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        The Trolls Who Attack Dog Fosters
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        Lucchese is not the world's cutest dog. Picked up as a stray somewhere in Texas, he is scruffy and, as one person aptly observed online, looks a little like Steve Buscemi. (It's the eyes.)Isabel Klee, a professional influencer in New York City, had agreed to keep Lucchese, or Luc, until he found a forever home. Fosters such as Klee help move dogs out of loud and stressful shelters so they can relax and socialize before moving into a forever home. (The foster can then take on a new dog, and the pr...

      

      
        Solving a Century-Old Byline Mystery
        Shan Wang

        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."Do you like to know whom a book's by?" E. M. Forster asks in a 1925 essay on the question of anonymity in literature and journalism. The practice is fine in fiction, he argues, but not in news writing. Forster, however, wasn't in charge: His essay, which appeared in the November 1925 issue of The Atlantic, was followed by an article by...

      

      
        I Just Want a Normal Drink
        Yasmin Tayag

        Recently, a balmy spring day left me feeling parched. I needed a beverage--stat!--and had forgotten my water bottle at home. I ducked into a nearby CVS to pick up a drink.The choices were so overwhelming, I nearly forgot my thirst. The drink aisle included a bevy of the usual thirst-quenching options--and some that looked like they belonged in an apothecary rather than next to the LaCroix. Row upon row of multicolored cans and bottles held drinks with purposes beyond mere hydration and flavor. Some ...

      

      
        The Atlantic Tops 1 Million Subscriptions and Reaches Profitability
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic now has more than 1 million subscriptions and is profitable, surpassing two goals that the company set several years ago. In an email to The Atlantic's staff, quoted in part below, Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg and CEO Nicholas Thompson announce this news.

Overall revenue is up more than 10 percent year over year; advertising booked year-to-date is also up 33 percent year over year. Subscriptions to The Atlantic have increased by double-digit percentages in each of the past four ...

      

      
        Too Few Americans Are Eating a Remarkable Fruit
        Zoe Schlanger

        Someplace in the lush backroads of San Sebastian, in western Puerto Rico, my friend Carina pulled the car over. At a crest in the road stood a breadfruit tree, full of basketball-size, lime-green fruits, knobbled and prehistoric, like a dinosaur egg covered in ostrich leather. One had recently fallen. I jumped out to scoop it up, thinking about the breadfruit tostones we would make that afternoon. We'd fry chunks of the white, spongy flesh, then smash them with the back of a cast-iron pan, then f...

      

      
        The Patron Saint of Political Violence
        Gal Beckerman

        Some ideas exist so far beyond one's own moral boundaries that to hear them articulated out loud, unabashedly, is to experience something akin to awe. That's how I felt, anyway, when I watched the video of a Cornell professor speaking at a rally a week after Hamas's October 7 attack. "It was exhilarating!" he shouted. "It was energizing!" The mass murder and rape and kidnapping of Israelis on that day had already been well documented. I saw an atrocity; he saw renewal and life. Gazans, he exclaim...

      

      
        Trump Media Is the New Bed Bath & Beyond
        James Surowiecki

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.After the stock-market frenzy that ensued when Trump Media & Technology Group started trading on Tuesday (under the ticker symbol DJT), one thing is almost certainly true: Donald Trump is now the chairman of the most overvalued company on Nasdaq.  Trump Media had a grand total of $3.4 million in revenue in the first nine months of 2023, against more than $10 million in operating losses. Its only product is Truth Social, T...

      

      
        Middle Names Reveal More Than You Think
        Michael Waters

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In 2011, demographic researchers across America realized something surprising: Census forms had a lot of spots left blank. When one person fills it out for the whole household, they might skip certain sections--especially the middle-name column. Sixty percent of people left out the middle names of their extended family members, and nearly 80 percent omitted those of roommates they weren't related to. Responden...

      

      
        U.S. Support for Israel's War Has Become Indefensible
        Phil Klay

        "This is our 9/11," an Israeli Defense Forces spokesperson said a few days after the rape, torture, kidnapping, and mass murder of Israelis on October 7. Or it was worse than 9/11. "Twenty 9/11s," Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said a few weeks later, once the scale of the devastation was evident. As for the current military campaign in Gaza? Earlier this month, Netanyahu told new IDF cadets, "We are preventing the next 9/11."I'm a New Yorker. For me, 9/11 was the unbearable loss of th...

      

      
        How Not to Be Bored When You Have to Wait
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Like many, I travel a lot for work. Unlike many, I never get tired of it. On the open road are always interesting people and new places. Phoenix in July or Fairbanks in the winter? Bring it on. There is one thing about travel that bugs me, though, and has ever since my tender years: the constant waiting. When I travel, I wait in the TSA line, wait to board the plane, wait in restaurants, wait to ...

      

      
        Do Trump Supporters Mind When He Mocks Biden's Stutter?
        Hanna Rosin

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Recently the Atlantic political reporter John Hendrickson and I set out on a kind of social experiment. A friend of Hendrickson's had sent him a video of Donald Trump mocking President Joe Biden's stutter. In the hierarchy of Trump insults, this one did not rate especially high. But it resonated with Hendrickson, who wrote a book about his own stuttering. And what especially resonated with him was the audience's laughter....

      

      
        Photographing Black Self-Creation in the American South
        Imani Perry

        Photos by Rahim FortuneContemporary rural places are rendered all but invisible in the American public imagination; we are a nation that celebrates big cities and suburbs. But rural towns are not only an integral part of the national fabric; they are often key to understanding our story. Hardtack, a new book from the photographer Rahim Fortune, is a case in point.Fortune's portraiture captures the work of Black self-creation in the thick of a humid, hard-earned history. In these images--all shot i...

      

      
        Daniel Kahneman Wanted You to Realize How Wrong You Are
        Daniel Engber

        I first met Daniel Kahneman about 25 years ago. I'd applied to graduate school in neuroscience at Princeton University, where he was on the faculty, and I was sitting in his office for an interview. Kahneman, who died today at the age of 90, must not have thought too highly of the occasion. "Conducting an interview is likely to diminish the accuracy of a selection procedure," he'd later note in his best-selling book, Thinking, Fast and Slow. That had been the first finding in his long career as a...

      

      
        How Climate Change Is Making Allergy Season Worse
        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.Rising temperatures are leading to what my colleague Yasmin Tayag has called an "allergy apocalypse." I spoke with Yasmin, who covers science for The Atlantic, about our ever-expanding allergy season, the relationship between rising temperatures and pollen, and the extent to which pollen may rob us of t...

      

      
        Where RFK Jr. Goes From Here
        John Hendrickson

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Wasn't Robert F. Kennedy Jr. supposed to have flamed out by now? At a rally yesterday in Oakland, California, Kennedy--a lifelong Democrat turned independent--unveiled his 2024 running mate, the Silicon Valley entrepreneur Nicole Shanahan. Kennedy selected Shanahan from a motley crew of reported vice-presidential contenders: Aaron Rodgers, Jesse Ventura, Mike Rowe, Tulsi Gabbard, and the rapper Killer Mike, to name a few.Sh...

      

      
        A Bad Gamble
        Jemele Hill

        This week, the pro baseball superstar Shohei Ohtani addressed the media for the first time since his name surfaced in an investigation of an alleged illegal gambling ring. He told reporters that the $4.5 million in wire transfers from his account had been sent without his knowledge by his friend and interpreter, and that he had "never bet on baseball or any other sports."Opening Day is this week, and Major League Baseball can't be happy about this cloud over its biggest star. But with gambling so...

      

      
        Family Ties
        Hannah Giorgis

        Photographs by LaToya Ruby FrazierThe steel industry was already collapsing by the time the photographer and visual artist LaToya Ruby Frazier was born, in 1982. Like many Rust Belt communities, her hometown of Braddock, Pennsylvania, has suffered both economic and environmental distress: Thousands of manufacturing jobs have vanished, but chemicals from the steel plants still pollute Braddock's skies.
U.S.S. Edgar Thomson Steel Works and Monongahela River (2013) ((c) 2024 LaToya Ruby Frazier, court...

      

      
        Can You Ever Really Escape Your Ex?
        Faith Hill

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Cool-but-not-too-cool artists; warm, friendly nerds or cold, unfriendly secret nerds; emotionally distant people; bossy, round-faced women; sensitive weirdos.These are a few of the responses I got when I asked friends: "What's your type?" No one seemed particularly surprised by the question, and a significant number responded without missing a beat. Nearly everyone gave me a highly specific answer. Some of th...

      

      
        Benjamin Netanyahu Is Israel's Worst Prime Minister Ever
        Anshel Pfeffer

        If Benjamin Netanyahu had accepted defeat in June 2021, finally yielding the stage to a coalition of his opponents, he could have retired at the age of 71 with a decent claim to having been one of Israel's more successful prime ministers.He had already surpassed the time in office of Israel's founder, David Ben-Gurion, becoming the country's longest-serving prime minister in 2019. His second stretch in office, from 2009 to 2021, coincided with perhaps the best 12 years Israel had known since its ...

      

      
        The Impossible Fight to Live the Life You Want
        Lily Meyer

        From the very start, Memory Piece is a tale of escape and entanglement. Lisa Ko's limber, ambitious second novel opens with three teen girls, bored at a Fourth of July barbecue, sneaking into a neighbor's cookout to swipe burgers. The adventure jolts them briefly out of their boredom; it also creates a bond that lasts into adulthood. But Memory Piece is not, at its core, a novel of friendship. Ko isn't especially concerned with the summer-afternoon alchemy that ropes her protagonists--Giselle Chin, who becomes a conceptual artist;...

      

      
        Trump's Lucky Break
        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.Donald Trump has built up his reputation as a rich guy. When he ended up unable to cover a massive bond, the courts threw him a lifeline, but just for now.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The aftermath of the Baltimore bridge collapse
	The Supreme Court is shaming itself.
	The war a...

      

      
        Baltimore Lost More Than a Bridge
        Rachel Gutman-Wei

        You could see the Francis Scott Key Bridge from Fort McHenry, the pentagon-shaped keep that inspired the bridge's namesake to write the verses that became our national anthem. You could see it from the pagoda in Patterson Park, another strangely geometric landmark from which I've cheered on teams at Baltimore's annual kinetic-sculpture race. You could see it from the top of Johns Hopkins Hospital, the city's biggest employer. This morning, my husband sent me a photo of the familiar view out his w...

      

      
        Winners of the 2024 World Nature Photography Awards
        Alan Taylor

        The winning images and photographers of this year's World Nature Photography Awards have just been announced. Contest organizers have once more shared some of the winning images, shown below, from their 14 categories. Captions were provided by the photographers and have been lightly edited for style and clarity.

      

      
        The Aftermath of the Baltimore Bridge Collapse
        Juliette Kayyem

        The rapid collapse of the Francis Scott Key Bridge in Baltimore early this morning touched off a frantic search for survivors--and gave Americans a frightening reminder of the fragility of the many systems that allow us to go about our lives. The sun rose to reveal twisted metal atop the cargo ship Dali, a long underwater obstruction keeping ships from moving in and out of the port of Baltimore, a major tear in the transportation network, and great uncertainty about how the catastrophe would rippl...

      

      
        The End of Foreign-Language Education
        Louise Matsakis

        A few days ago, I watched a video of myself talking in perfect Chinese. I've been studying the language on and off for only a few years, and I'm far from fluent. But there I was, pronouncing each character flawlessly in the correct tone, just as a native speaker would. Gone were my grammar mistakes and awkward pauses, replaced by a smooth and slightly alien-sounding voice. "My favorite food is sushi," I said--wo zui xihuan de shiwu shi shousi--with no hint of excitement or joy.I'd created the video...
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The Trolls Who Attack Dog Fosters

Sometimes, going viral isn't as great as it seems.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Lucchese is not the world's cutest dog. Picked up as a stray somewhere in Texas, he is scruffy and, as one person aptly observed online, looks a little like Steve Buscemi. (It's the eyes.)



Isabel Klee, a professional influencer in New York City, had agreed to keep Lucchese, or Luc, until he found a forever home. Fosters such as Klee help move dogs out of loud and stressful shelters so they can relax and socialize before moving into a forever home. (The foster can then take on a new dog, and the process restarts.) Klee began posting about Luc on TikTok, as many dog fosters do. "I fell in love with him, and the internet fell in love with him," she told me over the phone earlier this month. "Every single video I posted of him went viral." In one such video, which has attained nearly 4 million views since it was published in October, Klee's boyfriend strokes Luc, who is curled up into his chest like a human infant. The caption reads, "When your foster dog feels safe with you ??."



Beneath this post are comments such as "this is so special ??" and "Wow my heart ?[?][?]." And then there are others: "If this story doesn't end with you adopting him I'm going to SCREAM FOREVER," and "If you don't adopt him already, I will slice you into dozens of pieces."



The idea behind Klee's posts, as with any foster's, is to generate attention to help a rescue dog find their forever home: More eyeballs means more possible adopters. But something strange also tends to happen when these videos are posted. Even when the comment sections are mostly positive, a subset of commenters will insist that the foster dog shouldn't go anywhere--that people like Klee are doing something wrong by searching for the dog's forever home. Sure, some of the comments are jokes. (Klee seemed generally unbothered by them in our conversation: "I don't think people have any ill will toward me or the situation," she said.) But others don't seem to be. "We frequently get absurd comments like 'these dogs are forming lifelong bonds with you, only to be abandoned again and have social anxiety and abandonment PTSD,'" April Butler, another dog foster and content creator, who runs a TikTok account with more than 2 million followers, told me over email.

Read: Please get me out of dead-dog TikTok

Becoming a dog foster effectively means signing up to be a pseudo-content creator, if you aren't, like Klee and Butler, one already: You are actively working to interest your audience in adoption by taking photos and videos of your temporary pup looking as cute as possible. You could opt out of the circus entirely, but doesn't that sweet, nervous dog deserve every bit of effort you can muster? The whole thing is a neat summary of the odd social-media economy: People post, and audiences feel entitled to weigh in on those posts, even when the conversation becomes completely unmoored from anything resembling reality. Even when the subject at hand is something as inoffensive and apolitical as animal fostering.



Of course, people have long been unusually cruel on social media. Last year, my colleague Kaitlyn Tiffany reported on how strangers have unabashedly trolled the relatives of dead people, even children, over their vaccine status, suggesting that something about this brutality is endemic to the social web: "As much talk as there has been about whether or not social media has caused political polarization by steering people in certain directions and amplifying certain information with out-of-control algorithms (an assumption that recent scientific research calls into question), it's useful to remember that even the most basic features of a social website are conducive to the behavior we're talking about." Psychologists note the "online disinhibition effect," whereby people act with less restraint when they're writing to others over the internet. Even the worst comments on dog-fostering videos pale in comparison with the harassment and even real-life violence that has resulted from other abuse on social media.

Read: How telling people to die became normal

Posting cute little videos of dogs in need--the internet's bread and butter, really--can draw some low-grade cyberbullying. People who'd never accuse a dog foster to their face of being heartless apparently have no problem sending such messages on Instagram. Algorithms, optimizing for engagement, can encourage public pile-ons. What once might've been a conversation among family, friends, and neighbors suddenly reaches a new scale as feeds blast out local dog-foster posts around the country and the world (which is, of course, partly the point). People who have no connection to that particular region, or intention to adopt, suddenly have opinions about where the dog should end up, and can share them.



Users seem to be developing a parasocial relationship with these animals. "People can get very connected to these dogs they see online," Jen Golbeck, who teaches information studies at the University of Maryland and fosters dogs herself, told me. She explained that followers on social media see "the selfless sacrifice, the care, the love that fosters give to the dogs," only to feel betrayed when they hear that the dog is moving along in the system.  Social media encourages these parasocial dynamics time and time again. Fans project onto the personal lives of beloved celebrities, bullying their enemies until the celeb has to release a statement telling people to back off. Average teenagers find themselves becoming a trending topic for millions; hordes of people speculate about a missing Kate Middleton, only to have her come forward and reveal a cancer diagnosis.



I started fostering last fall, and since then, I've been thinking a lot about influencer creep--a term coined by the media scholar Sophie Bishop to describe how so many types of work now involve constantly keeping up with social platforms. In an essay for Real Life magazine, Bishop writes about expectations to post and post and post, coupled with "the on-edge feeling that you have not done enough" to promote yourself online. This creep now touches even volunteer work. Though I've never been bullied, I find myself contemplating the same double bind that haunts so much of online life: post, and risk all the negative consequences of posting, or don't post, and risk missing out on all the opportunities that come with reaching a larger audience.

Read: I don't like dogs

Some commenters may be acting out of genuine concern for animal welfare, but their moral case is limited. Research suggests that even temporarily putting a shelter dog in foster care improves their stress levels and sleep. "I highly doubt moving from a foster home to an adoptive home is anywhere as stressful as returning to and living in the shelter," Lisa Gunter, a professor at Virginia Tech and one of the study's authors, told me over email. "Caregivers and their homes increase shelters' capacity for care. To ask caregivers to adopt their animals reduces shelters' ability to help dogs in their community." Lashing out on behalf of a dog can have the effect of diminishing the human on the other side of the screen--dropping a foster dog off at their new home is difficult enough without a Greek chorus of internet strangers harassing you.



And explaining this, it turns out, is another content opportunity. Some creators have recently taken to making moving montages set to wistful music such as Phoebe Bridgers's "Scott Street." As the sad music swells, they flash clips of recent foster pets, pointing out that they had to say goodbye to each dog in order to meet the next one.



Butler's version, which she posted after receiving "hundreds and hundreds" of comments and messages encouraging her to keep a foster named Addie, got nearly 5 million views. The comment section here is much friendlier. Perhaps social media can help educate and move the fostering conversation along. Or maybe the fostering conversation is just more fodder, content blocks that the algorithm gobbles up. The content economy cycles onward.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/03/dog-fosters-social-media-harassment/677910/?utm_source=feed
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Solving a Century-Old Byline Mystery

Who was "Atlanticus," the writer who foreshadowed the Titanic disaster?

by Shan Wang




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.


"Do you like to know whom a book's by?" E. M. Forster asks in a 1925 essay on the question of anonymity in literature and journalism. The practice is fine in fiction, he argues, but not in news writing. Forster, however, wasn't in charge: His essay, which appeared in the November 1925 issue of The Atlantic, was followed by an article bylined "Anonymous."

Though our magazine withheld bylines only in its first few years (not unusual for publications at the time), unnamed or unidentified writers remained a frequent sighting in our archives well into the 20th century. Some people were seemingly allowed to mask their identity so they could poke fun: In 1963, two women used a single pen name to publish a spirited takedown of holiday cards. In 1968, one Adam SmithTM (trademark symbol included) wrote fictional vignettes from his position as a "pseudonymous chronicler of the mystification and mores of Wall Street" and most certainly not as the political economist Adam Smith (born 1723). Others were granted anonymity under higher stakes: In 1965, Mrs. X shared her experience obtaining a safe but then-illegal abortion as a married middle-class mother of three children. In 1930, a deserter gave an unvarnished account of the front lines of World War I.

One byline in particular has long nagged at me: In our August 1913 issue, in which all other contributors are named, "Atlanticus" offers a 6,000-word postmortem on the failings that led to the April 1912 sinking of the Titanic. I'd never seen the byline before. Longtime Atlantic editors Scott Stossel and Cullen Murphy, who moonlight as our magazine's informal historians, told me they'd never encountered it either.


The Atlantic



Atlanticus, who at the end of the essay briefly describes himself as "an officer on an Atlantic passenger steamer," was furious over continued inaction on the part of transatlantic-ocean-liner companies, as well as government officials.

Since that fateful night of April, 1912, what have we done in the way of reform that will go toward averting another such disaster? Remember, the day of the unsinkable ship is not yet; but the majority of passenger vessels now in service on the Atlantic carry as many passengers as did the Titanic. ... The criminal waste of money at present forced upon all the big transatlantic liner companies is proof positive that some foolish Jack-in-office has been given a loose rein.


Atlanticus also enthusiastically and repeatedly cited a May 1910 Atlantic essay titled "The Man on the Bridge," written by Charles Terry Delaney. He deems Delaney a man who "evidently knew his ground," and calls the essay "a startling article." I know the 1910 essay well. It chillingly describes many of the conditions--overworked ship officers, improper safety protocols, cost-cutting, fog and icebergs--that ultimately doomed the Titanic, two years before the actual disaster. Allegations in "The Man on the Bridge" caused such a stir that the author wrote a follow-up in the August 1910 issue of The Atlantic, and The New York Times covered the ensuing controversy on August 3, 1910. Did Delaney and Atlanticus know each other? Both wrote with suspicious specificity and insider knowledge of the maritime industry. The Atlanticus byline appeared again in 1915, in an article about the brutal realities of the life of sailors.

Scott suggested as a final resort that I look through an old filing cabinet that was used to track payment information for Atlantic contributors before the internet era (now it is displayed mostly as an antique next to the desks of my colleagues who make podcasts). There I found, on a typewritten index card, the name of a writer and the titles of nine articles written from 1909 onward, for which The Atlantic paid variously $50 to $100. Two of those stories were "The Unlearned Lesson of the Titanic" and "The Man on the Bridge." Delaney and Atlanticus appeared to be pen names for a British naval officer named Alexander G. McLellan.

McLellan wrote under his real name for us only twice: in a 1911 essay titled "A British View of American Naval Expenditure" and in a 1914 essay called "Wanted: An American Minister of Marine." Other biographical details from his unsigned work clicked into place for me: The author was the chief officer of a British ship. He'd fought as a young man in the Boer War. The index card lists his final article for The Atlantic as "Radical's Progress," which mourns young soldiers buried at sea during World War I:

Day after day these burials went on. Later I refused to attend them. The finish came when one body stuck to the stretcher by reason of the blood having oozed through the wrappings and congealed. The body had to be pried adrift before it would slide of its own weight into the sea. I cannot tell you any more just yet. I sicken as I write. The stupidity of it all!


That essay was published anonymously in February of 1916.

"The Man on the Bridge" drew heat ("If true, the allegations made should result in immediate action ... If not capable of substantiation the article should never have been printed," one reviewer argued), though the Titanic disaster provided the author with a measure of vindication. We can't know for sure why McLellan and his editor chose to publish important work under so many different names. Perhaps we can chalk up the decision to the looser practices of that era. Or perhaps the outrage following "The Man on the Bridge" drove the author to go anonymous for "The Unlearned Lessons of the Titanic." But the identity of Atlanticus is now known, and his accounts have been tested by history.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/03/solving-a-century-old-byline-mystery/677908/?utm_source=feed
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I Just Want a Normal Drink

Who asked for seltzer with ashwagandha?

by Yasmin Tayag




Recently, a balmy spring day left me feeling parched. I needed a beverage--stat!--and had forgotten my water bottle at home. I ducked into a nearby CVS to pick up a drink.



The choices were so overwhelming, I nearly forgot my thirst. The drink aisle included a bevy of the usual thirst-quenching options--and some that looked like they belonged in an apothecary rather than next to the LaCroix. Row upon row of multicolored cans and bottles held drinks with purposes beyond mere hydration and flavor. Some promised to improve my energy, immunity, or gut health. Others claimed to stimulate mind states such as clarity, balance, or calm. Fizzy or flat, juice or tea, high in protein or in probiotics?



Drinks with a purpose, known as "functional beverages," have become unavoidable in many supermarkets, drugstores, and gas stations across the country. On top of Vitamin Water and traditional energy drinks like Red Bull and Monster, you can find options such as BREZ, a supposedly mood-shifting elixir infused with mushrooms and cannabis and SkinTe, a "collagen sparkling tea." Kin Euphorics, a line of drinks launched by the supermodel Bella Hadid that's available at Target, sells one meant to boost energy, level up immunity, and make your skin glow. Simply picking out a drink has never been harder.



Drinks have always been about more than taste and hydration--think of coffee, alcohol, and soda. Energy drinks first appeared in stores in the 1960s, before exploding in popularity in the 2000s. Yet the expansion of a drink's promised effects beyond inebriation or energy is "a little bit newer," Ernest Baskin, a food-marketing professor at Saint Joseph's University, told me.



Some of the products I spotted at the pharmacy included an caffeinated shot called Tru Energy and its extra-strength sibling, Tru Power; pastel-colored cans of Recess, a seltzer with magnesium and adaptogens to promote calmness; and Poppi, a soda for gut health. Even the energy drinks are no longer just a few hyper-sweet, hyper-caffeinated options: Newer brands tout health benefits, such as added vitamins, and come in a wider variety of formulations, including seltzers, coffees, and teas.



These functional beverages are booming. By one estimate, the industry is expected to be worth $54 billion in North America alone this year. Grocers report that functional beverages are vying for prime shelf space traditionally occupied by sodas, bottled water, and even alcohol. Encountering the staggering range of supplements, nutrients, and other additives now present in the drink aisle can make choosing a drink feel deeply stressful, more like picking up medication than grabbing a bottle on the go.



Part of the reason functional drinks have exploded is the same reason that there are lots of protein bars and low-sugar snacks: If it sounds healthy, more people will buy it. Americans are "increasingly interested in health," Baskin said. That's how you end up with something like Bai--a line of "water beverages" infused with antioxidants and electrolytes--and prebiotic sodas that contain ingredients including live bacteria and fiber. Even Nestle's Nesquik, a chocolate drink I enjoyed as a child, comes in a "protein power" version. The fact that these drinks can be sold at a premium has endeared them to stores, Baskin said. A single can of Celsius energy drink or Olipop prebiotic soda costs $3 at Target.



Of course, as in all things wellness, whether any of these products actually does what it says to do is far from guaranteed. Certainly, a drink stuffed with huge amounts of caffeine will be energizing. Others are more suspect. A sparkling water brand called Good Idea goes so far as to claim to balance blood sugar. Safety Shot, packaged in cans labeled with a blue medical cross, is sold as a hangover cure, promising to rapidly lower blood-alcohol levels. (Products marketed as supplements, as opposed to beverages, are less rigorously regulated by the FDA.)

Drink makers have swooped in to capitalize on the ongoing cultural obsession with hydration--one in which Stanley Cups are a must-have item and influencers suggest that clear skin is just a bottle of water away. That has created an opening for more fantastical functional beverages that promise to be a quick fix for all kinds of health concerns--stress, anxiety, insomnia, and unhappiness.

Read: It's just a water bottle

Recess, one of the drinks I saw at CVS, is positioned as an antidote to a hectic world, helping sippers feel "calm cool collected." Among the ingredients it highlights are hemp and adaptogens, a category loosely defined as substances that help the body deal with stress. Some drinks claim to promote a shift in mood, equating health with happiness; others, to induce sleep. An energy shot called Magic Mind, touting buzzy ingredients such as nootropics, lion's-mane mushrooms, and the calming plant ashwagandha, is marketed as a path to a clear mind.



Maybe it's not surprising that people crave products claiming to bottle some form of respite. Younger adults, to whom most of these drinks are targeted, are drinking less booze but also using more marijuana: They want altered states, if just not in alcohol form. In lieu of happy-hour drinks at a bar, some functional beverages are positioned as something to gather around. One called hiyo describes itself as a "mindful social tonic"; another, called Three Spirit, is meant to "make moods and enhance connections."



Yet as I stood in the drink aisle, with its shelves of mood elixirs and wellness tonics, these products strangely made me feel worse. Passing on these drinks can seem like a missed opportunity; after all, who doesn't need some kind of boost these days? Perhaps the appeal of these beverages is less about their actual effect and more about the feeling they sell--that you can take a step toward self-optimization one sip at a time.



I had walked into the CVS just wanting a drink, but being confronted with all those options made me anxious that I didn't want enough--as if my current state was unacceptable. After spotting a bottle of Kin Euphorics, I pulled up its website and filled out an online quiz: "How do you want to feel?" it asked. Energized, rejuvenated, balanced, or calm? All I wanted to feel was hydrated.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Tops 1 Million Subscriptions and Reaches Profitability






The Atlantic now has more than 1 million subscriptions and is profitable, surpassing two goals that the company set several years ago. In an email to The Atlantic's staff, quoted in part below, Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg and CEO Nicholas Thompson announce this news.
 
 Overall revenue is up more than 10 percent year over year; advertising booked year-to-date is also up 33 percent year over year. Subscriptions to The Atlantic have increased by double-digit percentages in each of the past four years--and surged 14 percent in the past year. The Atlantic has more than doubled the total number of paid subscriptions since it launched digital and a digital + print bundle four years ago.
 
 The magazine has earned Pulitzer Prizes in each of the past three years for stories that exemplify depth and range--an exhaustive investigation into immigration and family separation; a moving portrait of one family's heartbreaking loss in the 9/11 attacks and their struggle to move on; and defining coverage of the pandemic and how America failed in its response to the virus. The Atlantic is currently nominated for the fourth consecutive year for the top honor of General Excellence in the National Magazine Awards, which it won in both 2022 and 2023. Five of the magazine's features and issues are also nominated for reporting awards.
 
 Below is Goldberg and Thompson's email to staff:
 
 Dear All,
 
 Thanks to the hard work, creativity, and relentless focus of you, our colleagues, The Atlantic has achieved both profitability and crossed the million-subscription mark. A few short years ago, when we first outlined these goals, we were nowhere near achieving them. So today is a noteworthy day in the history of our magazine.
 
 Of course, the key to continued success is to be constructively dissatisfied with the present, and so both of us believe very strongly that our 1 million subscriptions represent merely the foundation of future excellence and growth. Profitability is also perilous in the media industry, and we are going to continue to be highly disciplined in how we run our operations.
 
 2024 will be one of the most consequential years in the history of our magazine. The journalistic excellence and urgency we bring to our coverage will set a standard for the industry and help guide our readers through dangerous times. All of us have the same goal: to support and advance our historic mission; to constantly innovate; and to reach new readers across the globe every day. Thank you all for your excellent work, and congratulations.
 
 With appreciation.
 Jeff and Nick
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Too Few Americans Are Eating a Remarkable Fruit

Breadfruit is a staple in tropical places--and climate change is pushing its range north.

by Zoe Schlanger




Someplace in the lush backroads of San Sebastian, in western Puerto Rico, my friend Carina pulled the car over. At a crest in the road stood a breadfruit tree, full of basketball-size, lime-green fruits, knobbled and prehistoric, like a dinosaur egg covered in ostrich leather. One had recently fallen. I jumped out to scoop it up, thinking about the breadfruit tostones we would make that afternoon. We'd fry chunks of the white, spongy flesh, then smash them with the back of a cast-iron pan, then fry them again. In a wooden pilon, Carina would pound garlic and oil with oregano brujo, a pungent weedy plant in the mint family, and spoon the sauce over the frittered discs. For me, little in this world is above a breadfruit toston, crisp and flaky on the outside, creamy on the inside. My mouth is watering writing this paragraph.

In Puerto Rico, the word for breadfruit is panapen, almost always shortened to pana, which is also the word for your close friend, your crew, your people. Breadfruit trees feel like kin there: They are everywhere, their huge lobed leaves splayed over roads and porches like the hands of a benevolent giant.

Finding a roadside breadfruit tree is like spending a moment in Eden. Our human effort is irrelevant; these trees, remarkable growers and givers, will simply provide. A three-year-old tree can reach 20 feet high. They start making fruit years faster than other tropical fruit trees, such as mango, and can produce 400 pounds or more in a year with little to no human intervention. That fruit is more calorie- and calcium-dense than a potato, to which its starchy flesh is often compared. It can be steamed, roasted, or fried, or dehydrated into a useful flour. If allowed to ripen past its hard stage, a breadfruit's flesh softens into a sweet custard that can be a base for desserts. As aone grower in the Florida Keys, Patrick Garvey, put it to me: "One tree feeds a family of four for a lifetime." Or at least 50 years, per researchers' findings. And thanks to climate change, this fruit may soon be coming to the southern United States in a major way for the first time.

For as long as humans have been around to watch it, this species has been confined to the tropical band hugging the middle of the planet. Breadfruit trees like it hot and can't stand cold--a couple of days of 40-degree temperatures would kill one, Garvey said. They also love the rain, the way it can only rain in the tropics, 60 to 120 inches a year. But under climate change, its range is set to grow considerably. There are signs that this is already happening: Up until recently, the Florida Keys were the one place in the continental United States where breadfruit readily grew and fruited. Yet according to research from the Coastal Carolina University geographer Russell Fielding, the University of Miami's Gifford Arboretum now has a fruiting tree, and many of the 14 trees at the National Tropical Botanical Garden in Miami have recently borne fruit, too.

Fielding and his co-author Jorge Julian Zaldivar surveyed 43 Florida-based breadfruit growers. Some had as few as one tree. Still, each was a remarkable living symbol of a changing world. Although climate change remains overwhelmingly a destructive phenomenon, they note, the expanding range of the breadfruit is one small silver lining. "There's not really a climate that is too hot for breadfruit," he says. Normally, with climate trends, whenever you gain a new range for a species, you also lose it elsewhere. "But with breadfruit you're gaining, not losing."

Maps from a 2020 study show breadfruit dramatically expanding its range through the southern U.S., if climate change is allowed to proceed more or less unmitigated. Most scientists agree that the world is no longer on the worst-case trajectory for warming, though, and Fielding makes a more modest prediction for breadfruit's immediate future: a steady northward push through parts of Florida in his lifetime. Florida does still get an occasional cold snap. "It kills the oranges, it kills the strawberries, and it would probably kill the breadfruit. But that puts it in line with other Florida crops," he says. Breadfruit might just be another commodity tossed about by freak bad weather, at least until the cold spells vanish too.

Read: Fruit chaos is coming

One barrier to breadfruit becoming a staple crop in more of the U.S. is how quickly it spoils. Breadfruit is best two to three days after harvesting, before it begins to soften into its custard phase. But researchers in Hawaii are testing various varieties for their ability to withstand different environmental conditions. It's likely that fewer than 10 breadfruit varieties have ever been tried in the mainland U.S., Fielding points out, despite hundreds of them existing in the tropical islands of the Pacific. It will take some research, but a breadfruit revolution in this country is possible.

Originally spread east from New Guinea throughout the Pacific islands by voyaging people, breadfruit has a place in Pacific diets, including in Hawaii. It is also eaten across the Caribbean, where it was transported by European colonists in the 1700s to feed enslaved people working on those islands. Jamaicans eat it, Barbadians eat it, Puerto Ricans eat it, and Dominicans export it. Experts tell me the Dominican Republic is likely where the breadfruit that occasionally shows up in the markets in my Carribean neighborhood in New York City comes from. Breadfruit also grows in India, where it's been introduced, and tropical parts of the African continent.

Despite its popularity, breadfruit is still considered a dramatically underutilized crop, says Julia Vieira da Cunha Avila, a tropical-crop-diversity scientist at the Breadfruit Institute in Hawaii, which is dedicated to promoting the fruit and maintaining a living portfolio of its many species. Organizations, including the Trees that Feed Foundation, have taken it upon themselves to support smallholder farms trying to make a way for breadfruit. Still, for all its wonders, too few people are eating it. Avila is from Brazil, where the breadfruit also grows but has yet to catch on with the general public. She likes to blend overripe breadfruit into her acai bowls to give them a smooth texture. "Normally you would use a banana," she says, but a soft, over-ripened breadfruit is perfect for the task. She also eats chunks of steamed breadfruit with her breakfast, instead of a slice of bread.

Read: The missing piece of the foraging renaissance 

Garvey, the Florida grower, owns and operates Grimal Grove, the first and largest commercial breadfruit grove in the continental U.S. He started growing the trees in earnest after Hurricane Irma in 2017 sent brutalizing winds and three feet of salt water sloshing over his land. Every fruit tree he'd planted was destroyed--except for his one breadfruit tree. Its limbs were torn in the wind, but within 18 months, the young tree was sprouting new shoots. That resilience struck him. This was a hardy tree, unafraid of a little salt water. In a climate-addled South Florida, that was not just an asset but a necessity. He now has 33 breadfruit trees in the ground and a couple hundred more in pots.

I asked him what he thought about the new phenomenon of breadfruits growing farther north in Florida. "I'd rather be the only breadfruit grove in the continental United States ever, and not have climate change," he said. But he's a breadfruit evangelist, and more breadfruit enterprises mean more people who know about the unusual fruit, which can only be to his benefit too. He sells fresh breadfruit in the summer, and has partnered with a distillery to make vodka out of overripe specimens. When breadfruit fall, he harvests them to make pickled breadfruit spears. "It's a little like a pickled artichoke. We have a dill-and-garlic one and a spicy-jalepeno one. People really love it. And the nice thing is we're not wasting it," he says. He also makes a mean breadfruit-macadamia nut cake, something he first tried to impress a love interest. "Didn't get the girl," he told me. "But I got a great recipe." I'm not sure how it would stack up to those tostones, but I'd be willing to give it a try.
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The Patron Saint of Political Violence

Does Frantz Fanon have anything to teach us today?

by Gal Beckerman




Some ideas exist so far beyond one's own moral boundaries that to hear them articulated out loud, unabashedly, is to experience something akin to awe. That's how I felt, anyway, when I watched the video of a Cornell professor speaking at a rally a week after Hamas's October 7 attack. "It was exhilarating!" he shouted. "It was energizing!" The mass murder and rape and kidnapping of Israelis on that day had already been well documented. I saw an atrocity; he saw renewal and life. Gazans, he exclaimed, "were able to breathe for the first time in years."

The professor spat out these words, but I heard another voice too. It belonged to Frantz Fanon.

The mid-century theorist of decolonization has long been the patron saint of political violence. Since his death in 1961, at the age of 36, Fanon's concepts have provided intellectual ballast and moral justification for actions that most people would simply describe as terror. For him, the world divided neatly into two groups, the colonized and the colonizer. Innocent civilians didn't figure much into this dichotomy. When posters bearing photos of Israeli toddlers abducted to Gaza were vandalized and the word kidnapped replaced with occupier, that was pure Fanon. His argument, articulated in "On Violence," the provocative first chapter of his book The Wretched of the Earth, has the efficiency of a syllogism, as seemingly self-evident as an eye for an eye: The violence of colonialism has robbed the colonized of their humanity; to regain a sense of self, they must commit the same violence against the colonizer. "For the native," Fanon wrote at his bluntest, "life can only spring up again out of the rotting corpse of the settler."

Was there more to Fanon? Even a child understands that violence begets only more violence, that a slap to the face creates the conditions for a return slap, or a fist, or a bullet. And what had Hamas's "exhilarating" invasion into Israel produced for Palestinians, besides ruin, unbearable suffering, and mass death? In a new biography, The Rebel's Clinic, Adam Shatz, an editor at the London Review of Books, aims to rescue Fanon from reduction. Shatz openly admires the Martinican psychiatrist turned Algerian revolutionary. He respects his elan and his spirit of resistance. And he sees lasting value in Fanon's theories about the toll racism and colonialism take on the body and brain--insights that have proved extraordinarily generative, sprouting thousands of academic monographs over the decades. As for the advocacy of violence, Shatz does not excuse it; he even calls it "alarming" at one point, though that's about as far as he goes. But like Fanon's longtime secretary, Marie-Jeanne Manuellan, who laments to Shatz that her boss has been "chopped into little pieces," the biographer wants to put this most provocative piece of Fanon into its proper context--to borrow a newly loaded word.

Shatz is not the first to take the full measure of Fanon, and he draws much from a definitive 2000 biography by David Macey and a handful of memoirs from those who knew the man. The uniqueness of this new book is rather in the ways it connects the intellectual dots of Fanon's life--Aime Cesaire to Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir to Richard Wright to the many theorists, such as Edward Said, who found in Fanon an inspiration. Understanding Fanon as a "prophet," Shatz writes, "treats him as a man of answers, rather than questions, locked in a project of being, rather than becoming." The becoming is what matters to Shatz, the associations and influences, the alienations Fanon felt, and the epiphanies that emerged from them.

