rest for me.



For many years, taxpayer advocates have dreamed of a free government tax portal, similar to websites where you pay parking tickets and renew your driver's license. Computers and taxes are made for each other: Even as far back as 1991, when most Americans didn't own a computer, you could have found at least 15 different kinds of private tax software. Lots of other countries, such as Japan, Germany, and New Zealand, already have their own government-run tax sites. According to a distressing New York Times report, Estonians can file online in less than three minutes.

Sure, America's tax code--unlike Estonia's!--is an alphabet soup of regulations, but the multibillion-dollar tax-prep industry has also gone to great lengths to stop Americans from filing their taxes for free. After all, why would anyone pay TurboTax upwards of $200 to file if they didn't have to? (Intuit, the parent company of TurboTax, has an answer: "Filing taxes without someone advocating for your highest refund could be a recipe for overpaying the Internal Revenue Service and [state] departments of revenue, organizations with titles that clearly state their focus, generating revenue for the government," Rick Heineman, an Intuit spokesperson, told me.)

Read: The golden age of rich people not paying their taxes

In 2022, the Inflation Reduction Act shook loose $15 million for the IRS to study the feasibility of creating its own program--and so began Direct File. The program could have been contracted out, as much of the government's technology is. (The original, disastrous healthcare.gov was the end result of 60 contracts involving 33 outside vendors.) Instead it was made almost entirely by the government's own programmers, product managers, and designers, Bridget Roberts, the head of the Direct File team, told me.

Engineers created a prototype by mapping out the tax code into a series of steps: The software has to know that a millionaire homeowner doesn't need to see any of the questions that apply only to low-income renters, for example. Then designers tested language to make sure that taxpayers could easily understand it. "We were going through constant user research--putting pieces of Direct File in front of taxpayers and getting their feedback," Roberts said. Early guinea pigs were asked to screen-share while they tested Direct File. "That way, if there were any bugs, we would fix them before we moved on," she said. It all sounds more Sam Altman than Uncle Sam.



The government could not have made something like this even 10 years ago. Unlike in the pre-healthcare.gov days, "now there is a generation of civic-tech innovators who want to go into government or want to work with the government," Donald Moynihan, a public-policy professor at Georgetown, told me. In the past decade, attention given to the government's technological deficiencies has led to the creation of agencies such as the United States Digital Service and 18F--both of which hire tech workers for temporary stints in the public sector. Other agencies, such as Veterans Affairs, have hired more than 1,000 of their own tech workers. The salaries are nowhere near as good as in Silicon Valley, but surely a government gig can be more fulfilling than tinkering with the user experience for Instagram share buttons all day. Amid the tech layoffs in 2023, the government launched a tech-jobs board and endeavored to hire 22,000 tech workers. Last month, the federal government began pushing to hire AI talent by boosting salaries and introducing incentives such as student-loan repayment.

Read: Why is there financing for everything now?

That is how you get something like Direct File. Both the USDS and 18F, Roberts said, were brought in to help create the product, working alongside IRS engineers. There have been other successes from these groups too. Consider COVIDtests.gov, where until recently you could order free tests in basically a minute. Or my personal favorite, analytics.usa.gov, where you can monitor how much traffic government sites are getting. (In the past week, it shows, Direct File has gotten nearly 450,000 clicks.) Many .gov websites, although not necessarily wonderful, no longer feel like they're a time portal to 1999.



But the work has been halting, at best. The more I played around with Direct File, the more frustrated I grew that there isn't more government technology like it. Certain websites have gotten a facelift, but most of the government's digital services lag behind: Some state unemployment systems still run on outdated, buggy portals and mainframe computers that crashed during the pandemic, delaying much-needed checks. Last year, a glitch in the Federal Aviation Administration's 30-year-old computer system grounded thousands of flights and caused the first nationwide stop on air travel since 9/11. "Another healthcare.gov could happen today," Mikey Dickerson, a former administrator of the United States Digital Service, told me. In fact, a similar debacle is happening right now: The Department of Education's attempt to revamp its financial-aid form led to dire glitches that have upended the entire college-admissions cycle.



Ultimately, the fundamental reasons the government is bad at tech haven't changed much. Bureaucracy is bureaucracy, Dickerson told me: Too often, the government operates under a model of collecting a list of everything it wants in a tech product--a months-long endeavor in itself--enlisting a company that can check them all off, and then testing it only when basically all the code has been written. The government is "not capable of keeping up with the crushing wave of complex systems that are becoming more and more obsolete," he said. Hiring processes remain a problem too. Because the government doesn't have a good way to evaluate a candidate's technical skills, it can take nine months or longer to wade through the applicant pool and make a hire, Jen Pahlka, the author of Recoding America, told me. "There's more people who want to work in government than we can absorb," she said.

Everything had to go right to unleash Direct File. Congress set aside money. Programmers created something from scratch instead of revamping an online service built on outdated code. All to build the government's own TurboTax--a long-heralded dream for some of the Leslie Knope types who work in civic tech. But even now, after all this work, the future of Direct File is in doubt. The IRS has not committed to anything beyond this year, and that Americans will clamor for Direct File next spring is not a given: By one measure, Direct File's total employees are outnumbered by just the lobbyists working for Intuit.



And so, Direct File is the essence of government tech right now--a work in progress. "Increasingly, the face of government is digital," Moynihan said. "We mostly see government on our phones and laptops, as opposed to going to an office somewhere or calling someone on a phone." The dream of tapping a button on my iPhone and chatting with the DMV, or the VA, or Medicare, is just that: a dream. But hey, at least until April 15, I still have IRS Representative-1004671045.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/03/irs-direct-file/677818/?utm_source=feed
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Flying Is Weird Right Now

Is flying less safe? Or are we just paying closer attention?

by Charlie Warzel




Somewhere over Colorado this weekend, while I sat in seat 21F, my plane began to buck, jostle, and rattle. Within seconds, the seat-belt indicator dinged as the pilot asked flight attendants to return to their seats. We were experiencing what I, a frequent flier, might describe as "intermediate turbulence"--a sustained parade of midair bumps that can be uncomfortable but by no means terrifying.



Generally, I do not fear hurtling through the sky at 500 miles per hour, but at this moment I felt an unusual pang of uncertainty. The little informational card poking out of the seat-back pocket in front of me started to look ominous--the words Boeing 737-900 positively glared at me as the cabin shook. A few minutes later, once we'd found calm air, I realized that a steady drumbeat of unsettling aviation stories had so thoroughly permeated my news-consumption algorithms that I had developed a phobia of sorts.



More than 100,000 flights take off every day without issue, which means that incidents are treated as newsworthy anomalies. But it sure feels like there have been quite a few anomalies lately. In January, a Japanese coast-guard plane and a Japan Airlines plane collided on the runway, erupting in flames; a few days later, a door blew out on an Alaska Airlines Boeing 737 Max 9 jet shortly after takeoff. Then, in just the past few weeks:

	A United Airlines flight in Houston heading to its gate rolled off the runway and into the grass.
 	Another United flight, en route from Houston to Fort Myers, Florida, made an emergency landing after flames started shooting out of one of its engines.
 	Yet another United flight was forced to make an emergency landing when a tire fell off the plane moments after takeoff.
 	Still another United flight, this one heading from San Francisco to Mexico, made an emergency landing due to a hydraulic-system failure.
 	The National Transportation Safety Board announced that it was investigating a February United flight that had potentially faulty rudder pedals.
 	Roughly 50 passengers were injured in New Zealand when pilots lost control of a Boeing plane and it plummeted suddenly.
 	A post-landing inspection revealed that an external panel was missing from a Boeing 737-800 plane that had landed in Oregon this past Friday.


United released a statement to passengers suggesting the incidents on its flights were unrelated but also "reminders of the importance of safety." In that same statement, Scott Kirby, the company's CEO, said that the incidents "have our attention and have sharpened our focus."



This is only a partial list of the year's aeronautic mishaps, which are prodigious: Consider investigations into Alaska Airlines that revealed numerous doors with loose bolts, the Airbus grounded for a faulty door light, or the Delta Boeing whose nose wheel popped off and "rolled down" a hill as the flight prepared to take off.

Read: The carry-on-baggage bubble is about to pop

Many people are wondering: What is going on with airplanes? In January, the booking site Kayak reported that it had seen "a 15-fold increase" in the use of its aircraft filter for Boeing 737 Max planes, suggesting that anxious travelers booking flights were excluding them from their searches. In response to the palpable audience interest, there's been an uptick in media interest in aviation stories.



Meanwhile, poking fun at Boeing--whose standards and corporate culture have understandably come under scrutiny in the past few years after it was charged with fraud and agreed to pay $2.5 billion in settlements--has become a meme, a way to nervously laugh at the cavalcade of bad news and to gesture at the frustration over corporate greed that seems to put overcharged air travelers at risk. (Boeing responded to the Alaska Airlines door incident by acknowledging that the company "is accountable for what happened," and pledged to make internal changes. And last week, Executive Vice President Stan Deal sent a message to employees outlining steps the company is taking to improve its planes' safety and quality, including adding new "layers" of inspection to its manufacturing processes.)



Despite all of this, flying has, in a historical sense at least, never been safer. A statistician at MIT has found that, globally, the odds of a passenger dying on a flight from 2018 to 2022 were 38 times lower than they were 50 years earlier. The National Safety Council found in 2021 that, over the course of a person's life, the odds of dying as an aircraft passenger in the U.S. "were too small to even calculate." One aviation-safety consultant recently told NBC News, "There's not anything unusual about the recent spate of incidents--these kinds of things happen every day in the industry." A separate industry analyst told Slate in February, "Flying is literally safer than sitting on the ground ... I don't know how I can stress that enough." That we know so much about every little failure and close call in the skies is, in part, because the system is so thorough and so safe.



So what's really going on? I suspect it's a confluence of two distinct factors. The first is that although air safety is getting markedly better over time, the experience of flying is arguably worse than ever. The pandemic had a cascading effect on the business of air travel. One estimate suggests that in the past four years, roughly 10,000 pilots have left the commercial airline industry, as many airlines offered early retirement to employees during the shutdown and pre-vaccine periods, when fewer people were traveling. There are also shortages of mechanics and air traffic controllers.



All of that is now coupled with an increase in passenger volume: In 2023, flight demand crept back up to near pre-pandemic levels, and staffing has not caught up. It is also an especially expensive time to fly. Pile on unruly passengers, system outages, baggage fees, carry-on restrictions, meager drink and snack offerings, and the trials and tribulations of merely coexisting with other travelers who insist on lining up at the gate 72 hours before their zone boards and you have a perfectly combustible situation. Air travel is an impressive daily symphony of logistics, engineering, and physics. It's also a total grind.



Trust in Boeing declined in recent months, according to consumer surveys, even if consumers still trust the airline industry as a whole. It makes sense that the distrust in Boeing would bleed outward. All conspiracy theories are rooted in some aspect of personal experience, and plenty of information exists out there to confirm one's deepest suspicions: The New York Times described Boeing's past safety issues as "capitalism gone awry" in 2020, and there is plenty of evidence that the company culture hasn't changed enough since then. At least two aviation experts (one a former Boeing employee) have publicly stated their concerns about flying in certain Boeing planes. It doesn't help that Boeing is the subject of an NTSB investigation and is struggling to present the requested evidence in the Alaska door case, or that earlier this month a Boeing whistleblower died by suicide.

Read: What's gone wrong at Boeing

Then there is the second factor: vibes. Existing online means getting exposed to so much information that it has become quite easy to hear about individual problems, but incredibly difficult to determine their overall scale or relevance. On TikTok, you might be exposed to entire genres of ominous flight videos: "Flight Attendant Horror,'" "Scary Sounding Planes," "The Scariest Plane." Even those who are not specifically mainlining these clips may suffer from an algorithmic selection bias: the more interest a person has in the recent plane malfunctions, the more likely that person might be to see more stories and commentary about planes in general. Meanwhile, an uptick in interest in stories about airline mishaps can lead to an increase in coverage of airline mishaps, which has the effect of making more routine issues feel like they're piling up. Some of that reporting can be downright sensational, and news organizations are now also covering incidents they would have previously ignored.



This distortion--between public perception of an issue (planes are getting less safe!) and the more boring reality (they're actually very safe)--is exacerbated by the intensity and density of information. It is a modern experience to stumble upon a meme, theory, or narrative and then see it in all of your feeds. Similarly, platforms make it easier for complex, disparate stories to collapse into simpler ways of seeing the world. Air safety slots nicely into this framework and, given the sterling record of the industry, a couple of loose or missing screws on a Boeing jet begins to feel both like a systemic failure and proof of something bigger: a kind of societal decay at the hands of increasing shareholder value.



These are feelings, vibes. They aren't always accurate, but often that doesn't matter because they're so deeply felt. If that word--vibes--feels more prevalent in the lexicon in recent years, perhaps it is because more weird, hard-to-interpret information is available, pushing people toward trusting their gut feelings. Today's air-travel anxiety sits at the intersection of these vibes, anecdotes, legitimate and troubling news reports, and the algorithmic distortion of the internet, creating a distinctly modern feeling of a large, looming problem, the exact contours of which are difficult to discern.



The vibes are off--this much we know for certain. Everything else is up for debate.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/03/boeing-737-safety-air-travel/677814/?utm_source=feed
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Universities Have a Computer-Science Problem

The case for teaching coders to speak French

by Ian Bogost




Last year, 18 percent of Stanford University seniors graduated with a degree in computer science, more than double the proportion of just a decade earlier. Over the same period at MIT, that rate went up from 23 percent to 42 percent. These increases are common everywhere: The average number of undergraduate CS majors at universities in the U.S. and Canada tripled in the decade after 2005, and it keeps growing. Students' interest in CS is intellectual--culture moves through computation these days--but it is also professional. Young people hope to access the wealth, power, and influence of the technology sector.

That ambition has created both enormous administrative strain and a competition for prestige. At Washington University in St. Louis, where I serve on the faculty of the Computer Science & Engineering department, each semester brings another set of waitlists for enrollment in CS classes. On many campuses, students may choose to study computer science at any of several different academic outposts, strewn throughout various departments. At MIT, for example, they might get a degree in "Urban Studies and Planning With Computer Science" from the School of Architecture, or one in "Mathematics With Computer Science" from the School of Science, or they might choose from among four CS-related fields within the School of Engineering. This seepage of computing throughout the university has helped address students' booming interest, but it also serves to bolster their demand.

Another approach has gained in popularity. Universities are consolidating the formal study of CS into a new administrative structure: the college of computing. MIT opened one in 2019. Cornell set one up in 2020. And just last year, UC Berkeley announced that its own would be that university's first new college in more than half a century. The importance of this trend--its significance for the practice of education, and also of technology--must not be overlooked. Universities are conservative institutions, steeped in tradition. When they elevate computing to the status of a college, with departments and a budget, they are declaring it a higher-order domain of knowledge and practice, akin to law or engineering. That decision will inform a fundamental question: whether computing ought to be seen as a superfield that lords over all others, or just a servant of other domains, subordinated to their interests and control. This is, by no happenstance, also the basic question about computing in our society writ large.



When I was an undergraduate at the University of Southern California in the 1990s, students interested in computer science could choose between two different majors: one offered by the College of Letters, Arts and Sciences, and one from the School of Engineering. The two degrees were similar, but many students picked the latter because it didn't require three semesters' worth of study of a (human) language, such as French. I chose the former, because I like French.

An American university is organized like this, into divisions that are sometimes called colleges, and sometimes schools. These typically enjoy a good deal of independence to define their courses of study and requirements as well as research practices for their constituent disciplines. Included in this purview: whether a CS student really needs to learn French.

The positioning of computer science at USC was not uncommon at the time. The first academic departments of CS had arisen in the early 1960s, and they typically evolved in one of two ways: as an offshoot of electrical engineering (where transistors got their start), housed in a college of engineering; or as an offshoot of mathematics (where formal logic lived), housed in a college of the arts and sciences. At some universities, including USC, CS found its way into both places at once.

The contexts in which CS matured had an impact on its nature, values, and aspirations. Engineering schools are traditionally the venue for a family of professional disciplines, regulated with licensure requirements for practice. Civil engineers, mechanical engineers, nuclear engineers, and others are tasked to build infrastructure that humankind relies on, and they are expected to solve problems. The liberal-arts field of mathematics, by contrast, is concerned with theory and abstraction. The relationship between the theoretical computer scientists in mathematics and the applied ones in engineers is a little like the relationship between biologists and doctors, or physicists and bridge builders. Keeping applied and pure versions of a discipline separate allows each to focus on its expertise, but limits the degree to which one can learn from the other.

Read: Programmers, stop calling yourself engineers

By the time I arrived at USC, some universities had already started down a different path. In 1988, Carnegie Mellon University created what it says was one of the first dedicated schools of computer science. Georgia Institute of Technology followed two years later. "Computing was going to be a big deal," says Charles Isbell, a former dean of Georgia Tech's college of computing and now the provost at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Emancipating the field from its prior home within the college of engineering gave it room to grow, he told me. Within a decade, Georgia Tech had used this structure to establish new research and teaching efforts in computer graphics, human-computer interaction, and robotics. (I spent 17 years on the faculty there, working for Isbell and his predecessors, and teaching computational media.)

Kavita Bala, Cornell University's dean of computing, told me that the autonomy and scale of a college allows her to avoid jockeying for influence and resources. MIT's computing dean, Daniel Huttenlocher, says that computing's breakneck pace of innovation makes independence necessary. It would be held back in an arts-and-sciences context, he told me, or even an engineering one.

But the computing industry isn't just fast-moving. It's also reckless. Technology tycoons say they need space for growth, and warn that too much oversight will stifle innovation. Yet we might all be better off, in certain ways, if their ambitions were held back even just a little. Instead of operating with a deep understanding or respect for law, policy, justice, health, or cohesion, tech firms tend to do whatever they want. Facebook sought growth at all costs, even if its take on connecting people tore society apart. If colleges of computing serve to isolate young, future tech professionals from any classrooms where they might imbibe another school's culture and values--engineering's studied prudence, for example, or the humanities' focus on deliberation--this tendency might only worsen.

Read: The moral failure of computer scientists

When I raised this concern with Isbell, he said that the same reasoning could apply to any influential discipline, including medicine and business. He's probably right, but that's cold comfort. The mere fact that universities allow some other powerful fiefdoms to exist doesn't make computing's centralization less concerning. Isbell admitted that setting up colleges of computing "absolutely runs the risk" of empowering a generation of professionals who may already be disengaged from consequences to train the next one in their image. Inside a computing college, there may be fewer critics around who can slow down bad ideas. Disengagement might redouble. But he said that dedicated colleges could also have the opposite effect. A traditional CS department in a school of engineering would be populated entirely by computer scientists, while the faculty for a college of computing like the one he led at Georgia Tech might also house lawyers, ethnographers, psychologists, and even philosophers like me. Bala told me that her college was established not to teach CS on its own but to incorporate policy, law, sociology, and other fields into its practice. "I think there are no downsides," she said.

Mark Guzdial is a former faculty member in Georgia Tech's computing college, and he now teaches computer science in the University of Michigan's College of Engineering. At Michigan, CS wasn't always housed in engineering--Guzdial says it started out inside the philosophy department, as part of the College of Literature, Science and the Arts. Now that college "wants it back," as one administrator told Guzdial. Having been asked to start a program that teaches computing to liberal-arts students, Guzdial has a new perspective on these administrative structures. He learned that Michigan's Computer Science and Engineering program and its faculty are "despised" by their counterparts in the humanities and social sciences. "They're seen as arrogant, narrowly focused on machines rather than people, and unwilling to meet other programs' needs," he told me. "I had faculty refuse to talk to me because I was from CSE."

In other words, there may be downsides just to placing CS within an engineering school, let alone making it an independent college. Left entirely to themselves, computer scientists can forget that computers are supposed to be tools that help people. Georgia Tech's College of Computing worked "because the culture was always outward-looking. We sought to use computing to solve others' problems," Guzdial said. But that may have been a momentary success. Now, at Michigan, he is trying to rebuild computing education from scratch, for students in fields such as French and sociology. He wants them to understand it as a means of self-expression or achieving justice--and not just a way of making software, or money.






Early in my undergraduate career, I decided to abandon CS as a major. Even as an undergraduate, I already had a side job in what would become the internet industry, and computer science, as an academic field, felt theoretical and unnecessary. Reasoning that I could easily get a job as a computer professional no matter what it said on my degree, I decided to study other things while I had the chance.

I have a strong memory of processing the paperwork to drop my computer-science major in college, in favor of philosophy. I walked down a quiet, blue-tiled hallway of the engineering building. All the faculty doors were closed, although the click-click of mechanical keyboards could be heard behind many of them. I knocked on my adviser's door; she opened it, silently signed my paperwork without inviting me in, and closed the door again. The keyboard tapping resumed.

The whole experience was a product of its time, when computer science was a field composed of oddball characters, working by themselves, and largely disconnected from what was happening in the world at large. Almost 30 years later, their projects have turned into the infrastructure of our daily lives. Want to find a job? That's LinkedIn. Keep in touch? Gmail, or Instagram. Get news? A website like this one, we hope, but perhaps TikTok. My university uses a software service sold by a tech company to run its courses. Some things have been made easier with computing. Others have been changed to serve another end, like scaling up an online business.

Read: So much for 'learn to code'

The struggle to figure out the best organizational structure for computing education is, in a way, a microcosm of the struggle under way in the computing sector at large. For decades, computers were tools used to accomplish tasks better and more efficiently. Then computing became the way we work and live. It became our culture, and we began doing what computers made possible, rather than using computers to solve problems defined outside their purview. Tech moguls became famous, wealthy, and powerful. So did CS academics (relatively speaking). The success of the latter--in terms of rising student enrollments, research output, and fundraising dollars--both sustains and justifies their growing influence on campus.