Fanon did call violence a "cleansing force," but Shatz believes that the idea was rendered cartoonish almost from its first utterance--and by no less than Sartre in an infamous preface he wrote for the The Wretched of the Earth. By trying to out-Fanon Fanon, Sartre hyped the notion of decolonization as a zero-sum game, one in which Europeans would have to die for the colonized world to be born; this was, Shatz writes, a "parody" of Fanon.

So how did Fanon see violence? Armed resistance was a necessity for oppressed people--a perspective easy to agree with, especially when the oppression seems to foreclose any other option. But for Fanon, violence was not just about necessity; it was also positive in and of itself, serving a psychological end. Much like the electroshocks Fanon prescribed his patients, violence rebooted the consciousness of a colonized person by releasing him from his "inferiority complex and his passive or despairing attitude." This was not military strategy. This was therapy. And in its name, Fanon tacitly condoned a lot of killing, and not just of people in uniform. When the revolutionaries he had joined placed bombs in cafes where they murdered women and maimed children, he didn't walk away. The oppressed needed violence in order to be made whole. Colonialism and its underlying racism had physical effects on its subjects. (A new book, Matthew Beaumont's How We Walk, uses Fanon to look at how this oppression affects a person's actual gait.) Achieving full humanity was possible only through an equivalently embodied act of overwhelming one's oppressor.

The point of violence, then, was not to "cleanse" in any kind of outward sense. In fact, Shatz thinks this word--which does have a whiff of ethnic cleansing--is a mistranslation. The original French is "la violence desintoxique," and Shatz prefers the clumsy but possibly more accurate "dis-intoxicating," an inwardly focused act--to sober oneself up, to wake the colonized from, Shatz writes, "the stupor induced by colonial subjugation." It's a subtle shift, one example of Shatz trying to usher in a more complex and possibly palatable version of Fanon. And I guess "dis-intoxicating" does seem less gratuitous a reason for killing than "cleansing," though I'm not sure the distinction would matter much to a child blown up in a cafe.

I should add that Fanon didn't always write about this psychological dimension of killing with praise or gusto. In Shatz's more expansive view, we see Fanon slip back and forth from militant advocacy to a kind of scientific-observer status, making it hard to know sometimes where he stood in relation to the violence he was theorizing about. Often Fanon appears simply to have been sketching out the mechanics of decolonization, and arriving at conclusions that make for very poor slogans: "The colonized subject is a persecuted person who constantly dreams of becoming the persecutor."

Not just the depth of his thinking but also Fanon's ultimate idealism has been lost, Shatz insists. Despite the lurid visions of death, Fanon was an optimist who hoped that the necessary physical confrontation between colonized and colonizer would produce a "new man" and a fresh world of egalitarianism and individual freedom. Though he has been championed by movements of Black identity in his afterlife, Fanon himself did not draw his sense of self from a connection to his ancestors or the reclamation of an African past (he rejected, in fact, the Negritude movement, which sought to do just this). He didn't believe that race could be ignored, but he emphatically did not want to be defined by it. He wanted race to be overcome. He looked instead to the future, to a postcolonial utopia that would level all the old power structures. "Superiority? Inferiority? Why not the quite simple attempt to touch the other, to feel the other, to explain the other to myself?" he wrote. And in this future of inclusivity and justice, the lion would finally lie down with the lamb.

How exactly this transformation would--or could--take place, given the many corpses Fanon imagined would litter the path there, Shatz has to admit, "Fanon did not explain."

This disconnect is jarring. And Shatz doesn't try to resolve it; he knows he can't. He calls his reading of Fanon "symptomatic," attuned to "gaps, silences, tensions, and contradictions"--of which there are many. Fanon died young and didn't have time for memoir; little remains that might offer insight into his inner life. He comes across here as intellectually and physically restless. Even his books were acts of "spoken-word," as Shatz describes them, dictated while pacing and letting his thoughts fly. But we do have the facts of Fanon's life--the actual revolution to which he wedded himself--and the evolution of his thinking, which Shatz engagingly and efficiently lays out. And these provide the most convincing counterargument to the sort of killing that Fanon validated. The pieced-together Fanon who emerges from Shatz's study is a man who should have known better. His own actions, his own writing, provide enough evidence of just how self-defeating and self-immolating violence can be.

The first words that the future mortal adversary of colonialism learned to write were "Je suis francais"--"I am French." Fanon would eventually throw in his lot with the powerless, but he was born in 1925 into a middle-class family on the Caribbean island of Martinique, a French colony since the early 17th century. His parents were part of an aspiring class: devoted subjects of the metropole who had worked hard to assimilate and leave behind the island's history of slavery, certainly not eager to rebel. Shatz suggests that while growing up, Fanon didn't ever identify as Black. He saw himself instead as a French West Indian.

This relationship to France and his own racial identity underwent a radical change during and after World War II. Fanon eagerly enlisted and found himself fighting in Europe, even sustaining a shrapnel injury in the fall of 1944 during a battle near France's eastern border. It was in this experience of war, alongside both white soldiers and those from the African colonies, that he first understood how he was seen by his fellow Frenchmen, that his skin made him a second-class citizen to them. This shocked him--he was "wounded to the core of his being," his brother Joby would later write. The slights added up. He never forgot, for example, the white Frenchwomen who refused to dance with him after the news of liberation, choosing American soldiers instead (and Fanon, Shatz reveals in one of the book's rare personal details, secretly loved to dance).

One particular incident became an origin story of sorts, recounted in Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon's first book, published in 1952. Once the war was over, he remained in France and attended medical school in Lyon, a city with few Black people where he was continuously reminded of his difference. One day while riding the train, a little boy fearfully pointed at him and said to his mother, "Look, maman, a negre!" Fanon tried to smile, to diffuse the awkwardness, but he felt rage well up inside him. When the mother tried to calm the scared boy by saying, "Look how handsome the negre is," Fanon couldn't hold back any longer. "The handsome negre says, fuck you, madame," he burst out. The rupture with social norms felt freeing. "I was identifying my enemies and I was creating a scandal," Fanon wrote about the moment. "Overjoyed. We could now have some fun."

Fanon understood himself to be the other, and knew that he would never escape the limitations this imposed on him. "Whatever he did--take a stroll, dissect a corpse, make love, speak French--he did while being Black," Shatz writes. "It felt like a curse, or a time bomb in his head." The only way to overcome the feeling of being pinned down was to squirm, as he had done on the train--to refuse it. Existentialism, for this reason, served as a helpful philosophy for Fanon when he discovered and embraced it in the late 1940s. Sartre was concerned with the problem of human freedom and the ways we are being constantly hindered by the "gaze" of another, defining and thereby constraining us. His 1946 book Reflexions sur la Question Juive became a source text for Fanon: It explained how anti-Semites' fears had effectively "created" the Jew, much as the psychological projections of the white world around him made Fanon Black in ways he detested and wanted to push back against.

Biographers, including Shatz, have not been able to pinpoint exactly when during his medical studies, or why, Fanon drifted toward psychiatry. But the field would give him a chance to explore how these societal oppressions--which he began to think of as a kind of atmospheric violence--shaped the individual. Black Skin, White Masks, his first book, grew out of his original, but rejected, idea for a doctoral thesis. By the late 1940s, when he started composing it, he had concluded that to become fully human--that is, free from being seen in the way that he believed Black men were, as simply an "oppositional brute force" to Western civilization--one had only a single option: to try to become white. But this, of course, was impossible, a Sisyphean task. A mask of whiteness can be attempted, but it will always be just a mask, and the effort to keep it on is its own kind of torture. "Another situation is possible," Fanon declared, but "it implies a restructuring of the world."

Only revolution could bring about this restructuring. But Fanon could not have known, when he arrived in the agitated French colony of Algeria in 1953, that he was about to find himself, almost by chance, in the middle of one. At the age of 28, he was sent by the French government to be the director of a psychiatric hospital in a small garrison town called Blida, and he eventually began noticing all the ways colonialism itself was the main cause of his many patients' mental illnesses. But he also saw in the Algerians' refusal to assimilate, to wear the mask, a powerful force to which he wanted to attach himself. "They persisted in saying no to the French," Shatz writes. "To their medicine, to their lifestyle, to their food, to their judicial system--to the amputation of their identity that colonialism sought to inflict."

When an uprising against France began at the end of 1954, Fanon quietly but subversively used his hospital to help treat fighters with the National Liberation Front, known as the FLN. A rebel assault launched in the harbor city of Philippeville in August of 1955 was a pivotal moment for him and the country--"the point of no return," as Fanon would later put it. Coordinated by the FLN, groups of peasant militias attacked civilians, mostly European, with pitchforks, knives, and axes, massacring dozens in the streets and in their homes. The French were horrified and retaliated ruthlessly, shooting hundreds of Algerian men without trial. The episode brought out into the open and made explicit for Fanon both the violence of colonialism and the necessary counterviolence of decolonization. Fanon tied his fate to the FLN and was expelled from Algeria in early 1957, becoming part of the resistance in exile in neighboring Tunisia. Until his death only four years later, he devoted himself entirely to the cause.

In joining the FLN, Fanon had to toss into the fires of the revolution many of his own intellectual and moral commitments. He had believed in individuality, in the pursuit of a restructured world liberated from the violence that had so psychically corroded the minds of his patients. But now he was a soldier, subordinate to a militant movement whose methods and aims would seem to diverge wildly from Fanon's ideals. Shatz doesn't ignore this tension, but he also stops short of reckoning with the jumbled and irreconcilable set of principles Fanon would try to maintain. He falls back instead on his basic appreciation for Fanon's energy and full-bodied dedication. Shatz thinks that "for all that he tried to be a hard man, Fanon remained a dreamer." But his biography shows the opposite: The dreamer may have dreamed of a common humanity, but to get there, he jumped in a car with hard men and became one himself.

The Algerian Revolution, like most revolutions, ate its own. Among the victims was Abane Ramdane, a prominent FLN leader who had respected and vouched for Fanon, sharing his vision of a modern, inclusive, secular Algeria. In 1957, leaders more interested in, as Shatz puts it, "the restoration of Muslim Algeria, not social revolution" gained the upper hand in an internal FLN power struggle. On their orders, Ramdane was strangled to death by the side of a road. Fanon knew of the murder. But whether out of allegiance to the movement or fear for his own life--according to another FLN leader, Fanon was on a list of men to be executed in case of internal revolt--he said nothing.

Fanon had to lie, regularly. One of his roles while based in Tunis was to edit a newspaper, the FLN's mouthpiece, El Moudjahid. As an editor, his attitude toward the truth followed the same binary logic as his ideas about violence: What they do to us, we can do to them. "In answer to the lie of the colonial situation, the colonized subject responds with a lie," he wrote in The Wretched of the Earth. "In the colonial context there is no truthful behavior. And good is quite simply what hurts them most." When the FLN rounded up and killed more than 300 men outside the village of Melouza for supporting a rival rebel group, Fanon denied publicly that it had happened, though he knew otherwise. Writing about it later, he offered the weak defense that the French had done worse.

This pattern, of looking to the colonizer to justify the actions of the colonized, shows up consistently in these revolutionary years, as if Fanon, despite being once convinced by existentialism of his own boundless freedom, is trapped in a mirror. "The very same people who had it constantly drummed into them that the only language they understood was that of force, now decide to express themselves with force," Fanon wrote. "To the expression: 'All natives are the same,' the colonized reply: 'All colonists are the same.'" When Fanon began making connections among the independence movements of sub-Saharan Africa, he imagined a united force to help the Algerians, one that could "hurl a continent against the last ramparts of colonial power." As Shatz notes, this was "anti-imperialist rhetoric" that "had the ring of colonial conquest."

The more he threw himself into the Algerian fight, the more blind Fanon seems to have become to what that cause actually represented. The desire to bring back a traditional Muslim way of life from before the French arrived--with the implications this held for the role of women or nonbelievers--became the animating force of the uprising and the essential purpose of throwing off colonialism. Whereas for Fanon, as Shatz puts it, the struggle was always about battling "class oppression, religious traditionalism, even patriarchy," such values were nowhere near the top of the FLN leadership's own goals by the early 1960s. Indeed, if he had lived to see a free Algeria, it's doubtful that Fanon--who didn't even speak Arabic--would have found a place for himself in the brutally autocratic country that emerged.

Did Fanon know what he was giving up when he joined the Algerian Revolution? Shatz sees the moral compromises as "a tactical surrender of freedom that did not escape his notice or leave him without regrets." Yet this seems to be a projection on Shatz's part; at any rate, he unearths little evidence of those regrets in Fanon's own writing.

By the time he finished dictating The Wretched of the Earth, in 1961, Fanon was sick with the cancer that would kill him. That final book was a desperate last will and testament, and one that appears in retrospect to capture the "striking ambivalence," as Shatz puts it, of Fanon's worldview. It opens with the "militant self-certainty" of "On Violence." And it ends with a series of case studies from Fanon's psychiatric practice in Algeria, which depict just how debilitating and long-lasting the effects of living in a society marked by violence can be. He offers the story of a man who witnessed a massacre in his village and developed a desire to kill as a result, and describes a European police officer who brings home the brutality he has to inflict every day, torturing his wife and children.

For the oppressed, violence can feel like the only way out of a life that is otherwise encased by walls, like the only means of survival. And Fanon does understand, better than any other thinker, the vertiginous high of standing over your tormentor, of regaining a sense of agency. His solution feels like an unambiguous, cosmically just response to the day-to-day violence of colonialism, and it's not hard to understand why it might feel like the only way toward freedom. After enough death, France did, in the end, leave Algeria. But if violence is also meant to be ennobling, this aspect of it is, as Shatz describes, "ephemeral at best." What lasts longer--and Fanon the psychiatrist is keenly alert to this--is how permanently damaging violence is to whoever perpetrates it. Fanon's surreal denial of this knowledge, his belief that somehow slicing the throat of the colonizer will lead to a new, more equitable reality and not just more violence, is hard to comprehend.

The best case Shatz makes for not being repelled outright by Fanon's bloody vision is his suggestion that The Wretched of the Earth be read "as literature"--in fact, this might be the key to understanding his continued appeal for readers, a narratively satisfying way of resolving the world's wrongs with the slash of a sword. Fanon had a literary sensibility, and possibly, Shatz writes, it may have carried him into starker territory than he fully intended, producing an allegorical text that resembled something out of Samuel Beckett's mind--with the colonized and colonizer as "archetypes locked together in fatal contradiction." "On Violence" does contain some strikingly poetic passages. Fanon wrote, for example, about how the physical oppression of colonialism expresses itself in dreams:

The dreams of the native are muscular dreams, dreams of action, aggressive dreams. I dream that I am jumping, that I am swimming, that I am running, that I am climbing. I dream that I'm bursting out laughing, that I'm crossing the river in a single stride, that I'm being pursued by a pack of cars that will never catch me. During colonization, the colonized never ceases to liberate himself between the hours of nine in the evening and six in the morning.


Fanon evokes powerlessness and the anguish of trying to regain control of one's own life. This makes The Wretched of the Earth "rich in dramatic potential," as Shatz writes. If only Fanon's book was meant to be read as a novel or as poetry--but it wasn't. It was intended and understood as a prescription.

Violence felt inevitable to Fanon, but he lived in a moment when other possibilities existed. Gandhi's Salt March took place within his lifetime, as did the Montgomery bus boycott. These movements, with stakes just as high as those of Algerian independence, self-consciously countered the brutality of the oppressor with humanistic tactics. Change came not from mimicking violent behavior but from deliberately, and with great discipline, avoiding it, breaking what Martin Luther King Jr. called "the chain reaction of evil." Nonviolence had, of course, its own dangers and detractors--Fanon would probably agree with Malcolm X, who looked at children being attacked with fire hoses and police dogs in Birmingham in 1963 and said, "Real men don't put their children on the firing line." But the approach of the civil-rights movement in these years achieved concrete victories against discrimination before it devolved into its own forms of militancy. In Africa, the majority of countries that became independent while hundreds of thousands were dying in Algeria did so through peaceful if tense negotiations with the colonial powers. Moreover, during Fanon's life, the world had already seen what happens when violence is thought of as a "cleansing force." Even the language Fanon used was somewhat familiar. "Only war knows how to rejuvenate, accelerate and sharpen human intelligence for the better," wrote Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, the leader of the Italian futurists (and an eventual fascist) in the first months of the bloodbath that was World War I.

And if armed conflict seemed the only way for Algerians to shake off France's long domination, Fanon could have remained more intellectually honest, and less tangled in contradiction, by taking a critical stance. Others did just this. Albert Memmi was a Tunisian Jewish intellectual who, like Fanon, saw the harm caused by colonialism and racism to be "as unbearable as hunger." But he understood that the militants fighting French rule were using means that represented a choice "not between good and evil, but between evil and uneasiness." He supported armed resistance with open eyes about the consequences of all this killing and an awareness that the type of society the revolutionaries were fighting for would ultimately be inhospitable to him and his own marginalized identity as a Jew.

The Fanon of "On Violence" hardly blinks; no room for "uneasiness." And this makes it nearly impossible for Shatz to grant the nuance he so desperately wants to accord Fanon. Alongside the intellectual drama, there is also a Freudian psychodrama that weaves its way through the biography, and it comes closest to explaining Fanon's motives: a disgruntled son who came to detest what he saw as the passivity of his native Martinique, a land of formerly enslaved people whose freedom was granted to them by their colonizer; a man who chose France as his adopted father, but then decided to kill his connection to this father country when it betrayed him by making him feel he wasn't a true son. When Fanon took up the Algerian cause, it was with the "zeal of a convert," writes Shatz. An Algerian activist and historian, Mohammed Harbi, who knew Fanon, said he had "a very strong need to belong"; this is a quality that could easily drive someone to excesses of unquestioning loyalty. He wanted a home.

This more psychological portrait does help us better understand why Fanon didn't seem to see his own deep contradictions, or why he couldn't extricate himself if he did. But it also undermines Shatz's project to bring together all the pieces of Fanon, to rescue him from "vulgar Fanonism," to present him as a more complex, textured thinker. His pervasive rage is particularly damaging, so Shatz largely ignores it--for example, he does note Fanon saying he had to be a "god" to his wife, Josie, but doesn't engage with recent research that alleges he hit her in front of others, or the many moments in Fanon's writing where darkness bubbles up ("Just as there are faces that ask to be slapped, can one not speak of women who ask to be raped?"). Perhaps to really understand Fanon is to return to that moment on the train in Lyon when the little white boy looked at him in terror and he responded with the anger of a man who just couldn't bear any longer to live in society as it was. "I exploded," Fanon wrote about that moment and its aftermath. "Here are the broken fragments put together by another me."

The fragments are razor-sharp, even as they glisten. They are worth picking up carefully and scrutinizing. But at a moment when we are badly in need of new ways of seeing one another, of recognizing humanity in one another, I'm not sure how helpful those fragments are, because they will cut you. And you will bleed and bleed.
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Trump Media Is the New Bed Bath &amp; Beyond

Donald Trump gets into the meme-stock business.

by James Surowiecki




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


After the stock-market frenzy that ensued when Trump Media & Technology Group started trading on Tuesday (under the ticker symbol DJT), one thing is almost certainly true: Donald Trump is now the chairman of the most overvalued company on Nasdaq.

Trump Media had a grand total of $3.4 million in revenue in the first nine months of 2023, against more than $10 million in operating losses. Its only product is Truth Social, Trump's right-wing Twitter clone, which has a tiny user base, few advertisers, and no real prospect of challenging the dominant players in the social-media space. And yet, as of market close on Tuesday, Trump Media was valued at almost $8 billion, making it worth more on paper than The New York Times.

Trump Media is, in other words, a meme stock. Like GameStop and AMC before it, it trades not on fundamentals, but on emotion. Exploiting that emotion is, you might say, Trump Media's real business. And the only surprising thing about Trump orchestrating such a scheme is that it took him so long to do it.

What distinguished GameStop and AMC from classic bubbles, after all, was that the buying frenzies that propelled them to unsustainable heights were driven by a conscious collective effort on the part of retail investors, many of whom communicated with one another on Reddit and other message boards. These people wanted to make money, but they were also animated by a vague "Stick it to the man" worldview, built on resentment of short sellers, hedge funds, and "elites" more generally.

This was a situation tailor-made for Trump to exploit. He cultivates a populist, anti-elite image, and has legions of true believers who are convinced that, on top of having been a great president, he's a great businessman. For these people, buying Trump Media stock--which inflates Trump's net worth because he owns 58 percent of the company--is an easy way to register their commitment to him and own the libs, while also potentially getting rich. That's why Truth Social on Tuesday was replete with messages from users urging Trump supporters to drive up Trump Media's price and "drive the liberals insane!"

Derek Thompson: The GameStop story you think you know is wrong

The nice thing about this for Trump is that Trump Media's dismal business prospects are basically irrelevant to its valuation. The prospectus for the merger of Trump Media and the special-purpose acquisition company Digital World Acquisition Corp. includes a seemingly endless list of risk factors, including the fact that "a number of companies that were associated with President Trump have filed for bankruptcy." It offers no plausible path to rapid growth, let alone to profitability. And it doesn't even provide a detailed picture of Truth Social's current operations: Digital World--a shell company that appears to have been created for the sole purpose of taking Trump Media public--says in the prospectus that Trump Media did not provide it with "complete financial information." Remarkably, Trump Media says that it has no plans to report, and in fact doesn't even collect, data on how many active users Truth Social has, how many new users it's signing up, or how many ad impressions it's generating.

In other words, Trump Media's message to investors who might want to evaluate its performance boils down to "Trust us." And although that would normally send investors scurrying, it's just fine for the retail investors who have been snapping up shares of DJT. They most likely feel no need to peruse the Digital World prospectus for risk factors. They trust Trump.

Even if Trump Media can rely on Trump supporters to keep its stock up, at least for the moment, plenty of volatility is still in store, because speculators will look to cash in on the meme-stock mania by either riding the stock up or selling it short. On Tuesday, for instance, the stock rose as high as $79 a share but then tumbled 28 percent in a couple of hours to close at $58. But the Trumpian retail investors should help keep the stock from totally cratering.

The question, though, is: For how long? In principle, a company's stock price can stay completely out of whack with its fundamentals forever, as long as investors are collectively willing to pay more than it's worth. But the history of meme stocks suggests that investors' collective will to keep a stock up does eventually erode, whether because they cash out, lose faith, or just get bored. (GameStop and AMC now trade for a tiny fraction of their all-time highs, while Bed Bath & Beyond, another former meme-stock juggernaut, went bankrupt.) Trump Media investors may well feel more allegiance to Trump than GameStop investors felt to GameStop. But there's still little doubt that this will end poorly for most of them.

That doesn't mean it will end poorly for Trump, though. His stake in Trump Media is now worth more than $4.5 billion. Even if Trump Media's stock fell 90 percent by the time Trump is allowed to sell his shares, in six months, he would still have almost half a billion dollars' worth of stock to sell. Which, in a perverse way, suggests that he's every bit the shrewd businessman his investors believe him to be.
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Middle Names Reveal More Than You Think

They're our most benign yet unexpectedly intimate secrets.

by Michael Waters




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


In 2011, demographic researchers across America realized something surprising: Census forms had a lot of spots left blank. When one person fills it out for the whole household, they might skip certain sections--especially the middle-name column. Sixty percent of people left out the middle names of their extended family members, and nearly 80 percent omitted those of roommates they weren't related to. Respondents weren't trying to keep secrets. Much of the time, they just didn't know the middle names of the people they lived with.

Middle names occupy a strange space in American society. We use them most in bureaucratic contexts. They show up on driver's licenses and passports, but they aren't required when booking plane tickets. You probably don't include yours in your signature, and you probably don't put it in your social-media profiles. For many of us, the name feels like a secret. Only about 22 percent of Americans think they know the middle names of at least half of their friends or acquaintances, according to a poll conducted for The Atlantic by The Harris Poll. Yet you still might be offended if a spouse or a close friend forgets yours. Knowing this seemingly benign piece of information has become emblematic of your connection. "She don't even know your middle name," Cardi B laments about an ex-partner's new fling in her song "Be Careful." But the intimacy you miss out on when you don't know someone's middle name can be more than symbolic. The names can be Trojan horses of meaning about ourselves or our ancestors, couriers of overlooked parts of our identity.

Read: The least common, least loved names in America

This wasn't always the case. Middle names were probably an export of medieval Italy's tradition of double first names, the historian Stephen Wilson wrote in The Means Of Naming: A Social History. Over the next few centuries, the practice of giving children two names ricocheted across the European elite. In the late 19th century, it gained traction in America, predominantly among the upper class. It spread across social strata during the early 1900s as part of the rise of life insurance and Social Security cards. Prior to World War I, many Americans didn't maintain consistent spellings of their first and last names. But with more official documents tracking who they were, spelling their names the same way each time and tacking on an extra one to distinguish family members with the same name just made sense. The result was a veritable takeover: By the late 1970s, 75 percent of Americans had middle names.

In many other cultures, middle names either don't exist or don't serve the same purpose. Countries such as Japan, Korea, and China don't have anything that directly correlates to American middle names, though many Americans with family from these countries give their kids one anyway. Meanwhile, in other communities in the United States, middle names are quite prominent. You might know a neighbor's middle name, for instance, if you live in the American South. Southerners are more likely to go by their middle name than people living in any other part of the country, probably because they more often hand down the same first name across multiple generations and need a differentiator. Others in the region may opt for compound first-and-middle names, such as "Sarah Beth." These are also common in many Hispanic families.

But for many of the rest of us, hearing our middle name can seem oddly formal. It's jarring when a parent uses it to scold us, because doing so injects a dose of ceremony and distance into a typically close relationship, Wijnand van Tilburg, a professor at the University of Essex, in England, told me. Some of us have become so hardwired to associate our middle name with wrongdoing, in fact, that even seeing it written down makes us less indulgent. In one study, participants were less likely to want a product that might be seen as a guilty pleasure--in this case, a bottle made to hold sugary drinks--after they imagined their full name, middle name included, engraved on it.

Despite these formal, bureaucratic connotations, a variety of factors--be they idiosyncratic preferences or deep familial meaning--shape why these names are chosen, transforming them into far more than legalese. For some parents, the names are a creative exercise. Many of the most popular middle names in America--such as Marie and Ann, which ranked in the top-10 middle names for every single decade from 1900 until 2015--may have been chosen for their pleasing poetic rhythm, Sophie Kihm, the editor in chief of the baby-naming site Nameberry, told me. Metaphor-driven names such as Moxie are taking off too, as are more artistic ones, such as Symphony and Rembrandt. Kihm is also seeing a lot of animal names, such as Hawk and Lynx; the rapper Macklemore gave his daughter the middle name Koala. Others use the spot for something more personal. Forty-three percent of middle names honor a family member, compared with just 27 percent of first names. Indeed, middle names are commonly used to acknowledge where you came from. Many middle-class Mexican American families have chosen to give their children an English first name and a Spanish middle name; Kihm told me she's seen many Asian Americans do the same in their respective languages.

Read: The rise of gender-neutral names isn't what it seems 

In some cases, the middle name might reflect what parents would be most drawn to, if they weren't concerned with social scrutiny. "People are willing to take bigger risks there than they are with the first name," Kihm told me. Although scholars have observed that political tensions can trickle down into how parents name their kids, the virtue signals rarely spread to middle names. In America, the rise of anti-French sentiment during the early years of the Iraq War led to a marked decline in French first names--but there was no discernible impact on middle names. Recently, even as gender-neutral first names have become common, middle names have quietly subverted gender norms further. Kihm pointed out that girls are getting more traditionally masculine middle names, and vice versa. James, for instance, has become a popular middle name for girls; Rihanna recently gave her son the middle name Rose.

This slot, then, is a place for parents to hide their values in plain sight. Sometimes we seem to expect the middle name to reveal something fundamental. Look no further than the TV and movie trope in which a character announces that some meaningful word--subtle, courageous, slick--is actually their middle name. (In Austin Powers, it goes: "Danger is my middle name.") Your middle name, in this understanding, is a secret weapon, a raw reflection of your personality or of a hidden skill. This has filtered into actual naming trends in the past decade, as middle names with symbolic meaning such as Love have become more popular, according to Kihm.

Middle names can't telegraph all of who we are. But maybe sharing them feels so intimate because they carry a small piece of us. More than being a few letters printed on your ID, they're a window into your family history, your parents' tastes, and sometimes even their aspirations for who you might become.
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U.S. Support for Israel's War Has Become Indefensible

A good pretext for war is not enough to make a war just.

by Phil Klay




"This is our 9/11," an Israeli Defense Forces spokesperson said a few days after the rape, torture, kidnapping, and mass murder of Israelis on October 7. Or it was worse than 9/11. "Twenty 9/11s," Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said a few weeks later, once the scale of the devastation was evident. As for the current military campaign in Gaza? Earlier this month, Netanyahu told new IDF cadets, "We are preventing the next 9/11."

I'm a New Yorker. For me, 9/11 was the unbearable loss of thousands of lives. But I'm also a veteran of America's War on Terror, so for me, 9/11 was also the pretext for disastrous, poorly conceived wars that spread death and destruction, destabilized the Middle East, created new enemies, and empowered Iran.

George Packer: Israel must not react stupidly

Finally, I'm an American. My country is supporting Israel militarily and diplomatically, and so I have a stake in answering this question: Is the United States enabling Israel to make the same terrible mistakes we did after 9/11?

In principle, Israel has a case for military action in Gaza, and it goes something like this. Across its border sat an army of tens of thousands of men intent on massacring civilians. Ghazi Hamad, from Hamas's political bureau, declared that the atrocities of October 7 were "just the first time, and there will be a second, a third, a fourth." Yes, rooting out Hamas would be brutal--the group welcomes civilian collateral damage and has entrenched itself in hundreds of miles of tunnels honeycombed through civilian infrastructure. But peace is illusory as long as Hamas remains in power.

Perhaps, in an alternate world, Israel could have fought such a war with restraint, in order to degrade Hamas's military power without playing into its hands by causing unnecessary civilian suffering. Israel would have helped, rather than hindered, the efforts of outside states to funnel humanitarian aid into Gaza--showing that it distinguished the Palestinian people from Hamas battalions and valued their lives. If Israel had very different internal politics, it might even have signaled a positive vision for the war's end--one premised on rebuilding a Gazan government led by Palestinians not committed to Israel's destruction but to a fair-minded two-state solution that would ensure full political rights for Gazans. But this is not the war that Israel has fought.

"Sometimes it sounds like certain officials, it's almost as if they support a hypothetical war, instead of the actual war that Israel is fighting," Adil Haque, an executive editor at Just Security and an international-law professor at Rutgers University, told me.

Friends of mine who support Israel have compared the Gaza campaign to the American and Iraqi fight against the Islamic State in Mosul, another large urban area of about 2 million people defended by an entrenched enemy hiding among civilians. At least 9,000 innocents died, many from American air strikes.

I walked through the devastation in Mosul two years after the battle, and it was like nothing I'd ever seen. Blocks of rubble, the skeletal remains of homes and shops, survivors living in the shatters who spoke of starvation and horror, collecting rainwater or risking their lives to go to the river, where soldiers shot at them. "It's like Hiroshima and Nagasaki," one man told me in the ruins of his home. But he also said that ISIS was gone from Mosul forever. "Even if all I have is a piece of wood," he said, "I would fight them rather than let them return."

The war Israel is actually fighting in Gaza bears little resemblance to that brutal and far from perfect, but necessary, campaign. Rather, in Gaza, Israel has shown itself willing to cause heavy civilian casualties and unwilling to care for a population left without basic necessities for survival. It has offered no realistic plan for an eventual political settlement. Far from the hypothetical war for Israeli security, this looks like a war of revenge.


Palestinians gather to collect aid food in Beit Lahia, in the northern Gaza Strip, on February 26, 2024, amid continuing battles between Israel and the Palestinian militant group Hamas. ( AFP / Getty)





Israel's approach to civilian lives and infrastructure is the first and most obvious problem. John Spencer, the chair of urban-warfare studies at West Point, told The Wall Street Journal this month that Israel sets the "gold standard" for avoiding civilian casualties. Defenders of Israel cite its use of precision munitions and its distribution of leaflets and phone calls warning civilians to evacuate combat areas.

But evacuation orders can only do so much for a trapped population facing destroyed infrastructure, dangerous exit routes, and unrealistic time frames. Israel's original evacuation order for northern Gaza gave 1.1 million people just 24 hours to leave. As Paula Gaviria Betancur, the United Nations special rapporteur on the human rights of internally displaced persons, noted at the time, "It is inconceivable that more than half of Gaza's population could traverse an active war zone, without devastating humanitarian consequences, particularly while deprived of essential supplies and basic services."

And precision munitions are good only when used precisely. Senior Israeli officials complained even before the war that the list of possible military targets in Gaza was "very problematic." Then Israel dropped a massive amount of ordnance on Gazan neighborhoods--6,000 bombs in the first six days of the war alone. For comparison, the international coalition fighting ISIS dropped an average of 2,500 bombs a month across all of Syria and Iraq. To think that Israel was precisely targeting 1,000 strikes a day strains credulity. Satellite images do not show pinpoint strikes but whole flattened neighborhoods. From October 7 to November 26, Israel damaged or destroyed more than 37,000 structures, and as CNN reported in December, about 40 to 45 percent of the air-to-ground munitions used at that point were unguided missiles. Certainly Hamas's practice of building its tunnels beneath civilian infrastructure means that destroying the tunnels will cause widespread damage, but the scale of this bombing campaign goes well beyond that.

What does this mean for death tolls? Larry Lewis, the director of the Center for Autonomy and Artificial Intelligence at the Center for Naval Analyses, found that even if we accept the IDF's claim that 12,000 of the roughly 29,000 Gazans reported dead by February 20 were enemy fighters, that would still mean that for every 100 Israeli air strikes, the IDF killed an average of 54 civilians. In the U.S. campaign in Raqqa, the American military caused an estimated 1.7 civilian deaths per 100 strikes.

Israel's lack of concern for civilian casualties is clear from well-documented individual strikes. On October 31, Israel struck the Jabaliya refugee camp with what appears to have been at least two 2,000-pound bombs, destroying entire housing blocks. News footage soon after showed at least 47 bodies, including children, pulled from the rubble in the refugee camp. Eventually the Hamas-controlled Gaza Health Ministry would claim 195 dead and hundreds more injured. The target of the strike was Ibrahim Biari, a Hamas commander who helped plan October 7, as well as a tunnel network and other Hamas fighters.

Read: Is the destruction of Gaza making Israel any safer?

During the Battle of Mosul, strikes that could be anticipated to kill 10 civilians or more required sign-off from the commanding general of Central Command, which oversees all American military activity across the greater Middle East. Deliberate strikes might have been analyzed by multiple working groups, and precautions taken to limit civilian casualties by using a more precise weapon with a smaller blast radius. A strike might have been canceled if the harm to civilians outweighed the possible battlefield advantage. In the Jabaliya strike, Israel caused foreseeable civilian casualties an order of magnitude greater than anything America would have signed off on during the past decades of war. And yes, 2,000-pound bombs are among the munitions that the United States has been sending to Israel, and which Israel has been using for strikes that American commanders would never permit from their own armed forces.

Even more troubling has been Israel's failure to allow humanitarian relief to reach the civilian population it has put at risk. On October 9, Israel's defense minister, Yoav Gallant, declared a "complete siege" of Gaza, stating, "There will be no electricity, no food, no fuel, everything is closed." Since then, the Israeli bombing campaign has destroyed Gaza's agriculture and infrastructure, and Israel has restricted aid coming from outside the Strip.

The United States has played a game of push and pull, providing weapons but telling Israeli authorities that they must allow humanitarian aid into Gaza; Israel fails to sufficiently comply, and Gazans starve. In February, the deputy executive director of the World Food Programme, Carl Skau, announced that one out of every six Gazan children under the age of 2 was acutely malnourished. "Hundreds of trucks are waiting to enter, and it is absolutely imperative to make crossing points work effectively and open additional crossing points," the European Union's foreign-policy chief, Josep Borrell, said on March 18. "It is just a matter of political will. Israel has to do it."

A UN Security Council resolution noted on December 22 that under international law, all parties must "allow, facilitate, and enable the immediate, safe, and unhindered delivery of humanitarian assistance at scale directly to the Palestinian civilian population." That Israel lets some aid through is not a defense. As Tom Dannenbaum, an associate professor of international law at Tufts University, pointed out at the beginning of the conflict, even when starvation is being used as a weapon of war, "often there can be a trickle of humanitarian relief or a stop-start permission of essentials into a territory that is besieged." In Gaza, starving children fill desperately strained hospital wards. Israel can make no plausible argument that it's meeting its obligations here.

Perhaps the most damning indictment of Israel's conduct is that it is fighting this war without any realistic vision of its outcome, other than the military defeat of Hamas. The "day after" plan that Netanyahu released in February suggests an indefinite Israeli military occupation of Gaza, rejects international negotiations toward a permanent settlement with the Palestinian people, and gives only a vague nod toward a reconstruction plan "financed and led by countries acceptable to Israel." On March 14, Ophir Falk, one of Netanyahu's advisers, declared in The Wall Street Journal that the military campaign was "guaranteeing that Gaza will never pose a threat to Israel again." This is delusional.

Violent repression can backfire or produce Pyrrhic victories. Look at my war. Toppling Saddam Hussein created a fertile chaos for insurgent groups of all types. When I deployed to Iraq as part of the American surge of troops in 2007, we successfully worked with Sunni leaders to bring down the level of violence, only for ISIS to rise from the country's unstable politics over the decade that followed.

Repression rarely completely eradicates terrorist groups. Even Israeli intelligence admits that Hamas will survive this war. And as the terrorism expert Audrey Kurth Cronin has noted, repression is difficult for democracies to sustain, because it "exacts an enormous cost in money, casualties, and individual rights, and works best in places where the members of terrorist groups can be separated from the broader population." The latter is manifestly not the case in Gaza.

Sheer force cannot make Palestinians accept the violence done to them, the destruction wrought on their homes, and their fate as a subject population, deprived of self-determination. Recent polls show two-thirds of Gazans blaming Israel for their suffering, and most of the rest blaming the United States, while in the West Bank support for armed struggle has risen. Defenders of Israel will often reference a quote attributed to Golda Meir: "If the Arabs put down their weapons today, there would be no more violence. If the Jews put down their weapons today, there would be no more Israel." But that's not how Palestinians experience it. Even before October 7, the rate of settler violence against Palestinians in the West Bank was on track to reach an all-time high in 2023. More attacks followed.

Making this combustible situation still worse are international actors who benefit from stoking conflict. Iran has long helped train, supply, and fund armed Palestinian groups, offering a reported $350 million in 2023 alone. More arms, training, and funding will flow in the future, not only to Gaza but around the region. Netanyahu has suggested that Israel will maintain military control of Gaza, operating a security buffer zone inside Gaza and closing the border with Egypt. From a military perspective alone, such an expensive commitment to endless repression within Gaza would be shortsighted. As Cronin points out, historically, "using overwhelming force tends to disperse the threat to neighboring regions."



A good pretext for a war does not make a war just. War needs to be carried out without brutality and drive at a just political end. Israel is failing on both counts. Hamas may be horrific, but just because you've diagnosed a malignant tumor doesn't mean you hand a rusty scalpel to a drunk and tell him to cut away while the patient screams in terror.

Graeme Wood: Pressuring Israel works

All of which calls into question America's support for this war. Washington never even tried to make its aid conditional on Israel's abiding by the standards of wartime conduct that Americans have come to expect. The Biden administration has twice bypassed congressional review in order to provide weapons to Israel. Senator Bernie Sanders proposed having the State Department investigate possible Israeli human-rights violations, but the Senate rejected the bid. Any policy relying on less debate and greater ignorance should raise alarms in a democracy. The administration's policy has already hurt America's standing globally.

"All the work we have done with the Global South [over Ukraine] has been lost," a senior G7 diplomat told the Financial Times in October. "Forget about rules, forget about world order. They won't ever listen to us again."