If computing colleges have erred, it may be in failing to exert their power with even greater zeal. For all their talk of growth and expansion within academia, the computing deans' ambitions seem remarkably modest. Martial Hebert, the dean of Carnegie Mellon's computing school, almost sounded like he was talking about the liberal arts when he told me that CS is "a rich tapestry of disciplines" that "goes far beyond computers and coding." But the seven departments in his school correspond to the traditional, core aspects of computing plus computational biology. They do not include history, for example, or finance. Bala and Isbell talked about incorporating law, policy, and psychology into their programs of study, but only in the form of hiring individual professors into more traditional CS divisions. None of the deans I spoke with aspires to launch, say, a department of art within their college of computing, or one of politics, sociology, or film. Their vision does not reflect the idea that computing can or should be a superordinate realm of scholarship, on the order of the arts or engineering. Rather, they are proceeding as though it were a technical school for producing a certain variety of very well-paid professionals. A computing college deserving of the name wouldn't just provide deeper coursework in CS and its closely adjacent fields; it would expand and reinvent other, seemingly remote disciplines for the age of computation.

Near the end of our conversation, Isbell mentioned the engineering fallacy, which he summarized like this: Someone asks you to solve a problem, and you solve it without asking if it's a problem worth solving. I used to think computing education might be stuck in a nesting-doll version of the engineer's fallacy, in which CS departments have been asked to train more software engineers without considering whether more software engineers are really what the world needs. Now I worry that they have a bigger problem to address: how to make computer people care about everything else as much as they care about computers.
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Elon Musk Just Added a Wrinkle to the AI Race

Transparency, or the appearance of it, is the technology's new norm.

by Matteo Wong




Yesterday afternoon, Elon Musk fired the latest shot in his feud with OpenAI: His new AI venture, xAI, now allows anyone to download and use the computer code for its flagship software. No fees, no restrictions, just Grok, a large language model that Musk has positioned against OpenAI's GPT-4, the model powering the most advanced version of ChatGPT.



Sharing Grok's code is a thinly veiled provocation. Musk was one of OpenAI's original backers. He left in 2018 and recently sued for breach of contract, arguing that the start-up and its CEO, Sam Altman, have betrayed the organization's founding principles in pursuit of profit, transforming a utopian vision of technology that "benefits all of humanity" into yet another opaque corporation. Musk has spent the past few weeks calling the secretive firm "ClosedAI."



It's a mediocre zinger at best, but he does have a point. OpenAI does not share much about its inner workings, it added a "capped-profit" subsidiary in 2019 that expanded the company's remit beyond the public interest, and it's valued at $80 billion or more. Meanwhile, more and more AI competitors are freely distributing their products' code. Meta, Google, Amazon, Microsoft, and Apple--all companies with fortunes built on proprietary software and gadgets--have either released the code for various open-AI models or partnered with start-ups that have done so. Such "open source" releases, in theory, allow academics, regulators, the public, and start-ups to download, test, and adapt AI models for their own purposes. Grok's release, then, marks not only a flash point in a battle between companies but also, perhaps, a turning point across the industry. OpenAI's commitment to secrecy is starting to seem like an anachronism.



This tension between secrecy and transparency has animated much of the debate around generative AI since ChatGPT arrived, in late 2022. If the technology does genuinely represent an existential threat to humanity, as some believe, is the risk increased or decreased depending on how many people can access the relevant code? Doomsday scenarios aside, if AI agents and assistants become as commonly used as Google Search or Siri, who should have the power to steer and scrutinize that transformation? Open-sourcing advocates, a group that now seemingly includes Musk, argue that the public should be able to look under the hood to rigorously test AI for both civilization-ending threats and the less fantastical biases and flaws plaguing the technology today. Better that than leaving all the decision making to Big Tech.



OpenAI, for its part, has provided a consistent explanation for why it began raising enormous amounts of money and stopped sharing its code: Building AI became incredibly expensive, and the prospect of unleashing its underlying programming became incredibly dangerous. The company has said that releasing full products, such as ChatGPT, or even just demos, such as one for the video-generating Sora program, is enough to ensure that future AI will be safer and more useful. And in response to Musk's lawsuit, OpenAI published snippets of old emails suggesting that Musk explicitly agreed with these justifications, going so far as to suggest a merger with Tesla in early 2018 as a way to meet the technology's future costs.



Those costs represent a different argument for open-sourcing: Publicly available code can enable competition by allowing smaller companies or independent developers to build AI products without having to engineer their own models from scratch, which can be prohibitively expensive for anyone but a few ultra-wealthy companies and billionaires. But both approaches--getting investments from tech companies, as OpenAI has done, or having tech companies open up their baseline AI models--are in some sense sides of the same coin: ways to overcome the technology's tremendous capital requirements that will not, on their own, redistribute that capital.



Read: There was never such a thing as "open" AI



For the most part, when companies release AI code, they withhold certain crucial aspects; xAI has not shared Grok's training data, for example. Without training data, it's hard to investigate why an AI model exhibits certain biases or limitations, and it's impossible to know if its creator violated copyright law. And without insight into a model's production--technical details about how the final code came to be--it's much harder to glean anything about the underlying science. Even with publicly available training data, AI systems are simply too massive and computationally demanding for most nonprofits and universities, let alone individuals, to download and run. (A standard laptop has too little storage to even download Grok.) xAI, Google, Amazon, and all the rest are not telling you how to build an industry-leading chatbot, much less giving you the resources to do so. Openness is as much about branding as it is about values. Indeed, in a recent earnings call, Mark Zuckerberg did not mince words about why openness is good business: It encourages researchers and developers to use, and improve, Meta products.



Read: OpenAI's Sora is a total mystery



Numerous start-ups and academic collaborations are releasing open code, training data, and robust documentation alongside their AI products. But Big Tech companies tend to keep a tight lid. Meta's flagship model, Llama 2, is free to download and use--but its policies forbid deploying it to improve another AI language model or to develop an application with more than 700 million monthly users. Such uses would, of course, represent actual competition with Meta. Google's most advanced AI offerings are still proprietary; Microsoft has supported open-source projects, but OpenAI's GPT-4 remains central to its offerings.



Regardless of the philosophical debate over safety, the fundamental reason for the closed approach of OpenAI, compared with the growing openness of the tech behemoths, might simply be its size. Trillion-dollar companies can afford to put AI code in the world, knowing that different products and integrating AI into those products--bringing AI to Gmail or Microsoft Outlook--are where profits lie. xAI has the direct backing of one of the richest people in the world, and its software could be worked into X (formerly Twitter) features and Tesla cars. Other start-ups, meanwhile, have to keep their competitive advantage under wraps. Only when openness and profit come into conflict will we get a glimpse of these companies' true motivations.
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The Drama Kings of Tech

Just stop.

by Ross Andersen




One Tuesday last month, Mark Zuckerberg uploaded a video to Instagram, but not to his Stories, where it would quickly disappear. This one was a keeper. He put it right on his permanent grid. It shows Zuckerberg sitting on his living-room couch in comfy pants and a dark T-shirt, while his friend Kenny records him through Meta's mixed-reality headset. Zuckerberg proceeds to rattle off a three-and-a-half-minute critique of Apple's new mixed-reality headset, the Vision Pro. His tone is surprisingly combative. At certain points, he sounds like a forum post come to life. "Some fanboys get upset" when people question Apple, he says, but his company's much cheaper headset is not only a better value; it is a better product, "period." CEOs of the world's most valuable companies don't often star in this kind of video. It reminded me of a commercial that a car-dealership owner might make about a rival.

I don't mean to moralize. Marketing is a matter of taste, and Zuckerberg is entitled to his. I mention this video only because it's part of a larger atmosphere of chippiness in the world of Big Tech. Just last year, a slow-burn feud between Zuckerberg and Elon Musk flared into threats of violence--albeit refereed--when Musk suggested that the two face off in a cage match. "Send Me Location," Zuckerberg replied on Instagram. In the weeks that followed, Musk, who habitually lobs sexual taunts at his rivals, called Zuckerberg a "cuck" and challenged him to "a literal dick measuring contest." But amid the tough talk, Musk also seemed to be playing for time. He said that he'd contacted Italy's prime minister and minister of culture, and that they had agreed to host the fight in an "epic location" among the ruins of ancient Rome. Zuckerberg implied that this was all news to him. Within days, Musk said he would ask his Tesla to drive him to Zuckerberg's house to fight him in his backyard. He even said that he would livestream it. Alas, Zuckerberg was out of town. Eventually, both men got injured--they are, after all, middle-aged--and the whole idea was abandoned.

Captains of industry have been known to mix it up on occasion. Collis Huntington, the American industrialist and railway magnate, once called Leland Stanford a "damned old fool." Michael Ovitz said that David Geffen was part of a "Gay Mafia," determined to bring him down. But, to my knowledge, none of them ever proposed a cage match. Even in their histrionics, the drama kings of tech aim to disrupt.

Their schoolyard feuding cuts an odd contrast with the earnestness that so often emanates from Silicon Valley. We have long known, for instance, that very serious conflicting views about AI safety played a role in November's boardroom drama at OpenAI, but it was also driven by interpersonal resentments. Last week, The New York Times reported that before Sam Altman's ouster, Mira Murati, the company's chief technology officer, sent Altman a private memo "outlining some of her concerns with his behavior." According to the Times, she told OpenAI's board that when Altman went to sell some new strategic direction, he would put on a charming mask, but when people dissented or even just delayed, he would freeze them out. In a statement posted to X, Murati described these anonymous claims as misleading, and said that the previous board members were scapegoating her to save face. Altman reposted Murati's post with a heart emoji, the lingua franca of reconciliation at OpenAI. Now that he's back with a new board in place, the company line is: It's time to move on.

Musk, who cannot seem to stand the idea that there might be tech drama somewhere that does not involve him, has been trolling OpenAI relentlessly on X. Last week, he posted a doctored image of Altman holding up a visitor's pass that read "ClosedAI," and followed up this past Tuesday with a word-cloud image of the company's logo, in which every word was lie. (Not his best work.) He also filed a lawsuit against the company. It alleges that by pursuing material gain instead of the good of all humanity, OpenAI's executives have breached their "founding agreement." The company responded with a blog post that soberly refuted some of Musk's claims, but Altman also went to X to respond personally. He tracked down an old Musk post from 2019, in which he had thanked Altman for criticizing Tesla's naysayers. Altman replied with "anytime" and a salute emoji, implying that Musk is now the one bitterly rooting against the high cause of innovation.

Moguls in other sectors rarely put one another on blast like this in public. (They have the decency to call a reporter and do it on background.) It's hard to know whether this performative strain in tech culture reflects something essential about the industry. Maybe its leaders are just unusually visible, because the legacy media are more interested in them, or because they figure so prominently on the social-media platforms that they operate. Or maybe a few outlier personalities--Musk in particular--are responsible for most of the soap-opera vibes. It could also be the general cultural atmosphere. Over the past 20 years, a fashion for aggrieved and confrontational behavior has migrated out of reality television into the wider entertainment and business worlds, and also into politics, in the person of Donald Trump.

If the tech titans weren't so self-serious, their bad behavior might simply blend into this broader coarsening. Folk wisdom and life experience tell us that rivalries and infighting will emerge, organically, anywhere that there is money and power. That's why we direct our scrutiny wherever those things accumulate. But the leaders of the tech world want to wave us off, on the grounds that they are playing for higher stakes than just money and power. They tell us that yesterday's technologists were the framers of our very civilization and that today's are ushering in a benevolent future. They assure us that they have thought through that future's risks and know exactly which ones to worry about, up to and including those that may be existential. They insist that they are the grown-ups. We will believe it when we see it.
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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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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



Related Podcast



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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The Wars That Divide Washington

"You don't see the president condemning Schumer's statements, criticizing it at all ... That does say a lot."

by The Editors




Senate majority leader Chuck Schumer set off a fierce debate in Washington on Thursday after criticizing Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and calling for Israel to hold new elections to replace him.

In Russia, where the presidential election is being held this weekend, Vladimir Putin is on track to win a fifth term, as he continues his war against Ukraine. The U.S. will send a small military aid package to Ukraine, the first in months, but the larger $60 billion aid package remains stalled in Congress.

Meanwhile, President Biden is campaigning in key battleground states, while Donald Trump, his Republican rival, contends with developments in his various legal battles.
 
 Joining guest moderator and White House Correspondent at PBS NewsHour, Laura Barron-Lopez, to discuss this and more are Zolan Kanno-Youngs, White House Correspondent for The New York Times; Jim Scuitto, Anchor and Chief National Security Analyst at CNN; and Scott MacFarlane, Congressional Correspondent for CBS News.

Watch the full episode and read the transcript here.
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Baby-Food Pouches Are Unavoidable

No parent has the time or energy to make homemade meals all the time.

by Yasmin Tayag




On Sunday evening, I fed a bowl of salmon, broccoli, and rice to my eight-month-old son. Or rather, I attempted to. The fish went flying; greens and grains splattered across the walls. Half an hour later, bedtime drew near, and he hadn't eaten a thing. Exasperated, I handed him a baby-food pouch--and he inhaled every last drop of apple-raspberry-squash-carrot mush.



For harried parents like myself, baby pouches are a lifeline. These disposable plastic packets are sort of like Capri-Suns filled with blends of pureed fruits and vegetables: A screw-top cap makes for easy slurping, potentially even making supervision unnecessary. The sheer ease of baby pouches has made them hyper-popular--and not just for parents with infants who can't yet eat table food. They are commonly fed to toddlers; even adults sometimes eat baby pouches.

But after my son slurped up all the goo and quickly went to sleep, I felt more guilty than relieved. Giving him a pouch felt like giving up, or taking a shortcut. No parent has the time or energy to make healthy, homemade food all the time, but that doesn't stop Americans from still thinking "they need to try harder," Susan Persky, a behavioral scientist at the NIH who has studied parental guilt, told me. That can leave parents stuck between a pouch and a hard place.





Baby pouches have practically become their own food group. These shelf-stable time-savers debuted in 2008, and now come in a staggering range of blends: Gerber sells a carrot, apple, and coriander version; another, from Sprout Organics, contains sweet potato, white bean, and cinnamon. Containing basically just fruits and veggies, pouches are generally seen as a "healthy" option for kids. A 2019 report found that the product accounts for roughly a quarter of baby-food sales. Around the same time, a report on children attending day care showed that pouches are included in more than a quarter of lunch boxes, and some kids get more than half their lunchtime nutrition from them.



But pouches should be just a "sometimes food," Courtney Byrd-Williams, a professor at the University of Texas's Houston School of Public Health, told me. When you stack up their drawbacks, relying on them can really start to feel dispiriting. Although pouches are generally produce-based, they tend to have less iron than fortified cereal does and more added sugars than jarred baby food. Excess sweetness may encourage kids to eat more than necessary and could promote a sweet tooth that could later contribute to diet-related chronic disease.



If consumed in excess, pouches may also get in the way of kids learning how to eat real food. Unlike jarred baby food, which tends to contain a single vegetable or several, pouches usually include fruit to mask the bitter with the sweet. "If we're only giving them pouches," Byrd-Williams said, "are they learning to like the vegetable taste?" And because the purees are slurped, they don't give infants the opportunity to practice chewing, potentially delaying development. In 2019, the German Society for Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine went so far as to issue a statement against baby pouches, warning that eating them may delay eating with a spoon or fingers.



And then, the scariest scenario: Earlier this month, the CDC reported that hundreds of kids may have lead poisoning from pouches containing contaminated applesauce. Perhaps more troubling, a recent analysis by Consumer Reports found that even certain pouches on the market that weren't implicated in the contamination scandal also contain unusually high levels of lead.



Naturally, these concerns can make parents anxious. Online, caregivers fret that their reliance on the products might leave their child malnourished. Some worry that their kid will never learn how to eat solid food or figure out how to chew. Pouches, to be clear, are hardly a terrible thing to feed your kid. They can be a reliable way to get fruits and vegetables into picky kids, offering a convenience that is unrivaled.



But pouch guilt doesn't stem entirely from health concerns. By making parenting easier, they also are a reminder of what expectations parents aren't meeting. I wanted to be the kind of mom who would consistently make my son home-cooked food and persevere through a tough meal, but on Sunday, I was just too exhausted. Guilt is a fact of life for many parents. Virtually anything can trigger it: going to work, staying at home, spending too much time on your phone, not buying supersoft bamboo baby clothes. If parents can have unrealistic standards about it, it's fair game. "There's just a lot of guilt about what parents should be doing," Byrd-Williams said.



But feeding children is especially fraught. Parents are often told what they should feed their children--breast milk, fresh produce--but never how to do so; they're left to figure that out on their own. About 80 percent of mothers and fathers experience guilt around feeding, Persky told me--about giving their kids sugary or ultra-processed foods or caving to requests for junk. Guilt might be an impetus for better food choices, but Persky said she has found the opposite: Parents who are made to feel guilty about the way they feed their kids end up choosing less healthy foods. "It's hard to parent when you're struggling with self-worth," she said.



Pouch guilt has less to do with the products themselves and more to do with what they represent: convenience, ease, a moment of respite. Asking for a break conflicts with the core expectations of American parenthood, particularly motherhood. At every turn, parents are pressured to do more for their kids; on social media, momfluencers tout home-cooked baby food and meticulously styled birthday parties. The American mentality is that the "moral and correct way to do things is to have infinite willpower," Persky said, and in this worldview, "shortcuts seem like an inherently bad thing." Raising children is supposed to be about hard work and self-sacrifice--about pureeing carrots at home instead of buying them in a plastic packet. But when parents are constantly short on time, sometimes the best they can do is scrape together as much as they can, one squeeze pouch after another.
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It's Not the Economy. It's the Pandemic.

Joe Biden is paying the price for America's unprocessed COVID grief.

by George Makari, Richard A. Friedman




America is in a funk, and no one seems to know why. Unemployment rates are lower than they've been in half a century and the stock market is sky-high, but poll after poll shows that voters are disgruntled. President Joe Biden's approval rating has been hovering in the high 30s. Americans' satisfaction with their personal lives--a measure that usually dips in times of economic uncertainty--is at a near-record low, according to Gallup polling. And nearly half of Americans surveyed in January said they were worse off than three years prior.

Experts have struggled to find a convincing explanation for this era of bad feelings. Maybe it's the spate of inflation over the past couple of years, the immigration crisis at the border, or the brutal wars in Ukraine and Gaza. But even the people who claim to make sense of the political world acknowledge that these rational factors can't fully account for America's national malaise. We believe that's because they're overlooking a crucial factor.

Four years ago, the country was brought to its knees by a world-historic disaster. COVID-19 hospitalized nearly 7 million Americans and killed more than a million; it's still killing hundreds each week. It shut down schools and forced people into social isolation. Almost overnight, most of the country was thrown into a state of high anxiety--then, soon enough, grief and mourning. But the country has not come together to sufficiently acknowledge the tragedy it endured. As clinical psychiatrists, we see the effects of such emotional turmoil every day, and we know that when it's not properly processed, it can result in a general sense of unhappiness and anger--exactly the negative emotional state that might lead a nation to misperceive its fortunes.

The pressure to simply move on from the horrors of 2020 is strong. Who wouldn't love to awaken from that nightmare and pretend it never happened? Besides, humans have a knack for sanitizing our most painful memories. In a 2009 study, participants did a remarkably poor job of remembering how they felt in the days after the 9/11 attacks, likely because those memories were filtered through their current emotional state. Likewise, a study published in Nature last year found that people's recall of the severity of the 2020 COVID threat was biased by their attitudes toward vaccines months or years later.

From the May 2021 issue: You won't remember the pandemic the way you think you will

When faced with an overwhelming and painful reality like COVID, forgetting can be useful--even, to a degree, healthy. It allows people to temporarily put aside their fear and distress, and focus on the pleasures and demands of everyday life, which restores a sense of control. That way, their losses do not define them, but instead become manageable.

But consigning painful memories to the River Lethe also has clear drawbacks, especially as the months and years go by. Ignoring such experiences robs one of the opportunity to learn from them. In addition, negating painful memories and trying to proceed as if everything is normal contorts one's emotional life and results in untoward effects. Researchers and clinicians working with combat veterans have shown how avoiding thinking or talking about an overwhelming and painful event can lead to free-floating sadness and anger, all of which can become attached to present circumstances. For example, if you met your old friend, a war veteran, at a cafe and accidentally knocked his coffee over, then he turned red and screamed at you, you'd understand that the mishap alone couldn't be the reason for his outburst. No one could be that upset about spilled coffee--the real root of such rage must lie elsewhere. In this case, it might be untreated PTSD, which is characterized by a strong startle response and heightened emotional reactivity.

We are not suggesting that the entire country has PTSD from COVID. In fact, the majority of people who are exposed to trauma do not go on to exhibit the symptoms of PTSD. But that doesn't mean they aren't deeply affected. In our lifetime, COVID posed an unprecedented threat in both its overwhelming scope and severity; it left most Americans unable to protect themselves and, at times, at a loss to comprehend what was happening. That meets the clinical definition of trauma: an overwhelming experience in which you are threatened with serious physical or psychological harm.

Read: Why are people nostalgic for early-pandemic life?

Traumatic memories are notable for how they alter the ways people recall the past and consider the future. A recent brain-imaging study showed that when people with a history of trauma were prompted to return to those horrific events, a part of the brain was activated that is normally employed when one thinks about oneself in the present. In other words, the study suggests that the traumatic memory, when retrieved, came forth as if it were being relived during the study. Traumatic memory doesn't feel like a historical event, but returns in an eternal present, disconnected from its origin, leaving its bearer searching for an explanation. And right on cue, everyday life offers plenty of unpleasant things to blame for those feelings--errant friends, the price of groceries, or the leadership of the country.

To come to terms with a traumatic experience, as clinicians know, you need to do more than ignore or simply recall it. Rather, you must rework the disconnected memory into a context, and thereby move it firmly into the past. It helps to have a narrative that makes sense of when, how, and why something transpired. For example, if you were mugged on a dark street and became fearful of the night, your therapist might suggest that you connect your general dread with the specifics of your assault. Then your terror would make sense and be restricted to that limited situation. Afterward, the more you ventured out in the dark, perhaps avoiding the dangerous block where you were jumped, the more you would form new, safe memories that would then serve to mitigate your anxiety.

Many people don't regularly recall the details of the early pandemic--how walking down a crowded street inspired terror, how sirens wailed like clockwork in cities, or how one had to worry about inadvertently killing grandparents when visiting them. But the feelings that that experience ignited are still very much alive. This can make it difficult to rationally assess the state of our lives and our country.

One remedy is for leaders to encourage remembrance while providing accurate and trustworthy information about both the past and the present. In the early days of the pandemic, President Donald Trump mishandled the crisis and peddled misinformation about COVID. But with 2020 a traumatic blur, Trump seems to have become the beneficiary of our collective amnesia, and Biden the repository for lingering emotional discontent. Some of that misattribution could be addressed by returning to the shattering events of the past four years and remembering what Americans went through. This process of recall is emotionally cathartic, and if it's done right, it can even help to replace distorted memories with more accurate ones.

President Biden invited the nation to grieve together in 2021, when American death counts reached 500,000, and again in 2022, when they surpassed 1 million. In his 2022 State of the Union address, he rightly acknowledged that "we meet tonight in an America that has lived through two of the hardest years this nation has ever faced," before urging Americans to "move forward safely." But in the past two years, he, like almost everyone else, has largely tried to proceed as if everyone is back to normal. Meanwhile, American minds and hearts simply aren't ready--whether we realize it or not.

Read: The Biden administration killed America's collective pandemic approach

Perhaps Biden and his advisers fear that reminding voters of such a dark time would create more trouble for his presidency. And yet, our work leads us to believe that the effect would be exactly the opposite. Rituals of mourning and remembrance help people come together and share in their grief so that they can return more clear-eyed to face daily life. By prompting Americans to remember what we endured together, paradoxically, Biden could help free all of us to more fully experience the present.
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The Mothers Who Aren't Waiting to Give Their Children Cystic-Fibrosis Drugs

A new treatment can change a person's life, but is not officially approved for anyone under 2.

by Sarah Zhang




At six months pregnant, Sonja Lee Finnegan flew from Switzerland to France to buy $20,000 worth of drugs from a person she had never met. The drug she was after, Trikafta, is legal in Switzerland and approved for cystic fibrosis, a rare genetic disease that fills the lungs with thick mucus. Finnegan could not get it from a doctor, because she herself does not have cystic fibrosis. But the baby she was carrying inside her does, and she wanted to start him on the Trikafta as early as possible--before he was even born.

She felt so strongly because Trikafta is, without exaggeration, a miracle drug. As I wrote in the latest issue of this magazine, the daily pills have in the past five years transformed cystic fibrosis from a fatal disease into one where most patients can live an essentially normal life. Trikafta, a combination of three drugs, is not a cure, and it does not entirely reverse organ damage already caused by CF, but patients who grew up believing they would die young are instead saving for retirement. And children born with CF today can expect to live to a ripe old age, as long as they start the drugs early.

How early is best? The drugs are officially approved for CF patients as young as 2, but a handful of enterprising mothers in the United States have gotten it prescribed off-label, to treat children diagnosed in the womb. Where doctors are more cautious, mothers are still pushing the limits of when to start the drugs. A mom in Canada sent her husband across the border to get Trikafta from someone in the United States. And Finnegan flew to France to meet a patient willing to sell their excess supply.

Getting hold of Trikafta is in fact the hardest part. Parents told me of both insurance plans and obstetricians skeptical of a powerful new medication never tested in pregnant women--and not without reason. Trikafta has side effects, and it is new enough that not all of its ramifications are fully understood. But Finnegan pored over all the research she could find and decided that Trikafta was worth it. For $20,000, she bought a five-months supply--a relative bargain compared with Trikafta's list price of $300,000-plus a year in the United States.

To her, it was worth $20,000 for her son to avoid CF complications that can require major surgery at birth. It was worth $20,000 to prevent permanent damage to his organs that begins even in utero. She felt lucky she could afford it at all. Trikafta in pregnancy is not currently standard practice, but a miracle drug was out there. For her son, she would figure out a way to get it.





The very first expecting moms on Trikafta were women with CF taking the drugs for themselves. Not long after the medication became available, in the fall of 2019, doctors noticed a baby boom in the CF community. Trikafta, it turns out, affects more than the lungs; it can also reverse the infertility common in women with CF, thought to be caused by unusually thick cervical mucus. (Most men with CF are born infertile, because the vas deferens, which carries sperm, never develops.)

Experts worried at first about what Trikafta could do to developing fetuses. "People were like, 'Don't do this. We don't know if it's a teratogen'"--a substance that causes birth defects, says Ted Liou, the director of the adult-CF center at the University of Utah. (The CF doctors quoted in this article have all conducted clinical trials for or received speaking or consulting fees from Vertex, the manufacturer of Trikafta and several other drugs for CF.) That fear turned out to be unfounded: Hundreds of babies later, there has been, at least anecdotally, no uptick in severe birth defects.

Read: The cystic-fibrosis breakthrough that changed everything

Doctors started to see hints that Trikafta in utero could help babies with CF too. Of the hundreds of children born to mothers on Trikafta, only a few of the babies had CF themselves. This is because cystic fibrosis is a recessive disorder, meaning a mother with CF could have a child with CF only if the father also passed on a CF mutation. But the first documented case came to the attention of Christopher Fortner, the director of the CF center and pediatric-CF program at SUNY Upstate, who published a case report in 2021. Trikafta, he told me, made a clear difference for this baby girl.

Cystic fibrosis is caused by an imbalance of salt and water in the body, and this affects developing organs even before birth. One in five infants with CF are born with an intestinal blockage caused by meconium--the normally sticky black stool of newborns--that has turned too thick and hard to pass. This is called meconium ileus, and in the worst cases, the intestines can rupture. Emergency surgery is necessary. Elsewhere in the body, the pancreas never forms properly with CF. "By the time they're born, their pancreas is really not a functional organ," Fortner said. Adults on Trikafta still have to take pancreatic enzymes with every meal, but there is some evidence that young children can gain pancreatic function if they begin the CF drugs early enough.

When this baby girl was born, though, her meconium and her pancreas levels were normal from the very start; the standard newborn screening for CF would have never caught her. Fortner started her on enzymes as a precaution, but he stopped them after a week. She is 3 years old now and in preschool. Unlike generations of CF kids before her, she will never have to see the school nurse for enzymes every time she wants to eat. And she may never suffer the recurring lung infections that once made CF ultimately fatal. "The life she's living," Fortner said, "that was a whole lot like a cure to me."



Moms who do not have CF themselves have a much harder time getting their unborn children on Trikafta. In 2021, Yolanda Huffhines's second child was diagnosed with CF prenatally, after a genetic test was recommended because Huffhines's first child had cystic fibrosis. The diagnosis did not come as a shock this time, but she began to worry when the baby showed signs of meconium ileus while still in utero.



After coming across a study in ferrets, Huffhines brought the idea of Trikafta to her doctors, who were not all enthused. Her obstetrician in particular was against it. But she found that CF doctors were more willing to weigh the well-known risks of cystic fibrosis--especially meconium ileus--against the less well-known risks of Trikafta. She asked Patrick Flume, who directs the adult-CF center at the Medical University of South Carolina, what he would do if it were his wife and child. He told her he would get Trikafta, and he agreed to help.



Even with a sympathetic doctor, getting Trikafta wasn't easy. First, Flume tried giving her a stash from a patient who no longer needed it, which was vetoed because his hospital couldn't ensure that it had been properly stored. Then he asked the manufacturer, Vertex, which also said no. (The company told me it couldn't provide Trikafta to anyone outside the drug's official indications.) Finally, Flume told me, he decided to write a prescription as if the mother were his patient. When the insurance company asked if she had at least one copy of a specific CF mutation that Trikafta was developed for, he answered yes, truthfully. Because Huffhines is a carrier, she does have one copy. She started Trikafta at 32 weeks, and by the time her daughter was born, the meconium ileus had disappeared.



Huffhines's experience on Trikafta was not entirely smooth, though. The drugs come with some well-documented side effects, such as cataracts and liver damage, that have to be monitored, Flume told me, as with any new drug. Although Trikafta during pregnancy went fine for Huffhines, she started to experience unusual symptoms when she continued the medication so her daughter could get it through breast milk. Her usual migraines started going "through the roof," and her scheduled blood work revealed that her liver enzymes had gone haywire--a sign of liver damage. She had to stop.

Quitting Trikafta cold turkey could be harmful for newborns, though, which Huffines knew from studying the ferret research. (Suddenly withdrawing, Fortner told me, may cause pancreatitis.) She wondered: Was it possible to give a baby Trikafta directly? The pills would be too big, obviously, but her husband had scales for gunpowder that could weigh down to the milligram. She got a new one overnighted, and she began crushing the pills to give to her daughter--a technique that has since been taught to other moms. Her daughter did well. Huffhines's doctors ended up publishing a case report in 2022--the first documenting a carrier of CF taking Trikafta.

The long-term impacts of being on Trikafta in utero still need to be studied. The oldest child is still only 3. In adults, a small minority who have started Trikafta have reported sudden and severe anxiety, insomnia, depression, or other neuropsychiatric symptoms. The link is not fully proven or understood in adults, and it's completely unexplored for fetal brain development. Elena Schneider-Futschik, a pharmacologist at the University of Melbourne, told me she is collaborating with researchers in the United Kingdom to get long-term developmental data on children exposed to Trikafta before birth. For now, she said, "we don't know."

Fortner, who has heard from several pregnant mothers since his first case report, said he does not deter parents already set on getting Trikafta, but he does not, in all cases, push them toward it, either. Given the unknowns, he's not sure that the benefits outweigh the risks. The clearest exceptions are cases of meconium ileus, in which doing nothing comes with its own costs. Flume told me about a recent patient whose baby was showing signs of an intestinal blockage and whose insurance initially denied Trikafta. The medication was eventually approved--but the mom went into labor the day she was due to start. Her baby needed emergency surgery. "This is something that did not need to happen," he said.



By the time Finnegan, in Switzerland, went looking for Trikafta last year, she had the earlier cases as models. Her baby wasn't showing signs of meconium ileus, but she didn't want to wait until he did, if he was going to end up down that path. Although her doctors were supportive, they could not get her Trikafta. That's why she had to take unorthodox measures.



She took her first pill in August, and her son was born in October with a working pancreas and no intestinal blockage. He is far too young for this to matter, but she hopes that the Trikafta allowed his vas deferens to develop normally too. Someday, he might want children of his own, and the impacts of getting Trikafta in utero might carry over into the next generation.

Finnegan has been documenting her experience on social media, where she says her posts have inspired other pregnant moms to get on Trikafta for their unborn children. She knows of about 20 now, and after she got in touch with Schneider-Futschik, the researcher decided to survey these moms too. Meanwhile, Finnegan is sharing the stories of other moms as well, making note of details such as how long the mom was on Trikafta, what side effects she experienced, whether meconium ileus was resolved, and if insurance covered the drugs--a case series, of sorts, presented on Instagram. They are still few enough that every case is notable. In the future, though, all of this might become the utterly unremarkable standard of care.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/03/cystic-fibrosis-treatment-babies-trikafta/677799/?utm_source=feed
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DNA Tests Are Uncovering the True Prevalence of Incest

People are discovering the truth about their biological parents with DNA--and learning that incest is far more common than many think.

by Sarah Zhang




When Steve Edsel was a boy, his adoptive parents kept a scrapbook of newspaper clippings in their bedroom closet. He would ask for it sometimes, poring over the headlines about his birth. Headlines like this: "Mother Deserts Son, Flees From Hospital," Winston-Salem Journal, December 30, 1973.

The mother in question was 14 years old, "5 feet 6 with reddish brown hair," and she had come to the hospital early one morning with her own parents. They gave names that all turned out to be fake. And by 8 o'clock that evening, just hours after she gave birth, they were gone. In a black-and-white drawing of the mother, based on nurses' recollections, she has round glasses and sideswept bangs. Her mouth is grimly set.

The abandoned boy was placed in foster care with a local couple, the Edsels, who later adopted him. Steve knew all of this growing up. His parents never tried to hide his origins, and they always gave him the scrapbook when he asked. It wasn't until he turned 14, though, that he really began to wonder about his birth mom. "I'm 14," he thought at the time. "This is how old she was when she had me."

Steve began looking for her in earnest in his 20s, but the paper trail quickly ran cold. When he turned 40, he told his wife, Michelle, that he wanted to give the search one last go. This was in 2013. AncestryDNA had started selling mail-in test kits the previous year, so he bought one. His matches at first seemed unpromising--some distant relatives--but when he began posting in a Facebook group for people seeking out biological family, he got connected to a genetic genealogist named CeCe Moore. Moore specializes in finding people via distant DNA matches, a technique made famous in 2018 when it led to the capture of the Golden State Killer. But back then, genetic genealogy was still new, and Moore was one of its pioneers. She volunteered to help Steve.

Within just a couple of weeks, she had narrowed down the search to two women, cousins of the same age. On Facebook, Steve could see that one cousin had four kids, and she regularly posted photos of them, beautiful and smiling. They looked well-off, their lives picture-perfect--"like a storybook," Steve says. The other woman was unmarried; she didn't have kids. She was not friends with her immediate family on Facebook, and she had moved halfway across the country from them. One evening--a Saturday, Steve clearly remembers--Moore asked to speak with him by phone.

She confirmed what he had already suspected: His birth mom was the second woman. But Moore had another piece of news too. She had unexpectedly figured out something about his biological father as well. It looks like your parents are related. Steve didn't know what to say. Do you understand what I mean? He said he thought so. Either your mom's father or your mom's brother is your father. A sea of emotions rose to a boil inside him: anger, hurt, worthlessness, disgust, shame, and devastation all at once. In his years of wondering about his birth, he had never, ever considered the possibility of incest. Why would he? What were the chances?



In 1975, around the time of Steve's birth, a psychiatric textbook put the frequency of incest at one in a million.

But this number is almost certainly a dramatic underestimate. The stigma around openly discussing incest, which often involves child sexual abuse, has long made the subject difficult to study. In the 1980s, feminist scholars argued, based on the testimonies of victims, that incest was far more common than recognized, and in recent years, DNA has offered a new kind of biological proof. Widespread genetic testing is uncovering case after secret case of children born to close biological relatives--providing an unprecedented accounting of incest in modern society.

The geneticist Jim Wilson, at the University of Edinburgh, was shocked by the frequency he found in the U.K. Biobank, an anonymized research database: One in 7,000 people, according to his unpublished analysis, was born to parents who were first-degree relatives--a brother and a sister or a parent and a child. "That's way, way more than I think many people would ever imagine," he told me. And this number is just a floor: It reflects only the cases that resulted in pregnancy, that did not end in miscarriage or abortion, and that led to the birth of a child who grew into an adult who volunteered for a research study.

Most of the people affected may never know about their parentage, but these days, many are stumbling into the truth after AncestryDNA and 23andMe tests. Steve's case was one of the first Moore worked on involving closely related parents. She now knows of well over 1,000 additional cases of people born from incest, the significant majority between first-degree relatives, with the rest between second-degree relatives (half-siblings, uncle-niece, aunt-nephew, grandparent-grandchild). The cases show up in every part of society, every strata of income, she told me.

Read: When a DNA test shatters your identity

Neither AncestryDNA nor 23andMe informs customers about incest directly, so the thousand-plus cases Moore knows of all come from the tiny proportion of testers who investigated further. This meant, for example, uploading their DNA profiles to a third-party genealogy site to analyze what are known as "runs of homozygosity," or ROH: long stretches where the DNA inherited from one's mother and father are identical. For a while, one popular genealogy site instructed anyone who found high ROH to contact Moore. She would call them, one by one, to explain the jargon's explosive meaning. Unwittingly, she became the keeper of what might be the world's largest database of people born out of incest.

In the overwhelming majority of cases, Moore told me, the parents are a father and a daughter or an older brother and a younger sister, meaning a child's existence was likely evidence of sexual abuse. She had no obvious place to send people reeling from such revelations, and she was not herself a trained therapist. After seeing many of these cases, though, she wanted people to know they were not alone. Moore ended up creating a private and invite-only support group on Facebook in 2016, and she tapped Steve and later his wife, Michelle, to become admins, too. The three of them had become close in the months and years after the search for his birth mom, as they navigated the emotional fallout together.

One day this past January, Michelle, who also works as Moore's part-time assistant, told me she had spoken with four new people that week, all of them with ROH high enough to have parents who were first-degree relatives. She used to dread these calls. "I would stumble over my words," she told me. But not anymore. She tells the shaken person on the line that they can join a support group full of people who are living the same reality. She tells them they can talk to her husband, Steve.



When Steve first discovered the truth about his biological parents, a decade ago, he had no support group to turn to, and he did not know what to do with the strange mix of emotions. He was genuinely happy to have found his birth mom. He had never looked like his adoptive parents, but in photos of her and her family, he could see his eyes, his chin, and even the smirky half-grin that his face naturally settles into.

But he radiated with newfound anger, too, on her behalf. He could not know the exact circumstances of his conception, and his DNA test alone could not determine whether her older brother or her father was responsible. But Steve could not imagine a consensual scenario, given her age. The bespectacled 14-year-old girl who disappeared from the hospital had remained frozen in time in his mind, even as he himself grew older, got married, became a stepdad. He felt protective of that young girl.

As badly as he wanted to know his birth mom, he worried she would not want to know him. Would his sudden reappearance dredge up traumatic memories--memories she had perhaps been trying to outrun her whole adult life, given how far she had moved and how little she seemed connected to her family? A religious man, Steve prayed over it and settled on handwriting a letter. He included a couple of paragraphs about his life, some photos, and a message that he loved her. He left out what he knew about his paternity. And he took care to send the letter by certified mail, so that he could confirm its receipt and so that it would not accidentally fall into anyone else's hands.

She never responded. But Steve knew that she had received it: The post office sent him the green slip that she had signed upon delivery, and he scrutinized her signature--her actual name, written by her actual hand. At 40 years old, he touched for the first time something his mother had just touched, held something she had just held. He put the slip inside the pages of his Bible.

Steve had never faulted his mother for leaving him at the hospital, and finding out about his paternity made him even more understanding. But the revelation also made him struggle with who he was. Did it mean that something was wrong with him, written into his DNA from the moment of his conception? On a podcast later, he admitted to feeling like trash, "like something that somebody had just thrown away." Those first six months after his discovery were the hardest six months of his life.



Across human cultures, incest between close family members is one of the most universal and most deeply held taboos. A common explanation is biological: Children born from related parents are more likely to develop health complications, because their parents are more likely to be carriers of the same recessive mutations. From the 1960s to the '80s, a handful of studies following a few dozen children born of incest documented high rates of infant mortality and congenital conditions.

But in the past, healthy children born from incestuous unions would have never come to the attention of doctors. As widespread DNA testing has uncovered orders of magnitude more people whose parents are brother and sister or parent and child, it's also shown that plenty of those people are perfectly healthy. "There is a large element of chance in whether incest has a poor outcome," according to Wilson, the geneticist. It depends on whether those runs of homozygosity contain recessive disease-causing mutations. All of us have some of these runs in our DNA--usually less than 1 percent of the genome in Western populations, higher in cultures where cousin marriage is common. But that number is about 25 percent, Wilson said, in people born from first-degree relatives. While the odds of a genetic disease are much higher, the outcome is far from predetermined.

Still, these numbers make people wonder. Steve was born with a heart murmur, which required open-heart surgery at ages 13 and 18, though he does not know for sure the cause; heart defects are among the more common birth defects in the general population. He and Michelle were also never able to have children together. Others in the Facebook group have shared their struggles with autoimmune diseases, fibromyalgia, eye problems, and so on--though these are often hard to definitively link to incest. Health problems arising from incest might manifest in any number of ways, depending on exactly which mutations are inherited. "When I go to the doctor and they ask me my family history, I wonder: How much do I need to go into it?" says Mandy, another member of the group. (I am identifying some people by first name only, so they can speak freely about their family and medical histories.) How much experience would a typical doctor have with incest, anyway?

After Mandy first learned that her father was her mother's uncle, she went looking for stories about other people like her. All she could find were "gross fantasies" online and medical-journal articles about health problems. She felt very lonely. "I don't have anybody I can talk to about this," she remembers thinking. "Nobody knows what to say." When she found the Facebook group, she could see that she was far from the only one like her. She watched the others cycle, too, through the stages of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.

She does not know exactly what happened between her biological parents, but her mother was 17, and her mother's uncle was in his 30s. The discovery, for all the hurt that it surfaced, has helped Mandy reconcile some of her childhood experiences. Unlike Steve, she was raised by her biological mother, and she believed her mother's husband to be her biological father. He mostly ignored her, but her mother was cruel. She treated Mandy differently than she did her younger brothers. "At least now I have more of an answer as to why," Mandy told me. "I wasn't a bad kid and unlovable."

Kathy was also raised by her mother, though she had an early inkling that her dad was not her biological dad. Their blood types were incompatible, and she heard rumors about her mother and grandfather. Although her mother's family was violent and chaotic, she was close to her dad's family, especially her granny on that side. "They've been my rock," she told me. By the time Kathy took a DNA test confirming that her dad was not her biological dad, she had spent a lifetime distancing herself from her biological family and embracing one with whom she shared no DNA.

Hers was, in some ways, the opposite journey of adoptees such as Steve, who wanted so badly to know his biological family. But the two of them have become close. Kathy remembers how angry he used to be on his mother's behalf. She told him that she used to be angry too, but she had to leave it behind. "It's not going to bring me any peace. It's not going to bring my mother any peace," she recalled saying. And it wouldn't undo what had been done to his mother by her father or her brother so many years ago.