Defenders of the war often ask: If not this, what should Israel be doing? Some of the answers to that question are fairly easy. Israel should not approve strikes that will predictably kill more than 100 civilians for limited military gain. It should not bomb entire neighborhoods to rubble. And it must make an aggressive commitment to providing humanitarian relief, rather than being a stumbling block to groups trying to save lives in the midst of starvation.

Other answers are more difficult, because to imagine a postwar Gaza that might lead to peace, or at least to the weakening of violent forces around the region, would be to imagine a very different Israeli government--one that could credibly commit to helping facilitate the rebuilding of a Palestinian government in Gaza and the provision of full political rights to the people there. Instead, Israel has a government that just announced the largest West Bank land seizure in decades, and whose prime minister offers nothing to Palestinians but "full Israeli security control of all the territory west of the Jordan."

The Biden administration has assured its critics that it is pressuring Israel to do better. It recently allowed a UN Security Council resolution calling for a cease-fire to pass, even as it abstained and criticized the resolution for failing to condemn Hamas. But this will hardly repair the damage to America's international reputation. Washington needs to address the war that is, not the hypothetical war U.S. officials would like to see. As Adil Haque told me, "It's been five and a half months now, and there's no indication that Israel will ever change its tactics in a significant way, so you either support the way it fights, or you can't support it at all." Washington needs to stop making excuses for Israel and stop supporting this war.

So perhaps October 7 will be Israel's 9/11, or 20 9/11s--not just because of the scale of the losses, but because of the foolishness and cruelty of the response. And a few years from now, if I talk with a survivor of this devastating war, will he blame Hamas for provoking it? I would guess that he'll blame the country that bombed him without mercy and restricted the delivery of food while his family starved to death. And he'll blame America for enabling it. And so will the rest of the world. And they'll be right.
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How Not to Be Bored When You Have to Wait

Sick of standing in line? Instead of looking at your phone, read on.

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.

Like many, I travel a lot for work. Unlike many, I never get tired of it. On the open road are always interesting people and new places. Phoenix in July or Fairbanks in the winter? Bring it on. There is one thing about travel that bugs me, though, and has ever since my tender years: the constant waiting. When I travel, I wait in the TSA line, wait to board the plane, wait in restaurants, wait to check into hotels, and on and on.

This pet peeve about waiting is shared by most Americans, 64 percent of whom have to wait in line at a business at least a few times a week, and two-thirds of whom say that their predominant emotion while doing so is negative (according to a survey by Waitwhile, a company whose business is, literally, queuing management). Small wonder that scholars find that waiting for products and services strongly lowers satisfaction and loyalty to a service provider; according to the Waitwhile survey, 82 percent of customers actively avoid going to a business with a line.

For years, I have tried to design my life in such a way to lower how much time I have to spend waiting, and it has worked: I ask for the check as soon as the server brings me my lunch; I have all the subscriptions that help to streamline one's passage through the airport; I patronize hotels that have self-service check-in kiosks. No doubt my waiting time is a fraction of what it used to be. But recently, I have realized that despite these improvements, I'm not any less aggravated by the waiting I still have to endure.

Read: What boredom actually means

This mystery has led me to conclude that I have gone about the whole problem in the wrong way. I have been trying to engineer the outside world to make it better for me. I should instead have been working on myself, to live better in a world of waiting.

The problem with waiting for something we want--even when the waiting is not anxiety-provoking (as it can be for a medical result)--is that it produces two conditions that humans hate: boredom and lack of autonomy.

One way of understanding boredom is that it's a state in which you fail to find meaning. Standing in line, knowing that you're doing so to get or do something but are being forced to spend the time unproductively, is what feels meaningless. That can lead to frustration.

People resist the frustration of boredom so much that they will literally choose pain to pass the time: In one famous 2016 study, researchers ran an experiment in which they assigned participants to watch movies that were sad, neutral, or boring, during which they could self-administer painful electric shocks. Those watching the boring film shocked themselves more frequently and at higher intensity than the people watching the other films.

Waiting also lowers your sense of autonomy--or, to use the psychological parlance, creates an external locus of control, which means that your behavior can't change the situation at hand. This is extremely uncomfortable. Think of the last time you waited in an airport for a long-delayed flight, and the vexation that came from not being able to do anything about it except wait. For people who feel this a lot in their life--not just waiting in the occasional line but feeling as if they generally don't have control over their circumstances, for economic, health, or social and family reasons--such a lack of autonomy is associated with depression.

Read: Boredom is winning

You have probably noticed that to compound these problems, time seems to slow down when you're waiting for something. As a rule, time perception is highly contextual and subjective, and the perceived duration of an experience may seem to stretch out when we are under stress. In one experiment from the 1980s showing this, researchers asked people with arachnophobia to look at spiders--of which they were intensely afraid--for two stretches of 45 seconds apiece. They found that the phobic subjects systematically overestimated the amount of spider-watching time endured, especially after the second viewing of the spiders, which was likely related to the subjects' already heightened stress levels.

Your annoyance in a bank line probably isn't as extreme as that, but the frustration likely still makes the time drag. All of this leads to a vicious circle of waiting and frustration: The discomfort from waiting makes the waiting seem to go on longer, and this perceived extended waiting time increases your frustration.

Two obvious solutions to the waiting problem suggest themselves. The first is what I have always done, which is to try to engineer the external environment to eliminate as much waiting as possible. This means scheduling activities meticulously to avoid traffic when possible, subscribing to services that allow you to jump lines, and eating at weird hours when restaurants aren't crowded. That strategy helps a little, for a while, but as psychologists have long found--and as I've discovered for myself--the psychic gains from repeatedly attaining such gratification don't usually last. That is because of a psychological phenomenon known as affective habituation: the process by which the positive feeling falls when we get something again and again. Although the expense and inconvenience of these things are permanent, studies have shown that the benefits wear off quickly and become a new normal that is very nearly as frustrating as the old one.

Megan Garber: The great fracturing of American attention

Another waiting strategy most people have turned to of late is distraction by device. When a line forms, nearly everyone pulls out their phone to fritter away the time, playing games, checking email, and, especially, scrolling social media. You might think that this solution must work, the way everyone does it, but in fact it might not work at all.

In one study published in 2021, researchers monitored the level of boredom (and fatigue) that people reported over the course of their workday. As their boredom increased, the more likely they were to use their phone. This did not provide relief, however. On the contrary, they reported more boredom and fatigue after having used the phone. Your phone may attract your attention, but after the first few seconds, it may expose the false promise that it really isn't much more interesting than staring at the wall; meanwhile, it sucks up your energy.

If these solutions that try to change the outside world are not helpful, looking within ourselves could be a better bet. I can recommend two ways to transform waiting time from something to endure into an investment in yourself.

The first is the practice of mindfulness. The most common definition of this is a meditation technique in which one persists in focusing on the present moment. People typically find this quite difficult, even frustrating. But mindfulness can be much simpler and easier than the orthodox meditation practice. As my colleague Ellen Langer, whom I regard as a pioneer in mindfulness research, told me, "It's simply noticing new things."

To do this involves putting down the phone when waiting in line--or for a train, or at the airport, or wherever--and simply paying attention. You may not have done this in a long time--perhaps not since you first got a smartphone. You will find--and the research backs this up--that looking around and deliberately taking note of what you observe will probably lower the discomfort from boredom.

Read: The benefits of a short attention span

The second personal change you can try is to practice the virtue of patience. Impatience is obviously central to the waiting-frustration cycle, and research has shown that those who have more patience have higher life satisfaction and lower levels of depression. Of course, the advice "Be patient" doesn't seem especially helpful, does it? On the contrary, when an airline says "Thank you for your patience," I quietly seethe with rage (that special road warrior's rage exquisitely honed for airlines).

Fortunately, scholars have found a solution that, like mindfulness, has a strong connection with Eastern wisdom: the loving-kindness meditation. This is a mental exercise of directing warm emotions toward others, including friends, enemies, the whole world--even airlines. Research has found that this practice can increase patience. As a bonus, you can use it anywhere.

The best way to lower the misery of waiting, then, turns out to be not to change the world but to change oneself. That insight can apply not just to waiting but to life itself. Most of us go about our days feeling dissatisfied with the world, that it is failing in some way to conform to our preferences and convenience. But on a moment's reflection, we realize how absurd it is to suppose that it might. To do so is like canoeing down a river and railing against the winding course it takes rather than simply following those bends as best we can.

After research and upon reflection, I am trying a new strategy for waiting--and for a good deal else that bugs me--which is this: observing the world without distraction, and wishing others the love and happiness I want for myself.

But if that fails, maybe I'll just start shocking myself.
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Do Trump Supporters Mind When He Mocks Biden's Stutter?

We visit a rally in Dayton, Ohio, to find out.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Recently the Atlantic political reporter John Hendrickson and I set out on a kind of social experiment. A friend of Hendrickson's had sent him a video of Donald Trump mocking President Joe Biden's stutter. In the hierarchy of Trump insults, this one did not rate especially high. But it resonated with Hendrickson, who wrote a book about his own stuttering. And what especially resonated with him was the audience's laughter. "They don't have to laugh," Hendrickson told me. "They're either choosing to laugh or it's an involuntary reaction, and they're naturally laughing." Hendrickson had a theory that disability was politically neutral, or should be, so he decided to test it out. How do Trump's supporters actually feel about him making fun of people with disabilities?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, Hendrickson and I attend a Trump rally in Dayton, Ohio, to ask his supporters that question. Almost none of them like how Trump demeans people. And yet they all plan to vote for him anyway. The gap between those two sentiments reveals a lot about how people come to terms with their own decisions, values, and obvious contradictions.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

John Hendrickson: I believe it was in the afternoon, early evening. I was on my way to meet my friends to go bowling.


Hanna Rosin: This is staff writer John Hendrickson. John covers politics for The Atlantic. He's also had a stutter since he was a kid.

Hendrickson: And I was on the subway, and I got a text from a different friend who sent me a tweet that contained a video. So I held it up to my ear and I listened to it.
 Donald Trump: Two nights ago we all heard Crooked Joe's angry, dark, hate-filled rant of a State of the Union address. Wasn't it--didn't it bring us together? Remember, he said, I'm gonna bring the country tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-together. I'm gonna bring it together.
 Hendrickson: And the thing that jumped out at me was how Trump's audience laughed.
 Trump: Tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-together. I'm gonna bring it together.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. In his decade or so in politics, Donald Trump often talks like a bully. We know he nicknames opponents. "Little Marco." "Crazy Nancy." "Birdbrain"--that was for Nikki Haley.

Now, when it's just him and Biden, Trump has used: "Crooked Joe" or "Sleepy Joe." Or calls him "a low-IQ individual" or "cognitively impaired."

But there's one line he hasn't crossed. Until this year.

Hendrickson: Through it all though, he never openly mocked Biden's stutter. It's been this ongoing thing about Biden has dementia--all different versions of that idea. But he didn't outright make fun of Biden for being a person who stutters until January of this year.
 Trump: That's why Crooked Joe is staging his pathetic, fear-mongering campaign event in Pennsylvania today. Did you see him? He was stuttering through the whole thing. He's going, I'm gonna--he's a threat to democracy.
 Hendrickson: Biden had delivered a big speech to mark the anniversary of January 6. 
 Trump: He's saying I'm a threat to democracy. He's a threat to duh-duh-duh-democracy. Wow, okay. I couldn't read the word.
 Hendrickson: Trump has said and done worse things than this, obviously. He's done many, many worse things than this. But the juvenile element of it--there is just something really particular about this. It was sort of uniquely grotesque.


Rosin: So John and I decided to test out a question: What did Trump's supporters really think of him making fun of Biden? If John went to a rally and asked them, what would they say to his face?

Before we get there, though, something to know first.

A lot of people think of Biden as someone who used to stutter, if they think about it at all. Biden himself has generally talked about it as something he overcame.

But when John was covering Biden in the 2020 race, he saw something different. As John described it, in the middle of a speech, Biden would suddenly stop, pinch his eyes closed, thrust his hands forward "as if trying to pull the missing sound from his mouth."

In Biden, John recognized not a former stutterer but someone who was working very hard--and largely successfully--to manage his stutter.

In 2020, Biden agreed to sit down for an interview with John. Biden shared some painful memories with him, like the nun who made fun of him in seventh grade: "Mr. Buh-Buh-Buh-Biden."

And in that same article, John--who hadn't written much about his stutter--shared some of his own memories, like about the kid at baseball camp who would yell "stutter boy" and snap his fingers, as if John were a dog.

After that article came out, something unexpected happened to John: He became a kind of public face of adults who stuttered. Like, he even went on TV to talk about the article, something he'd never imagined he'd want to do.

Stephanie Ruhle: Joining me now, the author of that piece, John Hendrickson, senior politics editor for The Atlantic. John, I'm so glad you're here. This story is very personal to you. You've experienced life with a stutter. What about your experience has helped you identify Joe Biden's? And it's something that most of us just saw as him misspeaking.
 Hendrickson: People misunderstand stuttering a lot. You know, it isn't merely repetition of a word.
 It isn't merely blocking on a word. It's tons of things. It's loss of eye contact, as I'm doing at this exact moment. Just because it takes a little longer every now and then to get out a sentence, it doesn't mean that the person doesn't know what they're trying to say.


Rosin: John got an overwhelming response to the piece. Within days, hundreds and hundreds of people who stutter sent him messages. They swapped stories about growing up with a stutter. John went on to write a book about it titled Life on Delay. And he got more comfortable talking in public. Here he is again on TV.

Hendrickson: Most people don't even know what stuttering is. Barely anybody outside the community or outside the speech-language-pathologist community even knows that it's a neurological disorder.
 Pretty much everybody thinks it's just a manifestation of nervousness or anxiety or that a person is dumb. We have a real antiquated cultural view of this thing.


Rosin: So John had spent several years dragging people out of those dark ages. And then, his friend sent him that video of Trump at the rally imitating the stutter in front of an audience.

Trump: Tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-together. I'm gonna bring it together.
 Rosin: Why do you think Trump crossed that line? Like, he has not made fun of Joe Biden's stutter for now years. So do you have any guesses about why now?
 Hendrickson: I think it's notable that the two times Trump has openly done this have both come on the heels of a big Biden speech.
 In January, it was Biden's pro-democracy speech on the anniversary of the insurrection. Trump mocked him, saying "duh-duh-duh-democracy."
 And then two days after Biden's State of the Union address, Trump mocked him, saying he's going to bring this country "tuh-tuh-tuh-together."


Rosin: Now, here's where I'd play some tape of Biden himself. Because he didn't actually stutter on the word "together." He actually didn't even say those exact words. Trump is doing more of what John considers a vaudeville impression of Biden, knowing that the president's stutter is a way to attack him.

Now, John's a seasoned reporter, and Biden and Trump are politicians. So John isn't worried about their feelings. He is, however, worried about the audience laughing, what it means that a crowd heard Trump say, "duh-duh-duh-democracy," and found it funny.

Hendrickson: It's too easy to roll your eyes and say, Oh, that's just Trump being Trump, which I think, to a degree, I can be sympathetic to that argument. But that doesn't mean his supporters, who are also adults--they don't have to laugh. They're either choosing to laugh or it's an involuntary reaction, and they're naturally laughing.
 Rosin: Did you hear that immediately, or did you have to rewatch it to see that?
 Hendrickson: I immediately heard it. And that happened back in January as well. And I think that's the thing that compels me to go talk to his supporters this weekend.
 [Turn signal clicking]
 AI voice: Turn right onto Northwoods Boulevard.
 Rosin: I guess we're just at the edge of an airport.
 Hendrickson: I think this is North Dayton.
 Rosin: North Dayton. Okay.


Rosin: A week after mocking Biden's stutter, Trump had a rally planned in Ohio.

AI voice: In a quarter mile, turn right onto North Dixie Drive.


Rosin: So John and I rented a car and made our way to the tarmac of the Dayton International Airport. John had a pretty specific goal.

Hendrickson: I am less interested in Trump himself and more interested in talking to as many of his supporters as I can and asking them: How do you feel about Trump mocking people with disabilities?
 I've interviewed many Trump supporters over the past nine years, and 99.9 percent of them have been polite, and they don't mock me or make fun of me. They're human beings.
 And so, given that Trump has now repeatedly--and openly--mocked Biden's stutter, and he's previously mocked other disabilities, I'm interested if it bothers his supporters or not, because a topic like disability is bipartisan. It is neutral. It is apolitical.
 Rosin: Well, we hope. We hope. But that's maybe the hypothesis that you're testing.


[Music]

Rosin: After the break, John and I test that hypothesis with the crowd in Ohio.

Rally vendor: Trump shirts, Trump shirts, Trump shirts.
 Rally vendor: Buy-one-get-one hats.


Hendrickson: I'm amazed at how his rallies have evolved into this kind of Grateful Dead traveling roadshow. Vendors follow him around the country, and even certain attendees follow him around the country.

Rosin: This is what you mean by the carnival atmosphere. There's like lots and lots of merchants.
 Hendrickson: I'm amazed at the sheer volume of different T-shirts: "Trumpinator: I'll Be Back." "Jesus is my savior. Trump is my president." Trump and Mount Rushmore--and so he's on there, but he's also on a motorcycle.


Hendrickson: You know, not just food vendors and T-shirt vendors, but everything you can think of. And it truly is this community. It has this weird juxtaposition of being a very jovial, celebratory, warm--and he plays all this nostalgic music--and then he gets up there, and he delivers these apocalyptic monologues. So it's just--it's unlike anything else.

Rosin: We made our way through the vendors, across the windy tarmac, to the line of people waiting to get through security. John and I skipped over the guy in the "Media Lies" T-shirt and got to work with our informal survey.

Hendrickson: Do you have any interest in a brief interview about the event?
 Rallygoer: Uh, sure.
 Hendrickson: First time you ever seen Trump, or have you seen him before?
 Rallygoer: First time in person, yes.


Rosin: There were diehards who'd traveled hours to be there, locals just excited he was back in Ohio, a couple of undecideds looking to hear him in person. We would get the basics, and then John would ask if they saw the Georgia rally where Trump had mocked Biden's stutter.

Hendrickson: Did you happen to catch any of Trump's Georgia event that he did a week ago on Saturday?
 Rallygoer (Todd Rossbach): I did, as a matter of fact. Rome, Georgia.
 Rallygoer (Melina): I did not. Actually, I didn't even know he was in Dayton until I saw it on TikTok this morning. (Laughs.) We jumped in the car and came.


Rosin: And then the question.

Hendrickson: Last week, Trump mocked Biden's stutter. He was saying: "We're going to bring the country together. Tuh-tuh-tuh-together."
 Rallygoer (Cindy Rossbach): It's not the Christian way to be. And it doesn't--I just feel like it makes Trump look bad, when he's probably not a bad person.


Rosin: This is Cindy Rossbach. She and her husband, Todd, had different opinions.

Rallygoer (Todd Rossbach): After what we've seen from the administration--you know, they wanna put him in jail for life--I think he's got every right to do whatever he wants to do at this point.
 Rallygoer (Cindy Rossbach): I disagree because I think when you make fun of people, it just makes you look bad.


Rosin: We kept talking to more people. This is Melina, from Chillicothe, Ohio.

Rallygoer (Melina): He's going to say what he says. When he was in office, our economy was great. We got along with every other country. That's all I care about. (Laughter.)


Rosin: And Vanessa Miller, from Cincinnati.

Rallygoer (Vanessa Miller): Trump is a good man. He's not perfect. Biden is not handicapped. He's just an ass, and he does not care about this country. So 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.


Rosin: A lot of people just detoured into the mental-acuity lane. Here's Sharon, from the Dayton area.

Rallygoer (Sharon): The president that we have today can't speak. He can't walk. He can't talk. And he's definitely not thinking for himself. He's not making the decisions. He is somebody's puppet.
 Hendrickson: And so, Biden has a neurological disorder. He has a stutter. I do too. Do you know anybody who has one?
 Rallygoer (Sharon): Yeah, my cousin had a stutter. You know, it's just, you can't play into your feelings. You have to take this stuff seriously when it comes to our policy and our country.


Rosin: Most people touched it lightly, if at all, and then moved on to bigger things: dementia, economy, country. One man we talked to, R. C. Pittman, didn't mind getting into it, though. He came with Bikers for Trump, and we chose to talk to him because we were interested in disabilityand Pittman was in a transport chair. He said he can't walk very well.

Hendrickson: Have you ever known anybody growing up, or presently, like Biden, who has a stutter like I do?
 Rallygoer (Pittman): Yeah. And we made fun of 'em. And we poked fun at 'em. And they didn't get offended. You know, the same thing with me. I had big ears. They used to call me Dumbo when I was a kid.
 We had a guy that rides with us, one of our chapter members--took his leg off from here down. So now instead of Geronimo, up there on his bike--like mine says Casper. That's my road name. We changed his from Geronimo to Stumpy. I mean, did it offend him? Hell no. He's Stumpy.
 It would be the same as me saying: D-D-D-Damn, boy. Can't you talk better than that? It's not degrading. You follow me? It's words. It's an expression of thought.


Rosin: After we thanked him and moved on, I asked John what he thought.

Hendrickson: I am interested in that concept of, like, you know, the difference between teasing and degrading.
 Rosin: Yeah, I actually thought that was interesting.
 Hendrickson: Well, and I wonder if his biker friend who's an amputee--you know, they call him Stumpy--like, does that secretly bother him or not?
 Rosin: Yeah, I did wonder about that. Like, can we have Stumpy's phone number?


Rosin: If teasing is a thing between friends, Trump and Biden are clearly not friends. But again, John did not come here to think about how Trump's words affect Biden's feelings. Biden's a public figure and a politician. He came here to see how they land on the crowd and then beyond the crowd, outside in the world.

Hendrickson: But I think that the concern among members of the disability community is that kids and teenagers are going to watch Trump say, "tuh-tuh-tuh-together," and then think it's okay to then go do that to other people.
 Rallygoer (Todd Rossbach): There is an aspect of that. It's unfortunate, yeah.


Rosin: One striking thing from our time in Ohio was the number of people we talked to who worked with kids, sometimes even kids with learning disabilities. Cheryl from Ohio, for example. She has a learning disability herself, so she feels especially connected to kids who struggle.

Rosin: And if a kid asks you, Why is the president making fun of people with disabilities? What would you say?
 Rallygoer (Cheryl): I tell them they're not actually making fun. They're just trying to--they are using those words to win. That's how you win. You're just finding a way for you to become the winner, and they become the loser.
 Rosin: So it's like trash-talking?
 Rallygoer (Cheryl): It's just trash-talking.


[Music]

Rallygoer (Shana from Indiana): I've worked in special education my whole life, so I definitely don't agree with that at all.
 Rosin: You don't agree with what?
 Rallygoer (Shana from Indiana): Anybody making fun of people that have disabilities.


Rosin: This is Shana from Indiana. She has a special-ed degree. She taught middle schoolers with learning disabilities. I asked her if she'd ever seen bullying in her classroom or if kids ever made fun of each other. And she said, "All the time."

Rosin: If one of your kids said, Hey, why is our president making fun of disabled people? Like, I thought you told us not to do that. What would you say to a kid, as a teacher?
 Rallygoer (Shana from Indiana): What would I say? That regardless of what comes out of people's mouths, that we're to forgive them. And does it mean that they did it on purpose? Because our hearts are wicked.


Rosin: Lastly, this is Susie Mikaloff, from Ohio, who taught math for three decades.

Rallygoer (Susie Mikaloff): This is small on the scale of what the kids are subjected to nowadays. So I think, overall, he can show them he's a good leader. So when you look at what he's done and what he can do with the nation, then you just have to put that aside. You have to forgive that. So I forgive him for doing that.


[Music]

Hendrickson: I find it interesting that some of these teachers, and special-ed teachers, could be so compassionate Monday through Friday and then go to a Trump rally on Saturday.

Trump: They're sending their prisoners to see us. They're sending--and they're bringing them right to the border. I've seen the humanity, and these humanity--these are bad. These are animals. Okay? And we have to stop it.


Rosin: Back in the hotel after the rally, John and I unpacked our thoughts about the day of interviews. We both were stuck on the people who worked with kids, in particular the special-ed teachers.

Hendrickson: And that doesn't mean that they're not compassionate on Saturday, but it's another level of Trump supporter to go to the rally.
 It's just an odd juxtaposition to think of a really thoughtful, compassionate special-ed teacher, Monday through Friday serving their students and then getting up Saturday and going to this rally where the person's talking about "bloodbath."
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. Do you think they think of him as compassionate or not compassionate, or they just don't think about it?
 Hendrickson: I think people are attracted to Trump's power.
 Rosin: It's just interesting to see the different slices of them, like the way they were in the Trump rally, the way they could be moved by that. But then there's this whole other side of them.
 Like, I believe that those people who said they had a friend who stutters, that they would be kind to that friend. Like, I could see that, that they would care about those people, in context with those people. And that's all I have to say. There's no, like, squaring the two different versions of that person.
 There's, like, rally person, and then there's classroom person, and they're both inside the same person.
 Hendrickson: And that's what Trump is so good at, is pulling out the darker side of people.
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Hendrickson: Yeah. That doesn't mean that a person's a bad person. And it's not like every day you walk around in life and you're 60 percent good, 40 percent bad. But just, Trump has a way of making the bad stuff okay.


[Music]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smerciak and fact-checked by Yvonne Kim. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic Audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Photographing Black Self-Creation in the American South

How Rahim Fortune depicts the beauty of a place and its people

by Imani Perry


Mcgregor Park, Houston, Texas, 2021 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)



Contemporary rural places are rendered all but invisible in the American public imagination; we are a nation that celebrates big cities and suburbs. But rural towns are not only an integral part of the national fabric; they are often key to understanding our story. Hardtack, a new book from the photographer Rahim Fortune, is a case in point.

Fortune's portraiture captures the work of Black self-creation in the thick of a humid, hard-earned history. In these images--all shot in the South, many in East Texas--the land is a character, and its people are authors. Depicting a place is always complex, but in this region, it is especially so. Some of the greatest biodiversity in the world is here, which is why people call much of southeastern Texas the "Big Thicket." And in Ark-La-Tex (a portmanteau-crossroads, because nature doesn't respect the lines of statecraft), the intertwined stories of the haves and the have-nots--Black, white, Indigenous, settlers and captives, driven out and ground down--are a thicket that cannot be disentangled.

Beginning after the Civil War, freedpeople founded and ran Black towns throughout the South and the Midwest. In Texas, these were aptly named "freedom colonies." Establishing these towns provided Black people with the opportunity for self-governance and independence. The towns were also protection from the backbreaking realities of debt peonage and sharecropping. The people were no longer chattel; they were citizens. Some of these colonies flourished for a time. But they suffered, too, falling prey to common patterns--the centuries-long dispossession of small homesteads by the wealthy; the depopulation of rural places in favor of the allure of bigger cities, better-paying jobs, a life outside the reach of Jim Crow.

Read: Eight books that explain the South

As King Cotton receded in prominence, the sawmills stepped in, making a big business of felling pines and hardwood trees. Then, in 1930, the East Texas Oil Field was discovered. With bread lines spreading across America, the jockeying for oil was fast and furious. Oilmen were global players in politics and business, cutting deals in international negotiations to power the world.

In Black churches, oil is a term of art, used to describe a vocalization that is lush with spirit; singers are told to "put some oil on it"--to anoint their voice. It might be that the hazards of the oil industry--a business of fires and explosions as well as boom and bust--facilitate an ever more passionate faith in God. Hardscrabble living will do that.

Poverty persists in East Texas today, and folks still must scuffle to stay free. In this state, you find some of the highest incarceration rates in the world. And the work has stayed hard: working cattle for milk and meat, harvesting big bunches of roses for other people's beloveds in far-flung places, laboring over cotton and oil. Sacrifice is built into living. Residents must be prepared for tornadoes and floods that can feel biblical.

Words sit humbly alongside the clarion beauty in Fortune's photographs. Look to see evidence of the imagination made real through human hands everywhere: in the land that is cleared; in the architecture that endures; in the quilts and elegant coiffures, the pressed and stitched shirts, the felted cowboy hats. There is a lot to be proud of. Yet the working hands raised in thanksgiving and supplication are offered in humility before God. Nature encroaches, seemingly stronger than mere muscle and faith. In person, there is so much green and blue, gold and brown--the colors of plants, water, people. Yet shot in black and white, much of what it means to be human is made crystal clear. The deliberation of a swooped bang, a diaphanous skirt cut and sewn on the bias, a thick knuckle--it is more than beauty; it is elegance in endurance.


Windmill House, Hutto, Texas, 2022 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)




Praise Dancers, Edna, Texas, 2022 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)






Grandma's Hands, Houston, Texas, 2020 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)




Sam's BBQ, Austin, Texas, 2016 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)




Praying Cowboy, Gladewater, Texas, 2021 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)




Mother & Daughters, Austin, Texas, 2021 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)




Northside Home, Houston, Texas, 2020 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)




Ace (Miss Juneteenth), Galveston, Texas, 2022 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)




AME Church Interior, Tucker, Texas, 2022 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)




Demolished School, Edna, Texas, 2022 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)




Deonte, New Sweden, Texas, 2022 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)




Brothers at Parade, Houston, Texas, 2023 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)




Brackish Water, Otter Creek, Florida, 2020 (Rahim Fortune / Loose Joints)



This article is adapted from "Good Fortune," an essay by Imani Perry that appears in Rahim Fortune's new book, Hardtack.
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Daniel Kahneman Wanted You to Realize How Wrong You Are

The late psychologist gave the world an extraordinary gift: admitting his mistakes.

by Daniel Engber




I first met Daniel Kahneman about 25 years ago. I'd applied to graduate school in neuroscience at Princeton University, where he was on the faculty, and I was sitting in his office for an interview. Kahneman, who died today at the age of 90, must not have thought too highly of the occasion. "Conducting an interview is likely to diminish the accuracy of a selection procedure," he'd later note in his best-selling book, Thinking, Fast and Slow. That had been the first finding in his long career as a psychologist: As a young recruit in the Israel Defense Forces, he'd assessed and overhauled the pointless 15-to-20-minute chats that were being used for sorting soldiers into different units. And yet there he and I were, sitting down for a 15-to-20-minute chat of our own.

I remember he was sweet, smart, and very strange. I knew him as a founder of behavioral economics, and I had a bare familiarity with the work on cognitive biases and judgment heuristics for which he was soon to win a Nobel Prize. I did not know that he'd lately switched the focus of his research to the science of well-being and how to measure it objectively. When I said during the interview that I'd been working in a brain-imaging lab, he began to talk about a plan he had to measure people's level of delight directly from their brain. If neural happiness could be assessed, he said, then it could be maximized. I had little expertise--I'd only been a lab assistant--but the notion seemed far-fetched: You can't just sum up a person's happiness by counting voxels on a brain scan. I was chatting with a genius, yet somehow on this point he seemed ... misguided?

I still believe that he was wrong, on this and many other things. He believed so too. Daniel Kahneman was the world's greatest scholar of how people get things wrong. And he was a great observer of his own mistakes. He declared his wrongness many times, on matters large and small, in public and in private. He was wrong, he said, about the work that had won the Nobel Prize. He wallowed in the state of having been mistaken; it became a topic for his lectures, a pedagogical ideal. Science has its vaunted self-corrective impulse, but even so, few working scientists--and fewer still of those who gain significant renown--will ever really cop to their mistakes. Kahneman never stopped admitting fault. He did it almost to a fault.

Whether this instinct to self-debunk was a product of his intellectual humility, the politesse one learns from growing up in Paris, or some compulsion born of melancholia, I'm not qualified to say. What, exactly, was going on inside his brilliant mind is a matter for his friends, family, and biographers. Seen from the outside, though, his habit of reversal was an extraordinary gift. Kahneman's careful, doubting mode of doing science was heroic. He got everything wrong, and yet somehow he was always right.

In 2011, he compiled his life's work to that point into Thinking, Fast and Slow. Truly, the book is as strange as he was. While it might be found in airport bookstores next to business how-to and science-based self-help guides, its genre is unique. Across its 400-plus pages Kahneman lays out an extravagant taxonomy of human biases, fallacies, heuristics, and neglects, in the hope of making us aware of our mistakes, so that we might call out the mistakes that other people make. That's all we can aspire to, he repeatedly reminds us, because mere recognition of an error doesn't typically make it go away. "We would all like to have a warning bell that rings loudly whenever we are about to make a serious error, but no such bell is available, and cognitive illusions are generally more difficult to recognize than perceptual illusions," he writes in the book's conclusion. "The voice of reason may be much fainter than the loud and clear voice of an erroneous intuition." That's the struggle: We may not hear that voice, but we must attempt to listen.

Kahneman lived with one ear cocked; he made errors just the same. The book itself was a terrific struggle, as he said in interviews. He was miserable while writing it, and so plagued by doubts that he paid some colleagues to review the manuscript and then tell him, anonymously, whether he should throw it in the garbage to preserve his reputation. They said otherwise, and others deemed the finished book a masterpiece. Yet the timing of its publication turned out to be unfortunate. In its pages, Kahneman marveled at great length over the findings of a subfield of psychology known as social priming. But that work--not his own--quickly fell into disrepute, and a larger crisis over irreproducible results began to spread. Many of the studies that Kahneman had touted in his book--he called one an "instant classic" and said of others, "Disbelief is not an option"--turned out to be unsound. Their sample sizes were far too small, and their statistics could not be trusted. To say the book was riddled with scientific errors would not be entirely unfair.

If anyone should have caught those errors, it was Kahneman. Forty years earlier, in the very first paper he wrote with his close friend and colleague Amos Tversky, he had shown that even trained psychologists--even people like himself--are subject to a "consistent misperception of the world" that leads them to make poor judgments about sample sizes, and to draw the wrong conclusions from their data. In that sense, Kahneman had personally discovered and named the very cognitive bias that would eventually corrupt the academic literature he cited in his book.

In 2012, as the extent of that corruption became apparent, Kahneman intervened. While some of those whose work was now in question grew defensive, he put out an open letter calling for more scrutiny. In private email chains, he reportedly goaded colleagues to engage with critics and to participate in rigorous efforts to replicate their work. In the end, Kahneman admitted in a public forum that he'd been far too trusting of some suspect data. "I knew all I needed to know to moderate my enthusiasm for the surprising and elegant findings that I cited, but I did not think it through," he wrote. He acknowledged the "special irony" of his mistake.

Kahneman once said that being wrong feels good, that it gives the pleasure of a sense of motion: "I used to think something and now I think something else." He was always wrong, always learning, always going somewhere new. In the 2010s, he abandoned the work on happiness that we'd discussed during my grad-school interview, because he realized--to his surprise--that no one really wanted to be happy in the first place. People are more interested in being satisfied, which is something different. "I was very interested in maximizing experience, but this doesn't seem to be what people want to do," he told Tyler Cowen in an interview in 2018. "Happiness feels good in the moment. But it's in the moment. What you're left with are your memories. And that's a very striking thing--that memories stay with you, and the reality of life is gone in an instant."

The memories remain.
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How Climate Change Is Making Allergy Season Worse

A conversation with Yasmin Tayag about rising pollen counts and the allergy apocalypse

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.


Rising temperatures are leading to what my colleague Yasmin Tayag has called an "allergy apocalypse." I spoke with Yasmin, who covers science for The Atlantic, about our ever-expanding allergy season, the relationship between rising temperatures and pollen, and the extent to which pollen may rob us of the pleasures of summer.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anshel Pfeffer: "Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever."
 	Where RFK Jr. goes from here
 	Can you ever really escape your ex?




More Than a Seasonal Annoyance

Lora Kelley: It's barely spring, and it feels like people are already suffering from allergies on the East Coast. To what extent has allergy season been expanding in recent years--and is it still fair to call it a "season"?

Yasmin Tayag: There is a lot of research showing that pollen seasons are beginning earlier compared with several decades ago. They're also more intense, in that there's more pollen in the air. This is happening largely as a result of warming temperatures across the country.

For now, allergy season does have a start and end date--you can still call it a "season." In general, tree pollen kicks off allergy season in early spring, then it's caused by grasses in the spring and summer, and ragweed in the fall. But in some parts of the country, allergy season is thought to last even longer: Florida's is almost year-round. In those cases, it's not a matter of a season.

Lora: Could you walk me through the relationship between rising temperatures and rises in pollen?

Yasmin: On the whole, temperatures rising means we see more pollen for longer. When the temperatures are warmer earlier in the year, the trees start releasing and creating pollen earlier. An increased amount of carbon dioxide in the air is also thought to increase pollen production.

Not all plants respond to temperature in the same way. Predicting where allergies will be really bad also has to do with the plant life in that region and whether those plants are sensitive to temperature.

Lora: Why are some adults only recently starting to show allergy symptoms?

Yasmin: There are some people who are genetically predisposed to allergies. They get symptoms as soon as the pollen is in the air. Some people have a much higher pollen threshold, meaning they can be exposed to pollen for longer or handle a higher level of pollen exposure before showing symptoms for the first time. But with a much longer and more intense season, more people are meeting that threshold.

Your surrounding environment can also affect your allergies. If you live in a place that doesn't have a ton of trees or is very cool, you might have fewer symptoms than someone with the same DNA living in a perpetually warm place.

Allergies can be more than a seasonal annoyance. They can be devastating for people who have asthma, in particular, because they can trigger asthma attacks.

Lora: Is there anything people can do to avoid this fate?

Yasmin: Not much. You can manage your exposure, and, in general, people can manage their symptoms.

As pollen levels go up year after year, people can get into the habit of checking the pollen count before they go outside. If it's going to be an allergy day, take the necessary precautions to reduce your exposure. That can mean staying indoors as much as possible, or shutting your windows. In some instances, you might even want to change clothes when you enter the house so you don't track pollen inside.

There are other therapies that are sometimes effective, such as exposure therapies, where over time you build up the amount of pollen you encounter so your body gets used to it. As an allergy sufferer myself, I recommend traveling with allergy medication; maybe your symptoms will spike in the middle of the day. And wear waterproof mascara.

Lora: How could higher pollen levels shift our relationship to nature and the outdoors?

Yasmin: I think it means spending less time outside, which is terrible. And what I really feel sad about is having to close your windows in the summertime--being shut out from the summer breeze. We already spend so much of the year cooped up indoors, and to further isolate ourselves indoors because there's so much pollen in the air feels like missing out on the best parts of the warmer seasons.

Related:

	There is no stopping the allergy apocalypse.
 	Climate change is making allergy season even worse. (From 2022)




Today's News

	Authorities announced last night that the six missing construction workers who were on the Francis Scott Key Bridge when it collapsed are presumed dead.
 	Former Connecticut Senator Joe Lieberman, a longtime congressman who was the first Jewish candidate on the national ticket of a major party, died from complications from a fall, according to a statement from his family.
 	Yesterday, NBC News cut ties with Ronna McDaniel, the former chair of the Republican National Committee who previously disputed the 2020 election results, days after hiring her.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: CSA-Archive / Getty.



A Bad Gamble

By Jemele Hill

This week, the pro baseball superstar Shohei Ohtani addressed the media for the first time since his name surfaced in an investigation of an alleged illegal gambling ring. He told reporters that the $4.5 million in wire transfers from his account had been sent without his knowledge by his friend and interpreter, and that he had "never bet on baseball or any other sports."
 Opening Day is this week, and Major League Baseball can't be happy about this cloud over its biggest star. But with gambling so deeply embedded in mainstream sports culture, and most sports leagues now in partnership with gambling operations, these kinds of scandals have become far more common.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why Trump won't stop suing the media and losing
 	"Lunch at the Polo Club"




Culture Break


LaToya Ruby Frazier



Examine. Spend time with the intimate, intergenerational portraits taken by the photographer and visual artist LaToya Ruby Frazier.