In the end, Steve was able to identify his biological father, though not through any particular feat of genetic sleuthing. One day, two and a half years after his DNA test, he logged in to AncestryDNA and saw a parent match. It was his mother's older brother. From the site, he could see that his father-uncle had logged in once, presumably seen that Steve was his son, and--even after Steve sent him a message--never logged back on again.

By then, his initial anger had started to dissipate. He still felt deeply for his birth mom. Michelle says that her husband has always been a sensitive guy--she makes fun of him for crying at movies--but he's become even more empathetic. The feeling of worthlessness he initially struggled with has given way to a sense of purpose; he and Michelle now spend hours on the phone talking with others in the support group.

Steve has still never spoken to his birth mother. He tried writing to her a second time, sending a journal about his life--but she returned it unopened. He messages her occasionally on Facebook, sending photos of grandkids and puppies he's raised. Every year, he wishes her a happy birthday. She has not replied, but she has also not blocked him.

When the journal came back unopened, Steve decided to try messaging his mother's cousin--the other woman he'd initially thought could be his birth mom. He yearned for some kind of connection with someone in his biological family. He wrote to the cousin about his mom--but not his dad--and she  actually replied. She told him that she and his mom had been close as children, Steve recounted, but she did not know about a pregnancy. To her, it had seemed like her cousin one day "fell off the face of the Earth," he says. She agreed to read his journal, and the two of them soon began speaking on the phone about their families.

Months later, Steve felt like he could finally share the truth about his biological father, and the cousin again accepted him for who he was. They met for the first time in 2017 when she was visiting a nearby town, and she later invited Steve and Michelle to Thanksgiving. Last year, she extended another invitation to a large family gathering. Steve's immediate biological family was not there, but hers was, and they all knew about him and his mom and his dad. They greeted him with hugs, and they took photos together as a family. "It felt like a relief," he told me, like a burden had been lifted from him. In this family, he was not a secret.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/03/dna-tests-incest/677791/?utm_source=feed
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        Don't Miss This Eclipse
        Marina Koren

        Right now, a special cosmic arrangement is sliding into place. The moon has positioned itself on the same side of Earth as the sun. The moon has drawn closer to Earth, and its orbit is tilted just so. On April 8, our silvery satellite will pass between our star and our planet, and cast its shadow upon us. In the United States, the darkness will trace a ribbonlike path about 115 miles wide from Texas to Maine, temporarily extinguishing the daylight. Within that area, in cloud-free conditions, the ...

      

      
        Joe Biden and Donald Trump Have Thoughts About Your Next Car
        Zoe Schlanger

        The Biden administration earlier today issued a major new rule intended to spur the country's electric-vehicle industry and slash future sales of new gas-powered cars. The rule is not a ban on gas cars, nor does it mandate electric-vehicle sales. It is a new emissions standard, requiring automakers to cut the average carbon emission of their fleets by nearly 50 percent by 2032.This would speed up the transformation of the car industry: The simplest way for automakers to cut emissions will likely ...

      

      
        A Glowing Petunia Could Radicalize Your View of Plants
        Zoe Schlanger

        The gallon pot of white petunias I held on an otherwise ordinary subway train, on an otherwise ordinary Thursday in March, would have looked to anyone else like an ordinary houseplant. But I knew better. An hour before, Karen Sarkisyan, one of the plant scientists responsible for this petunia's existence, had dropped it off at my office. He warned me that my petunia had spent a while in transit, and might not immediately put on a show. Still, I'd rushed the petunia into a windowless room. My eyes...

      

      
        Extreme Heat Toasted the Caribbean's Corals
        Lisa S. Gardiner

        This article was originally published by Hakai Magazine.In the Northern Hemisphere, the summer of 2023 was the hottest on record. In the Caribbean, coral reefs sat in sweltering water for months--stewing in a dangerous marine heat wave that started earlier, lasted longer, and climbed to higher temperatures than ever recorded in some locations. In some places, the water was more than 32  degrees Celsius--as toasty as a hot tub. Ever since the water started to warm, researchers and conservationists h...

      

      
        Crows Are the New Pigeons
        Tove Danovich

        Every night as dusk falls in Portland, Oregon, the sky fills with birds. While workers make their way from the city center toward their homes, crows leave the suburban lawns where they've spent the day picking for grubs to fly downtown. They swirl across the river in large groups, cawing as they go. A community science project recently recorded 22,370 crows spread out downtown--about twice as many as the number of people who lay their heads in that neighborhood.Across North America, crow populatio...

      

      
        How Long Should a Species Stay on Life Support?
        Katherine J. Wu

        Updated at 6:50 p.m. ET on March 15, 2024At about 3:30 a.m., four hours into our drive, Travis Livieri's phone began to thrum. "I've got a ferret for you," a voice crackled through the static. The animal in question was one of North America's most endangered mammals, for which the next hour might be the strangest of her life; for Livieri, the wildlife biologist tasked with saving her, it would be one of thousands of interventions he's made to prevent her kind from permanently vanishing. Over the ...

      

      
        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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Don't Miss This Eclipse

The United States won't see totality like this again until 2045.

by Marina Koren




Right now, a special cosmic arrangement is sliding into place. The moon has positioned itself on the same side of Earth as the sun. The moon has drawn closer to Earth, and its orbit is tilted just so. On April 8, our silvery satellite will pass between our star and our planet, and cast its shadow upon us. In the United States, the darkness will trace a ribbonlike path about 115 miles wide from Texas to Maine, temporarily extinguishing the daylight. Within that area, in cloud-free conditions, the afternoon sun will appear as a radiant white ring suspended in a deep-violet sky: a total solar eclipse. For a few moments, the world will seem upside down, and then the golden sun will burst through again, radiant as ever.

From the perspective of orbital mechanics, solar eclipses are not very special. The sun, the moon, and the Earth align to produce a total solar eclipse somewhere on Earth once every year or two. But for us humans, eclipses are rare. A particular spot on Earth can go centuries without falling in the bounds of totality. The previous American eclipse was only seven years ago, but the next won't occur until 2044, when the shadow will touch only a sliver of the country. An eclipse as good as the one next month will not occur until 2045. So, if you can, go see it. The spectacle will be worth it.

Throughout human history, many cultures reacted with panic and fear when the sun disappeared without warning; they believed these events to be punishments from displeased gods and omens of a bleak future. Nowadays, we understand the workings of our cosmic neighborhood better than ever before, and we can predict when and where the moon's shadow will darken the skies across hundreds of years. Instead of breaking the spell, that knowledge has enriched the experience of witnessing a total solar eclipse. We can tap into a uniquely human process that psychologists call "mental time travel," which allows us to recall past versions of ourselves and imagine the possibilities of our future state. What was I doing in 2017? Where will I be in 2045?

These questions might make you feel a twinge of emotion, sparked by a kind of cosmic introspection that I've written about before. It is an exercise in transcendent wonder, or dread, or some other mushy feeling beyond description. The trajectory of our own life is uncertain, but a celestial alignment is a sure thing, as unstoppable as time itself. To be in the path of totality is the ultimate existential experience.

Read: The existential wonder of space

Fred Espenak, a retired astrophysicist, has lived his life around eclipses, chasing after totality on every continent rather than waiting for the shadow to come to him. His first total solar eclipse was in 1970, when Espenak was 18 years old, had just gotten his driver's license, and had persuaded his parents to let him take the family car from New York to South Carolina. He met his wife at the 1995 eclipse, over India. Today he is 72, and has experienced 30 total solar eclipses. "I know there's a certain point where I'm going to see my last eclipse," Espenak told me. "Probably within the next 10 to 20 years." Espenak wishes he could be in New York City in 2079, when totality will cast the skyscrapers in a shimmery deep purple.

You don't have to be an eclipse chaser to clock the time-warping effects of totality. Jay Ryan, an astronomy enthusiast and a writer, remembers being 8 years old in 1970, when an eclipse traveled up the Eastern Seaboard. Ryan, who lived in Ohio at the time, was disappointed to have missed it and aghast at having to wait until 2017, when he would be 56. "It seemed like an eternity," Ryan wrote in The Atlantic in 2017. "But a human lifetime passes in a flash." So have the seven years since the previous eclipse. In 2017, Haven Leeming of Chicago wrote to The Atlantic that she was excited to experience totality in Nebraska with her dad, who had pointed out planets in the night sky to her when she was little. When I checked in with Leeming this month, she told me she's heading to Texas this time. Her dad will be there, and so will a new member of the family: Leeming's 4-year-old daughter. She's too young to understand the movements of giant celestial objects, but she's old enough to marvel at the soft sparkle of planets overhead with her grandfather.

A total solar eclipse collapses time as we understand it here on Earth, colliding our past and future selves. The illustrator Andy Rash captured this effect in a children's book, Eclipse, told from the perspective of Rash's 7-year-old son, who accompanied him to see the 2017 eclipse. On the last page, Rash's son is a grown man, and sits next to his dad, who is bald with a gray beard. "Years from now, we'll go again," the text says. "And once more, we'll be in the perfect place at the perfect time." Rash told me he feels keenly the passage of time in his child's life; his son is a teenager and already Rash's height, just as the final page of the book shows. In 2045, "my son will be in his mid-30s, and I'll be quite old," Rash told me. "I just hope that we are able to get together for that one."

With the exception of the strands of light that unfurl from the edges of the eclipsed sun, the experience of totality is remarkably consistent. The Atlantic has published several accounts of total solar eclipses over its 167-year history. Each time, the moon's shadow fell on a different world, but writers were struck by the eclipse's sudden onset and end. In 1897, the writer Mabel Loomis Todd, recalling totality: "An instantaneous darkness leaped upon the world ... With an indescribable out-flashing at the same second, the corona burst forth in wonderful radiance." Lord Dunsany, in 1939: "The sky darkening to a Prussian blue; and then the huge golden sickle of the returning sun." Me, in 2017: "There was one last burst of light before it was gone, and in its place emerged a white loop, set against purple shades ... Before you can form coherent thought, sunlight bursts through, coating the world in a metallic gold."



From the September 1897 issue: In quest of a shadow



The yawning years between eclipses are a potent reminder that our time on Earth is limited. Espenak makes eclipse almanacs, forecasting the events years into the future, and he knows that bittersweetness well. "I can think about these future eclipses and make detailed predictions of them, but my life is finite," he said. "These eclipses will go on for millions of years, but we don't." This week, I called Donald Liebenberg, a physics and astronomy professor at Clemson University, who has followed totality around the world since 1954. He will be in Texas this time, with his wife. Liebenberg isn't very sentimental about eclipses; he is more interested in contributing to the study of the corona, the outermost layer of the sun's atmosphere, which glows in totality and is "much better known now than it was when I started making observations," he told me. But I had to ask how he felt knowing that he has fewer eclipses ahead of him than he did in his youth. "I just look forward to seeing the next one," he said.

Liebenberg's favorite eclipse experience was the one he had aboard the Concorde airplane, which raced through the path of totality at twice the speed of sound when the moon slid in front of the sun in 1973. Liebenberg, dressed in an Air Force flight suit, spent 74 consecutive minutes in the moon's shadow that day--a tremendous improvement over the handful of minutes that totality lasts over a single spot on Earth.

Read: The king of totality

Totality has always been maddeningly fleeting. "The two minutes and a half in memory seemed but a few seconds--like a breath, a tale that is told," Todd wrote in 1897. In Rash's book, the young narrator takes in every second: "I try not to blink." Cosmic spectacles play out on wildly different scales from human lives, but they have this in common: They both go by faster than you'd think. Whether you're experiencing the disorienting thrill of totality or the small pleasures of the years in between, you always wish you had more time. For all their sparkle, eclipses are ultimately a memento mori, inspiring us to absorb as much wonder as possible before our time on Earth winks out. This year, people across the continental U.S. will have a chance to bask in a rare sight, one that connects humans across generations and millennia. Make sure you're one of them.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/03/total-solar-eclipse-time-existential-wonder/677824/?utm_source=feed
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Joe Biden and Donald Trump Have Thoughts About Your Next Car

Get ready for the EV election.

by Zoe Schlanger




The Biden administration earlier today issued a major new rule intended to spur the country's electric-vehicle industry and slash future sales of new gas-powered cars. The rule is not a ban on gas cars, nor does it mandate electric-vehicle sales. It is a new emissions standard, requiring automakers to cut the average carbon emission of their fleets by nearly 50 percent by 2032.



This would speed up the transformation of the car industry: The simplest way for automakers to cut emissions will likely be to shift more of their fleets to electric and hybrid models, and the Biden administration estimates that the rule would result in electric vehicles making up as much as half of all new cars sold by 2032. It also gives the country more of a chance of meeting the administration's goal of cutting U.S. emissions in half by 2030 and eliminating them by 2050. The final rule is a less stringent version of a proposal from last spring, reflecting concessions to the United Auto Workers union that give car companies more leeway in the first three years after it takes effect in 2027.



Tailpipe emissions are an issue not only for the climate: Breathing the soot from car tailpipes is a major health hazard that leads to tens of thousands of premature deaths in the U.S. each year, and the EPA estimates that the rule will cut noxious air pollution enough to provide some $13 billion in annual health benefits. But this rule, outlining a particular version of the country's automotive future, has arrived just as Republicans are trying to create a wedge issue out of electric vehicles as a signature Biden climate effort. The loudest opponent has been Donald Trump, who over the weekend used the word bloodbath in a tirade against electric vehicles and is sure to make a big deal of the Biden administration's new rule. What cars Americans will drive eight years from now could easily become the major climate issue in this year's presidential election.



Even with the rule, plenty of people in the U.S. will still be driving gas cars in 2032, and for a long time after. The average car on the road is more than 12 years old. A gas car someone buys today could still be chugging along in 2036; a gas car someone buys in 2032 could still be zooming down the highway in 2044, when Joe Biden would be 101 and Trump 97--assuming either of them is still alive. And, of course, no consumer would be made to give up their existing gas cars or even to avoid purchasing new gas ones, should they want to.



At the same time, decisions made now about the future of electric vehicles have consequences that Americans will be feeling for more than a decade. Cars and other forms of transit are responsible for the largest share of the U.S.'s planet-warming emissions. And with global warming accelerating at a pace that has climate scientists concerned about the planet entering uncharted climatic territory, the trajectory of transit emissions in the U.S. relates directly to how habitable the planet remains in future decades. The same is true, of course, of all efforts by the federal government to curb climate change, all of which are threatened by a potential second Trump term.



The Biden administration's new EV rule would accelerate a transition to electric vehicles that, by all counts, is already happening. Globally, EVs are set to surpass two-thirds of car sales by 2030, per analysis by the energy nonprofit RMI. In the U.S., thanks in part to Biden's Inflation Reduction Act, EVs are also trending up: The sector took 10 years to sell the first million electric vehicles in this country. It took two years after that to sell the second million and, last year, reached a new breakthrough pace--1 million EVs sold in a single year. EVs now make up some 9 percent of new U.S. car sales, and sales are still on the rise. But that growth has begun to slow slightly. More Americans drive EVs than ever before, but we are still far from being a nation enthusiastic about or equipped for a plug-in future. Car companies that not so long ago rolled out big-eyed EV plans are now rolling them back a bit.



In Republicans' framing, though, electrical vehicles are an existential threat to the American car industry, most particularly because they are a stand-in for economic competition with China. Trump, in his remarks on electric vehicles over the weekend, falsely claimed that "they're all made in China," and claimed that Biden "ordered a hit job on Michigan manufacturing" by way of rules that incentivize the purchase of electric vehicles. He warned that China would soon try to sell EVs in the U.S., then promised to put a "100 percent tariff" on each car imported to the United States.



Existing tariffs have prevented Chinese EVs from taking over the U.S. market so far. They do pose a threat to American carmakers' current offerings, should they ever make it here: One expert in the Netherlands recently told The Atlantic that "Chinese consumers are the luckiest EV buyers in the world" because of the range of EVs available there. But competition has advantages too: The threat of incredibly cheap Chinese EVs--some slick models are even in the sub-$10,000 range--has major U.S. automakers such as Ford and Stellantis (Chrysler's parent company) openly talking about how they need to push innovation faster to keep up. (The Chinese electric-vehicle titan BYD, which offers its "Seagull" hatchback at roughly $9,700, recently surpassed Tesla to top global EV sales.) As I've written before, one of the dangers of Trump's stance on climate change is that it will delay the U.S.'s advance into the future, where new energy and transportation technologies hold the upper hand. Eventually, gas cars will be relics; all we are deciding now is how quickly that future will be ours, and how much climate misery the world should endure in the meantime.
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A Glowing Petunia Could Radicalize Your View of Plants

A bioluminescent petunia could help people recognize plants for the complex creatures they are.

by Zoe Schlanger

The gallon pot of white petunias I held on an otherwise ordinary subway train, on an otherwise ordinary Thursday in March, would have looked to anyone else like an ordinary houseplant. But I knew better. An hour before, Karen Sarkisyan, one of the plant scientists responsible for this petunia's existence, had dropped it off at my office. He warned me that my petunia had spent a while in transit, and might not immediately put on a show. Still, I'd rushed the petunia into a windowless room. My eyes took a moment to adjust to the darkness. But then I saw it. The white blooms gave off a green luminescence. The glow was indeed faint. But it was a plant that was glowing. I gasped.



The company that makes these plants, Light Bio, had opened orders to the general public just a few weeks prior. A first run of 50,000 sold out. The company planned to double that by year end, and has already taken orders for two weddings. Sarkisyan was in town to speak with representatives from a futuristic planned city interested in a bulk order. Light Bio will ship the first specimens--smaller, four-inch plants--to its buyers in the coming months; for now, the petunia I held was one of the only large, mature plants in the world.



Every millisecond of light represented the work of the plant's metabolism, which Sarkisyan and a team of other scientists had hooked up to genes from a glowing fungus. After a few hours in the sun, my beleaguered specimen would have the energy to glow brightly. But even in that first moment, I was smitten. On the train ride back to my apartment, I tried in vain to keep the pot from jostling and the delicate blooms away from other riders' backpacks. This was the first glowing plant approved for sale, I thought. People better stand back.



I was surprised at my immediate capture. I had just written a book about plant behavior, and I knew that plants were anything but passive objects or inert ornaments. I understood that they used complex forms of communication, made strategic decisions about how to grow, could finely sense their neighbors, and had enough photoreceptors to detect colors beyond our own perception. Yet despite all I knew, it was hard, with my human senses, to actually register their incredible alacrity. The glowing was different. I was watching the plant live.



If anything, this glowing plant and the commercial glowing plants that are sure to follow have the best chance of anything I've seen at breaking the human tendency to conceive of plants as somehow less alive than animals. We are very biased toward things with faces, and creatures that move fast enough for us to perceive their motion. The state of botanical unseeing has a name: Botanists call it "plant blindness." In recent years, though, new research has been revealing how thoroughly alert plants are, provoking new questions about whether we should consider them intelligent or possibly conscious. Seeing a bioluminescent petunia at precisely this moment could help people recognize plants for the creatures they are. Do houseplants need to glow for more of us to see them as alive? Ideally not. But a glowing plant might be the set of conceptual training wheels that eases the way there.



To make that leap, people need to understand that the glow reflects a flurry of activity inside the plant, a signal of its literal life force. This particular plant glows because of a cluster of five genes, some of which scientists borrowed from the bioluminescent fungus Neonothopanus nambi. The mushroom genes essentially compel the plant's metabolism to reroute itself through a light-emitting process before carrying on with its tasks. The glowing takes some of the plant's energy but doesn't seem to harm the plant. Sarkisyan said the life span of the glowing petunias is the same as that of their unaugmented brethren--at least one growing season: "If you just prune it regularly and give it enough light and all that, it will live for quite a long time." The petunias can also be propagated, and the seeds collected and planted. The USDA determined that the plant was unlikely to attract more pests than the average petunia and approved it for cultivation last year. You can even plant these petunias in your garden if you want to.



Bioluminescence itself is largely a mystery, despite being present in thousands of organisms. "No one knows the real function of fluorescent proteins," Sarkisyan told me. Some cases seem straightforward: Scientists think that bioluminescent algae luminesce when touched in order to deter the small fish that eat them, by threatening to attract larger fish. In mushrooms, the purpose is unclear. Initially, scientists believed that fungi were attracting insects to spread spores, but newer research has shown that insects are not particularly attracted to their light. Plus, some species of glowing fungi glow only in their belowground mycelium, where it would be of no use to spore-spreading. Our relatively limited understanding of the glowing phenomena, though, won't stop us from making more things that participate in it.



To see what other scientists thought of this petunia, I emailed Simon Gilroy, a botanist who leads a lab at the University of Wisconsin at Madison that uses green fluorescent proteins to study how a plant sends signals through its body. But the fluorescence of those proteins--originally synthesized from a jellyfish--is visible only with specialized lights, unlike the petunia now in my house, which glowed on its own. When I visited Gilroy's lab in 2022, he showed me a tiny plant beneath a microscope lens, handed me a pair of tweezers, and instructed me to pinch it. I watched as a green luminance moved through the entire plant body: The experience permanently changed my view of plant life. Here was a lively, dynamic creature that absolutely knew I was touching it.



Gilroy quickly wrote back: "I actually have 2 of those luminescent petunias on pre-order." I sent him some photos of my prized preview specimen. After a day in direct sunlight, it was now glowing with a certain verve. I was happy to sit for a while in the dark, watching the blooms emanate a matte green glow, similar in quality to moonlight. The light kept to itself: If you looked in another direction, you wouldn't know it was there. Only the flowers glowed perceptibly. The newest buds glowed brightest.



Later, on the phone, Gilroy told me that the plant's existence was a genuine breakthrough, and an elegant piece of science. "It's taking what evolution has already equipped biology with and using it in an incredibly clever way," he said.