Read. Lisa Ko's new novel, Memory Piece, details three women's desire for freedom from capitalism, expectations, and the public eye, Lily Meyer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Where RFK Jr. Goes From Here

The outsider candidate has money, a running mate, and a growing army of supporters determined to upend the election.

by John Hendrickson




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


Wasn't Robert F. Kennedy Jr. supposed to have flamed out by now? At a rally yesterday in Oakland, California, Kennedy--a lifelong Democrat turned independent--unveiled his 2024 running mate, the Silicon Valley entrepreneur Nicole Shanahan. Kennedy selected Shanahan from a motley crew of reported vice-presidential contenders: Aaron Rodgers, Jesse Ventura, Mike Rowe, Tulsi Gabbard, and the rapper Killer Mike, to name a few.

Shanahan is by no means a household name. Yet she could bolster Kennedy's outsider ticket in three pivotal ways. She's just 38 years old and may help him appeal to younger voters. Several states require candidates to file a two-person ticket as a ballot-eligibility requirement, so her sheer addition could help move those efforts forward. And, of course, she has money: Her charitable donations suggest she is worth tens or even hundreds of millions of dollars. "The purpose of wealth is to help those in need," Shanahan told the crowd yesterday. "And I want to bring that back to politics."

Kennedy's upstart We the People party still has a slim chance of winning the White House. As of now, he's on the ballot only in the state of Utah. Yet his movement's potential to "spoil" the election remains very real. Kennedy knows this. In fact, he owns it. But he rejects the premise that he's more likely to pull voters away from one particular candidate. Rather, he sees himself as a bipartisan menace. "Our campaign is a spoiler," he told the crowd, before rattling off a list of things he intends to spoil (the electoral hopes of Donald Trump and Joe Biden chief among them). He also made it clear that his aim is bigger and broader than one election. "Our independent run for the presidency is finally going to bring down the Democratic and Republican duopoly," Kennedy promised.

Read: The first MAGA Democrat

Since entering the race last April, Kennedy has mostly registered between 10 and 20 percent in the polls. A Bloomberg/Morning Consult poll of swing states published this week illustrated his potential impact: His presence added one point to Trump's current lead over Biden. "It's great for MAGA," Trump posted on Truth Social this morning. "He is Crooked Joe Biden's political opponent, not mine. I love that he is running!"

His campaign may continue to feel like a joke to some, but its effect in November could be real. Kennedy doesn't need to win a single state to tip the election--he just needs to siphon enough votes in the right places. In 2016, pollsters, members of the media, political operatives, and the Hillary Clinton campaign appeared to underestimate the number of Americans who would support a third party--or those who were willing to hold their nose and vote for Trump. That could be happening all over again with Kennedy.

The livestreamed event had a quirky, almost surreal air to it. Kennedy's signature crunchy-hippie-Boomer energy permeated the proceedings. His remarks ping-ponged between patriotism, nostalgia, and a rallying cry to burn it all down. At one point, the musician Tim Hockenberry led the crowd in a warbly version of Woody Guthrie's "This Land Is Your Land." Much of the afternoon was peppered with dramatic videos featuring sweeping music fit for a Michael Bay movie. (In one of the clips, Kennedy extolled the virtues of organic farming and lamented children eating Twinkies.) After revealing Shanahan to be his VP, Kennedy waxed for several more minutes, prompting confusion as to when or if she would even appear at the lectern. He characterized his new partner as a kindred spirit--an avid surfer, a fellow lawyer, a natural-food enthusiast, a wealthy person who's not afraid to stand up to corporate America. "Nearly all Americans share the same values that we do," he said.

Eventually, Shanahan had a chance to speak for herself. "As recently as a year ago, I really didn't think much of Bobby Kennedy, because I didn't know much about him," she told the crowd. "All I had was the mainstream-media narrative that was effectively telling me horrible, disparaging things." At the suggestion of a friend, she started listening to some of his interviews and saw a person "of intelligence, of compassion, and of reason."

Shanahan also offered a glimpse of her family story. Her mother is a Chinese immigrant who relied on food stamps, and her father struggled with mental illness and substance abuse. Shanahan herself is the mother of a daughter on the autism spectrum. Two decades ago, Kennedy helped popularize the unscientific theory that vaccines cause autism. On the campaign trail, he has occasionally attempted to distance himself from his anti-vaccine claims. Yesterday, Shanahan leaned into the subject. She spoke at length about what she believes to be the relationship between many facets of modern life and chronic disease, and gestured toward childhood inoculations as one culprit. (This remains unproven.) "Pharmaceutical medicine has its place, but no single safety study can assess the cumulative impact of one prescription on top of another prescription, and one shot on top of another shot on top of another shot throughout the course of childhood," she said. "We just don't do that study right now, and we ought to."

Like Kennedy, Shanahan lives in California. She grew up in Oakland and was previously married to the Google co-founder Sergey Brin. Her current partner is a cryptocurrency maven. Shanahan's status as a California resident will likely be a setback for their campaign. The state's election law mandates that California electors "shall vote by ballot for a person for President and a person for Vice President of the United States, one of whom, at least, is not an inhabitant of this state." In simpler terms, this means that the Kennedy-Shanahan ticket will be ineligible to compete for their home state's 54 electoral votes come November, even if it is on the ballot.

Last fall, Kennedy's pivot from Democrat to independent didn't nudge him out of the national conversation. In fact, it had the opposite effect. Tony Lyons, who co-founded Kennedy's super PAC, American Values, told me that the October switch has made fundraising much easier. Lyons is among the curious characters in Kennedy's orbit. He is not a political operative by trade; he's the president of Skyhorse Publishing, an independent press that has published some of Kennedy's books, including the mega best seller The Real Anthony Fauci. Although Kennedy's campaign spokesperson did not respond to my request for comment, Lyons answered my call and engaged in a freewheeling conversation as he settled into his California hotel on the eve of the VP festivities.

Lyons told me he is "absolutely convinced" that his candidate will appear on the ballot in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. Although that is highly unlikely, Lyons and his super-PAC colleagues have laid some of that groundwork themselves. American Values claims to have collected enough signatures for Kennedy to reach the ballot in four battleground states: Georgia, Arizona, Michigan, and South Carolina. Recently, however, the group paused its ballot-access efforts and is now zeroing in on advertising, leaving the ballot-access push to the campaign and its reported 60,000 volunteers. Kennedy's rivals say this sudden halt came after allegations of illegal coordination between the super PAC and Kennedy's campaign.

Responding to some recent attacks more broadly, Lyons told me that the Democratic National Committee has "brought together this sort of hit squad of dirty tricksters who are going to try to find every technicality they can get to disenfranchise the American people." He said he believes we've reached an inflection point in U.S. history--"you know, sort of a battle for the soul of America." He did not seem to realize that he was parroting Biden's 2020 campaign slogan.

As one of the nation's preeminent conspiracy theorists, Kennedy markets himself as a champion of the First Amendment, and has made quite a living doing so. Lyons, for his part, is something closer to a free-speech absolutist. A few months ago, he published The Great Awakening: Defeating the Globalists and Launching the Next Great Renaissance, a book by Alex Jones. When I interviewed Kennedy for a profile last year, I asked him about Jones, and he all but drew a line. "There's only so many discussions that you can have, and only so many areas where you can actually, you know, examine the evidence," Kennedy told me. Lyons, however, was quick to defend Jones in our conversation this week. "It starts with Alex Jones, and then it comes to everybody else," he said of free-speech censorship. "He has a right to be published by anybody who wants to publish him, and I've made it very clear that I want to publish Alex Jones," he said a bit later. "I think Alex Jones has very provocative views about all kinds of things."

As of now, Biden's team is keeping an eye on Jill Stein, Cornel West, and the potential No Labels unity ticket, but Kennedy has most of its attention. "Our campaign isn't taking a single vote for granted, and we are making historic investments to ensure that Americans know all that's at stake in this election," a Biden-campaign spokesperson told me in a statement. "The American people will face a stark choice this November between the two candidates with a path to 270 electoral votes."

Lyons's comment to me about a "hit squad of dirty tricksters" seemed to be a reference to the DNC's recent hiring of the Democratic operatives Lis Smith and Matt Corridoni, who are tasked with taking on third-party candidates. In conversations (and in news coverage), anti-Kennedy talking points appear to be making the rounds now more than ever. Virtually any discussion with someone connected to the DNC, for instance, includes the observation that Kennedy's largest super-PAC donor, Timothy Mellon, has also given money to Trump's PAC. In a statement to me last night, Corridoni said, "We're going to make sure voters are educated about Kennedy's extreme policies and the MAGA donors funding his spoiler campaign. When voters learn that Kennedy is propped up by Trump's biggest donor, attempting to throw the election, and that his own family doesn't support him, they will be less curious about his candidacy should he even make it onto the ballot."

Yair Rosenberg: There's no such thing as an RFK Jr. voter

Earlier this month, dozens of Kennedys showed up at the White House to celebrate St. Patrick's Day with Biden. A viral group photo of them arm in arm with Biden appeared to be a response to an American Values ad that ran during the Super Bowl and repurposed the mid-century "Kennedy, Kennedy, Kennedy" jingle. Kennedy himself later apologized for the ad and blamed his super PAC (while still featuring the clip on his X profile). The person who bankrolled the controversial spot? His new running mate.

The Trump campaign did not respond to my requests for comment for this story. In background conversations with the Biden campaign and the DNC this week, I was struck by their optimism. I was also surprised by what seemed to be an overestimation of "average" voter knowledge. (Though when I raised this criticism, I received a strong denial, plus examples of times the campaign acknowledged that the public is unaware of Kennedy's positions.) Even now, many Americans are barely aware of Kennedy's stance on Israel, or his anti-vaccine history--they simply know his last name, and are maybe vaguely aware of his '60s-anarchy ethos. But it's not just positions. The establishment Democrats may also be underestimating Kennedy's relative appeal. Although he's 70 years old, Kennedy still seems youthful, at least compared with Biden and Trump.

Biden fatigue in particular is very real right now, and will be a tangible factor in November. Yet the sense I came away with was that the people around Biden believe (hope) that itchy blue voters are on something akin to a political rumspringa, and, after voters learn more about Kennedy, they will eventually come home to the Democratic Party and its kindly 81-year-old nominee once summer ends and the election's existential stakes become more immediate. Kennedy is making a different bet.
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A Bad Gamble

Shohei Ohtani and the future of sports betting

by Jemele Hill




This week, the pro baseball superstar Shohei Ohtani addressed the media for the first time since his name surfaced in an investigation of an alleged illegal gambling ring. He told reporters that the $4.5 million in wire transfers from his account had been sent without his knowledge by his friend and interpreter, and that he had "never bet on baseball or any other sports."

Opening Day is this week, and Major League Baseball can't be happy about this cloud over its biggest star. But with gambling so deeply embedded in mainstream sports culture, and most sports leagues now in partnership with gambling operations, these kinds of scandals have become far more common. The same day as Ohtani's press conference, news broke that the NBA was investigating a player for possible betting irregularities.

Up until this point, the most controversial thing Ohtani had done was make a surprise announcement on Instagram that he had gotten married, which happened a few months after he signed a whopping $700 million contract with the Los Angeles Dodgers. Now his close friend and interpreter, Ippei Mizuhara, is being investigated by MLB for his alleged involvement in a sports-betting ring operating out of California, where gambling on sports remains illegal.

Ohtani is Japanese, and the Dodgers hired Mizuhara to translate for him. Mizuhara's ties to a bookmaking operation were first brought to light by ESPN and the Los Angeles Times. Depending on your level of skepticism, you may suspect that Ohtani was victimized by a scammer with a gambling problem, or that he generously covered a friend's massive gambling debt, or, perhaps, that Ohtani was the one using Mizuhara to place bets on his own behalf.

Mizuhara initially told ESPN that Ohtani had made several large payments to a California bookmaker to help cover Mizuhara's debt. Mizuhara was adamant that he'd never placed any bets on baseball and that Ohtani had never gambled on sports, period.

But a day after Mizuhara's lengthy interview, a different narrative took shape. Ohtani's lawyers issued a statement saying that their client was the victim of a "massive theft" committed by Mizuhara. Mizuhara then retracted many of the details he had provided to ESPN, but would not comment on the allegation that he'd stolen money from his friend.

At the press conference on Monday, Ohtani insisted that he had never instructed Mizuhara to wire money from his account to cover the betting losses. "I'm very sad and shocked that someone who I've trusted has done this," he said.

Ohtani didn't take any questions, and so many remain. Before Mizuhara changed his story, he told ESPN that he and Ohtani had sat down together at his computer and sent "eight or nine" transactions of $500,000 from Ohtani's account to the bookmaking operation. Would Ohtani really send that much money and never ask any questions about where it was going? If Mizuhara acted alone, how could Ohtani not have noticed such large sums missing? But the more important question is: Why did Mizuhara, who has since been fired from the Dodgers, suddenly change his story?

Perhaps it's because wiring money to an illegal gambling operation is against the law. And while some people have speculated that the authorities are unlikely to have gone after Ohtani for the transfers alone, it makes sense that Ohtani's camp might have wanted to redirect the blame. Ohtani wouldn't be the first famous athlete to have been exploited by someone close to him. But the sudden shift in narrative creates some serious doubt.

What an awkward position for MLB to be in. Ohtani is a two-time American League MVP, a three-time All-Star, and an international megastar. In recent years, even the best pro baseball players have struggled to gain the mass popularity of other American sports superstars, such as the NFL's Patrick Mahomes and the NBA's LeBron James. Ohtani is both a dynamic hitter and a powerful pitcher, and with him on the roster, the Dodgers are a heavy favorite to win the World Series.

The last thing baseball wants or needs is for its most marketable star to be embroiled in a gambling scandal. Baseball has a messy history with gambling, from the 1919 Black Sox scandal--which many consider to be the most notorious game-fixing incident in sports history--to the lifetime banishment of the Cincinnati Reds legend Pete Rose. Rose was banned from baseball in 1989, after an MLB investigation uncovered that he'd placed bets on the Reds to win while he was playing for and managing the team.

Rose's punishment, and the opprobrium he faced, once served as a deterrent for athletes tempted to wager on sports, but now even the stigma around gambling seems to have disappeared.

This is the downside of the Supreme Court's decision in 2018 to strike down the ban on sports wagering outside Nevada. Since then, sports betting has become legal in 38 states. Betting lines appear in graphics during game broadcasts. The prevailing thought used to be that Las Vegas could never be home to professional sports teams, because it was the gambling epicenter, but now the city has an NFL, a WNBA, and an NHL team, and NBA Commissioner Adam Silver has indicated that Vegas is on that league's radar for expansion. Many former athletes promote wagering on betting apps. Sports-media organizations once didn't openly discuss gambling as part of their coverage, but now ESPN has a show dedicated to gambling as well as its own wagering app. Meanwhile, other gambling apps, such as DraftKings and FanDuel, are producing sports content to further engage their customers.

Every major professional sports league prohibits players from gambling on their own sport, but most can gamble on other sports. NCAA players aren't allowed to gamble on any sport the NCAA sponsors, but they can bet on things like cricket, horse racing, and MMA.

Such easy access to gambling means that more athletes and their associates will be tempted to partake. In 2022, the Atlanta Falcons wide receiver Calvin Ridley was suspended for a year for gambling on NFL games. Ridley said he had downloaded a gambling app and bet on NBA and NFL games, including those of his team at the time, the Atlanta Falcons. Last summer, several Iowa college football players, as well as a basketball player and a wrestler, were charged with underage gambling. The players, who were under 21, allegedly registered on sports-gambling apps using the names of friends and family members to place wagers on games. The University of Alabama fired its baseball coach last May for providing inside information to a gambler who bet against the school.

From this standpoint, it's probably inaccurate to look at baseball's investigation of Ohtani as some kind of tipping point. There have been quite a few tipping points since the Supreme Court's decision to end the ban on sports gambling. Now it's just a matter of how bad it can get.
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Family Ties

LaToya Ruby Frazier's intimate, intergenerational portraits

by Hannah Giorgis


Mom and Me on Her Couch (2010) ((c) 2024 LaToya Ruby Frazier, courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery)



The steel industry was already collapsing by the time the photographer and visual artist LaToya Ruby Frazier was born, in 1982. Like many Rust Belt communities, her hometown of Braddock, Pennsylvania, has suffered both economic and environmental distress: Thousands of manufacturing jobs have vanished, but chemicals from the steel plants still pollute Braddock's skies.


U.S.S. Edgar Thomson Steel Works and Monongahela River (2013) ((c) 2024 LaToya Ruby Frazier, courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery)



In The Notion of Family, a series she began as a teenager in 2001 and continued to work on for more than a decade, Frazier examines the physical and psychic toll wrought by industrial decay. The series presents more than simple snapshots of devastation. The Notion of Family is an intimate, intergenerational exploration of the care that Black women show one another as corporations and public safety nets falter. It is also intensely personal: Frazier photographed herself alongside her mother and grandmother, who helped guide her creative decisions. We see a young Frazier sitting on the living-room floor with her grandmother, surrounded by dolls and statuettes. In another photo, Frazier gazes into the mirror while her mother applies a chemical relaxer to her hair.


Mom Relaxing My Hair (2005) ((c) 2024 LaToya Ruby Frazier, courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery)




Grandma Ruby and Me (2005) ((c) 2024 LaToya Ruby Frazier, courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery)



The images are some of her earliest works on view this spring in "Monuments of Solidarity," the first major-museum survey of Frazier's career, at New York City's Museum of Modern Art. In a body of work that now spans multiple decades, Frazier has continued bearing witness to postindustrial landscapes--and the people left navigating them. Her aim, she has written, is to resist, through everything she creates, the forces of "historical erasure and historical amnesia."



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "Family Ties."
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Can You Ever Really Escape Your Ex?

Your repeated attraction to a certain "type" may come down more to psychological comfort than a mysterious connection.

by Faith Hill




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


Cool-but-not-too-cool artists; warm, friendly nerds or cold, unfriendly secret nerds; emotionally distant people; bossy, round-faced women; sensitive weirdos.

These are a few of the responses I got when I asked friends: "What's your type?" No one seemed particularly surprised by the question, and a significant number responded without missing a beat. Nearly everyone gave me a highly specific answer. Some of them astutely described the kind of partner I really have seen them consistently attracted to; some, I thought, might just be trying to wrangle a motley crew of exes into a logical pattern. Either way, I got the sense that their romantic type was something they'd thought about a lot.

The notion of a "type"--a combination of physical, psychological, or other traits we're repeatedly drawn to in a partner--feels entrenched in American culture. But it's certainly not celebrated. Rather, "type" is often described as a vice, a pattern we fall into but shouldn't. Cycling through versions of the same human template in one's dating life, after all, sounds pretty futile. Saturday Night Live's spoof of reality dating shows in 2021 was called What's Your Type?; the joke, in large part, was that the bachelorette was inexplicably but consistently into men who were plainly terrible. Actual love-competition series don't feel that far off from SNL's parody: Contestants frequently say things such as "He's my type on paper" and "She's not who I usually go for." They may pursue the very person they aren't initially pulled to--a hero's journey that the audience cheers for--but many of them end up with their classic sort. In real life, coaches, influencers, therapists, and journalists exhort singles to "date outside their type"; clearly, the thinking goes, things haven't been working out so far. (What's that they say about doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results?)

Evidently, many people have narratives about their own romantic preferences. But I wanted to know whether a "type" really does tend to guide our dating decisions--and, if it does, whether that truly is such a bad thing. Obviously, it's unhealthy if you're using it to stereotype, or to fetishize people's physical qualities. But I thought there might be a way to reconcile being open-minded in who you date with recognizing that you respond for a reason to certain values or personality traits. So I spoke with some psychologists.

They told me that type is real, but maybe not in the way you think. It's not a random collection of attributes that magically compel you; on the contrary, it could have roots you can trace clearly to the formative relationships of your past. And it might serve you to do so.



There do tend to be similarities among the people we date. In one set of 2017 studies, for instance, researchers found that subjects' past partners were similar on measures including attractiveness, IQ, and educational aspirations. (That held true whether the relationship was casual or serious.) Another study in 2019 studied participants' former and current partners, and found consistencies in the "Big Five" personality traits: agreeableness, conscientiousness, extraversion, neuroticism, and openness to experience. Some research has even suggested that people have stable "types" when it comes to specific physical attributes such as eye color.

But this phenomenon can be explained, at least partly, by demographic stratification: We're more likely to meet and spend time with people who are near us, and the people near us are likely to share certain characteristics. Elite-college students tend to date their classmates; astrophysicists might disproportionately pair up with other scientists. The authors of the 2017 study, for instance, found that when they controlled for the school their subjects were attending, the degree to which the participants had discrete preferences for some traits, such as IQ and academic ambitions, decreased significantly. Hypothetically, dating apps could help connect you to people who aren't as likely to live in your neighborhood, hang out in the same groups, or show up to the same activities--but that doesn't always mean people use them that way. Scholars have found that even beyond physical proximity, we're still more likely to date people who are similar to us. They call this depressing finding "assortative mating": People tend to couple up with those who match them on factors such as educational background and income.

Read: The mystery of partner 'convergence'

That might appear a little different from the kinds of niche inclinations my friends told me about. Usually, when we talk about type, we're implying a set of clear, specific, and personal tastes. But people's stated preferences don't always match their real ones. "People don't know themselves super well," Claudia Brumbaugh, a psychologist at Queens College, City University of New York, who has studied romantic proclivities, told me. And studies suggest that when it comes down to it, the traits people end up valuing in actual relationships are pretty basic, and remarkably consistent across cultures: kindness, intelligence, physical attractiveness. Brumbaugh guessed that if people are prompted to pick a type, they might think to name something unique: "artistic," say. The traits that might actually draw them to a partner wouldn't come to mind; they're just too obvious.

And yet, we aren't all attracted to the same kind, smart, and good-looking people all the time. There might be another reason you go for a certain type, aside from their proximity or similarity to you: They remind you of someone you've dated in the past.

Researchers have found that familiarity can increase our attraction to someone. That can happen with exposure to one person over time, but someone might also feel familiar because they're similar to a person we've known before. Brumbaugh has studied this in the context of attachment theory, which describes how our past experiences can shape how we form and interpret new relationships. She's found that when someone meets a person who resembles their ex-partner, they tend to feel more anxiously attached to them--more worried about rejection or getting their approval--than they'd typically be with a stranger. But they're also likely to be less avoidant, meaning they're more willing to talk and open up. "If someone reminds us, whether consciously or unconsciously, of a past partner," Brumbaugh told me, "they're going to feel more safe, more approachable."

This might happen even if a new date reminds you of an ex you'd rather forget. Our early relationships create a framework for what romantic connection looks like: what emotions you'll feel, what behaviors will be appreciated or dismissed, whether you can assume honesty or good intentions. So if you've experienced a partner who, say, makes you feel small, finding another who does the same might confirm your perception of how relationships work. Your repeated attraction to a certain "type," then, may not be a mysterious connection but rather just psychological comfort. "Having a sense of control and predictability over our world" is hugely important, Brumbaugh told me. Perhaps so much so that it can feel easier to repeat bad patterns than to have our ideas about partners--and love, and relating to others--shattered.

In this sense, "type" is about not just the type of person you gravitate toward but also the type of relationship dynamic you fall into: how you communicate or show affection or trust. Matthew Johnson, a professor who studies couples at the University of Alberta, in Canada, has found that people's relationships tend to have consistent qualities. In one study, he measured a handful of factors--including relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction and frequency, perceived instability, frequency of conflict, and how partners opened up to and expressed admiration for each other--in subjects' past and current relationships, and found significant similarities. "We have kind of prototypical ways of relating to others," Johnson told me--given that we tend to select similar mates and act in fairly stable ways, "you're going to get this cocktail of a lot of consistency from one relationship to the next."

Read: No, you shouldn't 'date 'em 'til you hate 'em'

So perhaps if someone's type is "sensitive weirdos," that doesn't necessarily mean they like to date only these people. It might just mean that they've dated a sensitive weirdo in the past, and that's how they learned how to be in a relationship. Now they feel comfortable to some degree with people who share those traits--and their own habits might attract new sensitive weirdos, or vice versa. Those romantic reverberations can be dangerous, as Brumbaugh pointed out. Some studies back up the idea that a first love--even when it just seems like a silly teen romance--can set a bad benchmark, whether it's because you don't expect enough in subsequent relationships or because you expect too much. But maybe it's not always an ex-partner's bad qualities that drive a person to find someone similar; perhaps it's nostalgia for the qualities they loved, Yoobin Park, a postdoctoral researcher at UC San Francisco, told me. And maybe, with repeated exposure, you can even learn how to respond gracefully to the traits you don't love as much.

That's not to say you should date the same kind of person over and over again. But perhaps it does mean that the answer isn't to avoid doing so at all costs, either. What really matters is that you're aware of the consistencies in whom you choose to partner with; you consider why they might exist, historically; and you're honest about your own part in it. People tend to focus on the initial choice of a significant other, as if responsibility ends there, when, really, dating someone new might not transform the outcome at all. Whomever you pair up with, your flaws and insecurities will remain, to some degree. In all of your various romantic entanglements, the one absolute constant is you.
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Benjamin Netanyahu Is Israel's Worst Prime Minister Ever

One man's ambition has undermined Israel's security and consumed its politics.

by Anshel Pfeffer




If Benjamin Netanyahu had accepted defeat in June 2021, finally yielding the stage to a coalition of his opponents, he could have retired at the age of 71 with a decent claim to having been one of Israel's more successful prime ministers.

He had already surpassed the time in office of Israel's founder, David Ben-Gurion, becoming the country's longest-serving prime minister in 2019. His second stretch in office, from 2009 to 2021, coincided with perhaps the best 12 years Israel had known since its founding in 1948. The country enjoyed relative security, with no major wars or prolonged Intifadas. The period was one of uninterrupted economic growth and prosperity. Thanks to its early adoption of widespread vaccination, Israel was one of the first countries in the world to emerge from the coronavirus pandemic. And toward the end of that span came three agreements establishing diplomatic relations with Arab countries; more were likely on the way.

Twelve years of Netanyahu's leadership had seemingly made Israel more secure and prosperous, with deep trade and defense ties across the world. But this wasn't enough to win him another term. A majority of Israelis had tired of him, and he had been tainted by charges of bribery and fraud in his dealings with billionaires and press barons. In the space of 24 months, Israel held four elections ending in stalemate, with neither Netanyahu nor his rivals winning a majority. Finally, an unlikely alliance of right-wing, centrist, left-wing, and Islamist parties managed to band together and replace him with his former aide Naftali Bennett in June 2021.

Read: Netanyahu should quit. The U.S. can help with that.

At that point, Netanyahu could have sealed his legacy. A plea bargain on offer from the attorney general would have ended his corruption trial with a conviction on reduced charges and no jail time. He would have had to leave politics, probably for good. Over the course of four decades in public life, including 15 years as prime minister and 22 as the Likud party's leader, he had already left an indelible mark on Israel, dominating the second half of its history. But he couldn't bear the thought of giving up power.

Within 18 months, he was back as prime minister for the third time. The unwieldy coalition that replaced him had imploded, and this time around, Netanyahu's camp of far-right and religious parties ran a disciplined campaign, exploiting the weaknesses of their divided rivals to emerge with a small parliamentary majority, despite still being virtually tied in the vote count.

Nine months later, Netanyahu, the man who promised, above everything else, to deliver security for Israel's citizens, presided over the darkest day in his country's existence. A total breakdown of the Israeli military and intelligence structure allowed Hamas to breach Israel's border and embark on a rampage of murder, kidnapping, and rape, killing more than 1,100 Israelis and taking more than 250 hostage. The calamities of that day, the failures of leadership leading up to it, and the traumas it caused will haunt Israel for generations. Even leaving completely aside the war he has prosecuted since that day and its yet-unknown end, October 7 means that Netanyahu will always be remembered as Israel's worst-ever leader.



How does one measure a prime minister?

There is no broadly accepted ranking of the 13 men and one woman who have led Israel, but most lists would feature David Ben-Gurion at the top. Not only was he the George Washington of the Jewish state, proclaiming its independence just three years after a third of the Jewish people had been exterminated in the Holocaust, but his administration established many of the institutions and policies that define Israel to this day. Other favorites include Levi Eshkol, for his shrewd and prudent leadership in the tense weeks before the Six Day War, and Menachem Begin, for achieving the country's first peace agreement with an Arab nation, Egypt.

All three of these men had mixed records and detractors, of course. Ben-Gurion had autocratic tendencies and was consumed by party infighting during his later years in office. After the Six Day War, Eshkol failed to deliver a coherent plan for what Israel should do with the new territories it occupied and the Palestinians who have remained under its rule ever since. In Begin's second term, Israel entered a disastrous war in Lebanon, and his government nearly tanked the economy. But in most Israelis' minds, these leaders' positive legacies outweigh the negatives.

Who are the "worst prime ministers"? Until now, most Israelis regarded Golda Meir as the top candidate for that dismal title. The intelligence failure leading to the Yom Kippur War was on her watch. Before the war, she rejected Egyptian overtures toward peace (though some Israeli historians have recently argued that these were less than sincere). And when war was clearly imminent, her administration refrained from launching preemptive attacks that could have saved the lives of hundreds of soldiers.

Read: The end of Netanyahu

Other "worst" candidates have included Ehud Olmert, for launching the second Lebanon war and becoming Israel's first former prime minister to go to prison for corruption; Yitzhak Shamir, for kiboshing an agreement with Jordan's King Hussein that many believe could have been a significant step toward resolving the Israel-Palestinian conflict; and Ehud Barak, for spectacularly failing to fulfill his extravagant promises to bring peace with both the Palestinians and Syria.

But Benjamin Netanyahu now surpasses these contenders by orders of magnitude. He has brought far-right extremists into the mainstream of government and made himself, and the country, beholden to them. His corruption is flamboyant. And he has made terrible security decisions that brought existential danger to the country he pledged to lead and protect. Above all, his selfishness is without parallel: He has put his own interests ahead of Israel's at every turn.



Netanyahu has the distinction of being the only Israeli prime minister to make a once reviled movement on the right fringe of the country's politics into a government stakeholder.

Rabbi Meir Kahane, the founder of a Jewish-supremacist group called Kach, won a lone seat in the Knesset in 1984. He openly called for replacing Israeli democracy with a constitution based on the laws of the Torah and for denying Israel's Arab citizens equal rights. During Kahane's single legislative term, the entire Israeli political establishment shunned him. When he got up to speak in the Knesset, all of its members would leave the plenum.

In 1985, Likud joined other parties in changing election law so that those who denied Israel's democratic identity, denied its Jewish identity, or incited racism could be barred from running for office. Under this provision, Kach was never allowed to compete in another election. Kahane was assassinated in New York in 1990. Four years later, a member of his movement killed 29 Muslims at prayer in Hebron, and the Israeli government proscribed Kach as a terror organization and forced it to disband.

But the Kahanists didn't go away. With each Israeli election, they tried to rename their movement and adjust its platform to conform with electoral law. They remained ostracized. Then, in 2019, Netanyahu saw a roadblock on his path to reelection that they could help him get around.

Several Israeli parties had pledged not to serve in a government led by an indicted prime minister--quite possibly, enough of them to shut Netanyahu out of power. To prevent that from happening, Netanyahu needed to eke out every possible right-wing and religious vote for his potential coalition. The polls were predicting that the latest Kahanist iteration, the Jewish Power party, which is led by the thuggish but media-savvy Itamar Ben-Gvir, would receive only about 10,000 votes, well below the threshold needed to make the party a player on its own; but Netanyahu believed that if he could persuade the Kahanists and other small right-wing parties to merge their candidates' lists into a joint slate, together they could win a seat or two for his potential coalition--just what he needed for a majority.

Netanyahu began pressuring the leaders of the small right-wing parties to merge their lists. At first the larger of these were outraged. Netanyahu was meddling in their affairs and, worse, trying to coerce them to accept the Kahanist outcasts. Gradually, he wore down their resistance--employing rabbis to persuade politicians, orchestrating media campaigns in the nationalist press, and promising central roles in future administrations. Media figures close to Netanyahu accused Bezalel Smotrich, a fundamentalist settler and the new leader of the religious Zionist party, of "endangering" the nation by making it easier for the hated left to win the election. Soon enough, Smotrich's old-school national-religious party merged not only with Ben-Gvir's Jewish Power but with an even more obscure, proudly homophobic party led by Avi Maoz.

Netanyahu did worry a bit about the optics. Throughout five stalemated election campaigns from 2019 to 2022, Likud coordinated closely with Jewish Power, but Netanyahu refused to be seen in public with Ben-Gvir. During the 2022 campaign, at a religious festival, he even waited backstage for Ben-Gvir to leave the premises before going up to make his speech.

Two weeks later, there was no longer any need to keep up the act. Netanyahu's strategy succeeded: His coalition, merged into four lists, edged out its squabbling opponents with 64 of the Knesset's 120 seats.

Netanyahu finally had the "right-wing in full" government he had often promised. But before he could return to the prime minister's office, his allies demanded a division of the spoils. The ministries with the most influence on Israelis' daily lives--health, housing, social services, and the interior--went to the ultra-Orthodox parties. Smotrich became finance minister; Maoz was appointed deputy minister in charge of a new "Agency for Jewish Identity," with power to intervene in educational programs. And Ben-Gvir, the subject of numerous police investigations for violence and incitement over a period of three decades, was put in charge of a newly titled "Ministry of National Security," with authority over Israel's police and prison services.

As Netanyahu signed away power to the Kahanists, he told the international news media that he wasn't forming a far-right government. The Kahanists were joining his government. He would be in control. But Netanyahu hadn't just given Israel's most extreme racists unprecedented power and legitimacy. He'd also insinuated them into his own formerly mainstream party: By March 2024, Likud's candidates for local elections in a handful of towns had merged their slates with those of Jewish Power.

Likud long prided itself on combining staunch Jewish nationalism, even militarism, with a commitment to liberal democracy. But a more radical stream within the party eschewed those liberal values and championed chauvinistic and autocratic positions. For much of the past century, the liberal wing was dominant and provided most of the party's leadership. Netanyahu himself espoused the values of the liberal wing--until he fell out with all the main liberal figures. By 2019, none was left to oppose the alliance with Ben-Gvir's Kahanists.

Now more than a third of Likud's representatives were religious, and those who weren't preferred to call themselves "traditional" rather than secular. They didn't object to cooperating with the Kahanists; indeed, many had already worked with them in the past. In fact, many Likud Knesset members by that point were indistinguishable from the Jewish Power ones. Israel's worst prime minister didn't just form an alliance of convenience with the country's most irresponsible extremists; he made them integral to his party and the running of the state.




Benjamin Netanyahu arrives in court in March 2022.(Yonatan Sindel / AFP)



That Netanyahu is personally corrupt is not altogether novel in the history of the Israeli prime ministership. What makes him worse than others is his open contempt for the rule of law.

By 2018, Netanyahu was the subject of four simultaneous corruption investigations that had been in motion for more than a year. In one, known as Case 4000, Netanyahu stood accused of promising regulatory favors to the owner of Israel's largest telecom corporation in return for favorable coverage on a popular news site. Three of the prime minister's closest advisers had agreed to testify against him.

Investigations of prime ministers are not rare in Israel. Netanyahu was the subject of one during his first term. The three prime ministers who served in the decade between his first and second terms--Ehud Barak, Ariel Sharon, and Ehud Olmert--had all been investigated as well. Only in Olmert's case did police deem the evidence sufficient to mount a prosecution. At the time, in 2008, Netanyahu was the leader of the opposition.

"We're talking about a prime minister who is up to his neck in investigations and has no public or moral mandate to make fateful decisions for Israel," Netanyahu said of Olmert. "There is a concern, I have to say real, not without basis, that he will make decisions based on his personal interest of political survival and not on the national interest."

Graeme Wood: Why the most hated man in Israel might stay in power

Ten years later, Netanyahu would be the one snared in multiple investigations. Then he no longer spoke of corruption in high office but of a "witch hunt," orchestrated by rogue police commanders and left-wing state prosecutors, and egged on by a hostile news media, all with the aim of toppling a right-wing leader.

Netanyahu was determined to politicize the legal procedure and pit his supporters against Israel's law-enforcement agencies and judiciary. Never mind that the two previous prime ministers who had resigned because of corruption charges were from the center left. Nor did it matter that he had appointed the police commissioner and attorney general himself; both were deeply religious men with impeccable nationalist backgrounds, but he tarred them as perfidious tools of leftist conspiracy.

Rather than contemplate resignation, on May 24, 2020, Netanyahu became the first sitting Israeli prime minister to go on trial. He has denied all wrongdoing (the trial is still under way). In a courthouse corridor before one session, he gave a 15-minute televised speech accusing the legal establishment of "trying to topple me and the right-wing government. For over a decade, the left wing have failed to do this at the ballot box, and in recent years have come up with a new idea. Elements in the police and prosecutor's office have joined left-wing journalists to concoct delusional charges."

The law didn't require Netanyahu to resign while fighting the charges against him in court. But doing so had seemed logical to his predecessors under similar circumstances--and to Israel's lawmakers, who had never envisaged that a prime minister would so brazenly challenge the justice system, which he had a duty to uphold. For Netanyahu, however, remaining in power was an end in itself, one more important than preserving Israel's most crucial institutions, to say nothing of Israelis' trust in them.



Netanyahu placed extremists in positions of power, undermined confidence in the rule of law, and sacrificed principle to power. Little wonder, then, that last summer, tensions over the role of Israel's judiciary became unmanageable. The crisis underlined all of these reasons that Netanyahu should go down as Israel's worst prime minister.

For 34 of the past 47 years, Israel's prime ministers have come from the Likud party. And yet many on the right still grumble that "Likud doesn't know how to rule" and "you vote right and get left." Likudniks complain about the lingering power of "the elites," a left-wing minority that loses at the ballot box but still controls the civil service, the upper echelons of the security establishment, the universities, and the media. A growing anti-judicial wing within Likud demands constitutional change and a clamping-down on the supreme court's "judicial activism."

Netanyahu had once minimized these complaints, but his stance on the judiciary changed after he was indicted in 2019. Indeed, at the start of his current term, Likud's partners demanded commitments to constitutional change, which they received. The ultra-Orthodox parties were anxious to pass a law exempting religious seminary students from military service. Such exemptions had already fallen afoul of the supreme court's equality standards, so the religious parties wanted the law to include a "court bypass." Netanyahu acceded to this. To pass the legislation in the Knesset, he appointed Simcha Rothman, a staunch critic of the court, as the chair of the Knesset's Constitution Committee.

He also appointed Yariv Levin, another fierce critic of the court, as justice minister. Just six days after the new government was sworn in, Levin rolled out a "judicial reform" plan, prepared by a conservative think tank, that called for drastically limiting the court's powers to review legislation and gave politicians control over the appointment of new justices.

Within days, an extremely efficient counter-campaign pointed out the dangers the plan posed, not just to Israel's fragile and limited democracy, but to its economy and security. Hundreds of thousands of Israelis protested in the streets. Likud began to drop in the polls, and Netanyahu privately urged the leaders of the coalition parties to delay the vote. They refused to back down, and Levin threatened to resign over any delay.

Netanyahu's motives, unlike those of his partners, were not ideological. His objective was political survival. He needed to keep his hard-won majority intact and the judges off-balance. But the protests were unrelenting. Netanyahu's independent-minded defense minister, Yoav Gallant, pointed to the controversy's dire implications for the Israel Defense Forces as hundreds of volunteer reserve officers threatened to suspend their service rather than "serve a dictatorship."

Netanyahu wasn't sure he wanted to go through with the judicial coup, but the idea of one of Likud's senior ministers breaking ranks in public was unthinkable. On March 25 of last year, Gallant made a public statement that the constitutional legislation was a "clear and major threat to the security of Israel" and he would not be voting for it. The next evening, Netanyahu announced that he was firing Gallant.

Anne Applebaum: Netanyahu's attack on democracy left Israel unprepared

In Jerusalem, protesters besieged Netanyahu's home. In Tel Aviv, they blocked main highways. The next morning, the trade unions announced a general strike, and by that evening, Netanyahu backed down, announcing that he was suspending the legislation and would hold talks with the opposition on finding compromises. Gallant kept his post. The talks collapsed, protests started up again, and Netanyahu once again refused to listen to the warnings coming from the security establishment--not only of anger within the IDF, but that Israel's enemies were planning to take advantage of the country's disunity to launch an attack.

The debate over judicial reform pitted two visions of Israel against each other. On one side was a liberal and secular Israel that relied on the supreme court to defend its democratic values; on the other, a religious and conservative Israel that feared that unelected judges would impose incompatible ideas on their Jewish values.

Netanyahu's government made no attempt to reconcile these two visions. The prime minister had spent too many years, and all those toxic electoral campaigns, exploiting and deepening the rift between them. Even when he belatedly and halfheartedly tried to rein in the radical and fundamentalist demons he had ridden back into office, he found that he could no longer control them.

Whether Netanyahu really meant to eviscerate Israel's supreme court as part of a plot to weaken the judiciary and intimidate the judges in his own case, or whether he had no choice in the matter and was simply a hostage of his own coalition, is immaterial. What matters is that he appointed Levin as justice minister and permitted the crisis to happen. Ultimately, and despite his professed belief in liberal democracy, Netanyahu allowed Levin and his coalition partners to convince him that they were doing the right thing--because whatever kept him in office was right for Israel. Democracy would remain strong because he would remain in charge.

Trying to diminish the powers of the supreme court isn't what makes Netanyahu Israel's worst prime minister. The judicial reform failed anyway. Only one of its elements got through the Knesset before the war with Hamas began, and the court struck it down as unconstitutional six months later. The justices' ruling to preserve their powers, despite the Knesset's voting to limit them, could have caused a constitutional crisis if it had happened in peacetime. But by then Israel was facing a much bigger crisis.


Protesters march against the Israeli government's judicial-overhaul plan in Tel Aviv in July 2023. (Jack Guez / AFP / Getty)





Given Israel's history, the ultimate yardstick of its leaders' success is the security they deliver for their fellow citizens. In 2017, as I was finishing my unauthorized biography of Netanyahu, I commissioned a data analyst to calculate the average annual casualty rate (Israeli civilians and soldiers) of each prime minister since 1948. The results confirmed what I had already assumed. In the 11 years that Netanyahu had by then been prime minister, the average annual number of Israelis killed in war and terror attacks was lower, by a considerable margin, than under any previous prime minister.

My book on Netanyahu was not admiring. But I felt that it was only fair to include that data point in his favor in the epilogue and the very last footnote. Likud went on to use it in its 2019 campaigns without attributing the source.

The numbers were hard to argue with. Netanyahu was a hard-line prime minister who had done everything in his power to derail the Oslo peace process and prevent any move toward compromise with the Palestinians. Throughout much of his career, he encouraged military action by the West, first against Iraq after 9/11, and then against Iran. But in his years as prime minister, he balked at initiating or being dragged into wars of his own. His risk aversion and preference for covert operations or air strikes rather than ground operations had, in his first two stretches in power, from 1996 to 1999 and 2009 to 2021, kept Israelis relatively safe.

Netanyahu supporters on the right could also argue, on basis of the numbers, that those who brought bloodshed upon Israel, in the form of Palestinian suicide bombings and rocket attacks, were actually Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres, the architects of the Oslo Accords; Ehud Barak, with his rash attempts to bring peace; and Ariel Sharon, who withdrew Israeli soldiers and settlers unilaterally from Gaza in 2005, creating the conditions for Hamas's electoral victory there the following year. That argument no longer holds.

If future biographers of Israeli prime ministers undertake a similar analysis, Netanyahu will no longer be able to claim the lowest casualty rate. His 16th year in office, 2023, was the third-bloodiest in Israel's history, surpassed only by 1948 and 1973, Israel's first year of independence and the year of the Yom Kippur War, respectively.

Read: This war isn't like Israel's earlier wars

The first nine months of 2023 had already seen a rise in deadly violence in the West Bank and East Jerusalem, as well as terrorist attacks within Israel's borders. Then came the Hamas attack on October 7, in which at least 1,145 Israelis were massacred and 253 kidnapped and taken to Gaza. More than 30 hostages are now confirmed dead.

No matter how the war in Gaza ends, what happens in its aftermath, or when Netanyahu's term finally ends, the prime minister will forever be associated above all with that day and the disastrous war that followed. He will go down as the worst prime minister because he has been catastrophic for Israeli security.



To understand how Netanyahu so drastically failed Israel's security requires going back at least to 2015, the year his long-term strategic bungling of the Iranian threat came into view. His mishandling didn't happen in isolation; it is also related to the deprioritization of other threats, including the catastrophe that materialized on October 7.

Netanyahu flew to Washington, D.C., in 2015 to implore U.S. lawmakers to obstruct President Barack Obama's nuclear deal with Iran. Many view this gambit as extraordinarily damaging to Israel's most crucial alliance--the relationship with the United States is the very bulwark of its security. Perhaps so; but the stunt didn't make subsequent U.S. administrations less supportive of Israel. Even Obama would still go on to sign the largest 10-year package of military aid to Israel the year after Netanyahu's speech. Rather, the damage Netanyahu caused by presuming too much of the United States wasn't to the relationship, but to Israel itself.

Netanyahu's strategy regarding Iran was based on his assumption that America would one day launch an attack on Iran's nuclear program. We know this from his 2022 book, Bibi: My Story, in which he admits to arguing repeatedly with Obama "for an American strike on Iran's nuclear facilities." Senior Israeli officials have confirmed that he expected Donald Trump to launch such a strike as well. In fact, Netanyahu was so sure that Trump, unlike Obama, would give the order that he had no strategy in place for dealing with Iran's nuclear program when Trump decided, at Netanyahu's own urging, to withdraw from the Iran deal in May 2018.


Netanyahu addresses a joint session of the U.S. Congress in March 2015. (Win McNamee / Getty)



Israel's military and intelligence chiefs had been far from enamored with the Iran deal, but they'd seized the opportunity it presented to divert some of the intelligence resources that had been focused on Iran's nuclear program to other threats, particularly Tehran's network of proxies across the region. They were caught by surprise when the Trump administration ditched the Iran deal (Netanyahu knew it was coming but didn't inform them). This unilateral withdrawal effectively removed the limitations on Iran's nuclear development and required an abrupt reversal of Israeli priorities.

Senior Israeli officials I spoke with had to tread a wary path here. Those who were still in active service couldn't challenge the prime minister's strategy directly. But in private some were scathing about the lack of a coherent strategy on Iran. "It takes years to build intelligence capabilities. You can't just change target priorities overnight," one told me.

Read: A shocked and frazzled collective mind

The result was a dissipation of Israeli efforts to stop Iran--which is committed to the destruction of Israel. Iran sped further than ever down the path of uranium enrichment, and its proxies, including the Houthis in Yemen and Hezbollah on Israel's northern border, grew ever more powerful.

In the months leading up to October 7, Israel's intelligence community repeatedly warned Netanyahu that Iran and its proxies were plotting a major attack within Israel, though few envisaged something on the scale of October 7. By the fall of 2023, motives were legion: fear that an imminent Israeli diplomatic breakthrough with Saudi Arabia could change the geopolitics of the region; threats that Ben-Gvir would allow Jews greater access to the al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem and worsen conditions for Palestinian prisoners; rumors that the deepening tensions within Israeli society would render any response to an attack slow and disjointed.

Netanyahu chose to ignore the warnings. The senior officers and intelligence chiefs who issued them were, to his mind, conspiring with the law-enforcement agencies and legal establishment that had put him on trial and were trying to obstruct his government's legislation. None of them had his experience and knowledge of the real threats facing Israel. Hadn't he been right in the past when he'd refused to listen to leftist officials and so-called experts?

Hamas's surprise attack on October 7 was the result of a colossal failure at all levels of Israel's security and intelligence community. They had all seen the warning signals but continued to believe that the main threat came from Hezbollah, the larger and far better-equipped and trained enemy to the north. Israel's security establishment believed that Hamas was isolated in Gaza, and that it and the other Palestinian organizations had been effectively deterred from attacking Israel.

Netanyahu was the originator of this assumption, and its biggest proponent. He believed that keeping Hamas in power in Gaza, as it had been for nearly two years when he returned to office in 2009, was in Israel's interest. Periodic rocket attacks on Israeli communities in the south were a price worth paying to keep the Palestinian movement split between the Fatah-dominated Palestinian Authority in the West Bank enclaves and Hamas in Gaza. Such division would push the troublesome two-state solution off the global agenda and allow Israel to focus on regional alliances with like-minded Arab autocracies that also feared Iran. The Palestinian issue would sink into irrelevance.



Netanyahu's disastrous strategy regarding Gaza and Hamas is part of what makes him Israel's worst prime minister, but it's not the only factor. Previous Israeli prime ministers, too, blundered into bloody wars on the basis of misguided strategies and faulty advice from their military and intelligence advisers.

Netanyahu stands out from them for his refusal to accept responsibility, and for his political machinations and smear campaigns since October 7. He blames IDF generals and nourishes the conspiracy theory that they, in alliance with the protest movement, somehow allowed October 7 to happen.

Hillary Rodham Clinton: Hamas must go

Netanyahu believes that he is the ultimate victim of that tragic day. Convinced by his own campaign slogans, he argues that he is the only one who can deliver Israel from this valley of shadows to the sunlit uplands of "total victory." He refuses to consider any advice about ending the war and continues to prioritize preserving his coalition, because he appears incapable of distinguishing between his own fate, now tainted by tragic failure, and that of Israel.

Many around the world assume that Israel's war with Hamas has proceeded according to some plan of Netanyahu's. This is a mistake. Netanyahu has the last word as prime minister and head of the emergency war cabinet, but he has used his power mainly to prevaricate, procrastinate, and obstruct. He delayed the initial ground offensive into Gaza, hesitated for weeks over the first truce and hostage-release agreement in November, and is now doing the same over another such deal with Hamas. For the past six months, he has prevented any meaningful cabinet discussion of Israel's strategic goals. He has rejected the proposals of his own security establishment and the Biden administration. He presented vague principles for "the day after Hamas" to the cabinet only in late February, and they have yet to be debated.

However one views the war in Gaza--as a justified war of defense in which Hamas is responsible for the civilian casualties it has cynically hidden behind, or as an intentional genocide of the Palestinian people, or as anything in between--none of it is Netanyahu's plan. That's because Netanyahu has no plan for Gaza, only one for remaining in power. His obstructionism, his showdowns with generals, his confrontations with the Biden administration--all are focused on that end, which means preserving his far-right coalition and playing to his hard-core nationalist base.

Meanwhile, he's doing what he has always done: wearing down and discrediting his political opponents in the hope of proving to an exhausted and traumatized public that he's the only alternative. So far, he's failing. Polls show that an overwhelming majority of Israelis want him gone. But Netanyahu is fending off calls to hold an early election until he believes he is within striking distance of winning.

Netanyahu's ambition has consumed both him and Israel. To regain and remain in office, he has sacrificed his own authority and parceled out power to the most extreme politicians. Since his reelection in 2022, Netanyahu is no longer the center of power but a vacuum, a black hole that has engulfed all of Israel's political energy. His weakness has given the far right and religious fundamentalists extraordinary control over Israel's affairs, while other segments of the population are left to pursue the never-ending quest to end his reign.

One man's pursuit of power has diverted Israel from confronting its most urgent priorities: the threat from Iran, the conflict with the Palestinians, the desire to nurture a Westernized society and economy in the most contested corner of the Middle East, the internal contradictions between democracy and religion, the clash between tribal phobias and high-tech hopes. Netanyahu's obsession with his own destiny as Israel's protector has caused his country grievous damage.

Most Israelis already realize that Netanyahu is the worst of the 14 prime ministers their country has had in its 76 years of independence. But in the future, Jews might even remember him as the leader who inflicted the most harm on his people since the squabbling Hasmonean kings brought civil war and Roman occupation to Judea nearly 21 centuries ago. As long as he remains in power, he could yet surpass them.
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The Impossible Fight to Live the Life You Want

In Lisa Ko's ambitious, messy novel, characters go to extreme lengths in search of a purposeful existence.

by Lily Meyer




From the very start, Memory Piece is a tale of escape and entanglement. Lisa Ko's limber, ambitious second novel opens with three teen girls, bored at a Fourth of July barbecue, sneaking into a neighbor's cookout to swipe burgers. The adventure jolts them briefly out of their boredom; it also creates a bond that lasts into adulthood. But Memory Piece is not, at its core, a novel of friendship. Ko isn't especially concerned with the summer-afternoon alchemy that ropes her protagonists--Giselle Chin, who becomes a conceptual artist; Jackie Ong, a gifted coder who profits in the turn-of-the-millennium tech boom; and Ellen Ng, one of downtown Manhattan's archetypal squatters--together for life. Instead, her central preoccupation is the doomed drive toward freedom--from capitalism, from expectations, from the public eye--that the three women share.

Each of Memory Piece's three main sections focuses on one protagonist: Giselle, then Jackie, then Ellen. Each woman has a desire for flight that's existentially greater than that of the one before. Giselle's dream is the narrowest: A performance artist, she wishes to disentangle herself from her audience so she can be "feral [and] alone with her work." Jackie, who develops a blogging platform called Lene when the internet is still young enough to feel like an "underground club," wants to sustain both Lene and herself without selling ads, data, or her intellectual property--which, in essence, means she wants a way of disentangling work from money.

Broadest is Ellen's anarchist dream of extricating the tasks of daily living from the structures within which we all exist: She squats instead of renting, dumpster dives instead of shopping, leads neighborhood workshops instead of teaching for pay. In Jackie's and Giselle's sections of the novel, which are set from the mid-1980s to the year 2000, Ellen seems freewheeling and glamorous in her squalor; her life, especially to Jackie, appears to be a carousel of sex and punk shows, community and independence. But in Ellen's own section, set in a dystopian version of the 2040s, the carousel has stopped. Corporate interests have taken over Manhattan, the city has abdicated its duty to its residents, and Ellen and her squat-mates are just barely hanging on.

Ko's vision of the future is the least interesting part of Memory Piece. It's neither surprising nor well fleshed out--it features a malevolent Facebook analogue, colossal wealth disparities, lots of tech surveillance, and other amplifications of the present--and yet it vaults the novel into new terrain. If the book focused only on Giselle and Jackie, it would be a smart, character-driven meditation on recognition, motivation, and the value of work. Ellen's plotline makes it an exploration of value itself. Memory Piece asks what hopes are worth clinging to, what parts of society are worth participating in, what powers are worth putting in the energy to fight. It belongs to an American literary tradition that includes Dana Spiotta, George Saunders, and their patron saint, Don DeLillo: writers whose characters sense that their lives happen at the whim of forces too enormous to understand or evade, but set out to dodge them anyway.



At the beginning of Memory Piece, Giselle has a revelation while listening to the radio. She hears a DJ mocking a performance-art piece in which two artists tied themselves together with a rope for a year--Ko does not use names, but it is, presumably, Tehching Hsieh and Linda Montano's 1983 Rope Piece--and is inspired. The rope piece has no audience, "or was everyone the audience?" It teaches Giselle that a person might "make something that wasn't a picture or a movie, create a dare for yourself and live it every day, going to work or school, sleeping and taking a shower, and that could be art."

By her early 20s, Giselle is doing precisely that. She devotes herself, with Jackie's logistical support, to performance pieces that in theory cannot have an audience, such as living undetected in a mall for a year. But she wants funding, both for her own sake and so she can support her mother. She moves, at first tentatively and then with determination, into Manhattan's art world, which Ko depicts as seductive and venal--and stealthily controlled by New York's ultra-wealthy, whose reach goes far beyond art.

Giselle couldn't care less who's donating the money that lets her make her art, no matter how hard Ellen tries to get her to object. What bothers Giselle is that her funders want her to change her work. They tokenize and objectify her, pushing her to interrogate "the feminine, [herself as] a racialized female body," when she's really interested in disappearance and death. Though she's en route to fame and riches, Giselle compares herself with Ellen and decides it's her own life "that felt impoverished." What Giselle is missing is the ability to go missing--to slip away from the staring, grabbing art world and privately explore any idea she likes, rather than having to be the focus of her own work.

When she gets a huge, prestigious grant, she takes the opportunity to break the "entanglement of obligation" on all fronts, freeing her mother from financial worry and herself from the public eye. She gives her mother the grant money and announces that her last performance, Disappearance Piece, will be to quit art-making and vanish forever. Disappearance Piece, brilliantly, cancels itself out: If Giselle successfully hides herself, no one will ever know if she's working. Quitting art is the move that frees Giselle to keep making art. It's by far Memory Piece's most successful escape.

Read: What we gain from a good-enough life

Even before Giselle vanishes, Jackie, the protagonist of the second section, feels somewhat abandoned by her friend. After Disappearance Piece, she's furious--and rightly so: During Mall Piece, Jackie schleps Giselle's waste from the mall in a bucket, which she feels means she earned a goodbye. Jackie has plenty of friends online, in forums and on Lene, the new platform she's developing in her spare time, but she is profoundly lonely. One night, she joins Ellen for dinner at her squat, helping prepare the meal alongside Ellen's dumpster-diving housemates, and realizes she can't "remember the last time she ate with anyone, around a real eating table." Just the intentionally clumsy eating table--as opposed to dining table--shows how far from society Jackie has slipped. In her early tech days, she and her fellow programmers experienced coding as an art form that offered limitless possibilities; now that money and business have infiltrated her scene, she has retreated almost fully into a digital life.

Jackie, who grudgingly works a day job at a flashy tech company while running Lene illicitly out of her apartment, doesn't want to care about money, and is attracted to Ellen's anarchist purity. She loves Lene, though, and can't figure out how to sustain it without bringing in investors--a choice Ellen tries to convince her is fundamentally impure. Jackie comes to agree, especially as it dawns on her that her bosses are illegally selling data. As Jackie simultaneously considers exposing them and taking on a big funder for Lene, Ko begins turning toward the question of what makes a sellout--proof of Memory Piece's Generation X spirit.

But Ko isn't overly concerned with the morality of selling out. Her subject is at once more basic and more challenging: She wants to know whether Jackie can possibly keep developing Lene without any kind of business-world support. When Jackie has her own apartment and the tech job, the answer to that question is clearly no, because the latter essentially bankrolls Lene and the former houses it; when she gets evicted and tries living cheaply in Ellen's squat, which barely has internet, she can't do the work Lene needs; when she leaves her job and cashes in on Lene, she never has to worry about money again, but it's too late. Coding-as-art is gone to her; she's joined the great machine of business and power. Jackie's section is Memory Piece's most pessimistic, or, perhaps, its most realistic. It's a portrait of a trap many readers will recognize: Creating what you want, and doing so passionately and well, can take you irreversibly away from what you wanted in the first place.

In Ellen's section, Ko shifts her focus to what happens if you never sell out. She makes this quite literal: The only residents of 2040s Manhattan are the very wealthy; "those who couldn't afford to go elsewhere, who lived in the encampments and hadn't been removed"; and Ellen and her friends Reem and Sunny, who own and still live in the squat they set up in the '90s. Reem and Sunny are terrified by the precarity of their position. Ellen refuses to consider leaving their home. Having to do so would represent a devastating defeat for her, even though the entire point of the squat was to live in community, and the deterioration of the city means that, instead of sharing their earthly goods with their neighbors, she and her friends are holing up and learning to fire guns. One of the heartbreaks of Ellen's section is that her commitment to her old home closes her mind to possible new ones. It's as if, having escaped from mainstream society once, her pride in that escape traps her: Once an agent of change herself, she now sees all change as giving in.

Read: The Leavers places an imperfect victim within a cruel system

Memory Piece is a novel in which many of the victories are Pyrrhic. Disappearance Piece makes Giselle both a legend and a nobody. Jackie's desire to protect Lene's purity shoves her irredeemably into the corrupt world of business. Ellen fights for decades to carve out a space for communal alternative living in the city, then effectively loses her community by clinging to her physical home. Ko doesn't make any of this surprising. It's plain throughout Memory Piece that Ellen isn't going to get to live in complete freedom, Jackie's not going to survive by working without money, and Giselle isn't going to make art witnessed at once by everyone and no one. But their efforts have dignity, sometimes pathos, sometimes beauty. Ko takes her characters seriously, and invites her readers to do the same--to care not that they lose, but that they try.
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Trump's Lucky Break

A New York appeals court threw him a lifeline--but the road ahead is long.

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.


Donald Trump has built up his reputation as a rich guy. When he ended up unable to cover a massive bond, the courts threw him a lifeline, but just for now.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The aftermath of the Baltimore bridge collapse
 	The Supreme Court is shaming itself.
 	The war at Stanford




A Temporary Reprieve

Yesterday, Donald Trump was thrown a lifeline. As the deadline approached for him and his co-defendants to pony up a $464 million bond in a New York State civil fraud case, an appeals court reduced the amount to $175 million and issued a new 10-day deadline to post the bond.

The case, in which a judge ruled last year that Trump had lied about the value of some of his properties, has become a financial headache for the former president--and a blow to his reputation. Trump's public image leans heavily on the persona of a "deals guy" that he has been peddling for decades; he has long touted his own wealth, but it seems that he did not have the cash on hand to pay the astronomic bond the courts initially demanded. His lawyers called securing such a large bond a "practical impossibility" and requested the bond amount be lowered to $100 million. Trump had been scrambling to come up with the money for the bond, and roughly 30 companies had reportedly rejected his appeals for help.

This reprieve is a "lucky break," for him, my colleague David Graham told me. "It's really remarkable how often Trump seems to get windfalls like this out of nowhere." But it is also, by definition, temporary. "This is far from over," Caroline Polisi, a white-collar defense lawyer and a lecturer at Columbia Law School, reminded me, adding that she was not shocked by the decision, which came from a notoriously pro-business court. "A bond is only meant to secure faith that the litigant will actually eventually have the ability to make the payment," she explained. It does not necessarily have any bearing on the amount of a later penalty, which could still be $464 million--nor does it reflect the court's view on how appropriate such a fine would be.

Although this stay is convenient for Trump, it also makes some sense from the perspective of the attorney general's office. As David noted in his recent article, seizing assets to guarantee a bond could have created a mess for the attorney general's office if Trump ends up winning his appeal to reduce the final penalty, or manages to convince a court that Judge Arthur Engoron's decision was wrong. What this bond does, Polisi said, is let the appeals process play out. Trump's assets aren't going anywhere, and the court appointed a monitor "to make sure no funny business is done between now and the eventual final ruling," she explained. Getting Trump in a position to have liquid assets on hand is actually better for the state, she noted. It seems easier for them to accept cash than it would be to go through the arduous process of seizing properties and placing liens on various businesses.

Trump's true net worth remains murky. A good deal of his money is tied up in nonliquid assets such as real estate, or set aside for payments in his other legal battles, as he faces 91 felony counts in state and federal courts. Although not every case would involve a financial penalty, he already posted a $91 million appeal bond in the E. Jean Carroll judgment earlier this month.

Declaring bankruptcy is an obvious move for someone with financial woes. But beyond the potential embarrassment it would bring upon Trump--he has repeatedly used corporate bankruptcy in the past, though he is quite touchy about the subject now--there are a few practical reasons he is unlikely to pursue that path, David explained. Debts such as fraud judgments in the New York case are generally not dischargeable, meaning that he couldn't shake them off by declaring bankruptcy. Going bankrupt would also require him to open up about his finances, including naming his creditors. Depending on who they are, that could lead to reputational or political damage, David noted.

Trump's financial saving grace may come from his media venture. On Friday, in an eleventh-hour deal, his on-paper net worth skyrocketed when his company Trump Media (the parent company of Truth Social) merged with a special-purpose acquisition company, also known as a "blank check" company that helps private businesses go public quickly. Trump Media started trading on Nasdaq today, and the former president's shares are already worth about $4.5 billion on paper, though restrictions in place would prevent him from using or selling shares of the company for six months--unless the board, which is made up of various loyalists, including his son Donald Jr., agreed to remove the restriction.

Even as he navigates choppy financial waters, Trump has not relented in pumping up his own valuation: Last week, he claimed on Truth Social that "THROUGH HARD WORK, TALENT, AND LUCK, I CURRENTLY HAVE ALMOST FIVE HUNDRED MILLION DOLLARS IN CASH." (The basis for that claim is unclear.) Trump rode to the White House in part based on the public impression--one he meticulously curated--that he was a high-rolling businessman. The civil fraud case has cut to the core of how he presents himself to the public, but the courts have given him a break--and in the end, his voters might, too.

Related:

	Donald Trump's nine lives
 	The cases against Trump: a guide




Today's News

	The Supreme Court heard oral arguments in a case that could restrict national access to the abortion pill mifepristone.
 	The judge in Trump's New York criminal trial issued a gag order for the former president, who will not be allowed to attack prosecutors, jurors, and witnesses.
 	In the early morning, a cargo ship in Baltimore lost power and struck the Francis Scott Key Bridge, which collapsed immediately. Six people are missing and presumed dead.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Sources: Getty



A Drug Half as Good as Ozempic for One-30th the Price

By Daniel Engber

Amid the hype around the GLP-1s, with their multibillion-dollar sales and corresponding reputation as a modern miracle of medicine, a sort of pharmaco-amnesia has taken hold across America. Patients and physicians alike have forgotten, if indeed they ever knew, that the agents of the "weight-loss revolution"--Ozempic and Wegovy, Mounjaro and Zepbound--are just the latest medications for obesity. And that older drugs--among them Qsymia, Orlistat, and Contrave--are still available. Indeed, the best of these latter treatments might produce, on average, one-half the benefit you'd get from using GLP-1s in terms of weight loss, at less than one-30th the price.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The end of foreign-language education
 	Good luck fighting disinformation.




Culture Break


Illustration by Adam Maida / The Atlantic



Read. Vinson Cunningham's new novel, Great Expectations, is a political satire about the failed promise of Barack Obama's early years, Danielle Amir Jackson writes.

Create. The legendary music producer Rick Rubin wants people to know that everybody is an artist because we can all "perceive," James Parker writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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

Looking out from the harbor used to be an exercise in optimism.

by Rachel Gutman-Wei




You could see the Francis Scott Key Bridge from Fort McHenry, the pentagon-shaped keep that inspired the bridge's namesake to write the verses that became our national anthem. You could see it from the pagoda in Patterson Park, another strangely geometric landmark from which I've cheered on teams at Baltimore's annual kinetic-sculpture race. You could see it from the top of Johns Hopkins Hospital, the city's biggest employer. This morning, my husband sent me a photo of the familiar view out his window at work--now dominated not by the soaring bridge, but by a hulking container ship, halted in the middle of the water with metal strewn over and around it.

Videos of the bridge's collapse are stunning. At about 1:30 a.m., the ship, called the Dali, lost power and crashed into one of the bridge's central pillars. Within 15 seconds, the straight line of the bridge's span bends and breaks, and the entire structure tumbles into the harbor.

The bridge was one of only three roadways crossing Baltimore's defining waterways, and until this morning, each of those routes served its own purpose. The I-95 tunnel, which cuts across the mouth of the harbor, was for people commuting between Baltimore and Washington, D.C. The famously congested Baltimore Harbor Tunnel--part of I-895--passes beneath the Patapsco River and was for people bypassing the city completely. The Key Bridge, farther down the river toward the Chesapeake Bay, handled the least traffic of the three. But it was part of the Baltimore Beltway, the circular highway that forms the unofficial boundary of the Baltimore metro area and shuttles suburbanites into the city to help make it run. Of the three routes, the Key Bridge was the most visible and beautiful, standing alone above the water in a long, graceful arch.

David A. Graham: Why ships keep crashing

Officials had enough notice of the Dali's distress that it blocked cars from entering the bridge before its collapse, but Maryland's transportation secretary told reporters this morning that the department was searching for six missing construction workers who may have fallen into the 48-degree water. The crew was working to fix potholes--to keep Baltimore's beat-up roads in good enough shape to keep traffic flowing into the city. Two workers have already been pulled from the water, one of whom was in such bad shape that they couldn't be asked what happened. As of about 10:08 a.m., no one but the construction crew was believed to have fallen into the water. But had the collapse happened a few hours later, hundreds of people might well be dead: On average, about 31,000 cars and trucks cross the bridge every day.

The cars, for now, can be rerouted. But the remnants of the bridge (not to mention the Dali) are blocking the city's waterways for any other ships that are scheduled to enter. Baltimore is now America's 17th-biggest port by tonnage--a respectable rank, if a far cry from the early days of the United States, when shipping made the city the third-most-populous in the country--and may well drop further down the list if the harbor remains inaccessible. (Maryland Governor Wes Moore has yet to comment on when the port might reopen for business.) But Baltimore is a city defined by water. The Gwynns Falls and the Jones Falls trickle through our parks. The Inner Harbor is our Times Square; our economy is tied up in trade and transportation. Ships are in the city's bones. The brackish harbor is in its heart.

Baltimore is also a city that can't catch a break, full of people who find joy in its absurdities. The Trash Wheel Family--a set of four solar and hydro-powered, googly-eyed machines that keep litter in the city's rivers from entering the harbor--are local celebrities. Every week, a group of magnet-fishers meets at the harbor to pluck benches, scooters, and other treasures from the water, proudly displaying their haul along the sidewalk. Every year, bicycle-powered moving sculptures shaped like dragons and dogs and fire trucks compete to paddle down a short stretch of the harbor without capsizing. But no one ever really forgets that the harbor itself is visibly polluted, that much of the city's infrastructure is breaking and broken, that the state has held back funding to fix it, that Baltimore's mayoral administrations have been riddled with corruption, that people are still getting by on too little, that the murder rate is still too high.

Read: The aftermath of the Baltimore bridge collapse

Baltimore Harbor is one of the city's most important links to the rest of the world; to cut it off is to clog our blood supply. Moore has already said that the bridge will be rebuilt to honor this morning's victims. We can still get out of the city with trains and cars. But this morning, Baltimore feels that much more claustrophobic. Looking out toward the Chesapeake used to be an exercise in optimism, in feeling all the possibilities of being connected to the wider world and the terrifyingly wide swell of the Atlantic. Today, it's an exercise in mourning and resolve.
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        Winners of the 2024 World Nature Photography Awards

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 26, 2024

            	16 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The winning images and photographers of this year's World Nature Photography Awards have just been announced. Contest organizers have once more shared some of the winning images, shown below, from their 14 categories. Captions were provided by the photographers and have been lightly edited for style and clarity.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elephant in a herd reaches for a tree branch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Behavior--Mammals. Elephants reach for branches at Mana Pools National Park in Zimbabwe.
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                Lukas Walter / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Low clouds cover the tip of a volcano, illuminated by the glowing lava below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Planet Earth's Landscapes and Environments. Cloud cover above Chile's Villarrica volcano.
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                Francisco Negroni / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mother zebra and her foal are attacked by a cheetah.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Behavior--Mammals. A mother zebra and her foal are attacked by a cheetah in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya. "That morning, we decided to follow four cheetahs on the hunt. We followed them for hours. We passed herds of topis, gazelles, and zebras. We knew something was going to happen. When, five hours later, our Maasai guide whispered, 'They are going for the zebras,' I was convinced they would attack the topis or gazelles dotted across the valley. Seconds later, the cheetahs burst into a small group of zebras. One cheetah ran toward us, clinging onto a foal. In those seconds, I took this picture of the mother zebra launching a last attempt to push her foal away from the attacking cheetah. She failed. I will remember those last seconds for the rest of my life."
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                Alexander Brackx / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view of an orca swimming through a tight school of herring]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Underwater. "A female orca split a herring bait ball while diving through it to get one, shot from underneath while free diving. Every winter, enormous schools of herring migrate from the open ocean into the fjords of northern Norway and attract large numbers of big predators such as orcas and humpback whales." Photographed near Skjervoy, Norway.
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                Andy Schmid / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stand of white-bark trees with yellow leaves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Nature Art. A stand of aspen trees, seen in Aspen, Colorado.
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                Robert J. Ross / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A pair of ibex prepare to butt heads while standing at the edge of a deep valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Animals in Their Habitat. A pair of Nubian ibex in the Negev desert in Israel.
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                Amit Eshel / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The hands of a mother and infant gorilla]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Animal Portraits. The hands of a mother and infant gorilla, seen in Bwindi Impenetrable Forest, Uganda.
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                Michael Stavrakakis / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Yellow tufts of grass stand on small hills on a black-sand beach, seen in front of snow-covered mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Planet Earth's Landscapes and Environments. "Winter in Stokksnes, Iceland. The beach with its black sand and the majestic mountain called Vestrahorn--I love the contrast in colors between the white mountains and the black dunes with yellow grass."
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                Ivan Pedretti / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small mammal called a binturong stands at the door of one of several large cages.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Nature Photojournalism. A binturong is kept in a cage for the production of kopi luwak coffee in Sulawesi, Indonesia.
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                Lennart Stolte / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mother elephant walks with a calf walking directly beneath its belly.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Black and White. Mother elephant and calf, Amboseli National Park, Kenya.
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                Tom Way / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a vulture, the feathers of its head covered in blood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Animal Portraits. The bloody head of a Himalayan vulture, photographed in Chopta, in Uttarakhand, India.
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                Partha Roy / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A lynx leaps through a snowy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Animals in Their Habitat. A Canada lynx leaps through a snowy field.
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                Thomas Vijayan / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close image of a tiny plant vaguely shaped like an owl.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Plants and Fungi. "Once, a photographer whom I respected, Suchat Chanhomhuan, took me to Doi Hua Mot Mountain, Umphang Wildlife Sanctuary, Tak province, Thailand, to meet a kind of living organism with a strange shape that looked like an owl. The scientific name of this plant is Thismia thaithongiana."
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                Chatree Lertsintanakorn / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A boy chases a swarm of locusts.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, People and Nature. A boy chases a swarm of locusts in Jaisalmer, Rajasthan, India.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Hira Punjabi / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A fox walks among broken bricks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Urban Wildlife. A fox walks among broken bricks in Lucerne, Switzerland.
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                Roman Willi / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An osprey flaps, splashing water, as it catches two fish in its talons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Black and White. An osprey catches two fish in Kangasala, Finland.
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                Tom Nickels / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The Aftermath of the Baltimore Bridge Collapse

Authorities suddenly need answers to questions that few people were contemplating last night.

by Juliette Kayyem




The rapid collapse of the Francis Scott Key Bridge in Baltimore early this morning touched off a frantic search for survivors--and gave Americans a frightening reminder of the fragility of the many systems that allow us to go about our lives. The sun rose to reveal twisted metal atop the cargo ship Dali, a long underwater obstruction keeping ships from moving in and out of the port of Baltimore, a major tear in the transportation network, and great uncertainty about how the catastrophe would ripple across the economy.

When the errant Dali struck a support pillar, motorists were using the bridge and work crews were fixing potholes on it. Local officials' immediate focus is, as it should be, on rescuing any who might have survived and comforting the families still waiting for news. Authorities quickly and rightly put to rest speculation about terrorism. An investigation into what happened on the ship has been announced. In the meantime, the public and its elected leaders must improvise answers to a question that few people were contemplating last night: What would happen if a major piece of our infrastructure disappeared in the dark? How do we respond to what could be a lengthy disruption to a lifeline of the region's maritime and transportation networks?

Whether any bridge's support structure could withstand a direct hit by a ship as large as the Dali is an open question at this hour. Maryland Governor Wes Moore said at a news conference this morning that the fallen Baltimore bridge had been "fully up to code."

A lot of American infrastructure is in poor shape. What's clear across the country is that, even as the U.S. tries to ramp up repairs to our old bridges, rails, roads, and dams, we are not keeping up with their decay--much less bringing them into the modern era, building more redundancy into our systems, or developing contingency plans for sudden disruptions. We need to spend more time and resources thinking about Plan B.

In Baltimore, some immediate problems are already evident: The now-destroyed bridge was the preferred highway route for trucks carrying materials--such as bulk gas, explosives, and radioactive matter--that are too hazardous to pass through the city's major surface roads or underwater tunnels below the harbor.

The waters around the bridge are also disrupted. Baltimore's port supports more than 15,000 jobs, by one estimate, and is a major importation point for cars and trucks, construction materials, and goods affecting many other industries. Ship hulls rip easily; figuring out which debris remains underwater and removing threats to maritime navigation will take some time. Boats and ships will be restricted in their ability to travel near the wreckage, until at least the pieces of the bridge are excavated from the waters.

Read: More bridges will collapse

For many people, the most visible disruption will be to general vehicular traffic in the Baltimore and Washington, D.C., areas and throughout the Northeast Corridor. Employers will have to relieve commuters from needing to travel; schoolchildren and others will experience delays if not cancellations; work and learn-from-home alternatives, at least for some time, will need to be instituted.

None of this is easily practiced, but maybe now is the time we begin to plan for it. The destruction of the Key Bridge appears to be a tragic accident, but it also offers a lesson.

Those who plan complex systems often talk in terms of avoiding "single points of failure." But the vulnerability of key pieces of infrastructure is all the more reason to plan in advance for how our transportation and economic systems can bounce back quickly from sudden setbacks.

People in the emergency-management field throw the word resiliency around a lot. But resiliency isn't something that a society just has; the word itself comes from a Latin verb meaning "jump" or "leap," and it suggests movement and action--the consistent effort to prevent catastrophes whenever possible and limit their harms whenever necessary. The bridge collapse in Baltimore underscores the need for more of that kind of planning--not just bracing for impact and hoping for the best.
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The End of Foreign-Language Education

Thanks to AI, people may no longer feel the need to learn a second language.

by Louise Matsakis




A few days ago, I watched a video of myself talking in perfect Chinese. I've been studying the language on and off for only a few years, and I'm far from fluent. But there I was, pronouncing each character flawlessly in the correct tone, just as a native speaker would. Gone were my grammar mistakes and awkward pauses, replaced by a smooth and slightly alien-sounding voice. "My favorite food is sushi," I said--wo zui xihuan de shiwu shi shousi--with no hint of excitement or joy.



I'd created the video using software from a Los Angeles-based artificial-intelligence start-up called HeyGen. It allows users to generate deepfake videos of real people "saying" almost anything based on a single picture of their face and a script, which is paired with a synthetic voice and can be translated into more than 40 languages. By merely uploading a selfie taken on my iPhone, I was able to glimpse a level of Mandarin fluency that may elude me for the rest of my life.



HeyGen's visuals are flawed--the way it animates selfies almost reminded me of the animatronics in Disney's It's a Small World ride--but its language technology is good enough to make me question whether learning Mandarin is a wasted effort. Neural networks, the machine-learning systems that power generative-AI programs such as ChatGPT, have rapidly improved the quality of automatic translation over the past several years, making even older tools like Google Translate far more accurate.



At the same time, the number of students studying foreign languages in the U.S. and other countries is shrinking. Total enrollment in language courses other than English at American colleges decreased 29.3 percent from 2009 to 2021, according to the latest data from the Modern Language Association, better known as the MLA. In Australia, only 8.6 percent of high-school seniors were studying a foreign language in 2021--a historic low. In South Korea and New Zealand, universities are closing their French, German, and Italian departments. One recent study from the education company EF Education First found that English proficiency is decreasing among young people in some places.



Many factors could help explain the downward trend, including pandemic-related school disruptions, growing isolationism, and funding cuts to humanities programs. But whether the cause of the shift is political, cultural, or some mix of things, it's clear that people are turning away from language learning just as automatic translation becomes ubiquitous across the internet.



Read: High-school English needed a makeover before ChatGPT



Within a few years, AI translation may become so commonplace and frictionless that billions of people take for granted the fact that the emails they receive, videos they watch, and albums they listen to were originally produced in a language other than their native one. Something enormous will be lost in exchange for that convenience. Studies have suggested that language shapes the way people interpret reality. Learning a different way to speak, read, and write helps people discover new ways to see the world--experts I spoke with likened it to discovering a new way to think. No machine can replace such a profoundly human experience. Yet tech companies are weaving automatic translation into more and more products. As the technology becomes normalized, we may find that we've allowed deep human connections to be replaced by communication that's technically proficient but ultimately hollow.