These plants' ability to generate their own light opens up a range of possibilities, Gilroy said: Maybe one day grass on the sides of runways could light up to help planes land. Or, more intriguingly, "you could imagine making plants that just self-report what's going on inside them." . If plants could tell us more about themselves, that might help solve mysteries about their experience of the world.



The scientific applications of being able to implant genes for bioluminescence into other creatures are formidable: They could hypothetically be used to visualize tumor growth in lab animals, or insulin activity. But finding a way to make animals glow as brightly as plants using the same technology is still a ways off, and not something Light Bio is attempting. Instead, its next order of business is making plants that glow additional colors--yellow, orange, and red.



One night, after the sun went down, I closed my window shades and waited for my eyes to adjust. The glowing blooms came into view, their edges sharpened. A clean, sweet scent floated out a good three feet from the pot. I plucked off a bloom. I wanted to see what watching the light in it dim would feel like, whether that would bring me closer to some understanding about the process of living. It pained me a little to do it, but on the plant's inner stems, dozens of tight little buds were poised to unfurl soon. A flower is always an ephemeral thing.



The decapitated bloom glowed as brightly as ever. I waited maybe an hour, cradling the flower in my palm. Still it glowed. It was already late. I put it on my bedside table and looked one last time: still glowing. The next morning--still glowing. Sarkisyan told me it could probably carry on  like that for days. Its metabolism would eventually slow down and then cease. It would die, at last. But then I remembered that plants can reproduce themselves, if necessary, from almost any part of their body. Plants are decentralized, made of modular parts, one of their many superpowers. This little bloom, with barely an inch of stem attached, still likely had enough energy within it to re-create an entire plant body, if given the right conditions. I had known that, and the plant didn't need to glow for it to be true. Still, it reminded me how little we understand about plants and their bizarre genius. We can strain to comprehend that without a glowing reminder. But it certainly doesn't hurt to have one.
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Extreme Heat Toasted the Caribbean's Corals

Six months later, the bleached corals are still recovering.

by Lisa S. Gardiner


Soft coral on a reef at the Sea of Cortez, in Baja California, Mexico (Luis Javier Sandoval / Universal Images Group / Getty)



This article was originally published by Hakai Magazine.

In the Northern Hemisphere, the summer of 2023 was the hottest on record. In the Caribbean, coral reefs sat in sweltering water for months--stewing in a dangerous marine heat wave that started earlier, lasted longer, and climbed to higher temperatures than ever recorded in some locations. In some places, the water was more than 32  degrees Celsius--as toasty as a hot tub. Ever since the water started to warm, researchers and conservationists have been anxiously watching to see how the debilitating heat has affected the region's corals.

For many Caribbean corals, last year's heat proved too much to bear. The more time corals spend in hot water, the more likely they are to bleach, turning white as they expel the single-celled algae that live within their tissues. Without these symbiotic algae--and the energy they provide through photosynthesis--bleached corals starve. Survival becomes a struggle, and what was a healthy thicket of colorful coral can turn into a tangle of skeletons.

Corals can recover from bleaching. But while some Caribbean corals survived last year's bleaching, and others were unaffected, multitudes perished. And for many corals, the harrowing experience isn't even over.

Lorenzo Alvarez-Filip, a marine ecologist at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, says that, for a coral, recovering after bleaching is like recuperating from a long illness. It takes time. Yet even now, several months after the water has cooled to temperatures that no longer stress corals, researchers across the Caribbean are still finding bleached corals living in limbo.

Read: How coral researchers are coping with the death of reefs

In the Bahamas, where the shallowest reefs were hit particularly hard, Valeria Pizarro, a marine biologist at the Perry Institute for Marine Science, started to see some bleached corals recover in October and November 2023, gradually regaining patches of color as symbiotic algae recolonized their still-living tissues. But as recently as January 2024, she and her team were still finding bleached corals that had yet to regain their algal allies.

"Some days it's just frustrating," says Pizarro.

Last summer's extreme heat also bleached and killed many of the corals within parts of the Mesoamerican Reef--the Western Hemisphere's largest barrier-reef system, which stretches from the coast of Mexico's Yucatan Peninsula south to Belize, Guatemala, and Honduras. At the Mexican end of the barrier reef, calm water near shore rose to some 3 degrees Celsius warmer than normal, causing widespread coral mortality. The same was true farther south, in a shallow lagoon of the barrier reef in northern Belize.

Although these shallow reefs suffered heavier losses, Alvarez-Filip says corals in the deeper reefs he surveyed also experienced widespread bleaching. Even 50 to 80 feet below the waves, "it was just bright white everywhere," Alvarez-Filip says. "It was really hard to find a coral that was not bleached."

Many of these corals in deeper water have been left partially dead and partially alive, says Alvarez-Filip. Because each coral is usually a colony, some clones--genetic copies of the parent coral--can die while others survive, which leaves the coral with dead patches. Although grim, it's better than the outcome in the shallow lagoon he monitored, where many corals died completely.

Even amid such sweeping losses, however, not all Caribbean reefs were decimated by the heat.

On certain Bahamian reefs, Pizarro says, coral survival rates were much higher. There, some corals didn't bleach at all, while others did but have already recovered. A sprawling archipelago of hundreds of islands, the Bahamas includes broad, turquoise shallows where water is likely to overheat. But it also includes locations where currents bring cooler water into the reefs, which may have helped protect the corals.

Another apparent sanctuary was Mexico's Limones Reef, where large groups of branching elkhorn coral held on to their deep-orange color. According to temperature sensors within the reef, the water was a bit cooler than in other reefs--still warmer than normal, but not as deadly.

As winter once again turns to spring in the Northern Hemisphere, researchers in the Bahamas and Mexico will be looking into how corals in some locations were able to avoid bleaching, and investigating whether those animals owe their success entirely to cooler conditions, or whether they themselves are more able to cope with heat.

Mass coral bleaching was first observed in the early 1980s and has become more common, especially in years when tropical waters are heated by both climate change and El Nino, which is what happened in 2023. Although last year's heat was more extreme than anything recorded before in parts of the Caribbean, it may be a harbinger of things to come: As the planet continues to warm, marine heat waves may become more common and more intense.

But amid all the loss, "there are some corals that have energy and are resistant," Pizarro says. "We need to keep working for them."
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Crows Are the New Pigeons

They're flocking to cities for the same reasons people do.

by Tove Danovich




Every night as dusk falls in Portland, Oregon, the sky fills with birds. While workers make their way from the city center toward their homes, crows leave the suburban lawns where they've spent the day picking for grubs to fly downtown. They swirl across the river in large groups, cawing as they go. A community science project recently recorded 22,370 crows spread out downtown--about twice as many as the number of people who lay their heads in that neighborhood.

Across North America, crow populations have been declining for decades. But crows appear to be flocking to cities more than ever before. Cities from Sunnyvale, California, to Danville, Illinois, to Poughkeepsie, New York, host thousands of crows each winter. Some popular urban roosts host more than 100,000 crows each night.

Crows are territorial during the spring and summer breeding season, but during the rest of the year, they sleep in large groups known as roosts. Sometimes a roost occupies a single tree; sometimes it's spread over multiple perching sites--usually flat roofs or treetops--in a consistent area. Roosting has clear advantages for crows, especially during winter. "They're better off being in a big group, where they get the benefit of all those eyes looking out for danger. It's also warmer," John Marzluff, the author of Gifts of the Crow, told me.

From the June 2020 issue: Why birds do what they do

City roosts offer even more advantages. The very features of urban life that harm other species--fragmented landscapes, bright lights at night, and open stretches of grass in parks--benefit crows. Lights make it easier to spot predators, such as owls. Grass doesn't offer much in the way of food or shelter for many animals, but crows will happily dig through it for beetle larvae and other snacks. Also, Marzluff told me, crows like that we humans often plant grass close to clusters of trees, where they can sleep or nest, and other food sources, such as our trash. Fragmented habitats, such as a group of trees in a park surrounded by asphalt, harm other species because they aren't big enough to foster genetic diversity. But they are ideal for crows, who can fly between pockets of greenery and like to have a variety of options for their nesting areas and foraging sites.

Crows, in other words, move to urban areas for the same reason humans do: Cities offer just about everything they need within flapping distance. During the breeding season, Marzluff said, crows even decamp to the suburbs to raise their families, just like humans. And once even small roosts are established, many of them grow year after year, from perhaps a few hundred birds to a few hundred thousand. News spreads fast through the crow community, Marzluff said: Crows share information with one another and develop traditions and culture within populations, including roosting habits, though scientists still don't know exactly how they do it.

The bigger the roost, the bigger the mayhem it leaves behind come morning. Walking around any urban crow roost, it's easy to see where the birds perched the night before: White droppings dot the ground, benches, parking meters, and cars whose owners were foolish enough to park them overnight under a group of sleeping crows. (At least the birds are relatively quiet while they're sleeping, saving the loud caws for twilight.) "The crows are exciting. Their messes are not," says Sydney Mead, the director of downtown programs for Downtown Portland Clean & Safe, the organization that cleans up the neighborhood after urban wildlife such as crows.

Read: Crows are doing the best they can

When the Portland roost was smaller, Mead's organization kept the sidewalks clean with a combination of power-washing and a scrubbing device called the Poopmaster 6000. But the local businesses Clean & Safe represents don't think that's enough anymore. For seven years, the group has employed a team of falconers to "haze" the crows with Harris's hawks. The raptors chase crows away from the downtown core and toward green spaces where, as Mead puts it, "their interaction with humans and our infrastructure is more tolerable and manageable."

Hazing is one of the more humane methods used to control urban crow populations, John Griffin, an urban-wildlife expert for the Humane Society of the United States, told me. But it's still controversial among some bird advocates because it interrupts the birds' natural activities and causes them to use unnecessary energy fleeing the raptors. Griffin told me that some cities still rely on bird pesticides such as Avitrol to control crows. The chemical acts on crows' central nervous system and sends the birds into convulsions, scaring the rest of the flock. (Although the company that makes it insists that Avitrol's purpose isn't to kill birds, it can be deadly and its use has resulted in reports of numerous dead birds falling out of the sky.) Other cities have had luck dotting their downtowns with effigies--sometimes already-dead crows provided by wildlife services, but usually an upside-down, crow-shaped object--that make crows want to spend their time elsewhere. "You can get a pretty good Halloween crow on Amazon," Griffin said.

Effigies or the death of a flock member can keep crows away from an area for the same reason that crows come together to roost at all: They are social and highly intelligent creatures. In a study Marzluff co-authored at the University of Washington, where he is a professor emeritus, crows even recognized people who had been unkind to them in the past. They shared this information with other crows (adult and fledglings alike), which resulted in large groups of the birds congregating in trees to "scold" unsavory humans.

Read: A journey into the animal mind

Crows may also change their behavior in response to our kindness. Kevin McGowan, a crow expert at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, told me that crows might be flocking to urban and suburban areas because humans have, in recent decades, been unusually tolerant of them. Before an amendment to the Migratory Bird Treaty Act passed in the early 1970s, people across the country regularly shot crows that appeared in locations where they weren't wanted. (Some states still allow crow hunting during a short season.) Scaring them with hawks is certainly more polite than shooting them.

Some crow advocates would rather city dwellers stopped trying to rid themselves of crows at all, and simply embraced them. Gary Granger, one of the birders who tracks the size and location of the Portland crow roost, has been in talks with a local wildlife group to make viewing the crows' nightly flight an educational event. Portland would join the University of Washington at Bothell, which holds an annual Crow Watch that invites the community to see as many as 16,000 crows meet and roost for the night. And around the country, many suburbanites, whose summer crows are territorial and tend to stay in one area, become attached to "their" birds. Marzluff noted that he's heard from an increasing number of people who have close relationships with their neighborhood crows--for example, feeding them in the hopes of developing a bond or getting gifts in exchange.

As more and more animals lose their habitats and are forced into urban environments, cities are finding that urban wildlife can be not only a nuisance but also a draw. When Austin's Congress Avenue Bridge was renovated in the 1980s and bats began roosting underneath it, people were scared of the mammals and worried that they would spread disease. Thanks to education and advocacy from bat lovers, they were allowed to stay. Today, watching a cloud of 1.5 million bats wake up and leave to go hunting at dusk is a major tourist attraction for the city.

Read: TikTok told me to adopt a pigeon

A few weeks ago, I met Granger in downtown Portland to watch the crows swirl in. As the birds cawed and rattled and cooed overhead, our conversation kept turning to all the things we still didn't know about them. Why did they like the trees on certain blocks more than others? Why did they meet in a large group near the waterfront before sleeping in the city a few blocks away? We traded questions as the subjects of our inquiry headed downtown to the place they called home--at least for the night.
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How Long Should a Species Stay on Life Support?

Decades into their recovery program, black-footed ferrets still don't have a clear-cut path to leaving the endangered-species list.

by Katherine J. Wu




Updated at 6:50 p.m. ET on March 15, 2024

At about 3:30 a.m., four hours into our drive, Travis Livieri's phone began to thrum. "I've got a ferret for you," a voice crackled through the static. The animal in question was one of North America's most endangered mammals, for which the next hour might be the strangest of her life; for Livieri, the wildlife biologist tasked with saving her, it would be one of thousands of interventions he's made to prevent her kind from permanently vanishing. Over the past 28 years--through two graduate degrees, a marriage, the founding and running of a nonprofit, and multiple cross-state moves--he has thought of little else.

Livieri coaxed his Chevy Silverado off the bumpy stretch of South Dakota grassland that he and I had been circling and headed toward a designated meeting point, where Maddie Hartlaub, a biologist at Livieri's conservation organization, Prairie Wildlife Research, handed him a crimped black tube. Inside was a black-footed ferret that needed a vaccine.

With the young ferret secured in the back seat, Livieri steered us toward his vaccination headquarters: a white trailer, its packed interior jury-rigged into a laboratory workbench. Inside, Livieri strapped on an N95 mask (a precaution to protect the ferrets) and--with a paper-towel roll duct-taped to the handle of a broomstick--nudged the two-pound kit, who was snarling, hissing, and chattering, out of her tube and into a makeshift anesthesia chamber. Four minutes later, she was asleep. With her black-tipped paws and tail outstretched, canines peeking from beneath her upper lip, she suddenly resembled a plushie more than a wild predator.

Livieri combed her back for fleas and inspected her ears for ticks; he sampled her blood, her fur, the cells that lined her cheeks. He poked a microchip between her shoulder blades. The main event was the vaccines, one into each hip, each a Crystal Light pink. The shot on the left guarded against canine distemper, the shot on the right against plague--a flea-borne bacterial disease that kills virtually every unvaccinated black-footed ferret it infects.

Roughly a century ago, scientists estimate, up to a million black-footed ferrets scampered across the plains of North America; nowadays, just 340 or so of the weasels are left in the wild, fragmented across 18 reintroduction sites. And plague "is their No. 1 nemesis," Dean Biggins, a grassland ecologist with the U.S. Geological Survey, told me. If ferrets were facing only habitat destruction or food insecurity, multiplying them in captivity might be enough to replace what nature has lost. But each time conservationists have added ferrets to the landscape, plague has cut down their numbers.

To keep the species from dying out, researchers have deployed just about every tool they have: vaccines and captive breeding, but also insecticides, artificial insemination, and a medley of safeguards for prairie dogs, the weasels' primary prey. In 2020, black-footed ferrets even became the first endangered animal in North America to be successfully cloned for conservation purposes. Still, those efforts are not enough. Mike Lockhart, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service's former black-footed-ferret recovery coordinator, once thought that, this far into the 21st century, ferrets "would be downlisted at least, maybe even recovered," he told me. But their numbers have been stagnant in the wild for about a decade. Without new funds, technology, or habitat, the population looks doomed to only decline.

Ferrets' woes are "absolutely our fault," Biggins told me. Humans imported plague to North America more than a century ago, unleashing it on creatures whose defenses never had the chance to evolve. That single ecological error has proved essentially impossible to undo. Today, black-footed ferrets exist in the wild only because a select few people, including Livieri, have dedicated their lives to them.



Within an hour, the freshly vaccinated ferret was on her way back to her burrow in her species' last remaining paradise. Livieri and his colleagues have counted roughly 150 ferrets--almost half of the individuals estimated to remain in the wild--currently living in South Dakota's Conata Basin and the nearby Badlands; this stretch of cactus-studded grassland is the only place where researchers are certain that ferrets have been sustaining themselves for decades without regular infusions of captive-bred kits. "If something happened to Conata Basin, we would be done, literally done, with the recovery program for the species," Steve Forrest, a biologist who has been working with black-footed ferrets since the 1980s, told me.

Conata Basin/Badlands is also the ferret habitat where humans have intervened the most. Over the past two decades, Livieri, who is 52, estimates that he has vaccinated 1,500 black-footed ferrets in the region--many of them twice, the gold standard for plague shots. "He's caught more ferrets than anyone," Kristy Bly, the manager of black-footed-ferret restoration for the World Wildlife Fund's Northern Great Plains Program, told me.

Mainly because of Livieri, who has been working with ferrets full-time since the '90s, about 95 percent of the modern Conata Basin/Badlands ferret population has received at least one plague-vaccine dose. Every August since the late aughts, whether it meant traveling from his home in Colorado or from his next residence in Wisconsin, Livieri has trekked down to South Dakota to spend two to three months "on ferret time." By day, he grinds away at data sets and gets what sleep he can in a camper on a friend's bison ranch. By night, he dons his weasel-catching uniform--a periwinkle work shirt and a gray cap, stamped with Prairie Wildlife Research's ferret-centric logo--and blasts Van Halen, scouring the landscape with a spotlight fastened to the top of his truck, and planting a cage over every burrow where he's seen the green glint of a ferret's eye.

The weasels were once easier to find. In 2007, more than 350 ferrets roamed the region, enough that researchers were scooping up kits to augment populations elsewhere. Then, in May 2008, the prairie-dog corpses began to pile up--and researchers realized that plague had arrived. By 2013, the local ferret population had plummeted to 49; at the nearby Lower Brule Indian Reservation, Shaun Grassel, the Lower Brule Sioux Tribe's former wildlife biologist, watched a community of about 60 dwindle to a single breeding pair.

Scientists had initially assumed that plague wouldn't trouble black-footed ferrets, because early studies had suggested that their cousins, domestic ferrets and Siberian polecats, were largely immune. By the end of the '90s, researchers saw how wrong they'd been. Plague killed ferrets without fail, filling their lungs with fluid and their abdomen with blood; prairie dogs--which make up as much as 90 percent of the weasels' diet--were extremely vulnerable too. When epidemics broke out, whatever ferrets didn't succumb to the disease generally starved instead. During the first big outbreaks in ferret territory, researchers sometimes didn't realize that the scourge had begun to spread until thousands of acres of prairie-dog town had gone quiet, the burrows caved in, their entrances lidded with cobwebs.

As plague outbreaks intensified across the Mountain West and Midwest, Livieri told me, some researchers seemed resigned to letting the disease run its course. But he had already dedicated the past decade of his life to black-footed ferrets. "It wasn't within me to just walk away," he said. He got his hands on a plague vaccine, still being tested by the Geological Survey and the Fish and Wildlife Service, and recruited a vet friend in Texas to teach him how to take tricky blood samples in the field. "Everyone said, 'There's no way you can vaccinate all the ferrets,'" Livieri told me. "I said, 'Try me.'"

To immunize wild ferrets, Livieri and other weasel-chasers (as some call themselves) must drive through the night, often for weeks, keeping themselves alert by chain-snarfing candy and caffeinated drinks. The ferrets are not keen on being caught: Even though a team might place a trap on the same burrow night after night, Livieri estimates that at most half of the cages end up filled. Many other sites lack the resources and reinforcements to immunize half their ferrets in a given year with even a single plague-vaccine dose.

Livieri stumbled into ferret conservation fresh out of college, eager to work with wildlife. In 1995, he helped discover the first litter of wild-born kits to be seen in South Dakota in at least two decades. A couple of years later, he and a colleague released a cohort of captive ferrets and watched 80 percent of them survive. He started to see how he could contribute, year by year, to the ferrets' future. The success drew him in, but his growing attachment to the slinky, mischievous mammals kept him coming back, even as plague culled the populations that he and his colleagues had built. He can still remember the four-digit numerical codes of animals he snared in the '90s; he married a fellow ferret lover and has six domestic ones at home.

Through all of this, he has been hoping for some breakthrough that might render his work obsolete: He knows that he alone cannot determine the species' fate. But "I don't know," he told me, "who's going to be the next me."


Left: A black-footed ferret in a temporary trap, prior to being vaccinated against plague, at a ferret reintroduction site on the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation in Montana (Matthew Brown / AP) Right: A black-footed ferret under anesthesia, being readied for sample collection and vaccination (Katherine J. Wu)





In the 1980s, conservationists gathered near the small town of Meeteetse, Wyoming, to scoop up the last 18 black-footed ferrets remaining in the wild, all presumably from the same extended family. Only seven bred. Every modern member of the species is their descendant, each the genetic equivalent of a half-sibling to the rest--with three exceptions.

To preserve what genetic diversity is left, a conservation geneticist at the Smithsonian logs every captive ferret's relatedness in a stud book to determine each spring's optimal mating pairs; a reproductive biologist at Georgia State University has banked cryogenically frozen ferret semen since the '90s, as an option to supplement natural matings. Still, captive ferrets bear inbreeding's toll: lower birthing success, poorer sperm quality, the occasional crooked tail.

Two female ferrets born last spring, named Noreen and Antonia, may be key to slowing their species' decline, several experts told me. Both are clones of Willa, a Meeteetse ferret that died in the 1980s and left no living descendants. They are the result of years of effort by the conservation nonprofit Revive & Restore, partnering with Fish and Wildlife. The plan is for at least one of these clones to breed this spring and add a much-needed eighth genetic founder to the species. But ferret health can be finicky, and cloning from old tissue samples is still a fairly new scientific pursuit. Another Willa clone, Elizabeth Ann, born in 2020, had just one kidney and a malformed uterus that had to be removed before she had the chance to breed.

Captivity is, in one sense, good for ferrets: Plague does not reach them there. But that safety has trade-offs. Ferrets are normally solitary hunters, but in captivity, the animals spend their days in metal cages, often alongside dozens of their own kind; the staple of their diet is a factory-made horse-meat blend, fed to them by humans, whom the animals learn to rely on. Biggins, the USGS ecologist, told me that in the 1990s some of the first ferrets to be reintroduced into the wild were so flummoxed by their surroundings that they were picked off by coyotes, owls, and other predators within days. Alarmed, scientists began to train captive-born kits in outdoor pens, where they could learn to treat burrows as havens and hunt live prairie dogs before their release. Those boot camps increased survival about tenfold. But today's captive-borns still lack some basic skills, Grassel told me. They never fare as well as ferrets born in the wild.

Initially, the intent of the captive-breeding program was "to do ourselves out of business," Lockhart, the former U.S. Fish and Wildlife recovery coordinator, told me. But as plague's threat has grown, so has conservationists' dependence on breeding ferrets--including in ways that could permanently alter them. In collaboration with scientists at MIT, Revive & Restore is working on a heritable plague vaccine that, once written into black-footed-ferret DNA, could enable the animals to sire a line of ferrets that can generate their own immunity. Meanwhile, scientists at the Smithsonian-Mason School of Conservation and Penn State have been hunting for genes in other, more plague-resistant weasels that could theoretically be stitched into the black-footed-ferret genome.

Even if they bred a legion of plague-proof ferrets, though, conservationists would still need to find more places for them to live. Black-footed ferrets currently occupy 300,000 acres of North America; to leave the endangered-species list, they will likely need three times that amount, the WWF's Bly told me. Last year, researchers had to scramble to find homes in the wild for all 231 captive-born kits--close to a record--that Fish and Wildlife had dispatched to them for release. (Fish and Wildlife did not respond to requests for comment.) Wild habitats are simply too scarce, Bly said: The captive-breeding program has effectively outstripped what's left of nature's capacity to benefit from it.




Left: A black-tailed prairie dog. (Kevin Moloney / The New York Times / Redux)  Right: A black-footed ferret in northern Colorado. (Kathryn Scott Osler / The Denver Post / Getty)



To save a species, scientists must save its way of life--which, for black-footed ferrets, means preserving prairie dogs. At night, the weasels sneak into the rodents' burrows to prey on them, suffocating them while they sleep with a lethal bite to the neck; their vacant chambers also double as dens in which ferrets eat, rest, breed, and raise their kits. Lose prairie dogs, and ferrets will die too.

One morning, Livieri, fresh off a night of spotlighting, offered to show me what the ferrets' world looks like by day. We drove through a series of grazing pastures, carefully opening and closing gates, until we reached a stretch of prairie pockmarked with burrows, each wide enough to stick an arm down. Several burrows had bright-red grain piled at their entrance. This bait, laced with a drug that turns prairie dogs' blood into a flea-killing insecticide, could be a slightly less labor-intensive alternative to painstakingly spraying pesticide on individual burrows. But both strategies have their drawbacks--and no single intervention has yet been enough to protect prairie dogs. In recent decades, the prairie-dog species that black-footed ferrets most depend on have declined so precipitously that conservationists and researchers have petitioned to get them federally listed as threatened.

Fish and Wildlife so far hasn't budged. And prairie dogs do remain abundant enough to rankle many of the ranchers and farmers whose grasslands and crop fields they wreak havoc on. "They're like moles on steroids," Gene Williams, whose family has ranched in South Dakota for decades, told me. Across the Mountain West and Midwest, poisoning of prairie dogs remains common, and in several places, it is carried out by the U.S. Forest Service. Where they're allowed to, ranchers shoot the rodents.

Williams is among the ranchers who appreciate that without prairie dogs, black-footed ferrets--a species he's admired since childhood--have no hope. It helps that the rodents make him money: He runs a prairie-dog-centric tourist attraction--complete with a giant prairie-dog statue--where visitors can buy prairie-dog-themed shirts and mugs, and toss unsalted peanuts to a small colony adjacent to his parking lot. Other ranchers have accepted financial incentives from government to host the animals on their property. Some, though, oppose just about any prairie-dog presence in their pastures.

In 2009, the Forest Service designated at least 18,000 acres of Thunder Basin National Grassland--a 550,000-acre expanse of federal, state, and private lands in northeastern Wyoming--as protected prairie-dog habitat, laying the groundwork for ferret reintroductions. That area is widely considered one of the "most promising" uninhabited spots for ferrets left in the U.S., Bly told me. But the proposal sparked backlash from local ranchers such as Ty Checketts. In 2016, a population boom blanketed about a third of his property with colonies of prairie dogs, which so thoroughly stripped the vegetation that his cattle went hungry, wild deer and elk migrated away, and swaths of his land succumbed to weed overgrowth and erosion. When plague wiped out most of the prairie-dog population, "it was a blessing from God," he told me. In 2020, the Forest Service amended its plans for Thunder Basin, paring back prairie-dog protections.

Finding suitable sites for ferret reintroductions is only getting harder as droughts brought on by climate change exacerbate conflicts between ranchers and prairie dogs, and as demand for wind, solar, and other renewable energy sources pushes development deeper into the Mountain West. Maintaining new sites would require still more investment: Fish and Wildlife supplies sites with captive-born ferret kits for reintroduction but does not routinely follow those infusions with funds for plague management; sites must find money for those measures themselves. Of the 34 North American habitats where ferrets have been released, about half no longer have any of the animals, primarily because of plague. The two dozen ferrets I saw over my three nights in Conata Basin may be more than some sites will ever host.

On the second night of my visit, Livieri and I prepped one of those ferrets for release beneath a nearly full moon--a time, weasel-catchers believe, when the animals are especially active. From inside his pet carrier, the young kit scuffled impatiently. But when Livieri popped open the cage's front, the animal paused and locked eyes with us. On his chest was a freshly drawn blue stripe, running from the base of his left ear to the top of his right shoulder, denoting his first plague shot. His chances of survival were far higher now; with the shot's defensive molecules teeming within him, his body was also no longer entirely wild.

Livieri often compares himself to an alien abductor, swooping in with his giant spotlight, poking and prodding and microchipping the animals, then dropping them back at their burrows to wake, groggy and unsure. If all goes well, each benefits and then forgets anyone was there. But this particular ferret existed because humans intervened in his species' past--capturing those last 18 ferrets from the wild, planting some of their descendants here. He may even have existed because this specific person looming above him had vaccinated one of his direct ancestors.



Conservation dogma generally holds that the best version of a species to preserve is the most untouched one. But meddling with ferrets' lives may be necessary for as long as plague is around and humans want black-footed ferrets to be, too. Our species has so thoroughly changed the world that we now have little choice but to retrofit ferrets to a version of nature that is no longer hospitable to them.

At his burrow's entrance, the ferret hesitated again, before vanishing in a cream-colored flash. He had no way of knowing that ideally, he would be caught again. For his best chance at survival, he still had to earn another blue stripe, right ear to left shoulder--the second half of Livieri's hand-drawn X.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/03/black-footed-ferret-vaccine-conservation/677733/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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 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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Is the Shorter Workweek All It Promises to Be?

Working fewer hours might not cure all that ails the American worker.

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.


A new bill advocates for a 32-hour workweek. Can this approach cure what ails American workers?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How it all went wrong for Eric Adams
 	It's not the economy. It's the pandemic.
 	David Frum: "Miranda's last gift"




A New Norm

Last week, Senators Bernie Sanders and Laphonza Butler presented an intriguing idea: making a shorter workweek a national norm. The bill they introduced proposes changing the standard workweek with no loss in pay for certain groups of employees, including many hourly workers, from 40 to 32 hours, at which point overtime pay would kick in. Whether that change sounds quixotic depends on whom you ask. But as Sanders said in a statement: "Moving to a 32-hour workweek with no loss of pay is not a radical idea."

America has long flirted with the notion of a shorter workweek. The Senate passed a bill in 1933 to temporarily implement a 30-hour week, but it stalled after corporate pushback and executive-branch cold feet. In 1938, the Fair Labor Standards Act guaranteed an eventual 40-hour week for factory and other hourly employees (an improvement from the 50-plus-hour weeks some were working at the time) and helped such workers get paid for overtime labor.

The FLSA did not apply to some groups, including many salaried, white-collar workers, in part because their employers were trusted to look out for their workers' best interests, Peter Cappelli, a professor at the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School, told me. Since the 1980s, an era marked by deregulation and the rise of a harsher corporate culture, many employers have treated salaried workers as people with effectively unlimited hours. In 2021, building on the momentum for rethinking work that the pandemic had triggered, Representative Mark Takano introduced a bill that would amend the FLSA to shorten the standard workweek to 32 hours--a precursor to the legislation currently being considered.

"We are so overworked as a country," Cappelli said. "It's hard to say anything bad about efforts to improve people's work lives." Still, it's not clear to him that squeezing the same amount of work out of employees over shorter periods would be feasible or healthy, or that it would cure what really ails American workers. As my colleague Derek Thompson wrote in a 2019 essay, "The economists of the early 20th century did not foresee that work might evolve from a means of material production to a means of identity production."

Calls for a shorter workweek may not solve this problem overnight. But as the idea becomes more mainstream, it reflects a growing desire, in and beyond the halls of power, to reconsider the role work plays in many Americans' lives. To Cappelli, a more sensible but still ambitious way to handle the problem of overwork would be to improve enforcement of the FLSA for all eligible workers. He explained that many employers looking to get out of the law's requirements treat workers who probably should be covered as if they are exempt, meaning they miss out on things like overtime pay.

"Reducing working hours for Americans makes sense in the long run," Nick Bloom, an economics professor at Stanford University, told me in an email. But the current research on four-day workweeks is "patchy," he said, in part because a lot of the data are coming from advocacy groups working with employers who volunteered to try a shorter week, rather than from independent researchers. Their findings have suggested that employees who work fewer hours are less burned out. Data gathered by Gallup in June 2022, however, showed that people working four days a week actually had higher rates of burnout than those working five days. Still, a 2023 Gallup survey found that workers liked the idea in theory--nearly 80 percent of workers thought that a shorter workweek would improve their well-being.

Even if it isn't mandated by the government, a work life that isn't so focused on endless output with few boundaries could benefit workers and their bosses. Over the past four decades, Cappelli explained, employers have pushed their employees hard. But that might not be a good way to do business: "In a tight labor market, there really are costs to employers of burning through employees."

Related:

	How to make a four-day workweek sustainable
 	The moral case for working less




Today's News

	The New York attorney general's office filed judgments in Westchester County earlier this month, the first sign that the state could be preparing to seize some of Donald Trump's assets if he and his co-defendants fail to post bond in their civil fraud case.
 	President Joe Biden canceled close to $6 billion in student debt for nearly 80,000 public-service workers.
 	The Justice Department sued Apple, accusing the company of violating antitrust laws with an illegal monopoly over the smartphone market.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: When communing with trees, Rachel Gutman-Wei wonders what to make of a life that can age and grow young again at the turn of the seasons.
 	Work in Progress: The city of Austin built a lot of homes, Derek Thompson writes. Now rent is falling, and some people seem to think that's a bad thing.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Eric McCandless / Disney



Even Oprah Doesn't Know How to Talk About Weight Loss Now

By Hannah Giorgis

Nearly 13 years after the final episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show, it's easy to forget just how vicious the public scrutiny of Winfrey's body was during her talk show's decades-long run. But those memories haven't left Winfrey, and they take center stage in her new prime-time special, Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution. "For 25 years, making fun of my weight was national sport," she recalls in the opening monologue, which addresses the stigma of obesity and the emerging culture around weight-loss drugs ...
 What Winfrey didn't understand then, and what she wants others to know now, is that obesity is a serious, chronic disease. But in its eagerness to prove that obesity isn't a moral failure, Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution ends up reinforcing some of the troubling cultural attitudes that overweight and obese people still face in many walks of life.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Don't miss this eclipse.
 	Whatever happened to all those care robots?
 	Too much purity is bad for the left.
 	Whatever you do, don't do the silent treatment.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Maggie Shannon.



Listen. In the latest episode of Radio Atlantic, Jonathan Haidt makes the case against devices for children--even if kids desperately want them.

Admire. Spring is in bloom. Our photo editor compiled images of the flowering fields and trees that signal warmer days to come.

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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The Art of Communing With Trees

What are we to make of a life that can age and grow young again at the turn of the seasons?

by Rachel Gutman-Wei




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.


Trees can seem like timeless beings. Many a giant sequoia has racked up three millennia on this Earth. A pine in California's White Mountains is estimated to be nearly 5,000 years old. A colony of aspens in Utah may well have originated during the Stone Age, and to this day, its leaves glitter gold in the autumn sun.

A tree's life span, undisturbed by axe or fire, is utterly divorced from the scales on which human affairs operate. And yet, throughout history, people have seen themselves reflected in trees. One of those people was James Russell Lowell, a poet who served as The Atlantic's first-ever editor. "I care not how men trace their ancestry / To ape or Adam; let them please their whim; / But I in June am midway to believe / A tree among my far progenitors," Lowell wrote in The Atlantic's June 1868 issue. He even suggests that "many a lifelong leafy friend" returns his affection: "Surely there are times / When they consent to own me of their kin."

Lowell's poem goes on to compare trees to ancient nymphs and to the very spirit of hospitality. But none of these images is as convincing as his vision of ancestor-trees, watching over children's games and singing "faint lullabies of eldest time." In June, how can one understand a tree as anything but eternal? It seems no more movable than the earth in which it is planted, incapable of anything but endless growth. Trees may be inscrutable--we can't discern much about their inner lives--but when they are lush with leaves, they are undeniably certain.

Unlike Lowell, I feel most kinship with trees not when the first hot breaths of summer bathe the Northern Hemisphere, but at this time of year, when any given day might yield snow or blinding sun, or both. In spring, when the first hopeful blossoms and buds begin to pepper bare branches, a tree's life suddenly moves as quickly as mine, if not quicker. The blooms' frailty and evanescence seem transposed onto the entire organism, and suddenly, the tree is not an ancestor-deity, but mortal.

Even an ancient tree can seem childlike in March. In a story published in The Atlantic in 1877, a man walking through a grove remarks, "Trees, like children, reveal peculiarities of character more frankly in their budding-time than at maturer stages." When trees fail to obscure their limbs, the narrator observes, ashes look especially feminine, and young oaks particularly athletic. Like children, they are vulnerable too: The man so fond of budding trees laments to an oak that men are "apt to fall treacherously upon you with the axe," a tendency he deems a "special American barbarism."

Ancestor-trees, child-trees: What are we to make of a life that can age and grow young again at the turn of the seasons, that equally distends and contracts our perception of time? Perhaps it is just this ambiguity that allows trees to be such a powerful avatar of humanity. Life, after all, is full of distended and contracted seasons.

In recent years, unpredictable weather has added new confusion to our already fluid sense of time's passage. The country just experienced its warmest winter on record. In Maryland, where I live, half a foot of snow fell in mid-January; a week later, the weather was practically beachy. When I traveled to Vermont last month, the temperature rose 53 degrees in two days. The famous cherry blossoms in Washington, D.C., reached peak bloom last Sunday, earlier than almost any year on record.

I visited D.C's Tidal Basin the day before peak bloom to commune with the child-trees, and found that the unnamed narrator in that 1877 story had a point: Each tree's character was on full display. There were slender trees and muscular trees, trees that curved and trees whose limbs angled sharply, trees that reached high and trees whose lowest branches needed to be jumped over, trees that twisted and trees that stretched from the ground like telephone poles. The flowers were saturated pink and cottony white, scent-free and fragrant. Some trees were flush with blossoms, while others had only begun to bud.

Spectacular and ancient and delicate as the trees were, I didn't immediately see them as ancestors or children or nymphs. Perhaps that shouldn't have been a surprise. As the narrator said of his own dear trees, "All who knew the oaks seemed to have a conviction that they alone could understand them." But as I shuffled along with the crush of people in the Tidal Basin, I found that the cherry blossoms had at least one ancestral effect: They had brought us all together to pay our respects to a shared inheritance.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/03/trees-blossoms-spring-human-connection/677825/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Dangerous January 6-Pardon Promise

The convicted rioters are criminals, not hostages.

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.


Donald Trump's plan to pardon people in prison for their crimes on January 6--people he now calls "hostages"--is yet another dangerous and un-American attack on the rule of law.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The British right's favorite sex offender
 	What Trump supporters think when he mocks people with disabilities
 	Anne Applebaum: "There was no Russian election."




A Loyal Cadre in Waiting

This past weekend, Donald Trump stirred up one of his usual controversies by declaring that there would be a "bloodbath" if he isn't elected. Trump's supporters played a game of gotcha with outraged critics by claiming that Trump was merely describing an economic meltdown in the auto industry. Unfortunately, Trump decided, as he so often does, to pull the rug out from under his apologists by defending bloodbath as a common expression and clarifying that he meant it to refer to "getting slaughtered economically, when you're getting slaughtered socially, when you're getting slaughtered." Oh.

So much for purely economic "slaughter." Trump's threats and violent language are nothing new. But while the nation's pundits and partisans examine what it means for a presidential contender to mull over "getting slaughtered socially," Trump has added a much more disturbing project to his list of campaign promises: He intends to pardon all the people jailed for the attack on the Capitol during the January 6 insurrection.

Trump once held a maybe-sorta position on pardoning the insurrectionists. He is now, however, issuing full-throated vows to get them out of prison. On March 11, Trump declared on his Truth Social account: "My first acts as your next President will be to Close the Border, DRILL, BABY, DRILL, and Free the January 6 Hostages being wrongfully imprisoned!"

Trump isn't the first to use the loaded expression hostages in this context: The one-term member of Congress Madison Cawthorn--an embarrassment even by MAGA standards--used it in 2021 before many of those arrested in connection with January 6 were even convicted, and current member and House Republican Conference Chair Elise Stefanik, whose nucleonic decay from establishment Republican to right-wing extremist is fundamentally complete, has also used it.

Back in 2021, Trump claimed to be appalled by the violence at the Capitol, but that didn't last long (and there is no reason to assume Trump was sincere in the first place). Semafor's Shelby Talcott on Monday detailed how Trump went from "outraged" in 2021, promising that "those who broke the law ... will pay," to offering blanket pardons in 2024. As Talcott wrote, Trump's "evolution" began with "instinctive support for some of the most hardcore members of his own MAGA movement" and is now "a semi-formal alliance" with the Patriot Freedom Project, which claimed in December to have raised almost $1 million to free people convicted of crimes related to the insurrection.

This is not evolution so much as it is a kind of synergy, however, in which Trump and the right-wing fever swamp feed on each other's manic energy. The QAnon conspiracy theorists, for example, anointed Trump as their champion, and Trump responded by eventually embracing them in return. When Trump goes to rallies and bellows for two hours at a time while using words such as vermin, or when his response to a question about the Proud Boys is to tell them to "stand back and stand by," the MAGA ecosystem amplifies him and organizes his sentence fragments into something like guidance.

The only surprise here is that it took Trump this long to adopt a radical position supporting the people who were willing to do violence on his behalf. According to the House Select Committee's investigation, his own staff had trouble getting him to call off the January 6 mob, to whom he said "We love you." Many of those convicted for various crimes committed on that day went off to prison convinced they'd done the right thing, and Trump--a sucker for sycophancy--must have been moved by such shows of support, which included people singing to him in jail.

Trump has also shown, both as president and as a businessman, that he has an innate disgust with the whole idea of the impartial rule of law. He's in serious financial trouble for (among other reasons) lying about the value of his properties when it suited his interests; he has always seemed to believe that rules are for chumps, and that people--especially people named Donald Trump--should be free to enjoy the benefits of whatever they can get away with, legal or otherwise.

Indeed, the whole idea of "legality" doesn't seem to permeate Trump's consciousness, unless it is applied to Trump's enemies or other people, especially those of color, who he thinks deserve punishment. (Trump is the embodiment of the famous statement attributed to the Peruvian strongman Oscar R. Benavides: "For my friends, everything; for my enemies, the law.") In his handling of classified materials as well as in his attempt to pressure Ukraine to aid his campaign, Trump has shown that he thinks that laws don't apply to him if they hinder his personal fortunes.

But in promising pardons, Trump may have a motive even darker than his general hatred for rules and laws. As he makes his third run at the presidency, Trump no longer has a reservoir of establishment Republicans who will support him or serve him. He distrusts the U.S. military, not least because senior officers and appointees thwarted his efforts to use the armed forces for his own political purposes. And although he may yet win reelection, his MAGA movement is now dependent on the kind of people who will go to his rallies and buy the trinkets and hats and shirts that go on sale whenever he speaks.

Where, then, can he find a truly loyal cadre willing to offer unconditional support? Where might he find people who will feel they owe their very lives to Donald J. Trump, and will do anything he asks?

He can find many of them in prison, waiting for him to let them out.

As the historian and scholar of authoritarian movements Ruth Ben-Ghiat has noted, would-be dictators deploy such promises to build groups that will ignore the law and obey the leader. "Amnesties and pardons," she told me earlier today, "have always been an efficient way for leaders to free up large numbers of the most criminal and unscrupulous elements of society for service to the party and the state, and make them indebted to the rulers in the process."

The damage to the American constitutional order and the rule of law would be immense if Trump used his power to pardon people such as Enrique Tarrio (the former leader of the Proud Boys, sentenced to 22 years) and the Oath Keepers founder Stewart Rhodes (who drew an 18-year sentence). Hundreds of others are now serving time, many of whom might be more than willing to do anything for a president whose call they answered that winter day and who would now be the patron of their freedom.