AI language tools are now in social-media apps, messaging platforms, and streaming sites. Spotify is experimenting with using a voice-generation tool from the ChatGPT maker OpenAI to translate podcasts in the host's own voice, while Samsung is touting that its new Galaxy S24 smartphone can translate phone calls as they're occurring. Roblox, meanwhile, claimed last month that its AI translation tool is so fast and accurate, its English-speaking users might not realize that their conversation partner "is actually in Korea." The technology--which works especially well for "high-resource languages" such as English and Chinese, and less so for languages such as Swahili and Urdu--is being used in much more high-stakes situations as well, such as translating the testimony of asylum seekers and firsthand accounts from conflict zones. Musicians are already using it to translate songs, and at least one couple credited it with helping them to fall in love.



One of the most telling use cases comes from a start-up called Jumpspeak, which makes a language-learning app similar to Duolingo and Babbel. Instead of hiring actual bilingual actors, Jumpspeak appears to have used AI-generated "people" reading AI-translated scripts in at least four ads on Instagram and Facebook. At least some of the personas shown in the ads appear to be default characters available on HeyGen's platform. "I struggled to learn languages my whole life. Then I learned Spanish in six months, I got a job opportunity in France, and I learned French. I learned Mandarin before visiting China," a synthetic avatar says in one of the ads, while switching between all three languages. Even a language-learning app is surrendering to the allure of AI, at least in its marketing.



Alexandru Voica, a communications professional who works for another video-generating AI service, told me he came across Jumpspeak's ads while looking for a program to teach his children Romanian, the language spoken by their grandparents. He argued that the ads demonstrated how deepfakes and automated-translation software could be used to mislead or deceive people. "I'm worried that some in the industry are currently in a race to the bottom on AI safety," he told me in an email. (The ads were taken down after I started reporting this story, but it's not clear if Meta or Jumpspeak removed them; neither company returned requests for comment. HeyGen also did not immediately respond to a request for comment about its product being used in Jumpspeak's marketing.)



The world is already seeing how all of this can go wrong. Earlier this month, a far-right conspiracy theorist shared several AI-generated clips on X of Adolf Hitler giving a 1939 speech in English instead of the original German. The videos, which were purportedly produced using software from a company called ElevenLabs, featured a re-creation of Hitler's own voice. It was a strange experience, hearing Hitler speak in English, and some people left comments suggesting that they found him easy to empathize with: "It sounds like these people cared about their country above all else," one X user reportedly wrote in response to the videos. ElevenLabs did not immediately respond to a request for comment. (The Atlantic uses ElevenLabs' AI voice generator to narrate some articles.)



Read: The last frontier of machine translation



Gabriel Nicholas, a research fellow at the nonprofit Center for Democracy and Technology, told me that part of the problem with machine-translation programs is that they're often falsely perceived as being neutral, rather than "bringing their own perspective upon how to move text from one language to another." The truth is that there is no single right or correct way to transpose a sentence from French to Russian or any other language--it's an art rather than a science. "Students will ask, 'How do you say this in Spanish?' and I'll say, 'You just don't say it the same way in Spanish; the way you would approach it is different,'" Deborah Cohn, a Spanish- and Portuguese-language professor at Indiana University Bloomington who has written about the importance of language learning for bolstering U.S. national security, told me.



I recently came across a beautiful and particularly illustrative example of this fact in an article written by a translator in China named Anne. "Building a ladder between widely different languages, such as Chinese and English, is sometimes as difficult as a doctor building a bridge in a patient's heart," she wrote. The metaphor initially struck me as slightly odd, but thankfully I wasn't relying on ChatGPT to translate Anne's words from their original Mandarin. I was reading a human translation by a professor named Jeffrey Ding, who helpfully noted that Anne may have been referring to a type of heart surgery that has recently become common in China. It's a small detail, but understanding that context brought me much closer to the true meaning of what Anne was trying to say.



Read: The college essay is dead



But most students will likely never achieve anything close to the fluency required to tell whether a translation rings close enough to the original or not. If professors accept that automated technology will far outpace the technical skills of the average Russian or Arabic major, their focus would ideally shift from grammar drills to developing cultural competency, or understanding the beliefs and practices of people from different backgrounds. Instead of cutting language courses in response to AI, schools should "stress more than ever the intercultural components of language learning that tremendously benefit the students taking these classes," Jen William, the head of the School of Languages and Cultures at Purdue University and a member of the executive committee of the Association of Language Departments, told me.



Paula Krebs, the executive director of the MLA, referenced a beloved 1991 episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation to make a similar point. In "Darmok," the crew aboard the starship Enterprise struggles to communicate with aliens living on a planet called El-Adrel IV. They have access to a "universal translator" that allows them to understand the basic syntax and semantics of what the Tamarians are saying, but the greater meaning of their utterances remains a mystery.



It later becomes clear that their language revolves around allegories rooted in the Tamarians' unique history and practices. Even though Captain Picard was translating all the words they were saying, he "couldn't understand the metaphors of their culture," Krebs told me. More than 30 years later, something like a universal translator is now being developed on Earth. But it similarly doesn't have the power to bridge cultural divides the way that humans can.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/03/generative-ai-translation-education/677883/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
        

      

      Best of The Atlantic

      
        U.S. Support for Israel's War Has Become Indefensible
        Phil Klay

        "This is our 9/11," an Israeli Defense Forces spokesperson said a few days after the rape, torture, kidnapping, and mass murder of Israelis on October 7. Or it was worse than 9/11. "Twenty 9/11s," Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said a few weeks later, once the scale of the devastation was evident. As for the current military campaign in Gaza? Earlier this month, Netanyahu told new IDF cadets, "We are preventing the next 9/11."I'm a New Yorker. For me, 9/11 was the unbearable loss of th...

      

      
        Too Few Americans Are Eating a Remarkable Fruit
        Zoe Schlanger

        Someplace in the lush backroads of San Sebastian, in western Puerto Rico, my friend Carina pulled the car over. At a crest in the road stood a breadfruit tree, full of basketball-size, lime-green fruits, knobbled and prehistoric, like a dinosaur egg covered in ostrich leather. One had recently fallen. I jumped out to scoop it up, thinking about the breadfruit tostones we would make that afternoon. We'd fry chunks of the white, spongy flesh, then smash them with the back of a cast-iron pan, then f...

      

      
        The Trolls Who Attack Dog Fosters
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        Lucchese is not the world's cutest dog. Picked up as a stray somewhere in Texas, he is scruffy and, as one person aptly observed online, looks a little like Steve Buscemi. (It's the eyes.)Isabel Klee, a professional influencer in New York City, had agreed to keep Lucchese, or Luc, until he found a forever home. Fosters such as Klee help move dogs out of loud and stressful shelters so they can relax and socialize before moving into a forever home. (The foster can then take on a new dog, and the pr...

      

      
        The Patron Saint of Political Violence
        Gal Beckerman

        Some ideas exist so far beyond one's own moral boundaries that to hear them articulated out loud, unabashedly, is to experience something akin to awe. That's how I felt, anyway, when I watched the video of a Cornell professor speaking at a rally a week after Hamas's October 7 attack. "It was exhilarating!" he shouted. "It was energizing!" The mass murder and rape and kidnapping of Israelis on that day had already been well documented. I saw an atrocity; he saw renewal and life. Gazans, he exclaim...

      

      
        I Just Want a Normal Drink
        Yasmin Tayag

        Recently, a balmy spring day left me feeling parched. I needed a beverage--stat!--and had forgotten my water bottle at home. I ducked into a nearby CVS to pick up a drink.The choices were so overwhelming, I nearly forgot my thirst. The drink aisle included a bevy of the usual thirst-quenching options--and some that looked like they belonged in an apothecary rather than next to the LaCroix. Row upon row of multicolored cans and bottles held drinks with purposes beyond mere hydration and flavor. Some ...

      

      
        Middle Names Reveal More Than You Think
        Michael Waters

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In 2011, demographic researchers across America realized something surprising: Census forms had a lot of spots left blank. When one person fills it out for the whole household, they might skip certain sections--especially the middle-name column. Sixty percent of people left out the middle names of their extended family members, and nearly 80 percent omitted those of roommates they weren't related to. Responden...

      

      
        Trump Media Is the New Bed Bath & Beyond
        James Surowiecki

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.After the stock-market frenzy that ensued when Trump Media & Technology Group started trading on Tuesday (under the ticker symbol DJT), one thing is almost certainly true: Donald Trump is now the chairman of the most overvalued company on Nasdaq.  Trump Media had a grand total of $3.4 million in revenue in the first nine months of 2023, against more than $10 million in operating losses. Its only product is Truth Social, T...

      

      
        Daniel Kahneman Wanted You to Realize How Wrong You Are
        Daniel Engber

        I first met Daniel Kahneman about 25 years ago. I'd applied to graduate school in neuroscience at Princeton University, where he was on the faculty, and I was sitting in his office for an interview. Kahneman, who died today at the age of 90, must not have thought too highly of the occasion. "Conducting an interview is likely to diminish the accuracy of a selection procedure," he'd later note in his best-selling book, Thinking, Fast and Slow. That had been the first finding in his long career as a...

      

      
        Where RFK Jr. Goes From Here
        John Hendrickson

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Wasn't Robert F. Kennedy Jr. supposed to have flamed out by now? At a rally yesterday in Oakland, California, Kennedy--a lifelong Democrat turned independent--unveiled his 2024 running mate, the Silicon Valley entrepreneur Nicole Shanahan. Kennedy selected Shanahan from a motley crew of reported vice-presidential contenders: Aaron Rodgers, Jesse Ventura, Mike Rowe, Tulsi Gabbard, and the rapper Killer Mike, to name a few.Sh...

      

      
        The War at Stanford
        Theo Baker

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.One of the section leaders for my computer-science class, Hamza El Boudali, believes that President Joe Biden should be killed. "I'm not calling for a civilian to do it, but I think a military should," the 23-year-old Stanford University student told a small group of protesters last month. "I'd be happy if Biden was dead." He thinks that Stanford is complicit in what he calls the genocide of Palestinians, and...

      

      
        Solving a Century-Old Byline Mystery
        Shan Wang

        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."Do you like to know whom a book's by?" E. M. Forster asks in a 1925 essay on the question of anonymity in literature and journalism. The practice is fine in fiction, he argues, but not in news writing. Forster, however, wasn't in charge: His essay, which appeared in the November 1925 issue of The Atlantic, was followed by an article by...

      

      
        Can You Ever Really Escape Your Ex?
        Faith Hill

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Cool-but-not-too-cool artists; warm, friendly nerds or cold, unfriendly secret nerds; emotionally distant people; bossy, round-faced women; sensitive weirdos.These are a few of the responses I got when I asked friends: "What's your type?" No one seemed particularly surprised by the question, and a significant number responded without missing a beat. Nearly everyone gave me a highly specific answer. Some of th...

      

      
        Do Trump Supporters Mind When He Mocks Biden's Stutter?
        Hanna Rosin

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Recently the Atlantic political reporter John Hendrickson and I set out on a kind of social experiment. A friend of Hendrickson's had sent him a video of Donald Trump mocking President Joe Biden's stutter. In the hierarchy of Trump insults, this one did not rate especially high. But it resonated with Hendrickson, who wrote a book about his own stuttering. And what especially resonated with him was the audience's laughter....

      

      
        How Not to Be Bored When You Have to Wait
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Like many, I travel a lot for work. Unlike many, I never get tired of it. On the open road are always interesting people and new places. Phoenix in July or Fairbanks in the winter? Bring it on. There is one thing about travel that bugs me, though, and has ever since my tender years: the constant waiting. When I travel, I wait in the TSA line, wait to board the plane, wait in restaurants, wait to ...

      

      
        A Bad Gamble
        Jemele Hill

        This week, the pro baseball superstar Shohei Ohtani addressed the media for the first time since his name surfaced in an investigation of an alleged illegal gambling ring. He told reporters that the $4.5 million in wire transfers from his account had been sent without his knowledge by his friend and interpreter, and that he had "never bet on baseball or any other sports."Opening Day is this week, and Major League Baseball can't be happy about this cloud over its biggest star. But with gambling so...

      

      
        A Drug Half as Good as Ozempic for One-30th the Price
        Daniel Engber

        "In my lifetime, I never dreamed that we would be talking about medicines that are providing hope for people like me," Oprah Winfrey says at the top of her recent prime-time special on obesity. The program, called Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution, is very clear on which medicines she means. At one point, Oprah stares into the camera and carefully pronounces their brand names for the audience: "Ozempic and Wegovy," she says. "Mounjaro and Zepbound." The class of drugs to which these fou...

      

      
        A New American Poet
        Edward Garnett

        A SHORT time ago I found on a London bookstall an odd number of The Poetry Review, with examples of and comments on "Modern American Poets,"--examples which whetted my curiosity. But the few quotations given appeared to me literary bric-a-brac, the fruit of light liaisons between American dilettantism and European models. Such poetry, aesthetic or sentimental,--reflections of vagrant influences, lyrical embroideries in the latest designs, with little imaginative insight into life or nature,--abounds...

      

      
        Sex and the College Girl
        Nora Johnson

        Editor's Note: A native of California and a graduate of Smith College in the class of 1954, Nora Johnson has traveled widely, first through Europe, and after her marriage, through the Middle East. Now living in New York with her husband and small daughter, she is the author of a number of short stories, and her first novel, The World of Henry Orient, was published last year under the Atlantic-Little, Brown imprint. Ever since Gertrude Stein made her remark about the Lost Generation, every decade ...

      

      
        The Atlantic Tops 1 Million Subscriptions and Reaches Profitability
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic now has more than 1 million subscriptions and is profitable, surpassing two goals that the company set several years ago. In an email to The Atlantic's staff, quoted in part below, Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg and CEO Nicholas Thompson announce this news.

Overall revenue is up more than 10 percent year over year; advertising booked year-to-date is also up 33 percent year over year. Subscriptions to The Atlantic have increased by double-digit percentages in each of the past four ...

      

      
        How Climate Change Is Making Allergy Season Worse
        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.Rising temperatures are leading to what my colleague Yasmin Tayag has called an "allergy apocalypse." I spoke with Yasmin, who covers science for The Atlantic, about our ever-expanding allergy season, the relationship between rising temperatures and pollen, and the extent to which pollen may rob us of t...

      

      
        Family Ties
        Hannah Giorgis

        Photographs by LaToya Ruby FrazierThe steel industry was already collapsing by the time the photographer and visual artist LaToya Ruby Frazier was born, in 1982. Like many Rust Belt communities, her hometown of Braddock, Pennsylvania, has suffered both economic and environmental distress: Thousands of manufacturing jobs have vanished, but chemicals from the steel plants still pollute Braddock's skies.
U.S.S. Edgar Thomson Steel Works and Monongahela River (2013) ((c) 2024 LaToya Ruby Frazier, court...

      

      
        The Impossible Fight to Live the Life You Want
        Lily Meyer

        From the very start, Memory Piece is a tale of escape and entanglement. Lisa Ko's limber, ambitious second novel opens with three teen girls, bored at a Fourth of July barbecue, sneaking into a neighbor's cookout to swipe burgers. The adventure jolts them briefly out of their boredom; it also creates a bond that lasts into adulthood. But Memory Piece is not, at its core, a novel of friendship. Ko isn't especially concerned with the summer-afternoon alchemy that ropes her protagonists--Giselle Chin, who becomes a conceptual artist;...
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U.S. Support for Israel's War Has Become Indefensible

A good pretext for war is not enough to make a war just.

by Phil Klay




"This is our 9/11," an Israeli Defense Forces spokesperson said a few days after the rape, torture, kidnapping, and mass murder of Israelis on October 7. Or it was worse than 9/11. "Twenty 9/11s," Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said a few weeks later, once the scale of the devastation was evident. As for the current military campaign in Gaza? Earlier this month, Netanyahu told new IDF cadets, "We are preventing the next 9/11."

I'm a New Yorker. For me, 9/11 was the unbearable loss of thousands of lives. But I'm also a veteran of America's War on Terror, so for me, 9/11 was also the pretext for disastrous, poorly conceived wars that spread death and destruction, destabilized the Middle East, created new enemies, and empowered Iran.

George Packer: Israel must not react stupidly

Finally, I'm an American. My country is supporting Israel militarily and diplomatically, and so I have a stake in answering this question: Is the United States enabling Israel to make the same terrible mistakes we did after 9/11?

In principle, Israel has a case for military action in Gaza, and it goes something like this. Across its border sat an army of tens of thousands of men intent on massacring civilians. Ghazi Hamad, from Hamas's political bureau, declared that the atrocities of October 7 were "just the first time, and there will be a second, a third, a fourth." Yes, rooting out Hamas would be brutal--the group welcomes civilian collateral damage and has entrenched itself in hundreds of miles of tunnels honeycombed through civilian infrastructure. But peace is illusory as long as Hamas remains in power.

Perhaps, in an alternate world, Israel could have fought such a war with restraint, in order to degrade Hamas's military power without playing into its hands by causing unnecessary civilian suffering. Israel would have helped, rather than hindered, the efforts of outside states to funnel humanitarian aid into Gaza--showing that it distinguished the Palestinian people from Hamas battalions and valued their lives. If Israel had very different internal politics, it might even have signaled a positive vision for the war's end--one premised on rebuilding a Gazan government led by Palestinians not committed to Israel's destruction but to a fair-minded two-state solution that would ensure full political rights for Gazans. But this is not the war that Israel has fought.

"Sometimes it sounds like certain officials, it's almost as if they support a hypothetical war, instead of the actual war that Israel is fighting," Adil Haque, an executive editor at Just Security and an international-law professor at Rutgers University, told me.

Friends of mine who support Israel have compared the Gaza campaign to the American and Iraqi fight against the Islamic State in Mosul, another large urban area of about 2 million people defended by an entrenched enemy hiding among civilians. At least 9,000 innocents died, many from American air strikes.

I walked through the devastation in Mosul two years after the battle, and it was like nothing I'd ever seen. Blocks of rubble, the skeletal remains of homes and shops, survivors living in the shatters who spoke of starvation and horror, collecting rainwater or risking their lives to go to the river, where soldiers shot at them. "It's like Hiroshima and Nagasaki," one man told me in the ruins of his home. But he also said that ISIS was gone from Mosul forever. "Even if all I have is a piece of wood," he said, "I would fight them rather than let them return."

The war Israel is actually fighting in Gaza bears little resemblance to that brutal and far from perfect, but necessary, campaign. Rather, in Gaza, Israel has shown itself willing to cause heavy civilian casualties and unwilling to care for a population left without basic necessities for survival. It has offered no realistic plan for an eventual political settlement. Far from the hypothetical war for Israeli security, this looks like a war of revenge.


Palestinians gather to collect aid food in Beit Lahia, in the northern Gaza Strip, on February 26, 2024, amid continuing battles between Israel and the Palestinian militant group Hamas. ( AFP / Getty)





Israel's approach to civilian lives and infrastructure is the first and most obvious problem. John Spencer, the chair of urban-warfare studies at West Point, told The Wall Street Journal this month that Israel sets the "gold standard" for avoiding civilian casualties. Defenders of Israel cite its use of precision munitions and its distribution of leaflets and phone calls warning civilians to evacuate combat areas.

But evacuation orders can only do so much for a trapped population facing destroyed infrastructure, dangerous exit routes, and unrealistic time frames. Israel's original evacuation order for northern Gaza gave 1.1 million people just 24 hours to leave. As Paula Gaviria Betancur, the United Nations special rapporteur on the human rights of internally displaced persons, noted at the time, "It is inconceivable that more than half of Gaza's population could traverse an active war zone, without devastating humanitarian consequences, particularly while deprived of essential supplies and basic services."

And precision munitions are good only when used precisely. Senior Israeli officials complained even before the war that the list of possible military targets in Gaza was "very problematic." Then Israel dropped a massive amount of ordnance on Gazan neighborhoods--6,000 bombs in the first six days of the war alone. For comparison, the international coalition fighting ISIS dropped an average of 2,500 bombs a month across all of Syria and Iraq. To think that Israel was precisely targeting 1,000 strikes a day strains credulity. Satellite images do not show pinpoint strikes but whole flattened neighborhoods. From October 7 to November 26, Israel damaged or destroyed more than 37,000 structures, and as CNN reported in December, about 40 to 45 percent of the air-to-ground munitions used at that point were unguided missiles. Certainly Hamas's practice of building its tunnels beneath civilian infrastructure means that destroying the tunnels will cause widespread damage, but the scale of this bombing campaign goes well beyond that.

What does this mean for death tolls? Larry Lewis, the director of the Center for Autonomy and Artificial Intelligence at the Center for Naval Analyses, found that even if we accept the IDF's claim that 12,000 of the roughly 29,000 Gazans reported dead by February 20 were enemy fighters, that would still mean that for every 100 Israeli air strikes, the IDF killed an average of 54 civilians. In the U.S. campaign in Raqqa, the American military caused an estimated 1.7 civilian deaths per 100 strikes.

Israel's lack of concern for civilian casualties is clear from well-documented individual strikes. On October 31, Israel struck the Jabaliya refugee camp with what appears to have been at least two 2,000-pound bombs, destroying entire housing blocks. News footage soon after showed at least 47 bodies, including children, pulled from the rubble in the refugee camp. Eventually the Hamas-controlled Gaza Health Ministry would claim 195 dead and hundreds more injured. The target of the strike was Ibrahim Biari, a Hamas commander who helped plan October 7, as well as a tunnel network and other Hamas fighters.

Read: Is the destruction of Gaza making Israel any safer?

During the Battle of Mosul, strikes that could be anticipated to kill 10 civilians or more required sign-off from the commanding general of Central Command, which oversees all American military activity across the greater Middle East. Deliberate strikes might have been analyzed by multiple working groups, and precautions taken to limit civilian casualties by using a more precise weapon with a smaller blast radius. A strike might have been canceled if the harm to civilians outweighed the possible battlefield advantage. In the Jabaliya strike, Israel caused foreseeable civilian casualties an order of magnitude greater than anything America would have signed off on during the past decades of war. And yes, 2,000-pound bombs are among the munitions that the United States has been sending to Israel, and which Israel has been using for strikes that American commanders would never permit from their own armed forces.

Even more troubling has been Israel's failure to allow humanitarian relief to reach the civilian population it has put at risk. On October 9, Israel's defense minister, Yoav Gallant, declared a "complete siege" of Gaza, stating, "There will be no electricity, no food, no fuel, everything is closed." Since then, the Israeli bombing campaign has destroyed Gaza's agriculture and infrastructure, and Israel has restricted aid coming from outside the Strip.

The United States has played a game of push and pull, providing weapons but telling Israeli authorities that they must allow humanitarian aid into Gaza; Israel fails to sufficiently comply, and Gazans starve. In February, the deputy executive director of the World Food Programme, Carl Skau, announced that one out of every six Gazan children under the age of 2 was acutely malnourished. "Hundreds of trucks are waiting to enter, and it is absolutely imperative to make crossing points work effectively and open additional crossing points," the European Union's foreign-policy chief, Josep Borrell, said on March 18. "It is just a matter of political will. Israel has to do it."

A UN Security Council resolution noted on December 22 that under international law, all parties must "allow, facilitate, and enable the immediate, safe, and unhindered delivery of humanitarian assistance at scale directly to the Palestinian civilian population." That Israel lets some aid through is not a defense. As Tom Dannenbaum, an associate professor of international law at Tufts University, pointed out at the beginning of the conflict, even when starvation is being used as a weapon of war, "often there can be a trickle of humanitarian relief or a stop-start permission of essentials into a territory that is besieged." In Gaza, starving children fill desperately strained hospital wards. Israel can make no plausible argument that it's meeting its obligations here.

Perhaps the most damning indictment of Israel's conduct is that it is fighting this war without any realistic vision of its outcome, other than the military defeat of Hamas. The "day after" plan that Netanyahu released in February suggests an indefinite Israeli military occupation of Gaza, rejects international negotiations toward a permanent settlement with the Palestinian people, and gives only a vague nod toward a reconstruction plan "financed and led by countries acceptable to Israel." On March 14, Ophir Falk, one of Netanyahu's advisers, declared in The Wall Street Journal that the military campaign was "guaranteeing that Gaza will never pose a threat to Israel again." This is delusional.

Violent repression can backfire or produce Pyrrhic victories. Look at my war. Toppling Saddam Hussein created a fertile chaos for insurgent groups of all types. When I deployed to Iraq as part of the American surge of troops in 2007, we successfully worked with Sunni leaders to bring down the level of violence, only for ISIS to rise from the country's unstable politics over the decade that followed.

Repression rarely completely eradicates terrorist groups. Even Israeli intelligence admits that Hamas will survive this war. And as the terrorism expert Audrey Kurth Cronin has noted, repression is difficult for democracies to sustain, because it "exacts an enormous cost in money, casualties, and individual rights, and works best in places where the members of terrorist groups can be separated from the broader population." The latter is manifestly not the case in Gaza.

Sheer force cannot make Palestinians accept the violence done to them, the destruction wrought on their homes, and their fate as a subject population, deprived of self-determination. Recent polls show two-thirds of Gazans blaming Israel for their suffering, and most of the rest blaming the United States, while in the West Bank support for armed struggle has risen. Defenders of Israel will often reference a quote attributed to Golda Meir: "If the Arabs put down their weapons today, there would be no more violence. If the Jews put down their weapons today, there would be no more Israel." But that's not how Palestinians experience it. Even before October 7, the rate of settler violence against Palestinians in the West Bank was on track to reach an all-time high in 2023. More attacks followed.

Making this combustible situation still worse are international actors who benefit from stoking conflict. Iran has long helped train, supply, and fund armed Palestinian groups, offering a reported $350 million in 2023 alone. More arms, training, and funding will flow in the future, not only to Gaza but around the region. Netanyahu has suggested that Israel will maintain military control of Gaza, operating a security buffer zone inside Gaza and closing the border with Egypt. From a military perspective alone, such an expensive commitment to endless repression within Gaza would be shortsighted. As Cronin points out, historically, "using overwhelming force tends to disperse the threat to neighboring regions."



A good pretext for a war does not make a war just. War needs to be carried out without brutality and drive at a just political end. Israel is failing on both counts. Hamas may be horrific, but just because you've diagnosed a malignant tumor doesn't mean you hand a rusty scalpel to a drunk and tell him to cut away while the patient screams in terror.

Graeme Wood: Pressuring Israel works

All of which calls into question America's support for this war. Washington never even tried to make its aid conditional on Israel's abiding by the standards of wartime conduct that Americans have come to expect. The Biden administration has twice bypassed congressional review in order to provide weapons to Israel. Senator Bernie Sanders proposed having the State Department investigate possible Israeli human-rights violations, but the Senate rejected the bid. Any policy relying on less debate and greater ignorance should raise alarms in a democracy. The administration's policy has already hurt America's standing globally.

"All the work we have done with the Global South [over Ukraine] has been lost," a senior G7 diplomat told the Financial Times in October. "Forget about rules, forget about world order. They won't ever listen to us again."

Defenders of the war often ask: If not this, what should Israel be doing? Some of the answers to that question are fairly easy. Israel should not approve strikes that will predictably kill more than 100 civilians for limited military gain. It should not bomb entire neighborhoods to rubble. And it must make an aggressive commitment to providing humanitarian relief, rather than being a stumbling block to groups trying to save lives in the midst of starvation.

Other answers are more difficult, because to imagine a postwar Gaza that might lead to peace, or at least to the weakening of violent forces around the region, would be to imagine a very different Israeli government--one that could credibly commit to helping facilitate the rebuilding of a Palestinian government in Gaza and the provision of full political rights to the people there. Instead, Israel has a government that just announced the largest West Bank land seizure in decades, and whose prime minister offers nothing to Palestinians but "full Israeli security control of all the territory west of the Jordan."

The Biden administration has assured its critics that it is pressuring Israel to do better. It recently allowed a UN Security Council resolution calling for a cease-fire to pass, even as it abstained and criticized the resolution for failing to condemn Hamas. But this will hardly repair the damage to America's international reputation. Washington needs to address the war that is, not the hypothetical war U.S. officials would like to see. As Adil Haque told me, "It's been five and a half months now, and there's no indication that Israel will ever change its tactics in a significant way, so you either support the way it fights, or you can't support it at all." Washington needs to stop making excuses for Israel and stop supporting this war.

So perhaps October 7 will be Israel's 9/11, or 20 9/11s--not just because of the scale of the losses, but because of the foolishness and cruelty of the response. And a few years from now, if I talk with a survivor of this devastating war, will he blame Hamas for provoking it? I would guess that he'll blame the country that bombed him without mercy and restricted the delivery of food while his family starved to death. And he'll blame America for enabling it. And so will the rest of the world. And they'll be right.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/03/gaza-war-indefensible-united-states/677896/?utm_source=feed
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Too Few Americans Are Eating a Remarkable Fruit

Breadfruit is a staple in tropical places--and climate change is pushing its range north.

by Zoe Schlanger




Someplace in the lush backroads of San Sebastian, in western Puerto Rico, my friend Carina pulled the car over. At a crest in the road stood a breadfruit tree, full of basketball-size, lime-green fruits, knobbled and prehistoric, like a dinosaur egg covered in ostrich leather. One had recently fallen. I jumped out to scoop it up, thinking about the breadfruit tostones we would make that afternoon. We'd fry chunks of the white, spongy flesh, then smash them with the back of a cast-iron pan, then fry them again. In a wooden pilon, Carina would pound garlic and oil with oregano brujo, a pungent weedy plant in the mint family, and spoon the sauce over the frittered discs. For me, little in this world is above a breadfruit toston, crisp and flaky on the outside, creamy on the inside. My mouth is watering writing this paragraph.

In Puerto Rico, the word for breadfruit is panapen, almost always shortened to pana, which is also the word for your close friend, your crew, your people. Breadfruit trees feel like kin there: They are everywhere, their huge lobed leaves splayed over roads and porches like the hands of a benevolent giant.

Finding a roadside breadfruit tree is like spending a moment in Eden. Our human effort is irrelevant; these trees, remarkable growers and givers, will simply provide. A three-year-old tree can reach 20 feet high. They start making fruit years faster than other tropical fruit trees, such as mango, and can produce 400 pounds or more in a year with little to no human intervention. That fruit is more calorie- and calcium-dense than a potato, to which its starchy flesh is often compared. It can be steamed, roasted, or fried, or dehydrated into a useful flour. If allowed to ripen past its hard stage, a breadfruit's flesh softens into a sweet custard that can be a base for desserts. As aone grower in the Florida Keys, Patrick Garvey, put it to me: "One tree feeds a family of four for a lifetime." Or at least 50 years, per researchers' findings. And thanks to climate change, this fruit may soon be coming to the southern United States in a major way for the first time.

For as long as humans have been around to watch it, this species has been confined to the tropical band hugging the middle of the planet. Breadfruit trees like it hot and can't stand cold--a couple of days of 40-degree temperatures would kill one, Garvey said. They also love the rain, the way it can only rain in the tropics, 60 to 120 inches a year. But under climate change, its range is set to grow considerably. There are signs that this is already happening: Up until recently, the Florida Keys were the one place in the continental United States where breadfruit readily grew and fruited. Yet according to research from the Coastal Carolina University geographer Russell Fielding, the University of Miami's Gifford Arboretum now has a fruiting tree, and many of the 14 trees at the National Tropical Botanical Garden in Miami have recently borne fruit, too.

Fielding and his co-author Jorge Julian Zaldivar surveyed 43 Florida-based breadfruit growers. Some had as few as one tree. Still, each was a remarkable living symbol of a changing world. Although climate change remains overwhelmingly a destructive phenomenon, they note, the expanding range of the breadfruit is one small silver lining. "There's not really a climate that is too hot for breadfruit," he says. Normally, with climate trends, whenever you gain a new range for a species, you also lose it elsewhere. "But with breadfruit you're gaining, not losing."

Maps from a 2020 study show breadfruit dramatically expanding its range through the southern U.S., if climate change is allowed to proceed more or less unmitigated. Most scientists agree that the world is no longer on the worst-case trajectory for warming, though, and Fielding makes a more modest prediction for breadfruit's immediate future: a steady northward push through parts of Florida in his lifetime. Florida does still get an occasional cold snap. "It kills the oranges, it kills the strawberries, and it would probably kill the breadfruit. But that puts it in line with other Florida crops," he says. Breadfruit might just be another commodity tossed about by freak bad weather, at least until the cold spells vanish too.

Read: Fruit chaos is coming

One barrier to breadfruit becoming a staple crop in more of the U.S. is how quickly it spoils. Breadfruit is best two to three days after harvesting, before it begins to soften into its custard phase. But researchers in Hawaii are testing various varieties for their ability to withstand different environmental conditions. It's likely that fewer than 10 breadfruit varieties have ever been tried in the mainland U.S., Fielding points out, despite hundreds of them existing in the tropical islands of the Pacific. It will take some research, but a breadfruit revolution in this country is possible.

Originally spread east from New Guinea throughout the Pacific islands by voyaging people, breadfruit has a place in Pacific diets, including in Hawaii. It is also eaten across the Caribbean, where it was transported by European colonists in the 1700s to feed enslaved people working on those islands. Jamaicans eat it, Barbadians eat it, Puerto Ricans eat it, and Dominicans export it. Experts tell me the Dominican Republic is likely where the breadfruit that occasionally shows up in the markets in my Carribean neighborhood in New York City comes from. Breadfruit also grows in India, where it's been introduced, and tropical parts of the African continent.

Despite its popularity, breadfruit is still considered a dramatically underutilized crop, says Julia Vieira da Cunha Avila, a tropical-crop-diversity scientist at the Breadfruit Institute in Hawaii, which is dedicated to promoting the fruit and maintaining a living portfolio of its many species. Organizations, including the Trees that Feed Foundation, have taken it upon themselves to support smallholder farms trying to make a way for breadfruit. Still, for all its wonders, too few people are eating it. Avila is from Brazil, where the breadfruit also grows but has yet to catch on with the general public. She likes to blend overripe breadfruit into her acai bowls to give them a smooth texture. "Normally you would use a banana," she says, but a soft, over-ripened breadfruit is perfect for the task. She also eats chunks of steamed breadfruit with her breakfast, instead of a slice of bread.

Read: The missing piece of the foraging renaissance 

Garvey, the Florida grower, owns and operates Grimal Grove, the first and largest commercial breadfruit grove in the continental U.S. He started growing the trees in earnest after Hurricane Irma in 2017 sent brutalizing winds and three feet of salt water sloshing over his land. Every fruit tree he'd planted was destroyed--except for his one breadfruit tree. Its limbs were torn in the wind, but within 18 months, the young tree was sprouting new shoots. That resilience struck him. This was a hardy tree, unafraid of a little salt water. In a climate-addled South Florida, that was not just an asset but a necessity. He now has 33 breadfruit trees in the ground and a couple hundred more in pots.

I asked him what he thought about the new phenomenon of breadfruits growing farther north in Florida. "I'd rather be the only breadfruit grove in the continental United States ever, and not have climate change," he said. But he's a breadfruit evangelist, and more breadfruit enterprises mean more people who know about the unusual fruit, which can only be to his benefit too. He sells fresh breadfruit in the summer, and has partnered with a distillery to make vodka out of overripe specimens. When breadfruit fall, he harvests them to make pickled breadfruit spears. "It's a little like a pickled artichoke. We have a dill-and-garlic one and a spicy-jalepeno one. People really love it. And the nice thing is we're not wasting it," he says. He also makes a mean breadfruit-macadamia nut cake, something he first tried to impress a love interest. "Didn't get the girl," he told me. "But I got a great recipe." I'm not sure how it would stack up to those tostones, but I'd be willing to give it a try.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/03/breadfruit-florida-america-climate-change/677906/?utm_source=feed
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The Trolls Who Attack Dog Fosters

Sometimes, going viral isn't as great as it seems.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Lucchese is not the world's cutest dog. Picked up as a stray somewhere in Texas, he is scruffy and, as one person aptly observed online, looks a little like Steve Buscemi. (It's the eyes.)



Isabel Klee, a professional influencer in New York City, had agreed to keep Lucchese, or Luc, until he found a forever home. Fosters such as Klee help move dogs out of loud and stressful shelters so they can relax and socialize before moving into a forever home. (The foster can then take on a new dog, and the process restarts.) Klee began posting about Luc on TikTok, as many dog fosters do. "I fell in love with him, and the internet fell in love with him," she told me over the phone earlier this month. "Every single video I posted of him went viral." In one such video, which has attained nearly 4 million views since it was published in October, Klee's boyfriend strokes Luc, who is curled up into his chest like a human infant. The caption reads, "When your foster dog feels safe with you ??."



Beneath this post are comments such as "this is so special ??" and "Wow my heart ?[?][?]." And then there are others: "If this story doesn't end with you adopting him I'm going to SCREAM FOREVER," and "If you don't adopt him already, I will slice you into dozens of pieces."



The idea behind Klee's posts, as with any foster's, is to generate attention to help a rescue dog find their forever home: More eyeballs means more possible adopters. But something strange also tends to happen when these videos are posted. Even when the comment sections are mostly positive, a subset of commenters will insist that the foster dog shouldn't go anywhere--that people like Klee are doing something wrong by searching for the dog's forever home. Sure, some of the comments are jokes. (Klee seemed generally unbothered by them in our conversation: "I don't think people have any ill will toward me or the situation," she said.) But others don't seem to be. "We frequently get absurd comments like 'these dogs are forming lifelong bonds with you, only to be abandoned again and have social anxiety and abandonment PTSD,'" April Butler, another dog foster and content creator, who runs a TikTok account with more than 2 million followers, told me over email.

Read: Please get me out of dead-dog TikTok

Becoming a dog foster effectively means signing up to be a pseudo-content creator, if you aren't, like Klee and Butler, one already: You are actively working to interest your audience in adoption by taking photos and videos of your temporary pup looking as cute as possible. You could opt out of the circus entirely, but doesn't that sweet, nervous dog deserve every bit of effort you can muster? The whole thing is a neat summary of the odd social-media economy: People post, and audiences feel entitled to weigh in on those posts, even when the conversation becomes completely unmoored from anything resembling reality. Even when the subject at hand is something as inoffensive and apolitical as animal fostering.



Of course, people have long been unusually cruel on social media. Last year, my colleague Kaitlyn Tiffany reported on how strangers have unabashedly trolled the relatives of dead people, even children, over their vaccine status, suggesting that something about this brutality is endemic to the social web: "As much talk as there has been about whether or not social media has caused political polarization by steering people in certain directions and amplifying certain information with out-of-control algorithms (an assumption that recent scientific research calls into question), it's useful to remember that even the most basic features of a social website are conducive to the behavior we're talking about." Psychologists note the "online disinhibition effect," whereby people act with less restraint when they're writing to others over the internet. Even the worst comments on dog-fostering videos pale in comparison with the harassment and even real-life violence that has resulted from other abuse on social media.

Read: How telling people to die became normal

Posting cute little videos of dogs in need--the internet's bread and butter, really--can draw some low-grade cyberbullying. People who'd never accuse a dog foster to their face of being heartless apparently have no problem sending such messages on Instagram. Algorithms, optimizing for engagement, can encourage public pile-ons. What once might've been a conversation among family, friends, and neighbors suddenly reaches a new scale as feeds blast out local dog-foster posts around the country and the world (which is, of course, partly the point). People who have no connection to that particular region, or intention to adopt, suddenly have opinions about where the dog should end up, and can share them.



Users seem to be developing a parasocial relationship with these animals. "People can get very connected to these dogs they see online," Jen Golbeck, who teaches information studies at the University of Maryland and fosters dogs herself, told me. She explained that followers on social media see "the selfless sacrifice, the care, the love that fosters give to the dogs," only to feel betrayed when they hear that the dog is moving along in the system.  Social media encourages these parasocial dynamics time and time again. Fans project onto the personal lives of beloved celebrities, bullying their enemies until the celeb has to release a statement telling people to back off. Average teenagers find themselves becoming a trending topic for millions; hordes of people speculate about a missing Kate Middleton, only to have her come forward and reveal a cancer diagnosis.