Trump is no longer flirting with this idea. The man whose constitutional duty as president would be to "take care that the laws be faithfully executed" is now promising to let hundreds of rioters and insurrectionists out of prison with full pardons. And eventually, he will make clear what he expects in return.

Related:

	"What I learned retracing the footsteps of the Capitol rioters" (from 2023)
 	The January 6 deniers are going to lose. (From 2023)




Today's News

	The Biden administration announced new rules for passenger cars and light trucks that will boost sales of electric vehicles and hybrids by limiting tailpipe pollution.
 	Irish Prime Minister Leo Varadkar unexpectedly resigned, citing the coalition government's stronger chances of reelection under a different leader.
 	Last night, a federal appeals court blocked a controversial Texas immigration law that would permit state law enforcement to arrest and detain those they suspect of illegal border crossings, hours after the Supreme Court allowed the law to go into effect.




Evening Read
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Flying Is Weird Right Now

By Charlie Warzel

Somewhere over Colorado this weekend, while I sat in seat 21F, my plane began to buck, jostle, and rattle. Within seconds, the seat-belt indicator dinged as the pilot asked flight attendants to return to their seats. We were experiencing what I, a frequent flier, might describe as "intermediate turbulence"--a sustained parade of midair bumps that can be uncomfortable but by no means terrifying.
 Generally, I do not fear hurtling through the sky at 500 miles per hour, but at this moment I felt an unusual pang of uncertainty. The little informational card poking out of the seat-back pocket in front of me started to look ominous--the words Boeing 737-900 positively glared at me as the cabin shook. A few minutes later, once we'd found calm air, I realized that a steady drumbeat of unsettling aviation stories had so thoroughly permeated my news-consumption algorithms that I had developed a phobia of sorts.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The IRS finally has an answer to TurboTax.
 	Radley Balko: "I'm begging the courts to stop citing my work."
 	Germany's zombie government is fueling the far right.
 	Critics of the TikTok bill are missing the point.
 	The problem with "affordable" child care




Culture Break
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Read. These six books show how engaging your senses can help reveal the beauty present in our day-to-day lives.

Marvel. Our photo editor compiled images of Valencia's two-week-long Fallas festival, which   features parades, fireworks, and fiestas.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Many of you responded to my recent thoughts about the declining quality of "mystery box" television shows with stories of how some of your own favorite shows have let you down. (One area of wide agreement: Most of you are still mad at Lost for leading you on and then going nowhere at the end.) A few of you spoke up for Fringe, but I have to admit that I couldn't maintain my interest in it; part of the problem with mystery-box shows is that they become too tangled up in their own mythology for the rest of us to make any sense of it.

I was especially heartened to see some fan love for Counterpart, a show that I will continue to argue has never gotten its due for its writing and its amazing cast. I love the mystery-box genre, and I hope it makes a comeback--but reader feedback tells me that I'm not alone in asking writers to decide where they're going before the end of the series.

By the way, some of you spoke up for the recent season of True Detective, and to you all I will only ask, yet again: What about the tongue on the floor?

-- Tom



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 America Got Scammed

Modern fraudsters are taking advantage of social isolation and insecurities--and Americans of all ages are falling prey.

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.


People are more susceptible to scams than they may think--and Americans are losing more money to fraud than ever.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Donald Trump's ego has crash-landed.
 	Christine Blasey Ford testifies again.
 	Universities have a computer-science problem.




Falling for Fraud

Americans passed a discomfiting benchmark last year: For the first time, they lost a collective $10 billion to fraud, according to data that the Federal Trade Commission released last month. Taking advantage of social isolation and unmet needs, scammers are using ever more sophisticated methods to tailor their grifts and blanket Americans with requests for money, gift cards, cryptocurrency, and personal information.

Scammers often bring up sensitive topics such as romance, immigration, and finances to rile victims into a state of heightened emotion. This simple, devastating approach can make people act less rational than they would otherwise. The schemes can target specific insecurities: For people who are struggling financially, a get-rich-quick proposal might be compelling. For a recent college graduate, the promise of a well-paying job could be impossible to resist. And for a grandparent, a voice on the line saying their grandchild is in danger might trigger an urgent response.

Last month, a New York magazine financial writer published a viral essay about falling for a scam. She picked up a call from someone claiming to be an Amazon customer-service worker, who then connected her to a so-called FTC investigator who knew a troubling amount about her and her family. By the end of the call, she was stuffing $50,000 into a shoebox to hand off to a stranger. Her tale was harrowing and extreme, and it seemed to strike a nerve. In the days that followed, many responses on social media boiled down to: That would never happen to me.

But people are more prone to being conned than they would like to admit. Stacey Wood, a psychology professor at Scripps College who studies scams, told me that although not every consumer is likely to fall for a scam, "it's difficult to know if you would fall for it until you're in that same emotional state." Compliance with scams is much higher, she added, than most people realize. Ninety percent of respondents to a Citi survey were confident that they could spot and evade scams, but more than a quarter also said they had fallen victim to them.

No one type of person gets swindled. But loneliness and social isolation are major risk factors in falling for fraud, Marti DeLiema, an assistant professor at the University of Minnesota's School of Social Work, told me. "Scammers thrive on secrecy and creating confidential relationships," she explained. They generally instruct people not to tell anyone else about the conversation. People who are alone in a house, without someone else there to administer a reality check, are vulnerable. Older adults tend to fall into this group, though DeLiema said that they are not necessarily more susceptible across the board, in spite of narratives that position them as typical victims of fraud.

Extremely online young people can be equally, or sometimes even more, vulnerable to scams. Social media is now a central channel for scammers, Wood told me, and AI is making it difficult for even discerning people to identify suspicious requests. Ten percent of people aged 18 to 29 reported being the victim of a financial scam, compared with 9 percent of people 65 and older, according to Gallup polling last year. (Other polls have found similar results.) Data from the FTC showed that, although people in their 60s lost a higher median dollar amount to scams than people in their 20s, young people actually had a higher rate of reports in 2023. Wood said that many young people are more willing than older people to report incidents--even relatively small dollar amounts--which may affect the data.

The $10 billion figure, although massive, is likely an underestimate, Wood noted. Many people, ashamed and afraid of being blamed or mocked, keep scam stories to themselves. Older people in particular may fear appearing less competent. But shaming victims is not all that helpful. What makes a difference, DeLiema said, is educating consumers so that they can cut scammers off before they attack on an emotional level. If someone claims to be calling from the IRS and demands an immediate wire payout, for example, stop things there. (The IRS may phone you for overdue bills, but they will never call looking for a money transfer using a specific payment method.) Don't wait until they've frightened you and pushed you into a state of fear and distress.

Scams run the gamut of human needs and vulnerabilities. You could get swindled in a different way than your grandmother or nephew might, and that's by design. The result might be a crushing financial loss--but, as Wood told me, the emotional ramifications can be even more devastating.

Related:

	It's time to protect yourself from AI voice scams.
 	The billion-dollar Ponzi scheme that hooked Warren Buffett and the U.S. Treasury




Today's News

	The Supreme Court allowed a controversial immigration law to go into effect for now in Texas. The Court's ruling gives state officials permission to arrest and detain those they suspect of crossing the border illegally.
 	The former Trump adviser Peter Navarro, who was involved in attempts to subvert the 2020 election, began serving a four-month prison sentence for contempt of Congress.
 	Jair Bolsonaro, the former Brazilian president, was indicted over allegations of falsifying his COVID-vaccination status, with other future indictments potentially in store.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: As far as humanity is concerned, the transformation of our seas is "effectively permanent," Marina Koren writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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The Mothers Who Aren't Waiting to Give Their Children Cystic-Fibrosis Drugs

By Sarah Zhang

At six months pregnant, Sonja Lee Finnegan flew from Switzerland to France to buy $20,000 worth of drugs from a person she had never met. The drug she was after, Trikafta, is legal in Switzerland and approved for cystic fibrosis, a rare genetic disease that fills the lungs with thick mucus. Finnegan could not get it from a doctor, because she herself does not have cystic fibrosis. But the baby she was carrying inside her does, and she wanted to start him on the Trikafta as early as possible--before he was even born ...
 The drugs are officially approved for CF patients as young as 2, but a handful of enterprising mothers in the United States have gotten it prescribed off-label, to treat children diagnosed in the womb. Where doctors are more cautious, mothers are still pushing the limits of when to start the drugs.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Don't tell America the babysitter's dead.
 	The worst argument for youth transition
 	War-gaming for democracy
 	The dead-enders of the Reagan-era GOP
 	A glowing petunia could radicalize your view of plants.




Culture Break
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Spectate. Caitlin Clark's remarkable season of women's college basketball is all the more notable for the number of people watching it, Alex Kirshner writes.

Watch. Feud: Capote vs. the Swans (out now on Hulu) depicts the dramatic falling-out between Truman Capote and his socialite friends after he exposed their secrets in a magazine tell-all.

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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/03/how-america-got-scammed/677810/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Putin's Nuclear Theatrics

The Kremlin continues its clumsy nuclear games with threats to send Russian weapons to Belarus.

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.


Last spring, Russian President Vladimir Putin said he would station nuclear weapons in neighboring Belarus. Evidence suggests that this move is imminent, but it is strategically meaningless.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why Oregon's drug decriminalization failed
 	DNA tests are uncovering the true prevalence of incest.
 	Is the destruction of Gaza making Israel any safer?
 	Jake Tapper: Finally, justice for C. J. Rice




Cold War Games

Last week, Foreign Policy reported that Putin was in the process of making good on his announcement from last spring to station Russian nuclear arms in Belarus, thus putting Russia's nuclear-strike forces that much closer to both Ukraine and NATO. Foreign Policy attributed the news to "Western officials," but so far, only Lithuania's defense minister has offered a public confirmation. Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko claimed in December that weapons had arrived in his country, but no public evidence confirmed that assertion, and so far, no Western governments or intelligence services have commented on this news.

What intelligence analysts are likely seeing at a base they've been watching in the Belarusian town of Asipovichy, however, are the kinds of preparations one might expect when nuclear weapons are on the move. Nuclear warheads cannot just be stashed in an armory; their presence requires special infrastructure measures (fences, guard units, and other signs) that are relatively easy to spot.

If this news is confirmed--and it is certainly possible it will be--how much would such a move change the situation in Europe, and especially Russia's danger to the North Atlantic Alliance? And why would Putin do this at all?

The answer to the first question, as I wrote last spring, is that moving short-range nuclear missiles means virtually nothing as a military issue. Right now Russia can hit anything it wants in Europe or North America without shuffling around a single weapon. The Kremlin has options to attack NATO bases with small weapons launched over a matter of a few hundred miles, or it could destroy New York and Washington with city-killing warheads launched from the heart of Russia. (The U.S. and NATO have the same options against Russia, and the same kinds of weapons.) As Rose Gottemoeller, the former deputy secretary-general of NATO, told Foreign Policy, moving Russian nuclear arms into Belarus "does not change the threat environment at all."

This may seem counterintuitive: How can moving nuclear weapons closer to NATO have so little effect on the overall threat to the West? In purely military terms, the answer lies in the nature of nuclear weapons and the systems Russia has deployed for years in the region.

Nuclear weapons are not merely super-artillery with better range and more destructive power. Mounted on short-range missiles, it doesn't matter where they begin their journey; the target nation will see them only after launch and have no chance of evading what is about to happen in only a few minutes. A missile from Russia or a missile from Belarus makes no difference; Russia already borders Ukraine and NATO, and moving some short-range missiles further west into another nation that shares the same borders is, in a strictly military sense, meaningless.

More to the point, no matter where those launches come from, they can happen only with Putin's finger on the trigger in Moscow. If Russia has placed nuclear arms in Belarus, it confirms only that Belarus really is one of Putin's imperial holdings, and that Lukashenko is little more than a Kremlin subcontractor whose power is mostly limited to abusing Belarusians. (Consider the fate of the mutinous Russian military contractor Yevgeny Prigozhin, who rebelled against Putin and then apparently relied on Lukashenko's word in a deal for safe passage in the summer of 2023. He was later assassinated anyway when Putin's regime blew Prigozhin from the sky as he flew over Russia, according to U.S. intelligence.)

Besides, if Putin means to start and fight (and die in) a nuclear war, he needs nothing from Lukashenko, and he gains nothing from moving some of his nuclear arsenal to Belarus. If anything, the Kremlin is buying itself some extra security and transportation headaches by moving nukes around--and doing so under the prying eyes of multiple Western intelligence agencies. It's not a smart play, but neither was the decision to mount a full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

Why, then, is Putin doing this?

Putin is a product both of the Soviet political system in which he grew up and the Cold War that ended in the defeat of his beloved U.S.S.R. He is counting on anything involving the phrase nuclear weapons to provoke sweaty teeth-clenching in the West, because that's how it was done in the Bad Old Days. During the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet Union used nuclear weapons to signal seriousness and commitment. (In 1973, for example, the Nixon administration increased America's nuclear-alert status to warn the Kremlin off sending Soviet troops to intervene in the Yom Kippur War.)

And because Putin is not a particularly insightful strategist, he probably believes that deploying short-range missiles in Belarus will serve as a kind of Jedi hand-wave that will intimidate the West and make Russia seem strong and willing to take risks. But he is drawing the wrong lessons from the Cold War: The U.S. positioned nuclear weapons in allied nations far forward in Western Europe not only to emphasize the shared risks of the alliance but also because advancing Soviet forces would place NATO in a use-or-lose nuclear dilemma. Putting nuclear weapons in the path of a Soviet invasion was a deterrent strategy meant to warn Moscow that Western commanders, facing rapid defeat, might have to launch before being overrun.

No one, however, is going to invade Belarus anytime soon. No matter what happens in Ukraine, Russia's weapons will rot in their bunkers in Asipovichy unless Putin decides to use them. And if he makes that decision, then he--and the world--will have bigger issues to deal with than whether Alexander Lukashenko is bravely joining the defense of the Russian Motherland. (Lukashenko claims he has a veto over the use of the Russian weapons. Fat chance.) At that point, Putin will have chosen national (and personal) suicide, and once again, some nuclear missiles in Belarus aren't going to matter that much. But Putin and his circle--many of whom lived at least part-time in the West with their families before sanctions and travel bans were imposed--almost certainly fear that outcome as much as anyone else does. (Even many of the stoic Soviet generals, it turns out, were riven by such fears, as any rational human being would be.)

I was one of the people who two years ago cautioned the West against doing anything that would allow Putin to escalate his way out of his disastrous bungles and string of defeats in Ukraine. A nuclear giant fighting a neighbor on the border of a nuclear-armed alliance is inherently dangerous, even if no one wants a wider war. But where this Belarus nuclear caper is concerned, the U.S. and NATO should undertake two clear responses: First, they should roll their eyes at Putin's clumsy nuclear theatrics. Second, they should step up aid to Ukraine.

Related:

	Putin's rabble of "thin-necked henchmen"
 	What's happening in Russia is not an election.




Today's News

	Donald Trump and his co-defendants could not make the $464 million bond in their New York civil fraud case after failing to find an insurance company that would underwrite the bond, according to Trump's lawyers.
 	Putin won his fifth term in an election that was widely denounced for having an undemocratic process; he will lead Russia for another six years.
 	The Biden administration finalized a ban on the last type of asbestos that is still known to be used in some roofing materials, textiles, cement, and automotive parts in the United States. The ban set a phaseout timeline for usage in manufacturing that will take more than a decade.




Evening Read
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Scientists Are Moving Forests North

By John Tibbetts

On a brisk September morning, Brian Palik's footfalls land quietly on a path in flickering light, beneath a red-pine canopy in Minnesota's iconic Northwoods. A mature red pine, also called Norway pine, is a tall, straight overstory tree that thrives in cold winters and cool summers. It's the official Minnesota state tree and a valued target of its timber industry.
 But red pine's days of dominance here could fade.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What Caitlin Clark's fans are missing
 	Kanye's creepy comeback
 	Josh Barro: Sonia Sotomayor should retire now.
 	A suspicious pattern alarming the Ukrainian military
 	The drama kings of tech
 	Why Biden's pro-worker stance isn't working
 	"All we must do is survive four years."




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



Read. Hwang Bo-reum's debut novel, Welcome to the Hyunam-dong Bookshop, follows a character who quits her corporate job to open a bookstore--only to discover that resisting the culture of work takes work too.

Try this tip. Atlantic staff writer Charlie Warzel recently met a friend who gave him a key piece of advice on the smart way to order good wine at a restaurant.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Speaking of nuclear weapons--and I wish we weren't--it's important to understand how the Cold War shaped the arms race and produced the nuclear systems and strategies that are still with us today. I will immodestly suggest taking a look at the new Netflix documentary series Turning Point: The Bomb and the Cold War. I say "immodestly" because I'm in most of the episodes; in my previous life, I was a professor at the Naval War College, and I've written books about the Cold War, Russia, and nuclear weapons. (And unlike in my Emmy-snubbed star turn in Succession, I actually speak in Turning Point.) The series has several experts and former policy makers in it, and some fascinating archival footage.

Those of us who participated would probably disagree here and there on some of the points in the series, but that's part of what makes it worth watching, especially if you pair it with a good general history of the Cold War. I would suggest something by John Gaddis or Odd Arne Westad, among others, but on nuclear issues, there's no better and more readable history than John Newhouse's War and Peace in the Nuclear Age, which was the companion volume to a PBS series many years ago. It's out of print now, but used copies are still available online.

-- Tom



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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/03/putins-nuclear-theatrics/677798/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Smart Way to Order Good Wine

Culture and entertainment musts from Charlie Warzel

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 Charlie Warzel, a staff writer and the author of the Galaxy Brain newsletter. He has reported on the information dystopia embodied by the recent Kate Middleton scandal, last year's chaos at OpenAI, and his night inside the Sphere, in Las Vegas.

Charlie is a semi-lapsed prestige-TV watcher who found his love for the genre reinvigorated by the fifth season of Fargo, which he calls "harrowing, bizarre ... totally propulsive." He's also a jam-band guy (Goose is his current fascination) and a golf guy who enjoys bingeing YouTube videos of amateur golfers.

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The Great American Novels
 	The terrible costs of a phone-based childhood
 	America's long history of secret adoption




The Culture Survey: Charlie Warzel

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: I took some time away from prestige TV in order to catch up on Oscar movies this winter, so it was with some trepidation that I agreed to watch the fifth season of Fargo (I hadn't seen the first four, but the narrative changes each year, so you can drop in anew). It's probably the best season of TV I've seen in some time. The showrunners succeed in something extremely difficult: The season is somehow funny, harrowing, bizarre, and poignant. And totally propulsive. Most important, it does the original Fargo justice. [Related: The character that breathed new life into Fargo]

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: The most special kind of novel, in my opinion, is one that will rip you out of a reading funk. In December, I was in a total rut--unmotivated to read and floundering in three or so novels that weren't really doing it for me. And then I picked up North Woods, by Daniel Mason, and tore through it in a day or so. It's a beautiful, haunting, and at times hilarious story of a house and a piece of land in New England, told over generations. It rekindled my desire to grab a book instead of a smartphone, which is the highest compliment I can give. As for nonfiction, I found a copy of Patrick Radden Keefe's Rogues in a leave-a-book-take-a-book hotel library and fell in love. It's an anthology of Keefe's best New Yorker stories, many about criminals and shady dealings. As a magazine writer myself, I find his work astounding--deeply reported nonfiction that always reads like a thriller. The wine-forgery piece is a delight.

A good recommendation I recently received: One of the best things to happen to me in recent memory is making friends who are significantly older than I am. In 2022, my partner and I met some people on a bike trip who are in their 60s (I'm 35), and they're constantly helping me learn how to live. One of these friends used to work in the wine industry and shared a great nugget of wisdom. He said that restaurants tend to mark up the wines in the middle tier of a wine list, in part because people are afraid of looking cheap, so they go for the middle and end up paying too much. If you want a great bottle of wine, he said, you need to splurge. But if you're not a snob, the cheapest thing is often as good as, if not better than, the stuff that's medium-priced. I love these kinds of tips, because they make me feel way smarter than I am. [Related: What 3,700-year-old wine tasted like]

A musical artist who means a lot to me: Please don't make fun of me, but I'm a jam-band guy. A few years ago, I stumbled upon Goose, a bunch of young guys who are seen as the next great American jam band. But here's the thing--their studio albums absolutely slap too. They recently split up with their drummer, and lots of people were worried they'd lose the magic. But last month, they announced a new tour, and it's been really fascinating to watch them introduce their new drummer. They recently released two long jam-session videos on YouTube, and it's so fun to see the new energy. Their most recent studio album is a true indie banger that even my partner (not into jam bands) loves.

An online creator that I'm a fan of: I'm going to follow up my jam-band confession with another one: I'm a golf sicko. Love it; can't get enough of it. And my security-blanket YouTube binges usually involve a lot of forgettable amateur golfers. One big exception is a series called Strapped, by No Laying Up. It centers on two friends, Neil and Big Randy, who go on various three-day golf trips--but the catch is that they have only $500 to spend on food, golf, and lodging. What started off almost five years ago as a low-budget experiment has turned into one of the best travel shows anywhere. Like any good art or entertainment, the series transcends the original premise and is really about friendship, getting outside your comfort zone, and exploring new places. The most recent two seasons ("South Carolina" and "Spring Training") are phenomenal, hilarious bits of storytelling. Can't recommend it enough, even if you hate golf (especially if you hate golf)!

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: I grew up outside Philadelphia, but my whole family is from Cleveland, and I go back there for the holidays. This year, we spent a Saturday afternoon at the Cleveland Museum of Art, and ... sheesh. There was a cool Chinese-art feature and a great Degas exhibit of his paintings of Parisian laundresses, but, honestly, the permanent collections are astounding. I will admit to being a snob and thinking that Cleveland was going to underwhelm on the art front, but it punches way above its weight. It's an incredibly underrated city when it comes to culture and food.