I started fostering last fall, and since then, I've been thinking a lot about influencer creep--a term coined by the media scholar Sophie Bishop to describe how so many types of work now involve constantly keeping up with social platforms. In an essay for Real Life magazine, Bishop writes about expectations to post and post and post, coupled with "the on-edge feeling that you have not done enough" to promote yourself online. This creep now touches even volunteer work. Though I've never been bullied, I find myself contemplating the same double bind that haunts so much of online life: post, and risk all the negative consequences of posting, or don't post, and risk missing out on all the opportunities that come with reaching a larger audience.

Read: I don't like dogs

Some commenters may be acting out of genuine concern for animal welfare, but their moral case is limited. Research suggests that even temporarily putting a shelter dog in foster care improves their stress levels and sleep. "I highly doubt moving from a foster home to an adoptive home is anywhere as stressful as returning to and living in the shelter," Lisa Gunter, a professor at Virginia Tech and one of the study's authors, told me over email. "Caregivers and their homes increase shelters' capacity for care. To ask caregivers to adopt their animals reduces shelters' ability to help dogs in their community." Lashing out on behalf of a dog can have the effect of diminishing the human on the other side of the screen--dropping a foster dog off at their new home is difficult enough without a Greek chorus of internet strangers harassing you.



And explaining this, it turns out, is another content opportunity. Some creators have recently taken to making moving montages set to wistful music such as Phoebe Bridgers's "Scott Street." As the sad music swells, they flash clips of recent foster pets, pointing out that they had to say goodbye to each dog in order to meet the next one.



Butler's version, which she posted after receiving "hundreds and hundreds" of comments and messages encouraging her to keep a foster named Addie, got nearly 5 million views. The comment section here is much friendlier. Perhaps social media can help educate and move the fostering conversation along. Or maybe the fostering conversation is just more fodder, content blocks that the algorithm gobbles up. The content economy cycles onward.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/03/dog-fosters-social-media-harassment/677910/?utm_source=feed
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The Patron Saint of Political Violence

Does Frantz Fanon have anything to teach us today?

by Gal Beckerman




Some ideas exist so far beyond one's own moral boundaries that to hear them articulated out loud, unabashedly, is to experience something akin to awe. That's how I felt, anyway, when I watched the video of a Cornell professor speaking at a rally a week after Hamas's October 7 attack. "It was exhilarating!" he shouted. "It was energizing!" The mass murder and rape and kidnapping of Israelis on that day had already been well documented. I saw an atrocity; he saw renewal and life. Gazans, he exclaimed, "were able to breathe for the first time in years."

The professor spat out these words, but I heard another voice too. It belonged to Frantz Fanon.

The mid-century theorist of decolonization has long been the patron saint of political violence. Since his death in 1961, at the age of 36, Fanon's concepts have provided intellectual ballast and moral justification for actions that most people would simply describe as terror. For him, the world divided neatly into two groups, the colonized and the colonizer. Innocent civilians didn't figure much into this dichotomy. When posters bearing photos of Israeli toddlers abducted to Gaza were vandalized and the word kidnapped replaced with occupier, that was pure Fanon. His argument, articulated in "On Violence," the provocative first chapter of his book The Wretched of the Earth, has the efficiency of a syllogism, as seemingly self-evident as an eye for an eye: The violence of colonialism has robbed the colonized of their humanity; to regain a sense of self, they must commit the same violence against the colonizer. "For the native," Fanon wrote at his bluntest, "life can only spring up again out of the rotting corpse of the settler."

Was there more to Fanon? Even a child understands that violence begets only more violence, that a slap to the face creates the conditions for a return slap, or a fist, or a bullet. And what had Hamas's "exhilarating" invasion into Israel produced for Palestinians, besides ruin, unbearable suffering, and mass death? In a new biography, The Rebel's Clinic, Adam Shatz, an editor at the London Review of Books, aims to rescue Fanon from reduction. Shatz openly admires the Martinican psychiatrist turned Algerian revolutionary. He respects his elan and his spirit of resistance. And he sees lasting value in Fanon's theories about the toll racism and colonialism take on the body and brain--insights that have proved extraordinarily generative, sprouting thousands of academic monographs over the decades. As for the advocacy of violence, Shatz does not excuse it; he even calls it "alarming" at one point, though that's about as far as he goes. But like Fanon's longtime secretary, Marie-Jeanne Manuellan, who laments to Shatz that her boss has been "chopped into little pieces," the biographer wants to put this most provocative piece of Fanon into its proper context--to borrow a newly loaded word.

Shatz is not the first to take the full measure of Fanon, and he draws much from a definitive 2000 biography by David Macey and a handful of memoirs from those who knew the man. The uniqueness of this new book is rather in the ways it connects the intellectual dots of Fanon's life--Aime Cesaire to Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir to Richard Wright to the many theorists, such as Edward Said, who found in Fanon an inspiration. Understanding Fanon as a "prophet," Shatz writes, "treats him as a man of answers, rather than questions, locked in a project of being, rather than becoming." The becoming is what matters to Shatz, the associations and influences, the alienations Fanon felt, and the epiphanies that emerged from them.

Fanon did call violence a "cleansing force," but Shatz believes that the idea was rendered cartoonish almost from its first utterance--and by no less than Sartre in an infamous preface he wrote for the The Wretched of the Earth. By trying to out-Fanon Fanon, Sartre hyped the notion of decolonization as a zero-sum game, one in which Europeans would have to die for the colonized world to be born; this was, Shatz writes, a "parody" of Fanon.

So how did Fanon see violence? Armed resistance was a necessity for oppressed people--a perspective easy to agree with, especially when the oppression seems to foreclose any other option. But for Fanon, violence was not just about necessity; it was also positive in and of itself, serving a psychological end. Much like the electroshocks Fanon prescribed his patients, violence rebooted the consciousness of a colonized person by releasing him from his "inferiority complex and his passive or despairing attitude." This was not military strategy. This was therapy. And in its name, Fanon tacitly condoned a lot of killing, and not just of people in uniform. When the revolutionaries he had joined placed bombs in cafes where they murdered women and maimed children, he didn't walk away. The oppressed needed violence in order to be made whole. Colonialism and its underlying racism had physical effects on its subjects. (A new book, Matthew Beaumont's How We Walk, uses Fanon to look at how this oppression affects a person's actual gait.) Achieving full humanity was possible only through an equivalently embodied act of overwhelming one's oppressor.

The point of violence, then, was not to "cleanse" in any kind of outward sense. In fact, Shatz thinks this word--which does have a whiff of ethnic cleansing--is a mistranslation. The original French is "la violence desintoxique," and Shatz prefers the clumsy but possibly more accurate "dis-intoxicating," an inwardly focused act--to sober oneself up, to wake the colonized from, Shatz writes, "the stupor induced by colonial subjugation." It's a subtle shift, one example of Shatz trying to usher in a more complex and possibly palatable version of Fanon. And I guess "dis-intoxicating" does seem less gratuitous a reason for killing than "cleansing," though I'm not sure the distinction would matter much to a child blown up in a cafe.

I should add that Fanon didn't always write about this psychological dimension of killing with praise or gusto. In Shatz's more expansive view, we see Fanon slip back and forth from militant advocacy to a kind of scientific-observer status, making it hard to know sometimes where he stood in relation to the violence he was theorizing about. Often Fanon appears simply to have been sketching out the mechanics of decolonization, and arriving at conclusions that make for very poor slogans: "The colonized subject is a persecuted person who constantly dreams of becoming the persecutor."

Not just the depth of his thinking but also Fanon's ultimate idealism has been lost, Shatz insists. Despite the lurid visions of death, Fanon was an optimist who hoped that the necessary physical confrontation between colonized and colonizer would produce a "new man" and a fresh world of egalitarianism and individual freedom. Though he has been championed by movements of Black identity in his afterlife, Fanon himself did not draw his sense of self from a connection to his ancestors or the reclamation of an African past (he rejected, in fact, the Negritude movement, which sought to do just this). He didn't believe that race could be ignored, but he emphatically did not want to be defined by it. He wanted race to be overcome. He looked instead to the future, to a postcolonial utopia that would level all the old power structures. "Superiority? Inferiority? Why not the quite simple attempt to touch the other, to feel the other, to explain the other to myself?" he wrote. And in this future of inclusivity and justice, the lion would finally lie down with the lamb.

How exactly this transformation would--or could--take place, given the many corpses Fanon imagined would litter the path there, Shatz has to admit, "Fanon did not explain."

This disconnect is jarring. And Shatz doesn't try to resolve it; he knows he can't. He calls his reading of Fanon "symptomatic," attuned to "gaps, silences, tensions, and contradictions"--of which there are many. Fanon died young and didn't have time for memoir; little remains that might offer insight into his inner life. He comes across here as intellectually and physically restless. Even his books were acts of "spoken-word," as Shatz describes them, dictated while pacing and letting his thoughts fly. But we do have the facts of Fanon's life--the actual revolution to which he wedded himself--and the evolution of his thinking, which Shatz engagingly and efficiently lays out. And these provide the most convincing counterargument to the sort of killing that Fanon validated. The pieced-together Fanon who emerges from Shatz's study is a man who should have known better. His own actions, his own writing, provide enough evidence of just how self-defeating and self-immolating violence can be.

The first words that the future mortal adversary of colonialism learned to write were "Je suis francais"--"I am French." Fanon would eventually throw in his lot with the powerless, but he was born in 1925 into a middle-class family on the Caribbean island of Martinique, a French colony since the early 17th century. His parents were part of an aspiring class: devoted subjects of the metropole who had worked hard to assimilate and leave behind the island's history of slavery, certainly not eager to rebel. Shatz suggests that while growing up, Fanon didn't ever identify as Black. He saw himself instead as a French West Indian.

This relationship to France and his own racial identity underwent a radical change during and after World War II. Fanon eagerly enlisted and found himself fighting in Europe, even sustaining a shrapnel injury in the fall of 1944 during a battle near France's eastern border. It was in this experience of war, alongside both white soldiers and those from the African colonies, that he first understood how he was seen by his fellow Frenchmen, that his skin made him a second-class citizen to them. This shocked him--he was "wounded to the core of his being," his brother Joby would later write. The slights added up. He never forgot, for example, the white Frenchwomen who refused to dance with him after the news of liberation, choosing American soldiers instead (and Fanon, Shatz reveals in one of the book's rare personal details, secretly loved to dance).

One particular incident became an origin story of sorts, recounted in Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon's first book, published in 1952. Once the war was over, he remained in France and attended medical school in Lyon, a city with few Black people where he was continuously reminded of his difference. One day while riding the train, a little boy fearfully pointed at him and said to his mother, "Look, maman, a negre!" Fanon tried to smile, to diffuse the awkwardness, but he felt rage well up inside him. When the mother tried to calm the scared boy by saying, "Look how handsome the negre is," Fanon couldn't hold back any longer. "The handsome negre says, fuck you, madame," he burst out. The rupture with social norms felt freeing. "I was identifying my enemies and I was creating a scandal," Fanon wrote about the moment. "Overjoyed. We could now have some fun."

Fanon understood himself to be the other, and knew that he would never escape the limitations this imposed on him. "Whatever he did--take a stroll, dissect a corpse, make love, speak French--he did while being Black," Shatz writes. "It felt like a curse, or a time bomb in his head." The only way to overcome the feeling of being pinned down was to squirm, as he had done on the train--to refuse it. Existentialism, for this reason, served as a helpful philosophy for Fanon when he discovered and embraced it in the late 1940s. Sartre was concerned with the problem of human freedom and the ways we are being constantly hindered by the "gaze" of another, defining and thereby constraining us. His 1946 book Reflexions sur la Question Juive became a source text for Fanon: It explained how anti-Semites' fears had effectively "created" the Jew, much as the psychological projections of the white world around him made Fanon Black in ways he detested and wanted to push back against.

Biographers, including Shatz, have not been able to pinpoint exactly when during his medical studies, or why, Fanon drifted toward psychiatry. But the field would give him a chance to explore how these societal oppressions--which he began to think of as a kind of atmospheric violence--shaped the individual. Black Skin, White Masks, his first book, grew out of his original, but rejected, idea for a doctoral thesis. By the late 1940s, when he started composing it, he had concluded that to become fully human--that is, free from being seen in the way that he believed Black men were, as simply an "oppositional brute force" to Western civilization--one had only a single option: to try to become white. But this, of course, was impossible, a Sisyphean task. A mask of whiteness can be attempted, but it will always be just a mask, and the effort to keep it on is its own kind of torture. "Another situation is possible," Fanon declared, but "it implies a restructuring of the world."

Only revolution could bring about this restructuring. But Fanon could not have known, when he arrived in the agitated French colony of Algeria in 1953, that he was about to find himself, almost by chance, in the middle of one. At the age of 28, he was sent by the French government to be the director of a psychiatric hospital in a small garrison town called Blida, and he eventually began noticing all the ways colonialism itself was the main cause of his many patients' mental illnesses. But he also saw in the Algerians' refusal to assimilate, to wear the mask, a powerful force to which he wanted to attach himself. "They persisted in saying no to the French," Shatz writes. "To their medicine, to their lifestyle, to their food, to their judicial system--to the amputation of their identity that colonialism sought to inflict."

When an uprising against France began at the end of 1954, Fanon quietly but subversively used his hospital to help treat fighters with the National Liberation Front, known as the FLN. A rebel assault launched in the harbor city of Philippeville in August of 1955 was a pivotal moment for him and the country--"the point of no return," as Fanon would later put it. Coordinated by the FLN, groups of peasant militias attacked civilians, mostly European, with pitchforks, knives, and axes, massacring dozens in the streets and in their homes. The French were horrified and retaliated ruthlessly, shooting hundreds of Algerian men without trial. The episode brought out into the open and made explicit for Fanon both the violence of colonialism and the necessary counterviolence of decolonization. Fanon tied his fate to the FLN and was expelled from Algeria in early 1957, becoming part of the resistance in exile in neighboring Tunisia. Until his death only four years later, he devoted himself entirely to the cause.

In joining the FLN, Fanon had to toss into the fires of the revolution many of his own intellectual and moral commitments. He had believed in individuality, in the pursuit of a restructured world liberated from the violence that had so psychically corroded the minds of his patients. But now he was a soldier, subordinate to a militant movement whose methods and aims would seem to diverge wildly from Fanon's ideals. Shatz doesn't ignore this tension, but he also stops short of reckoning with the jumbled and irreconcilable set of principles Fanon would try to maintain. He falls back instead on his basic appreciation for Fanon's energy and full-bodied dedication. Shatz thinks that "for all that he tried to be a hard man, Fanon remained a dreamer." But his biography shows the opposite: The dreamer may have dreamed of a common humanity, but to get there, he jumped in a car with hard men and became one himself.

The Algerian Revolution, like most revolutions, ate its own. Among the victims was Abane Ramdane, a prominent FLN leader who had respected and vouched for Fanon, sharing his vision of a modern, inclusive, secular Algeria. In 1957, leaders more interested in, as Shatz puts it, "the restoration of Muslim Algeria, not social revolution" gained the upper hand in an internal FLN power struggle. On their orders, Ramdane was strangled to death by the side of a road. Fanon knew of the murder. But whether out of allegiance to the movement or fear for his own life--according to another FLN leader, Fanon was on a list of men to be executed in case of internal revolt--he said nothing.

Fanon had to lie, regularly. One of his roles while based in Tunis was to edit a newspaper, the FLN's mouthpiece, El Moudjahid. As an editor, his attitude toward the truth followed the same binary logic as his ideas about violence: What they do to us, we can do to them. "In answer to the lie of the colonial situation, the colonized subject responds with a lie," he wrote in The Wretched of the Earth. "In the colonial context there is no truthful behavior. And good is quite simply what hurts them most." When the FLN rounded up and killed more than 300 men outside the village of Melouza for supporting a rival rebel group, Fanon denied publicly that it had happened, though he knew otherwise. Writing about it later, he offered the weak defense that the French had done worse.

This pattern, of looking to the colonizer to justify the actions of the colonized, shows up consistently in these revolutionary years, as if Fanon, despite being once convinced by existentialism of his own boundless freedom, is trapped in a mirror. "The very same people who had it constantly drummed into them that the only language they understood was that of force, now decide to express themselves with force," Fanon wrote. "To the expression: 'All natives are the same,' the colonized reply: 'All colonists are the same.'" When Fanon began making connections among the independence movements of sub-Saharan Africa, he imagined a united force to help the Algerians, one that could "hurl a continent against the last ramparts of colonial power." As Shatz notes, this was "anti-imperialist rhetoric" that "had the ring of colonial conquest."

The more he threw himself into the Algerian fight, the more blind Fanon seems to have become to what that cause actually represented. The desire to bring back a traditional Muslim way of life from before the French arrived--with the implications this held for the role of women or nonbelievers--became the animating force of the uprising and the essential purpose of throwing off colonialism. Whereas for Fanon, as Shatz puts it, the struggle was always about battling "class oppression, religious traditionalism, even patriarchy," such values were nowhere near the top of the FLN leadership's own goals by the early 1960s. Indeed, if he had lived to see a free Algeria, it's doubtful that Fanon--who didn't even speak Arabic--would have found a place for himself in the brutally autocratic country that emerged.

Did Fanon know what he was giving up when he joined the Algerian Revolution? Shatz sees the moral compromises as "a tactical surrender of freedom that did not escape his notice or leave him without regrets." Yet this seems to be a projection on Shatz's part; at any rate, he unearths little evidence of those regrets in Fanon's own writing.

By the time he finished dictating The Wretched of the Earth, in 1961, Fanon was sick with the cancer that would kill him. That final book was a desperate last will and testament, and one that appears in retrospect to capture the "striking ambivalence," as Shatz puts it, of Fanon's worldview. It opens with the "militant self-certainty" of "On Violence." And it ends with a series of case studies from Fanon's psychiatric practice in Algeria, which depict just how debilitating and long-lasting the effects of living in a society marked by violence can be. He offers the story of a man who witnessed a massacre in his village and developed a desire to kill as a result, and describes a European police officer who brings home the brutality he has to inflict every day, torturing his wife and children.

For the oppressed, violence can feel like the only way out of a life that is otherwise encased by walls, like the only means of survival. And Fanon does understand, better than any other thinker, the vertiginous high of standing over your tormentor, of regaining a sense of agency. His solution feels like an unambiguous, cosmically just response to the day-to-day violence of colonialism, and it's not hard to understand why it might feel like the only way toward freedom. After enough death, France did, in the end, leave Algeria. But if violence is also meant to be ennobling, this aspect of it is, as Shatz describes, "ephemeral at best." What lasts longer--and Fanon the psychiatrist is keenly alert to this--is how permanently damaging violence is to whoever perpetrates it. Fanon's surreal denial of this knowledge, his belief that somehow slicing the throat of the colonizer will lead to a new, more equitable reality and not just more violence, is hard to comprehend.

The best case Shatz makes for not being repelled outright by Fanon's bloody vision is his suggestion that The Wretched of the Earth be read "as literature"--in fact, this might be the key to understanding his continued appeal for readers, a narratively satisfying way of resolving the world's wrongs with the slash of a sword. Fanon had a literary sensibility, and possibly, Shatz writes, it may have carried him into starker territory than he fully intended, producing an allegorical text that resembled something out of Samuel Beckett's mind--with the colonized and colonizer as "archetypes locked together in fatal contradiction." "On Violence" does contain some strikingly poetic passages. Fanon wrote, for example, about how the physical oppression of colonialism expresses itself in dreams:

The dreams of the native are muscular dreams, dreams of action, aggressive dreams. I dream that I am jumping, that I am swimming, that I am running, that I am climbing. I dream that I'm bursting out laughing, that I'm crossing the river in a single stride, that I'm being pursued by a pack of cars that will never catch me. During colonization, the colonized never ceases to liberate himself between the hours of nine in the evening and six in the morning.


Fanon evokes powerlessness and the anguish of trying to regain control of one's own life. This makes The Wretched of the Earth "rich in dramatic potential," as Shatz writes. If only Fanon's book was meant to be read as a novel or as poetry--but it wasn't. It was intended and understood as a prescription.

Violence felt inevitable to Fanon, but he lived in a moment when other possibilities existed. Gandhi's Salt March took place within his lifetime, as did the Montgomery bus boycott. These movements, with stakes just as high as those of Algerian independence, self-consciously countered the brutality of the oppressor with humanistic tactics. Change came not from mimicking violent behavior but from deliberately, and with great discipline, avoiding it, breaking what Martin Luther King Jr. called "the chain reaction of evil." Nonviolence had, of course, its own dangers and detractors--Fanon would probably agree with Malcolm X, who looked at children being attacked with fire hoses and police dogs in Birmingham in 1963 and said, "Real men don't put their children on the firing line." But the approach of the civil-rights movement in these years achieved concrete victories against discrimination before it devolved into its own forms of militancy. In Africa, the majority of countries that became independent while hundreds of thousands were dying in Algeria did so through peaceful if tense negotiations with the colonial powers. Moreover, during Fanon's life, the world had already seen what happens when violence is thought of as a "cleansing force." Even the language Fanon used was somewhat familiar. "Only war knows how to rejuvenate, accelerate and sharpen human intelligence for the better," wrote Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, the leader of the Italian futurists (and an eventual fascist) in the first months of the bloodbath that was World War I.

And if armed conflict seemed the only way for Algerians to shake off France's long domination, Fanon could have remained more intellectually honest, and less tangled in contradiction, by taking a critical stance. Others did just this. Albert Memmi was a Tunisian Jewish intellectual who, like Fanon, saw the harm caused by colonialism and racism to be "as unbearable as hunger." But he understood that the militants fighting French rule were using means that represented a choice "not between good and evil, but between evil and uneasiness." He supported armed resistance with open eyes about the consequences of all this killing and an awareness that the type of society the revolutionaries were fighting for would ultimately be inhospitable to him and his own marginalized identity as a Jew.

The Fanon of "On Violence" hardly blinks; no room for "uneasiness." And this makes it nearly impossible for Shatz to grant the nuance he so desperately wants to accord Fanon. Alongside the intellectual drama, there is also a Freudian psychodrama that weaves its way through the biography, and it comes closest to explaining Fanon's motives: a disgruntled son who came to detest what he saw as the passivity of his native Martinique, a land of formerly enslaved people whose freedom was granted to them by their colonizer; a man who chose France as his adopted father, but then decided to kill his connection to this father country when it betrayed him by making him feel he wasn't a true son. When Fanon took up the Algerian cause, it was with the "zeal of a convert," writes Shatz. An Algerian activist and historian, Mohammed Harbi, who knew Fanon, said he had "a very strong need to belong"; this is a quality that could easily drive someone to excesses of unquestioning loyalty. He wanted a home.

This more psychological portrait does help us better understand why Fanon didn't seem to see his own deep contradictions, or why he couldn't extricate himself if he did. But it also undermines Shatz's project to bring together all the pieces of Fanon, to rescue him from "vulgar Fanonism," to present him as a more complex, textured thinker. His pervasive rage is particularly damaging, so Shatz largely ignores it--for example, he does note Fanon saying he had to be a "god" to his wife, Josie, but doesn't engage with recent research that alleges he hit her in front of others, or the many moments in Fanon's writing where darkness bubbles up ("Just as there are faces that ask to be slapped, can one not speak of women who ask to be raped?"). Perhaps to really understand Fanon is to return to that moment on the train in Lyon when the little white boy looked at him in terror and he responded with the anger of a man who just couldn't bear any longer to live in society as it was. "I exploded," Fanon wrote about that moment and its aftermath. "Here are the broken fragments put together by another me."

The fragments are razor-sharp, even as they glisten. They are worth picking up carefully and scrutinizing. But at a moment when we are badly in need of new ways of seeing one another, of recognizing humanity in one another, I'm not sure how helpful those fragments are, because they will cut you. And you will bleed and bleed.
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I Just Want a Normal Drink

Who asked for seltzer with ashwagandha?

by Yasmin Tayag




Recently, a balmy spring day left me feeling parched. I needed a beverage--stat!--and had forgotten my water bottle at home. I ducked into a nearby CVS to pick up a drink.



The choices were so overwhelming, I nearly forgot my thirst. The drink aisle included a bevy of the usual thirst-quenching options--and some that looked like they belonged in an apothecary rather than next to the LaCroix. Row upon row of multicolored cans and bottles held drinks with purposes beyond mere hydration and flavor. Some promised to improve my energy, immunity, or gut health. Others claimed to stimulate mind states such as clarity, balance, or calm. Fizzy or flat, juice or tea, high in protein or in probiotics?



Drinks with a purpose, known as "functional beverages," have become unavoidable in many supermarkets, drugstores, and gas stations across the country. On top of Vitamin Water and traditional energy drinks like Red Bull and Monster, you can find options such as BREZ, a supposedly mood-shifting elixir infused with mushrooms and cannabis and SkinTe, a "collagen sparkling tea." Kin Euphorics, a line of drinks launched by the supermodel Bella Hadid that's available at Target, sells one meant to boost energy, level up immunity, and make your skin glow. Simply picking out a drink has never been harder.



Drinks have always been about more than taste and hydration--think of coffee, alcohol, and soda. Energy drinks first appeared in stores in the 1960s, before exploding in popularity in the 2000s. Yet the expansion of a drink's promised effects beyond inebriation or energy is "a little bit newer," Ernest Baskin, a food-marketing professor at Saint Joseph's University, told me.



Some of the products I spotted at the pharmacy included an caffeinated shot called Tru Energy and its extra-strength sibling, Tru Power; pastel-colored cans of Recess, a seltzer with magnesium and adaptogens to promote calmness; and Poppi, a soda for gut health. Even the energy drinks are no longer just a few hyper-sweet, hyper-caffeinated options: Newer brands tout health benefits, such as added vitamins, and come in a wider variety of formulations, including seltzers, coffees, and teas.



These functional beverages are booming. By one estimate, the industry is expected to be worth $54 billion in North America alone this year. Grocers report that functional beverages are vying for prime shelf space traditionally occupied by sodas, bottled water, and even alcohol. Encountering the staggering range of supplements, nutrients, and other additives now present in the drink aisle can make choosing a drink feel deeply stressful, more like picking up medication than grabbing a bottle on the go.



Part of the reason functional drinks have exploded is the same reason that there are lots of protein bars and low-sugar snacks: If it sounds healthy, more people will buy it. Americans are "increasingly interested in health," Baskin said. That's how you end up with something like Bai--a line of "water beverages" infused with antioxidants and electrolytes--and prebiotic sodas that contain ingredients including live bacteria and fiber. Even Nestle's Nesquik, a chocolate drink I enjoyed as a child, comes in a "protein power" version. The fact that these drinks can be sold at a premium has endeared them to stores, Baskin said. A single can of Celsius energy drink or Olipop prebiotic soda costs $3 at Target.



Of course, as in all things wellness, whether any of these products actually does what it says to do is far from guaranteed. Certainly, a drink stuffed with huge amounts of caffeine will be energizing. Others are more suspect. A sparkling water brand called Good Idea goes so far as to claim to balance blood sugar. Safety Shot, packaged in cans labeled with a blue medical cross, is sold as a hangover cure, promising to rapidly lower blood-alcohol levels. (Products marketed as supplements, as opposed to beverages, are less rigorously regulated by the FDA.)

Drink makers have swooped in to capitalize on the ongoing cultural obsession with hydration--one in which Stanley Cups are a must-have item and influencers suggest that clear skin is just a bottle of water away. That has created an opening for more fantastical functional beverages that promise to be a quick fix for all kinds of health concerns--stress, anxiety, insomnia, and unhappiness.

Read: It's just a water bottle

Recess, one of the drinks I saw at CVS, is positioned as an antidote to a hectic world, helping sippers feel "calm cool collected." Among the ingredients it highlights are hemp and adaptogens, a category loosely defined as substances that help the body deal with stress. Some drinks claim to promote a shift in mood, equating health with happiness; others, to induce sleep. An energy shot called Magic Mind, touting buzzy ingredients such as nootropics, lion's-mane mushrooms, and the calming plant ashwagandha, is marketed as a path to a clear mind.



Maybe it's not surprising that people crave products claiming to bottle some form of respite. Younger adults, to whom most of these drinks are targeted, are drinking less booze but also using more marijuana: They want altered states, if just not in alcohol form. In lieu of happy-hour drinks at a bar, some functional beverages are positioned as something to gather around. One called hiyo describes itself as a "mindful social tonic"; another, called Three Spirit, is meant to "make moods and enhance connections."



Yet as I stood in the drink aisle, with its shelves of mood elixirs and wellness tonics, these products strangely made me feel worse. Passing on these drinks can seem like a missed opportunity; after all, who doesn't need some kind of boost these days? Perhaps the appeal of these beverages is less about their actual effect and more about the feeling they sell--that you can take a step toward self-optimization one sip at a time.



I had walked into the CVS just wanting a drink, but being confronted with all those options made me anxious that I didn't want enough--as if my current state was unacceptable. After spotting a bottle of Kin Euphorics, I pulled up its website and filled out an online quiz: "How do you want to feel?" it asked. Energized, rejuvenated, balanced, or calm? All I wanted to feel was hydrated.
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Middle Names Reveal More Than You Think

They're our most benign yet unexpectedly intimate secrets.

by Michael Waters




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


In 2011, demographic researchers across America realized something surprising: Census forms had a lot of spots left blank. When one person fills it out for the whole household, they might skip certain sections--especially the middle-name column. Sixty percent of people left out the middle names of their extended family members, and nearly 80 percent omitted those of roommates they weren't related to. Respondents weren't trying to keep secrets. Much of the time, they just didn't know the middle names of the people they lived with.

Middle names occupy a strange space in American society. We use them most in bureaucratic contexts. They show up on driver's licenses and passports, but they aren't required when booking plane tickets. You probably don't include yours in your signature, and you probably don't put it in your social-media profiles. For many of us, the name feels like a secret. Only about 22 percent of Americans think they know the middle names of at least half of their friends or acquaintances, according to a poll conducted for The Atlantic by The Harris Poll. Yet you still might be offended if a spouse or a close friend forgets yours. Knowing this seemingly benign piece of information has become emblematic of your connection. "She don't even know your middle name," Cardi B laments about an ex-partner's new fling in her song "Be Careful." But the intimacy you miss out on when you don't know someone's middle name can be more than symbolic. The names can be Trojan horses of meaning about ourselves or our ancestors, couriers of overlooked parts of our identity.

Read: The least common, least loved names in America

This wasn't always the case. Middle names were probably an export of medieval Italy's tradition of double first names, the historian Stephen Wilson wrote in The Means Of Naming: A Social History. Over the next few centuries, the practice of giving children two names ricocheted across the European elite. In the late 19th century, it gained traction in America, predominantly among the upper class. It spread across social strata during the early 1900s as part of the rise of life insurance and Social Security cards. Prior to World War I, many Americans didn't maintain consistent spellings of their first and last names. But with more official documents tracking who they were, spelling their names the same way each time and tacking on an extra one to distinguish family members with the same name just made sense. The result was a veritable takeover: By the late 1970s, 75 percent of Americans had middle names.

In many other cultures, middle names either don't exist or don't serve the same purpose. Countries such as Japan, Korea, and China don't have anything that directly correlates to American middle names, though many Americans with family from these countries give their kids one anyway. Meanwhile, in other communities in the United States, middle names are quite prominent. You might know a neighbor's middle name, for instance, if you live in the American South. Southerners are more likely to go by their middle name than people living in any other part of the country, probably because they more often hand down the same first name across multiple generations and need a differentiator. Others in the region may opt for compound first-and-middle names, such as "Sarah Beth." These are also common in many Hispanic families.

But for many of the rest of us, hearing our middle name can seem oddly formal. It's jarring when a parent uses it to scold us, because doing so injects a dose of ceremony and distance into a typically close relationship, Wijnand van Tilburg, a professor at the University of Essex, in England, told me. Some of us have become so hardwired to associate our middle name with wrongdoing, in fact, that even seeing it written down makes us less indulgent. In one study, participants were less likely to want a product that might be seen as a guilty pleasure--in this case, a bottle made to hold sugary drinks--after they imagined their full name, middle name included, engraved on it.

Despite these formal, bureaucratic connotations, a variety of factors--be they idiosyncratic preferences or deep familial meaning--shape why these names are chosen, transforming them into far more than legalese. For some parents, the names are a creative exercise. Many of the most popular middle names in America--such as Marie and Ann, which ranked in the top-10 middle names for every single decade from 1900 until 2015--may have been chosen for their pleasing poetic rhythm, Sophie Kihm, the editor in chief of the baby-naming site Nameberry, told me. Metaphor-driven names such as Moxie are taking off too, as are more artistic ones, such as Symphony and Rembrandt. Kihm is also seeing a lot of animal names, such as Hawk and Lynx; the rapper Macklemore gave his daughter the middle name Koala. Others use the spot for something more personal. Forty-three percent of middle names honor a family member, compared with just 27 percent of first names. Indeed, middle names are commonly used to acknowledge where you came from. Many middle-class Mexican American families have chosen to give their children an English first name and a Spanish middle name; Kihm told me she's seen many Asian Americans do the same in their respective languages.

Read: The rise of gender-neutral names isn't what it seems 

In some cases, the middle name might reflect what parents would be most drawn to, if they weren't concerned with social scrutiny. "People are willing to take bigger risks there than they are with the first name," Kihm told me. Although scholars have observed that political tensions can trickle down into how parents name their kids, the virtue signals rarely spread to middle names. In America, the rise of anti-French sentiment during the early years of the Iraq War led to a marked decline in French first names--but there was no discernible impact on middle names. Recently, even as gender-neutral first names have become common, middle names have quietly subverted gender norms further. Kihm pointed out that girls are getting more traditionally masculine middle names, and vice versa. James, for instance, has become a popular middle name for girls; Rihanna recently gave her son the middle name Rose.

This slot, then, is a place for parents to hide their values in plain sight. Sometimes we seem to expect the middle name to reveal something fundamental. Look no further than the TV and movie trope in which a character announces that some meaningful word--subtle, courageous, slick--is actually their middle name. (In Austin Powers, it goes: "Danger is my middle name.") Your middle name, in this understanding, is a secret weapon, a raw reflection of your personality or of a hidden skill. This has filtered into actual naming trends in the past decade, as middle names with symbolic meaning such as Love have become more popular, according to Kihm.

Middle names can't telegraph all of who we are. But maybe sharing them feels so intimate because they carry a small piece of us. More than being a few letters printed on your ID, they're a window into your family history, your parents' tastes, and sometimes even their aspirations for who you might become.
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Trump Media Is the New Bed Bath &amp; Beyond

Donald Trump gets into the meme-stock business.

by James Surowiecki




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


After the stock-market frenzy that ensued when Trump Media & Technology Group started trading on Tuesday (under the ticker symbol DJT), one thing is almost certainly true: Donald Trump is now the chairman of the most overvalued company on Nasdaq.

Trump Media had a grand total of $3.4 million in revenue in the first nine months of 2023, against more than $10 million in operating losses. Its only product is Truth Social, Trump's right-wing Twitter clone, which has a tiny user base, few advertisers, and no real prospect of challenging the dominant players in the social-media space. And yet, as of market close on Tuesday, Trump Media was valued at almost $8 billion, making it worth more on paper than The New York Times.

Trump Media is, in other words, a meme stock. Like GameStop and AMC before it, it trades not on fundamentals, but on emotion. Exploiting that emotion is, you might say, Trump Media's real business. And the only surprising thing about Trump orchestrating such a scheme is that it took him so long to do it.

What distinguished GameStop and AMC from classic bubbles, after all, was that the buying frenzies that propelled them to unsustainable heights were driven by a conscious collective effort on the part of retail investors, many of whom communicated with one another on Reddit and other message boards. These people wanted to make money, but they were also animated by a vague "Stick it to the man" worldview, built on resentment of short sellers, hedge funds, and "elites" more generally.

This was a situation tailor-made for Trump to exploit. He cultivates a populist, anti-elite image, and has legions of true believers who are convinced that, on top of having been a great president, he's a great businessman. For these people, buying Trump Media stock--which inflates Trump's net worth because he owns 58 percent of the company--is an easy way to register their commitment to him and own the libs, while also potentially getting rich. That's why Truth Social on Tuesday was replete with messages from users urging Trump supporters to drive up Trump Media's price and "drive the liberals insane!"

Derek Thompson: The GameStop story you think you know is wrong

The nice thing about this for Trump is that Trump Media's dismal business prospects are basically irrelevant to its valuation. The prospectus for the merger of Trump Media and the special-purpose acquisition company Digital World Acquisition Corp. includes a seemingly endless list of risk factors, including the fact that "a number of companies that were associated with President Trump have filed for bankruptcy." It offers no plausible path to rapid growth, let alone to profitability. And it doesn't even provide a detailed picture of Truth Social's current operations: Digital World--a shell company that appears to have been created for the sole purpose of taking Trump Media public--says in the prospectus that Trump Media did not provide it with "complete financial information." Remarkably, Trump Media says that it has no plans to report, and in fact doesn't even collect, data on how many active users Truth Social has, how many new users it's signing up, or how many ad impressions it's generating.

In other words, Trump Media's message to investors who might want to evaluate its performance boils down to "Trust us." And although that would normally send investors scurrying, it's just fine for the retail investors who have been snapping up shares of DJT. They most likely feel no need to peruse the Digital World prospectus for risk factors. They trust Trump.

Even if Trump Media can rely on Trump supporters to keep its stock up, at least for the moment, plenty of volatility is still in store, because speculators will look to cash in on the meme-stock mania by either riding the stock up or selling it short. On Tuesday, for instance, the stock rose as high as $79 a share but then tumbled 28 percent in a couple of hours to close at $58. But the Trumpian retail investors should help keep the stock from totally cratering.

The question, though, is: For how long? In principle, a company's stock price can stay completely out of whack with its fundamentals forever, as long as investors are collectively willing to pay more than it's worth. But the history of meme stocks suggests that investors' collective will to keep a stock up does eventually erode, whether because they cash out, lose faith, or just get bored. (GameStop and AMC now trade for a tiny fraction of their all-time highs, while Bed Bath & Beyond, another former meme-stock juggernaut, went bankrupt.) Trump Media investors may well feel more allegiance to Trump than GameStop investors felt to GameStop. But there's still little doubt that this will end poorly for most of them.

That doesn't mean it will end poorly for Trump, though. His stake in Trump Media is now worth more than $4.5 billion. Even if Trump Media's stock fell 90 percent by the time Trump is allowed to sell his shares, in six months, he would still have almost half a billion dollars' worth of stock to sell. Which, in a perverse way, suggests that he's every bit the shrewd businessman his investors believe him to be.
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Daniel Kahneman Wanted You to Realize How Wrong You Are

The late psychologist gave the world an extraordinary gift: admitting his mistakes.

by Daniel Engber




I first met Daniel Kahneman about 25 years ago. I'd applied to graduate school in neuroscience at Princeton University, where he was on the faculty, and I was sitting in his office for an interview. Kahneman, who died today at the age of 90, must not have thought too highly of the occasion. "Conducting an interview is likely to diminish the accuracy of a selection procedure," he'd later note in his best-selling book, Thinking, Fast and Slow. That had been the first finding in his long career as a psychologist: As a young recruit in the Israel Defense Forces, he'd assessed and overhauled the pointless 15-to-20-minute chats that were being used for sorting soldiers into different units. And yet there he and I were, sitting down for a 15-to-20-minute chat of our own.

I remember he was sweet, smart, and very strange. I knew him as a founder of behavioral economics, and I had a bare familiarity with the work on cognitive biases and judgment heuristics for which he was soon to win a Nobel Prize. I did not know that he'd lately switched the focus of his research to the science of well-being and how to measure it objectively. When I said during the interview that I'd been working in a brain-imaging lab, he began to talk about a plan he had to measure people's level of delight directly from their brain. If neural happiness could be assessed, he said, then it could be maximized. I had little expertise--I'd only been a lab assistant--but the notion seemed far-fetched: You can't just sum up a person's happiness by counting voxels on a brain scan. I was chatting with a genius, yet somehow on this point he seemed ... misguided?