The Week Ahead

	Palm Royale, a comedy series starring Kristen Wiig and Laura Dern about a woman fighting to break into Palm Beach high society (premieres Wednesday on Apple TV+)
 	Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire, a movie featuring new and old Ghostbusters who unite to save the world from a second ice age (in theaters Friday)
 	The Black Box: Writing the Race, by Henry Louis Gates, a book that explores how Black writers have helped shape a common understanding of Black identity in America (out Tuesday)




Essay


Toby Melville / AFP / Getty



The Eternal Scrutiny of Kate Middleton

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The pleasure of judging a pop star
 	The artisans who are still making clothes in America
 	Do animals have fun?
 	What do crossword puzzles really test?
 	A bloody retelling of Huckleberry Finn
 	Why that big Abbott Elementary cameo made so much sense
 	The cowardice of Guernica
 	Love Lies Bleeding is a Coen brothers thriller on steroids.
 	Why does romance now feel like work?
 	A seriously silly Oscars moment




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	America will be fine without TikTok.
 	The real lessons of the Alabama IVF ruling
 	How Hur misled the country on Biden's memory




Photo Album


Palestinian children wait to receive food cooked by a charity kitchen amid shortages of food supplies. (Mohammed Salem / Reuters)



The United Nations is warning that famine in Gaza is "almost inevitable." These images show Palestinians' struggle to find food, clean water, and medicine.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How to Teach the Thrill of Reading

Attention spans, attitudes, and education all affect the way we read.

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.


This week, The Atlantic published its list of the 136 most significant American novels of the past century. "Our goal was to single out 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," my colleagues wrote in their introduction. "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.'"

That last line reminded me of the serendipity that's always at play when we pick up a book. Happening upon the right words at the right moment, and in the right frame of mind, isn't easy; when all those pieces fall into place, it can feel like a fragile victory, almost magic. Today's reading list explores how our attention spans, attitudes, and education affect the way we read--and how to bring yourself closer to the reading experience you might want.



On Reading

Why Some People Become Lifelong Readers

By Joe Pinsker

A lot rides on how parents present the activity to their kids.

Read the article.

How to Show Kids the Joy of Reading

By Natalie Wexler

In her 28 years of teaching, Deloris Fowler had seen educational reforms come and go. Then one of them surprised her.

Read the article.

Seven Books That Will Make You Put Down Your Phone

By Bekah Waalkes

These titles self-consciously aim to grab their reader's attention.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Against counting the books you read: The number of titles you finish in a year says little about your actual reading habits, Emma Sarappo writes.
 	The great fracturing of American attention: In 2022, Megan Garber explored why resisting distraction is one of the foundational challenges of this moment.




Other Diversions

	Crows are the new pigeons.
 	Dad culture has nothing to do with parenting.
 	Want close friendships? Move away from your friends. (From 2022)




P.S.

In 2016, James Hamblin explored how black text written on a white background--in other words, the standard style of a book--may not actually be the best way for the human brain to take in information. That format "persists today out of tradition, not because of some innate tendency of the human brain to process information in this way," he wrote.

-- Isabel
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The TV Shows That Don't Solve Their Mysteries

<em>True Detective</em> was the last straw: I'm done with the mystery-box genre.

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.


It's Friday, and we've probably all had enough of political news, so instead I'm going to gripe about the decline of my favorite kind of television: "mystery box" shows that center on a secret or a conspiracy. The conceit has gotten out of control.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The earthquake that could shatter Netanyahu's coalition
 	The real lessons of the Alabama IVF ruling
 	A civil-war movie with no one worth cheering




Show Us the Monster

This article contains spoilers for True Detective, Lost, Dark, Jericho, Stranger Things, Timeless, and a few other shows that are so old that you already know how they end.

In 1996, the Fox network exploited our worries about the coming of the year 2000 with a show titled Millennium, and it was, initially, superb. Millennium followed the adventures of a possibly psychic former FBI agent who seemed to be on the trail of a rising tide of mayhem sparked by the approaching new era. But Millennium wasn't a crime procedural: Something huge was going on in the show, something that involved demons, a shadowy group (maybe Nazis, maybe not) searching for chunks of the cross of Jesus Christ, and deranged killers shouting things like "The thousand years is over!"

It was, in short, a "mystery box" show: a series built around a paradox or a secret or an unknown event. I loved it--until it was canceled before its writers ever told us what the hell was really going on.

Lately, such shows have started to test my patience by stringing me along without explaining very much. The most recent season of True Detective was the last straw.

I know, I know. Almost everyone loved Jodie Foster and Kali Reis in True Detective, and they were great. The show lured us in with a horrifying mystery: a "corpsicle" of naked, mutilated, frozen bodies in the Alaskan snow. Characters began to see ghosts. The dead spoke to the living. Body parts showed up in a mysterious lab. And after several episodes, we finally learned ...

Nothing. We learned nothing. The frozen guys had been made to strip and go freeze to death at gunpoint by some local women for a bad thing they had done earlier. The end.

If you watched the series, you might have been among the many people yelling, "What about the tongue on the floor?" I imagine the writers would answer that True Detective is more than a mystery: It's a character study, a view into the lives of Indigenous women, a meditation on death and darkness and other Deep Questions.

Yes, yes, that's all very important. But what about the tongue on the floor?

This is now the umpteenth time I've fallen for a show that promises dark secrets and a big reveal but tells me very little. If you have a monster lurking about, you should show us the monster, as the old rule of horror movies once decreed. And if there's a mythology behind the series, then the writers should keep faith with the viewers and be consistent about it.

I never liked Lost, for example, because I had a sneaking suspicion that a lot of the strange events around the castaways meant exactly nothing. And sure enough, the writers later admitted that once Lost was picked up as a series, they started just sort of winging it. (One writer put it rather bluntly, according to a friend: "We literally just think of the weirdest most fucked up thing and write it and we're never going to pay it off.")

Even the venerable classic The X-Files meandered around so much in its own labyrinth that the show eventually released a feature film as a kind of explainer. (Yes, the aliens are real and trying to colonize Earth.) More recent shows begin with an intriguing premise and then, in True Detective fashion, drag us into melodrama while forgetting to explain the world around the characters. I tried, for example, to watch Silo, about a future in which people live in ... well, a giant silo. By the end of the first season, I was bored out of my mind; oddly enough, I was very curious about why people were living in a silo. (In theory, it's because the Earth is an environmental disaster--but also, maybe not.)

The problem of stretching the plot to accommodate another season afflicts shows that would be masterpieces if they were allowed to have a natural ending. The German series Dark--whose time-travel plot defies a short description--was wonderfully thought-provoking until its third season. I can't spoil it for you, because I have no idea what happened. Even the terrific British show Bodies (which has a nearly perfect exposition of the paradoxes of time travel) couldn't resist leaving a door open in literally the last 10 seconds of its final episode, a move that upended all the plot resolutions that preceded it.

I have not forgiven Stranger Things, a show whose first seasons were amazingly good, for pulling this same trick. Stranger Things was an example of how to do mystery-box TV right; it revealed, episode by episode, that a small town in Indiana in the early 1980s was the secret location of a U.S.-government program to use children as astral-projecting spies against the U.S.S.R. The evil nerd scientists, however, also opened a rip into an alternate dimension full of powerful monsters. Oops.

The local kids who figured this out had to save the world, and they did. Well, except at the very end of its fourth season, when the world wasn't really saved, and the finale basically said: To figure all this out, tune in for Season Five, coming in a year or two--or maybe more! I nearly threw my remote at the television.

Some of these shows seem to realize rather suddenly that they need to explain a few things and wrap it all up. I was fascinated by Jericho, about a small town trying to survive after nuclear bombs wiped out 23 American cities. Who did it, and why? We finally get answers in some rushed, we'd-better-clear-up-the-plot episodes. (Turns out it was a cabal within the government, people who ... Oh, who cares.)

Early pioneers of the genre were more structured. The Fugitive was a mystery box--who really murdered the protagonist's wife?--and in a season finale that broke viewing records at the time, we got to see the monster, the actual killer, along with a sensible explanation of the plot. In the short-lived 1967 series The Invaders, the "architect David Vincent," in an early-X-Files-type plot, stumbles upon an alien ship, but his battles each week with the Invaders follow a sensible progression, and he actually succeeds in converting others to the truth. Fifty years later, the NBC time-travel show Timeless replicated the chase-and-fight pattern as a team of heroes pursued a bad guy with a time machine through history. Why did he do it? Timeless's finale resolved this and other questions.

But no show did the mystery box better than the series Counterpart, which ran for two seasons on Starz. The short version is that in the late 1980s, East German scientists--this time, the dangerous nerds are Communist brainiacs--accidentally open a passage into a parallel universe, identical to ours in every way up until the two worlds made contact. What follows is some of the most thoughtful and well-conceived television I've ever seen; even the smallest details eventually make sense. (I wondered, for example, why their computer monitors were still clunky CRTs and not flat-screens like ours. There's a reason.)

When Counterpart ended, it rewarded attentive viewers with both resolutions and a depressing peek at the future of both worlds. It never violated its own internal consistency or made a sucker out of the viewer, and that's all I ask. We live in a golden age of television, and I love these limited-run offerings. But please, writers--don't make me feel like the kids in Scotland who showed up for that Wonka experience and instead found some posters in a warehouse. If you're going to lead me in with a secret, tell me the secret. Sooner or later, you have to show me the monster.

Related:

	Why the puzzle-box sci-fi of Severance works
 	The powerful, unlikely force shaping modern TV




Today's News

	A judge delayed Donald Trump's Manhattan criminal trial until at least mid-April after his lawyers and the district attorney's office received a large quantity of records. The judge will hold a hearing on March 25 to determine if a further delay is needed.
 	Special Prosecutor Nathan Wade, who had a relationship with Fani Willis, the lead prosecutor on Trump's Georgia criminal case, resigned after a judge ruled that Willis could stay on the case if Wade left.
 	In an interview on Fox News, former Vice President Mike Pence declined to endorse Donald Trump for president.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Over the past few months, The Atlantic compiled a list of the greatest American novels. Gal Beckerman discusses how we did it.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


TIZIANA FABI / AFP / Getty



Crows Are the New Pigeons

By Tove Danovich

Every night as dusk falls in Portland, Oregon, the sky fills with birds. While workers make their way from the city center toward their homes, crows leave the suburban lawns where they've spent the day picking for grubs to fly downtown. They swirl across the river in large groups, cawing as they go. A community science project recently recorded 22,370 crows spread out downtown--about twice as many as the number of people who lay their heads in that neighborhood.
 Across North America, crow populations have been declining for decades. But crows appear to be flocking to cities more than ever before.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	D.C.'s crime problem is a democracy problem.
 	How long should a species stay on life support?




Culture Break


Jesse Lenz



Wonder. Jesse Lenz's new collection of photographs, The Seraphim, shows the rhythms of life and nature through the lens of childhood.

Read. "Saint Dismas," a short story by Jared Lemus: "We wanted drivers who were willing to spend money to get dirt off their car but not smart enough to keep us from looking inside."

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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Choosing America's Greatest Novels

<em>The Atlantic</em> assembled a list of 136 works of fiction that we consider to be the most significant of the past 100 years.

by Gal Beckerman




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


The idea of a settled canon, one that towers Mount Rushmore-like above us, is boring. I'll admit that some books and authors, after enough centuries have passed and their influence seems without question, should have their names etched in stone (although even The Iliad and Shakespeare can occasionally stir up a fight). But our sense of which novels matter most is otherwise always fluid--what was once tasteful is now tedious; a colorful character now just seems offensive. The process of thinking through what speaks to us today, and what will likely speak to readers a century from today, is much more exciting than staring up at those established greats: You're making a wager. My colleagues and I felt this way over the past few months as we undertook the challenging, thrilling task of assembling a list of the great American novels--136 works of fiction that we consider to be the most significant of the past 100 years.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The cowardice of Guernica
 	What do crossword puzzles really test?
 	Tana French has broken the detective novel
 	A bloody retelling of Huckleberry Finn


We wanted to capture a canon in flux, so we chose to focus on only the past century, a period that begins when modernism opened up new possibilities for the novel, and one that would also give us a chance to make some surprising contemporary choices. American literature, besides being our literature, also provided a particularly good source for this sort of exercise, because America, by nature, is also always in flux--our culture is constantly renegotiating what it means to be American, and as each new generation has turned to novels to express itself, it has remade the form in turn.

Surely, this list will provoke arguments and hand-wringing. Bring it on! We're looking to open a door, not close one. Our objective was to provoke a conversation and give readers a chance to look back at a century of phenomenal novels (and maybe discover some new ones). Don't miss the contributions from the novelists, critics, and academics who helped us, such as Rumaan Alam on Paul Beatty's The Sellout, Merve Emre on Saul Bellow's The Adventures of Augie March, Ed Park on Charles Portis's The Dog of the South, George Packer on Zora Neale Hurston's Their Eyes Were Watching God ... I could go on and on. Enjoy, debate, and, most important, read!




Illustration by Sarah Schulte



The Great American Novels

By The Atlantic Culture Desk

136 books that made America think

Read the full article.



What to Read

Born Standing Up, by Steve Martin

In this memoir, the writer and actor Steve Martin traces the rapid rise and decisive end of his career as a stand-up comic. His famously oddball act--which drew on props such as balloon hats and bananas--bore fruit faster, and on a bigger scale, than he could have imagined. It culminated in grueling arena tours that were so far from the sense of play and surprise that had brought him to the form in the first place that he decided to quit. Martin's decision is bittersweet--he finds tremendous relief in escaping the exhaustion of the road and the isolation of fame, though he writes of the "war years" with a grudging affection. Because we see how much he wants comedic eminence and how deeply it shaped his childhood aspirations, we also understand the size of his sacrifice. But he was able to parlay his fame into a film career, which has been even more successful than his career in stand-up was. By quitting at what seemed like his peak, Martin prompts his readers to consider whether material reward alone is reason to continue chasing a goal. What harmful patterns might it be keeping you bound to--and could there be freedom, or even greater heights, in letting it go?  -- Tajja Isen

From our list: What to read when you're feeling ambitious





Out Next Week

? The Black Box: Writing the Race, by Henry Louis Gates Jr.

? The Morningside, by Tea Obreht


? James, by Percival Everett




Your Weekend Read
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Why Does Romance Now Feel Like Work?

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.

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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        Photos: Spring in Bloom (20 photos)
        Tuesday marked the first day of spring, and the Northern Hemisphere has begun to warm, with flowers and trees in bloom. Gathered below is a small collection of images from recent weeks in North America, Asia, and Europe, of people enjoying flowering fields and trees--signs of warmer days to come.
        
        
            
                
            
            
                The Washington Monument is seen on March 18, 2024, from the Tidal Basin amid cherry blossoms, which enter their pe...

      

      
        Valencia's Fallas Festival: Welcoming Spring with Fire (18 photos)
        For hundreds of years, residents of Valencia, Spain, have celebrated the arrival of spring and paid tribute to San Jose, the patron saint of the carpenters' guild, by building and then ceremonially burning huge monuments made of wood, cardboard, and paper. The monuments, or fallas, consist of ninots, or figures, many of which are caricatures that portray current events and celebrities. The two-week-long festival features parades, fireworks, and fiestas, and ends with the burning of hundreds of fa...
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            Tuesday marked the first day of spring, and the Northern Hemisphere has begun to warm, with flowers and trees in bloom. Gathered below is a small collection of images from recent weeks in North America, Asia, and Europe, of people enjoying flowering fields and trees--signs of warmer days to come.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Warm sunlight on cherry blossoms, with the Washington Monument visible in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Washington Monument is seen on March 18, 2024, from the Tidal Basin amid cherry blossoms, which enter their peak bloom this week in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: An elevated view of a crowd of people walking beneath a canopy of blooming trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit blooming plum blossoms in Chongqing, China, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated train passes through blooming plum blossoms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A train passes through blooming plum blossoms in Chongqing on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: Tourists pose for photos in front of a wall of bright blooming bougainvillea flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists pose for photos with blooming bougainvillea flowers in Huizhou, in China's Guangdong province, on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: A cat wearing a small blanket sits in a blooming plum tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pet cat perches on a branch near its owner among blooming plum blossoms on Meihua Mountain in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China, on March 2, 2024.
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                [image: Trees in a park are seen in bloom, with a city skyline beyond.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Blooming Handroanthus chrysanthus trees are seen in the Wind Chime Valley of Qingxiu Mountain, in Nanning, China, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: People take pictures beneath illuminated cherry blossom trees at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take pictures beneath illuminated cherry-blossom trees in Kawazu, Shizuoka Prefecture, Japan, on February 20, 2024.
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                Yellow desert sunflowers grow as wildflowers begin to bloom in Anza-Borrego Desert State Park, in California, after a record-setting wet winter, seen on March 20, 2024.
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                [image: A photographer kneels low to the ground to take a photo of wildflowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes photos in a field of yellow desert sunflowers as wildflowers begin to bloom in California's Anza-Borrego Desert State Park on March 20, 2024.
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                [image: A small bird perches on a flowering tree branch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A white-eye bird perches on a branch of early-flowering Ookanzakura cherry blossoms at Ueno Park in Tokyo, on March 8, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Issei Kato / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A couple and their dog take a selfie beneath flowering cherry blossom trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple and their dog take pictures beneath the Kawazu cherry-blossom trees in Japan's Shizuoka Prefecture on February 20, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a flowering cherry tree]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The cherry tree nicknamed "Stumpy" is in full bloom at the Tidal Basin on March 18, 2024, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: People ride in a paddle boat past cherry blossoms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride in a paddle boat past cherry blossoms in the Tidal Basin in Washington, D.C., on March 17, 2024.
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                [image: A woman in Kimono poses in front of mimosa and cherry blossom trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman in a kimono poses in front of mimosa and cherry-blossom trees in Tokyo on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: Three women pose for a selfie in a field of tall yellow flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists pose in a blooming field at Xinhua Village in China's Jiangxi province, on March 7, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of cherry blossoms]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry blossoms bloom around the D.C. Tidal Basin, seen on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A row of cherry trees in bloom in a park along a waterfront]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry trees bloom along the Tidal Basin on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: People walk past rows of blooming tulips.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit a field of blooming tulips at a scenic area in Chongqing, China, on March 1, 2024.
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                [image: A butterfly perches on a flower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A butterfly perches on a flower in a fruit tree in Kirklareli, Turkey, on February 27, 2024.
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                [image: A couple relaxes in a field of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple relaxes in a field of yellow desert sunflowers in California's Anza-Borrego Desert State Park on March 20, 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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        Valencia's Fallas Festival: Welcoming Spring with Fire
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            For hundreds of years, residents of Valencia, Spain, have celebrated the arrival of spring and paid tribute to San Jose, the patron saint of the carpenters' guild, by building and then ceremonially burning huge monuments made of wood, cardboard, and paper. The monuments, or fallas, consist of ninots, or figures, many of which are caricatures that portray current events and celebrities. The two-week-long festival features parades, fireworks, and fiestas, and ends with the burning of hundreds of fallas, signifying cleansing and renewal.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two large sculptures of doves are consumed by flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the burning Falla del Ayuntamiento, a 20-meter-long monument built of wood and cardboard, during the Fallas festival, in Valencia, Spain, on March 19, 2024. The dove figures signify a demand for peace in Gaza and Ukraine.
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                [image: Two people work on a pair of large human sculptures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers prepare ninots, or giant figures, ahead of the traditional Fallas festival, in Valencia, on March 15, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd gathers in a city square to look at a large sculpture of two doves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather around a falla to watch the traditional "Mascleta" (fireworks show) during the Fallas festival on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A person takes a photo of a life-size tiger figurine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take pictures of colorful ninots during the Fallas festival, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A group of skeleton figurines dressed in military uniforms from many countries and ages]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ninots, as part of a falla, are pictured in Valencia on March 16, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a large pair of dove figures]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A detail of the Falla del Ayuntamiento, seen on March 17, 2024
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                [image: A large installation composed of multiple human and mythical figures in a city square]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Many ninots appear in a falla in Valencia on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A figurine that looks vaguely like a seated Albert Einstein]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A ninot is displayed in the streets before being burned during the annual Fallas festival, on March 15, 2024.
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                [image: Several large figures of humans, caricatures, and mythical beings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Detail of a falla, seen in Valencia on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing a horned mask carries a staff in a dark street with many fiery sparks in the air beyond them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person in costume during the Cavalcada del Foc (Cavalcade of Fire) of the Fallas 2024, on March 19, 2024. The Cavalcada del Foc--a parade with a spectacle of light, fire, and gunpowder that runs through the streets of downtown Valencia--is full of symbols of Valencian heritage, such as fire beasts and other fantastical creatures.
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                [image: Fireworks explode above a city square, with two large dove statues in the foreground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of Falla del Ayuntamiento, with fireworks erupting overhead on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Fireworks explode beside the head of a large human figurine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A ninot burns during the last day of the Fallas festival, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Large caricature figurines burn in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ninots burn on the last night of the Fallas festival, in Valencia.
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                [image: Ten children, dressed in traditional clothing, pose for a photo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children dressed in traditional clothing attend the Fallas festival on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Fire consumes a large sculpture made of wood and cardboard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A picture taken on March 19, 2024, shows ninots burning on the last night of the Fallas festival.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jose Jordan / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Fire consumes a human figurine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire consumes a ninot during the Fallas festival, in Valencia.
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                [image: Two firefighters hold a hose, spraying water near a large burning sculpture.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters work during the crema of the Falla del Ayuntamiento, on March 19, 2024, in Valencia.
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                [image: Three girls wearing traditional clothing embrace beside a pile of ash and glowing embers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Girls embrace one another beside the glowing ashes of burned giant sculptures on the last day of the Fallas festival, in Valencia, Spain, on March 19, 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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