I still believe that he was wrong, on this and many other things. He believed so too. Daniel Kahneman was the world's greatest scholar of how people get things wrong. And he was a great observer of his own mistakes. He declared his wrongness many times, on matters large and small, in public and in private. He was wrong, he said, about the work that had won the Nobel Prize. He wallowed in the state of having been mistaken; it became a topic for his lectures, a pedagogical ideal. Science has its vaunted self-corrective impulse, but even so, few working scientists--and fewer still of those who gain significant renown--will ever really cop to their mistakes. Kahneman never stopped admitting fault. He did it almost to a fault.

Whether this instinct to self-debunk was a product of his intellectual humility, the politesse one learns from growing up in Paris, or some compulsion born of melancholia, I'm not qualified to say. What, exactly, was going on inside his brilliant mind is a matter for his friends, family, and biographers. Seen from the outside, though, his habit of reversal was an extraordinary gift. Kahneman's careful, doubting mode of doing science was heroic. He got everything wrong, and yet somehow he was always right.

In 2011, he compiled his life's work to that point into Thinking, Fast and Slow. Truly, the book is as strange as he was. While it might be found in airport bookstores next to business how-to and science-based self-help guides, its genre is unique. Across its 400-plus pages Kahneman lays out an extravagant taxonomy of human biases, fallacies, heuristics, and neglects, in the hope of making us aware of our mistakes, so that we might call out the mistakes that other people make. That's all we can aspire to, he repeatedly reminds us, because mere recognition of an error doesn't typically make it go away. "We would all like to have a warning bell that rings loudly whenever we are about to make a serious error, but no such bell is available, and cognitive illusions are generally more difficult to recognize than perceptual illusions," he writes in the book's conclusion. "The voice of reason may be much fainter than the loud and clear voice of an erroneous intuition." That's the struggle: We may not hear that voice, but we must attempt to listen.

Kahneman lived with one ear cocked; he made errors just the same. The book itself was a terrific struggle, as he said in interviews. He was miserable while writing it, and so plagued by doubts that he paid some colleagues to review the manuscript and then tell him, anonymously, whether he should throw it in the garbage to preserve his reputation. They said otherwise, and others deemed the finished book a masterpiece. Yet the timing of its publication turned out to be unfortunate. In its pages, Kahneman marveled at great length over the findings of a subfield of psychology known as social priming. But that work--not his own--quickly fell into disrepute, and a larger crisis over irreproducible results began to spread. Many of the studies that Kahneman had touted in his book--he called one an "instant classic" and said of others, "Disbelief is not an option"--turned out to be unsound. Their sample sizes were far too small, and their statistics could not be trusted. To say the book was riddled with scientific errors would not be entirely unfair.

If anyone should have caught those errors, it was Kahneman. Forty years earlier, in the very first paper he wrote with his close friend and colleague Amos Tversky, he had shown that even trained psychologists--even people like himself--are subject to a "consistent misperception of the world" that leads them to make poor judgments about sample sizes, and to draw the wrong conclusions from their data. In that sense, Kahneman had personally discovered and named the very cognitive bias that would eventually corrupt the academic literature he cited in his book.

In 2012, as the extent of that corruption became apparent, Kahneman intervened. While some of those whose work was now in question grew defensive, he put out an open letter calling for more scrutiny. In private email chains, he reportedly goaded colleagues to engage with critics and to participate in rigorous efforts to replicate their work. In the end, Kahneman admitted in a public forum that he'd been far too trusting of some suspect data. "I knew all I needed to know to moderate my enthusiasm for the surprising and elegant findings that I cited, but I did not think it through," he wrote. He acknowledged the "special irony" of his mistake.

Kahneman once said that being wrong feels good, that it gives the pleasure of a sense of motion: "I used to think something and now I think something else." He was always wrong, always learning, always going somewhere new. In the 2010s, he abandoned the work on happiness that we'd discussed during my grad-school interview, because he realized--to his surprise--that no one really wanted to be happy in the first place. People are more interested in being satisfied, which is something different. "I was very interested in maximizing experience, but this doesn't seem to be what people want to do," he told Tyler Cowen in an interview in 2018. "Happiness feels good in the moment. But it's in the moment. What you're left with are your memories. And that's a very striking thing--that memories stay with you, and the reality of life is gone in an instant."

The memories remain.
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Where RFK Jr. Goes From Here

The outsider candidate has money, a running mate, and a growing army of supporters determined to upend the election.

by John Hendrickson




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


Wasn't Robert F. Kennedy Jr. supposed to have flamed out by now? At a rally yesterday in Oakland, California, Kennedy--a lifelong Democrat turned independent--unveiled his 2024 running mate, the Silicon Valley entrepreneur Nicole Shanahan. Kennedy selected Shanahan from a motley crew of reported vice-presidential contenders: Aaron Rodgers, Jesse Ventura, Mike Rowe, Tulsi Gabbard, and the rapper Killer Mike, to name a few.

Shanahan is by no means a household name. Yet she could bolster Kennedy's outsider ticket in three pivotal ways. She's just 38 years old and may help him appeal to younger voters. Several states require candidates to file a two-person ticket as a ballot-eligibility requirement, so her sheer addition could help move those efforts forward. And, of course, she has money: Her charitable donations suggest she is worth tens or even hundreds of millions of dollars. "The purpose of wealth is to help those in need," Shanahan told the crowd yesterday. "And I want to bring that back to politics."

Kennedy's upstart We the People party still has a slim chance of winning the White House. As of now, he's on the ballot only in the state of Utah. Yet his movement's potential to "spoil" the election remains very real. Kennedy knows this. In fact, he owns it. But he rejects the premise that he's more likely to pull voters away from one particular candidate. Rather, he sees himself as a bipartisan menace. "Our campaign is a spoiler," he told the crowd, before rattling off a list of things he intends to spoil (the electoral hopes of Donald Trump and Joe Biden chief among them). He also made it clear that his aim is bigger and broader than one election. "Our independent run for the presidency is finally going to bring down the Democratic and Republican duopoly," Kennedy promised.

Read: The first MAGA Democrat

Since entering the race last April, Kennedy has mostly registered between 10 and 20 percent in the polls. A Bloomberg/Morning Consult poll of swing states published this week illustrated his potential impact: His presence added one point to Trump's current lead over Biden. "It's great for MAGA," Trump posted on Truth Social this morning. "He is Crooked Joe Biden's political opponent, not mine. I love that he is running!"

His campaign may continue to feel like a joke to some, but its effect in November could be real. Kennedy doesn't need to win a single state to tip the election--he just needs to siphon enough votes in the right places. In 2016, pollsters, members of the media, political operatives, and the Hillary Clinton campaign appeared to underestimate the number of Americans who would support a third party--or those who were willing to hold their nose and vote for Trump. That could be happening all over again with Kennedy.

The livestreamed event had a quirky, almost surreal air to it. Kennedy's signature crunchy-hippie-Boomer energy permeated the proceedings. His remarks ping-ponged between patriotism, nostalgia, and a rallying cry to burn it all down. At one point, the musician Tim Hockenberry led the crowd in a warbly version of Woody Guthrie's "This Land Is Your Land." Much of the afternoon was peppered with dramatic videos featuring sweeping music fit for a Michael Bay movie. (In one of the clips, Kennedy extolled the virtues of organic farming and lamented children eating Twinkies.) After revealing Shanahan to be his VP, Kennedy waxed for several more minutes, prompting confusion as to when or if she would even appear at the lectern. He characterized his new partner as a kindred spirit--an avid surfer, a fellow lawyer, a natural-food enthusiast, a wealthy person who's not afraid to stand up to corporate America. "Nearly all Americans share the same values that we do," he said.

Eventually, Shanahan had a chance to speak for herself. "As recently as a year ago, I really didn't think much of Bobby Kennedy, because I didn't know much about him," she told the crowd. "All I had was the mainstream-media narrative that was effectively telling me horrible, disparaging things." At the suggestion of a friend, she started listening to some of his interviews and saw a person "of intelligence, of compassion, and of reason."

Shanahan also offered a glimpse of her family story. Her mother is a Chinese immigrant who relied on food stamps, and her father struggled with mental illness and substance abuse. Shanahan herself is the mother of a daughter on the autism spectrum. Two decades ago, Kennedy helped popularize the unscientific theory that vaccines cause autism. On the campaign trail, he has occasionally attempted to distance himself from his anti-vaccine claims. Yesterday, Shanahan leaned into the subject. She spoke at length about what she believes to be the relationship between many facets of modern life and chronic disease, and gestured toward childhood inoculations as one culprit. (This remains unproven.) "Pharmaceutical medicine has its place, but no single safety study can assess the cumulative impact of one prescription on top of another prescription, and one shot on top of another shot on top of another shot throughout the course of childhood," she said. "We just don't do that study right now, and we ought to."

Like Kennedy, Shanahan lives in California. She grew up in Oakland and was previously married to the Google co-founder Sergey Brin. Her current partner is a cryptocurrency maven. Shanahan's status as a California resident will likely be a setback for their campaign. The state's election law mandates that California electors "shall vote by ballot for a person for President and a person for Vice President of the United States, one of whom, at least, is not an inhabitant of this state." In simpler terms, this means that the Kennedy-Shanahan ticket will be ineligible to compete for their home state's 54 electoral votes come November, even if it is on the ballot.

Last fall, Kennedy's pivot from Democrat to independent didn't nudge him out of the national conversation. In fact, it had the opposite effect. Tony Lyons, who co-founded Kennedy's super PAC, American Values, told me that the October switch has made fundraising much easier. Lyons is among the curious characters in Kennedy's orbit. He is not a political operative by trade; he's the president of Skyhorse Publishing, an independent press that has published some of Kennedy's books, including the mega best seller The Real Anthony Fauci. Although Kennedy's campaign spokesperson did not respond to my request for comment, Lyons answered my call and engaged in a freewheeling conversation as he settled into his California hotel on the eve of the VP festivities.

Lyons told me he is "absolutely convinced" that his candidate will appear on the ballot in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. Although that is highly unlikely, Lyons and his super-PAC colleagues have laid some of that groundwork themselves. American Values claims to have collected enough signatures for Kennedy to reach the ballot in four battleground states: Georgia, Arizona, Michigan, and South Carolina. Recently, however, the group paused its ballot-access efforts and is now zeroing in on advertising, leaving the ballot-access push to the campaign and its reported 60,000 volunteers. Kennedy's rivals say this sudden halt came after allegations of illegal coordination between the super PAC and Kennedy's campaign.

Responding to some recent attacks more broadly, Lyons told me that the Democratic National Committee has "brought together this sort of hit squad of dirty tricksters who are going to try to find every technicality they can get to disenfranchise the American people." He said he believes we've reached an inflection point in U.S. history--"you know, sort of a battle for the soul of America." He did not seem to realize that he was parroting Biden's 2020 campaign slogan.

As one of the nation's preeminent conspiracy theorists, Kennedy markets himself as a champion of the First Amendment, and has made quite a living doing so. Lyons, for his part, is something closer to a free-speech absolutist. A few months ago, he published The Great Awakening: Defeating the Globalists and Launching the Next Great Renaissance, a book by Alex Jones. When I interviewed Kennedy for a profile last year, I asked him about Jones, and he all but drew a line. "There's only so many discussions that you can have, and only so many areas where you can actually, you know, examine the evidence," Kennedy told me. Lyons, however, was quick to defend Jones in our conversation this week. "It starts with Alex Jones, and then it comes to everybody else," he said of free-speech censorship. "He has a right to be published by anybody who wants to publish him, and I've made it very clear that I want to publish Alex Jones," he said a bit later. "I think Alex Jones has very provocative views about all kinds of things."

As of now, Biden's team is keeping an eye on Jill Stein, Cornel West, and the potential No Labels unity ticket, but Kennedy has most of its attention. "Our campaign isn't taking a single vote for granted, and we are making historic investments to ensure that Americans know all that's at stake in this election," a Biden-campaign spokesperson told me in a statement. "The American people will face a stark choice this November between the two candidates with a path to 270 electoral votes."

Lyons's comment to me about a "hit squad of dirty tricksters" seemed to be a reference to the DNC's recent hiring of the Democratic operatives Lis Smith and Matt Corridoni, who are tasked with taking on third-party candidates. In conversations (and in news coverage), anti-Kennedy talking points appear to be making the rounds now more than ever. Virtually any discussion with someone connected to the DNC, for instance, includes the observation that Kennedy's largest super-PAC donor, Timothy Mellon, has also given money to Trump's PAC. In a statement to me last night, Corridoni said, "We're going to make sure voters are educated about Kennedy's extreme policies and the MAGA donors funding his spoiler campaign. When voters learn that Kennedy is propped up by Trump's biggest donor, attempting to throw the election, and that his own family doesn't support him, they will be less curious about his candidacy should he even make it onto the ballot."

Yair Rosenberg: There's no such thing as an RFK Jr. voter

Earlier this month, dozens of Kennedys showed up at the White House to celebrate St. Patrick's Day with Biden. A viral group photo of them arm in arm with Biden appeared to be a response to an American Values ad that ran during the Super Bowl and repurposed the mid-century "Kennedy, Kennedy, Kennedy" jingle. Kennedy himself later apologized for the ad and blamed his super PAC (while still featuring the clip on his X profile). The person who bankrolled the controversial spot? His new running mate.

The Trump campaign did not respond to my requests for comment for this story. In background conversations with the Biden campaign and the DNC this week, I was struck by their optimism. I was also surprised by what seemed to be an overestimation of "average" voter knowledge. (Though when I raised this criticism, I received a strong denial, plus examples of times the campaign acknowledged that the public is unaware of Kennedy's positions.) Even now, many Americans are barely aware of Kennedy's stance on Israel, or his anti-vaccine history--they simply know his last name, and are maybe vaguely aware of his '60s-anarchy ethos. But it's not just positions. The establishment Democrats may also be underestimating Kennedy's relative appeal. Although he's 70 years old, Kennedy still seems youthful, at least compared with Biden and Trump.

Biden fatigue in particular is very real right now, and will be a tangible factor in November. Yet the sense I came away with was that the people around Biden believe (hope) that itchy blue voters are on something akin to a political rumspringa, and, after voters learn more about Kennedy, they will eventually come home to the Democratic Party and its kindly 81-year-old nominee once summer ends and the election's existential stakes become more immediate. Kennedy is making a different bet.
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The War at Stanford

I didn't know that college would be a factory of unreason.

by Theo Baker




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


O

ne of the section leaders for my computer-science class, Hamza El Boudali, believes that President Joe Biden should be killed. "I'm not calling for a civilian to do it, but I think a military should," the 23-year-old Stanford University student told a small group of protesters last month. "I'd be happy if Biden was dead." He thinks that Stanford is complicit in what he calls the genocide of Palestinians, and that Biden is not only complicit but responsible for it. "I'm not calling for a vigilante to do it," he later clarified, "but I'm saying he is guilty of mass murder and should be treated in the same way that a terrorist with darker skin would be (and we all know terrorists with dark skin are typically bombed and drone striked by American planes)." El Boudali has also said that he believes that Hamas's October 7 attack was a justifiable act of resistance, and that he would actually prefer Hamas rule America in place of its current government (though he clarified later that he "doesn't mean Hamas is perfect"). When you ask him what his cause is, he answers: "Peace."

I switched to a different computer-science section.

Israel is 7,500 miles away from Stanford's campus, where I am a sophomore. But the Hamas invasion and the Israeli counterinvasion have fractured my university, a place typically less focused on geopolitics than on venture-capital funding for the latest dorm-based tech start-up. Few students would call for Biden's head--I think--but many of the same young people who say they want peace in Gaza don't seem to realize that they are in fact advocating for violence. Extremism has swept through classrooms and dorms, and it is becoming normal for students to be harassed and intimidated for their faith, heritage, or appearance--they have been called perpetrators of genocide for wearing kippahs, and accused of supporting terrorism for wearing keffiyehs. The extremism and anti-Semitism at Ivy League universities on the East Coast have attracted so much media and congressional attention that two Ivy presidents have lost their jobs. But few people seem to have noticed the culture war that has taken over our California campus.

For four months, two rival groups of protesters, separated by a narrow bike path, faced off on Stanford's palm-covered grounds. The "Sit-In to Stop Genocide" encampment was erected by students in mid-October, even before Israeli troops had crossed into Gaza, to demand that the university divest from Israel and condemn its behavior. Posters were hung equating Hamas with Ukraine and Nelson Mandela. Across from the sit-in, a rival group of pro-Israel students eventually set up the "Blue and White Tent" to provide, as one activist put it, a "safe space" to "be a proud Jew on campus." Soon it became the center of its own cluster of tents, with photos of Hamas's victims sitting opposite the rubble-ridden images of Gaza and a long (and incomplete) list of the names of slain Palestinians displayed by the students at the sit-in.

Some days the dueling encampments would host only a few people each, but on a sunny weekday afternoon, there could be dozens. Most of the time, the groups tolerated each other. But not always. Students on both sides were reportedly spit on and yelled at, and had their belongings destroyed. (The perpetrators in many cases seemed to be adults who weren't affiliated with Stanford, a security guard told me.) The university put in place round-the-clock security, but when something actually happened, no one quite knew what to do.

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

Stanford has a policy barring overnight camping, but for months didn't enforce it, "out of a desire to support the peaceful expression of free speech in the ways that students choose to exercise that expression"--and, the administration told alumni, because the university feared that confronting the students would only make the conflict worse. When the school finally said the tents had to go last month, enormous protests against the university administration, and against Israel, followed.

"We don't want no two states! We want all of '48!" students chanted, a slogan advocating that Israel be dismantled and replaced by a single Arab nation. Palestinian flags flew alongside bright "Welcome!" banners left over from new-student orientation. A young woman gave a speech that seemed to capture the sense of urgency and power that so many students here feel. "We are Stanford University!" she shouted. "We control things!"

"We've had protests in the past," Richard Saller, the university's interim president, told me in November--about the environment, and apartheid, and Vietnam. But they didn't pit "students against each other" the way that this conflict has.

I've spoken with Saller, a scholar of Roman history, a few times over the past six months in my capacity as a student journalist. We first met in September, a few weeks into his tenure. His predecessor, Marc Tessier-Lavigne, had resigned as president after my reporting for The Stanford Daily exposed misconduct in his academic research. (Tessier-Lavigne had failed to retract papers with faked data over the course of 20 years. In his resignation statement, he denied allegations of fraud and misconduct; a Stanford investigation determined that he had not personally manipulated data or ordered any manipulation but that he had repeatedly "failed to decisively and forthrightly correct mistakes" from his lab.)

In that first conversation, Saller told me that everyone was "eager to move on" from the Tessier-Lavigne scandal. He was cheerful and upbeat. He knew he wasn't staying in the job long; he hadn't even bothered to move into the recently vacated presidential manor. In any case, campus, at that time, was serene. Then, a week later, came October 7.

The attack was as clear a litmus test as one could imagine for the Middle East conflict. Hamas insurgents raided homes and a music festival with the goal of slaughtering as many civilians as possible. Some victims were raped and mutilated, several independent investigations found. Hundreds of hostages were taken into Gaza and many have been tortured.

This, of course, was bad. Saying this was bad does not negate or marginalize the abuses and suffering Palestinians have experienced in Gaza and elsewhere. Everyone, of every ideology, should be able to say that this was bad. But much of this campus failed that simple test.

Two days after the deadliest massacre of Jews since the Holocaust, Stanford released milquetoast statements marking the "moment of intense emotion" and declaring "deep concern" over "the crisis in Israel and Palestine." The official statements did not use the words Hamas or violence.

The absence of a clear institutional response led some teachers to take matters into their own hands. During a mandatory freshman seminar on October 10, a lecturer named Ameer Loggins tossed out his lesson plan to tell students that the actions of the Palestinian "military force" had been justified, that Israelis were colonizers, and that the Holocaust had been overemphasized, according to interviews I conducted with students in the class. Loggins then asked the Jewish students to identify themselves. He instructed one of them to "stand up, face the window, and he kind of kicked away his chair," a witness told me. Loggins described this as an effort to demonstrate Israel's treatment of Palestinians. (Loggins did not reply to a request for comment; a spokesperson for Stanford said that there were "different recollections of the details regarding what happened" in the class.)

"We're only in our third week of college, and we're afraid to be here," three students in the class wrote in an email that night to administrators. "This isn't what Stanford was supposed to be." The class Loggins taught is called COLLEGE, short for "Civic, Liberal, and Global Education," and it is billed as an effort to develop "the skills that empower and enable us to live together."

Loggins was suspended from teaching duties and an investigation was opened; this angered pro-Palestine activists, who organized a petition that garnered more than 1,700 signatures contesting the suspension. A pamphlet from the petitioners argued that Loggins's behavior had not been out of bounds.

The day after the class, Stanford put out a statement written by Saller and Jenny Martinez, the university provost, more forcefully condemning the Hamas attack. Immediately, this new statement generated backlash.

Pro-Palestine activists complained about it during an event held the same day, the first of several "teach-ins" about the conflict. Students gathered in one of Stanford's dorms to "bear witness to the struggles of decolonization." The grievances and pain shared by Palestinian students were real. They told of discrimination and violence, of frightened family members subjected to harsh conditions. But the most raucous reaction from the crowd was in response to a young woman who said, "You ask us, do we condemn Hamas? Fuck you!" She added that she was "so proud of my resistance."

David Palumbo-Liu, a professor of comparative literature with a focus on postcolonial studies, also spoke at the teach-in, explaining to the crowd that "European settlers" had come to "replace" Palestine's "native population."

Palumbo-Liu is known as an intelligent and supportive professor, and is popular among students, who call him by his initials, DPL. I wanted to ask him about his involvement in the teach-in, so we met one day in a cafe a few hundred feet away from the tents. I asked if he could elaborate on what he'd said at the event about Palestine's native population. He was happy to expand: This was "one of those discussions that could go on forever. Like, who is actually native? At what point does nativism lapse, right? Well, you haven't been native for X number of years, so ..." In the end, he said, "you have two people who both feel they have a claim to the land," and "they have to live together. Both sides have to cede something."

The struggle at Stanford, he told me, "is to find a way in which open discussions can be had that allow people to disagree." It's true that Stanford has utterly failed in its efforts to encourage productive dialogue. But I still found it hard to reconcile DPL's words with his public statements on Israel, which he'd recently said on Facebook should be "the most hated nation in the world." He also wrote: "When Zionists say they don't feel 'safe' on campus, I've come to see that as they no longer feel immune to criticism of Israel." He continued: "Well as the saying goes, get used to it."

Zionists, and indeed Jewish students of all political beliefs, have been given good reason to fear for their safety. They've been followed, harassed, and called derogatory racial epithets. At least one was told he was a "dirty Jew." At least twice, mezuzahs have been ripped from students' doors, and swastikas have been drawn in dorms. Arab and Muslim students also face alarming threats. The computer-science section leader, El Boudali, a pro-Palestine activist, told me he felt "safe personally," but knew others who did not: "Some people have reported feeling like they're followed, especially women who wear the hijab."

In a remarkably short period of time, aggression and abuse have become commonplace, an accepted part of campus activism. In January, Jewish students organized an event dedicated to ameliorating anti-Semitism. It marked one of Saller's first public appearances in the new year. Its topic seemed uncontroversial, and I thought it would generate little backlash.

Protests began before the panel discussion even started, with activists lining the stairs leading to the auditorium. During the event they drowned out the panelists, one of whom was Israel's special envoy for combatting anti-Semitism, by demanding a cease-fire. After participants began cycling out into the dark, things got ugly.

Activists, their faces covered by keffiyehs or medical masks, confronted attendees. "Go back to Brooklyn!" a young woman shouted at Jewish students. One protester, who emerged as the leader of the group, said that she and her compatriots would "take all of your places and ensure Israel falls." She told attendees to get "off our fucking campus" and launched into conspiracy theories about Jews being involved in "child trafficking." As a rabbi tried to leave the event, protesters pursued him, chanting, "There is only one solution! Intifada revolution!"

At one point, some members of the group turned on a few Stanford employees, including another rabbi, an imam, and a chaplain, telling them, "We know your names and we know where you work." The ringleader added: "And we'll soon find out where you live." The religious leaders formed a protective barrier in front of the Jewish students. The rabbi and the imam appeared to be crying.


Protests at Stanford. Sources: Tayfun Coskun / Anadolu / Getty



Saller avoided the protest by leaving through another door. Early that morning, his private residence had been vandalized. Protesters frequently tell him he "can't hide" and shout him down. "We charge you with genocide!" they chant, demanding that Stanford divest from Israel. (When asked whether Stanford actually invested in Israel, a spokesperson replied that, beyond small exposures from passive funds that track indexes such as the S&P 500, the university's endowment "has no direct holdings in Israeli companies, or direct holdings in defense contractors.")

When the university finally said the protest tents had to be removed, students responded by accusing Saller of suppressing their right to free speech. This is probably the last charge he expected to face. Saller once served as provost at the University of Chicago, which is known for holding itself to a position of strict institutional neutrality so that its students can freely explore ideas for themselves. Saller has a lifelong belief in First Amendment rights. But that conviction in impartial college governance does not align with Stanford's behavior in recent years. Despite the fact that many students seemed largely uninterested in the headlines before this year, Stanford's administrative leadership has often taken positions on political issues and events, such as the Paris climate conference and the murder of George Floyd. After Russia invaded Ukraine, Stanford's Hoover Tower was lit up in blue and yellow, and the school released a statement in solidarity.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Let the activists have their loathsome rallies

When we first met, a week before October 7, I asked Saller about this. Did Stanford have a moral duty to denounce the war in Ukraine, for example, or the ethnic cleansing of Uyghur Muslims in China? "On international political issues, no," he said. "That's not a responsibility for the university as a whole, as an institution."

But when Saller tried to apply his convictions on neutrality for the first time as president, dozens of faculty members condemned the response, many pro-Israel alumni were outraged, donors had private discussions about pulling funding, and an Israeli university sent an open letter to Saller and Martinez saying, "Stanford's administration has failed us." The initial statement had tried to make clear that the school's policy was not Israel-specific: It noted that the university would not take a position on the turmoil in Nagorno-Karabakh (where Armenians are undergoing ethnic cleansing) either. But the message didn't get through.

Saller had to beat an awkward retreat or risk the exact sort of public humiliation that he, as caretaker president, had presumably been hired to avoid. He came up with a compromise that landed somewhere in the middle: an unequivocal condemnation of Hamas's "intolerable atrocities" paired with a statement making clear that Stanford would commit to institutional neutrality going forward.

"The events in Israel and Gaza this week have affected and engaged large numbers of students on our campus in ways that many other events have not," the statement read. "This is why we feel compelled to both address the impact of these events on our campus and to explain why our general policy of not issuing statements about news events not directly connected to campus has limited the breadth of our comments thus far, and why you should not expect frequent commentary from us in the future."

I asked Saller why he had changed tack on Israel and not on Nagorno-Karabakh. "We don't feel as if we should be making statements on every war crime and atrocity," he told me. This felt like a statement in and of itself.

In making such decisions, Saller works closely with Martinez, Stanford's provost. I happened to interview her, too, a few days before October 7, not long after she'd been appointed. When I asked about her hopes for the job, she said that a "priority is ensuring an environment in which free speech and academic freedom are preserved."

We talked about the so-called Leonard Law--a provision unique to California that requires private universities to be governed by the same First Amendment protections as public ones. This restricts what Stanford can do in terms of penalizing speech, putting it in a stricter bind than Harvard, the University of Pennsylvania, or any of the other elite private institutions that have more latitude to set the standards for their campus (whether or not they have done so).

So I was surprised when, in December, the university announced that abstract calls for genocide "clearly violate Stanford's Fundamental Standard, the code of conduct for all students at the university." The statement was a response to the outrage following the congressional testimony of three university presidents--outrage that eventually led to the resignation of two of them, Harvard's Claudine Gay and Penn's Liz Magill. Gay and Magill, who had both previously held positions at Stanford, did not commit to punishing calls for the genocide of Jews.

Experts told me that Stanford's policy is impossible to enforce--and Saller himself acknowledged as much in our March interview.

"Liz Magill is a good friend," Saller told me, adding, "Having watched what happened at Harvard and Penn, it seemed prudent" to publicly state that Stanford rejected calls for genocide. But saying that those calls violate the code of conduct "is not the same thing as to say that we could actually punish it."

Stanford's leaders seem to be trying their best while adapting to the situation in real time. But the muddled messaging has created a policy of neutrality that does not feel neutral at all.

When we met back in November, I tried to get Saller to open up about his experience running an institution in turmoil. What's it like to know that so many students seem to believe that he--a mild-mannered 71-year-old classicist who swing-dances with his anthropologist wife--is a warmonger? Saller was more candid than I expected--perhaps more candid than any prominent university president has been yet. We sat in the same conference room as we had in September. The weather hadn't really changed. Yet I felt like I was sitting in front of a different person. He was hunched over and looked exhausted, and his voice broke when he talked about the loss of life in Gaza and Israel and "the fact that we're caught up in it." A capable administrator with decades of experience, Saller seemed almost at a loss. "It's been a kind of roller coaster, to be honest."

He said he hadn't anticipated the deluge of the emails "blaming me for lack of moral courage." Anything the university says seems bound to be wrong: "If I say that our position is that we grieve over the loss of innocent lives, that in itself will draw some hostile reactions."

"I find that really difficult to navigate," he said with a sigh.

By March, it seemed that his views had solidified. He said he knew he was "a target," but he was not going to be pushed into issuing any more statements. The continuing crisis seems to have granted him new insight. "I am certain that whatever I say will not have any material effect on the war in Gaza." It's hard to argue with that.

People tend to blame the campus wars on two villains: dithering administrators and radical student activists. But colleges have always had dithering administrators and radical student activists. To my mind, it's the average students who have changed.

Elite universities attract a certain kind of student: the overachieving striver who has won all the right accolades for all the right activities. Is it such a surprise that the kids who are trained in the constant pursuit of perfect scores think they have to look at the world like a series of multiple-choice questions, with clearly right or wrong answers? Or that they think they can gamify a political cause in the same way they ace a standardized test?

Everyone knows that the only reliable way to get into a school like Stanford is to be really good at looking really good. Now that they're here, students know that one easy way to keep looking good is to side with the majority of protesters, and condemn Israel.

It's not that there isn't real anger and anxiety over what is happening in Gaza--there is, and justifiably so. I know that among the protesters are many people who are deeply connected to this issue. But they are not the majority. What really activates the crowds now seems less a principled devotion to Palestine or to pacifism than a desire for collective action, to fit in by embracing the fashionable cause of the moment--as if a centuries-old conflict in which both sides have stolen and killed could ever be a simple matter of right and wrong. In their haste to exhibit moral righteousness, many of the least informed protesters end up being the loudest and most uncompromising.

Today's students grew up in the Trump era, in which violent rhetoric has become a normal part of political discourse and activism is as easy as reposting an infographic. Many young people have come to feel that being angry is enough to foment change. Furious at the world's injustices and desperate for a simple way to express that fury, they don't seem interested in any form of engagement more nuanced than backing a pure protagonist and denouncing an evil enemy. They don't, always, seem that concerned with the truth.

At the protest last month to prevent the removal of the sit-in, an activist in a pink Women's March "pussy hat" shouted that no rape was committed by Hamas on October 7. "There hasn't been proof of these rape accusations," a student told me in a separate conversation, criticizing the Blue and White Tent for spreading what he considered to be misinformation about sexual violence. (In March, a United Nations report found "reasonable grounds to believe that conflict-related sexual violence," including "rape and gang rape," occurred in multiple locations on October 7, as well as "clear and convincing information" on the "rape and sexualized torture" of hostages.) "The level of propaganda" surrounding Hamas, he told me, "is just unbelievable."

The real story at Stanford is not about the malicious actors who endorse sexual assault and murder as forms of resistance, but about those who passively enable them because they believe their side can do no wrong. You don't have to understand what you're arguing for in order to argue for it. You don't have to be able to name the river or the sea under discussion to chant "From the river to the sea." This kind of obliviousness explains how one of my friends, a gay activist, can justify Hamas's actions, even though it would have the two of us--an outspoken queer person and a Jewish reporter--killed in a heartbeat. A similar mentality can exist on the other side: I have heard students insist on the absolute righteousness of Israel yet seem uninterested in learning anything about what life is like in Gaza.

I'm familiar with the pull of achievement culture--after all, I'm a product of the same system. I fell in love with Stanford as a 7-year-old, lying on the floor of an East Coast library and picturing all the cool technology those West Coast geniuses were dreaming up. I cried when I was accepted; I spent the next few months scrolling through the course catalog, giddy with anticipation. I wanted to learn everything.

I learned more than I expected. Within my first week here, someone asked me: "Why are all Jews so rich?" In 2016, when Stanford's undergraduate senate had debated a resolution against anti-Semitism, one of its members argued that the idea of "Jews controlling the media, economy, government, and other societal institutions" represented "a very valid discussion." (He apologized, and the resolution passed.) In my dorm last year, a student discussed being Jewish and awoke the next day to swastikas and a portrait of Hitler affixed to his door.

David Frum: There is no right to bully and harass

I grew up secularly, with no strong affiliation to Jewish culture. When I found out as a teenager that some of my ancestors had hidden their identity from their children and that dozens of my relatives had died in the Holocaust (something no living member of my family had known), I felt the barest tremor of identity. After I saw so many people I know cheering after October 7, I felt something stronger stir. I know others have experienced something similar. Even a professor texted me to say that she felt Jewish in a way she never had before.

But my frustration with the conflict on campus has little to do with my own identity. Across the many conversations and hours of formal interviews I conducted for this article, I've encountered a persistent anti-intellectual streak. I've watched many of my classmates treat death so cavalierly that they can protest as a pregame to a party. Indeed, two parties at Stanford were reported to the university this fall for allegedly making people say "Fuck Israel" or "Free Palestine" to get in the door. A spokesperson for the university said it was "unable to confirm the facts of what occurred," but that it had "met with students involved in both parties to make clear that Stanford's nondiscrimination policy applies to parties." As a friend emailed me not long ago: "A place that was supposed to be a sanctuary from such unreason has become a factory for it."

Readers may be tempted to discount the conduct displayed at Stanford. After all, the thinking goes, these are privileged kids doing what they always do: embracing faux-radicalism in college before taking jobs in fintech or consulting. These students, some might say, aren't representative of America.

And yet they are representative of something: of the conduct many of the most accomplished students in my generation have accepted as tolerable, and what that means for the future of our country. I admire activism. We need people willing to protest what they see as wrong and take on entrenched systems of repression. But we also need to read, learn, discuss, accept the existence of nuance, embrace diversity of thought, and hold our own allies to high standards. More than ever, we need universities to teach young people how to do all of this.

For so long, Stanford's physical standoff seemed intractable. Then, in early February, a storm swept in, and the natural world dictated its own conclusion.

Heavy rains flooded campus. For hours, the students battled to save their tents. The sit-in activists used sandbags and anything else they could find to hold back the water--at one point, David Palumbo-Liu, the professor, told me he stood in the lashing downpour to anchor one of the sit-in's tents with his own body. When the storm hit, many of the Jewish activists had been attending a discussion on anti-Semitism. They raced back and struggled to salvage the Blue and White Tent, but it was too late--the wind had ripped it out of the ground.

The next day, the weary Jewish protesters returned to discover that their space had been taken.

A new collection of tents had been set up by El Boudali, the pro-Palestine activist, and a dozen friends. He said they were there to protest Islamophobia and to teach about Islam and jihad, and that they were a separate entity from the Sit-In to Stop Genocide, though I observed students cycling between the tents. Palestinian flags now flew from the bookstore to the quad.

Administrators told me they'd quickly informed El Boudali and his allies that the space had been reserved by the Jewish advocates, and offered to help move them to a different location. But the protesters told me they had no intention of going. (El Boudali later said that they did not take over the entire space, and would have been "happy to exist side by side, but they wanted to kick us off entirely from that lawn.")

When it was clear that the area where they'd set up their tents would not be ceded back to the pro-Israel group willingly, Stanford changed course and decided to clear everyone out in one fell swoop. On February 8, school officials ordered all students to vacate the plaza overnight. The university was finally going to enforce its rule prohibiting people from sleeping outside on campus and requiring the removal of belongings from the plaza between 8 p.m. and 8 a.m. The order cited the danger posed by the storm as a justification for changing course and, probably hoping to avoid allegations of bias, described the decision as "viewpoint-neutral."

That didn't work.

About a week of protests, led by the sit-in organizers, followed. Chants were chanted. More demands for a "river to the sea" solution to the Israel problem were made. A friend boasted to me about her willingness to be arrested. Stanford sent a handful of staff members, who stood near balloons left over from an event earlier in the day. They were there, one of them told me, to "make students feel supported and safe."

In the end, Saller and Martinez agreed to talk with the leaders of the sit-in about their demands to divest the university and condemn Israel, under the proviso that the activists comply with Stanford's anti-camping guidelines "regardless of the outcome of discussions." Eight days after they were first instructed to leave, 120 days after setting up camp, the sit-in protesters slept in their own beds. In defiance of the university's instructions, they left behind their tents. But sometime in the very early hours of the morning, law-enforcement officers confiscated the structures. The area was cordoned off without any violence and the plaza filled once more with electric skateboards and farmers' markets.

The conflict continues in its own way. Saller was just shouted down by protesters chanting "No peace on stolen land" at a Family Weekend event, and protesters later displayed an effigy of him covered in blood. Students still feel tense; Saller still seems worried. He told me that the university is planning to change all manner of things--residential-assistant training, new-student orientation, even the acceptance letters that students receive--in hopes of fostering a culture of greater tolerance. But no campus edict or panel discussion can address a problem that is so much bigger than our university.

At one rally last fall, a speaker expressed disillusionment about the power of "peaceful resistance" on college campuses. "What is there left to do but to take up arms?" The crowd cheered as he said Israel must be destroyed. But what would happen to its citizens? I'd prefer to believe that most protesters chanting "Palestine is Arab" and shouting that we must "smash the Zionist settler state" don't actually think Jews should be killed en masse. But can one truly be so ignorant as to advocate widespread violence in the name of peace?

When the world is rendered in black-and-white--portrayed as a simple fight between colonizer and colonized--the answer is yes. Solutions, by this logic, are absolute: Israel or Palestine, nothing in between. Either you support liberation of the oppressed or you support genocide. Either Stanford is all good or all bad; all in favor of free speech or all authoritarian; all anti-Semitic or all Islamophobic.

At January's anti-anti-Semitism event, I watched an exchange between a Jewish attendee and a protester from a few feet away. "Are you pro-Palestine?" the protester asked.

"Yes," the attendee responded, and he went on to describe his disgust with the human-rights abuses Palestinians have faced for years.

"But are you a Zionist?"

"Yes."

"Then we are enemies."
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Solving a Century-Old Byline Mystery

Who was "Atlanticus," the writer who foreshadowed the Titanic disaster?

by Shan Wang




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.


"Do you like to know whom a book's by?" E. M. Forster asks in a 1925 essay on the question of anonymity in literature and journalism. The practice is fine in fiction, he argues, but not in news writing. Forster, however, wasn't in charge: His essay, which appeared in the November 1925 issue of The Atlantic, was followed by an article bylined "Anonymous."

Though our magazine withheld bylines only in its first few years (not unusual for publications at the time), unnamed or unidentified writers remained a frequent sighting in our archives well into the 20th century. Some people were seemingly allowed to mask their identity so they could poke fun: In 1963, two women used a single pen name to publish a spirited takedown of holiday cards. In 1968, one Adam SmithTM (trademark symbol included) wrote fictional vignettes from his position as a "pseudonymous chronicler of the mystification and mores of Wall Street" and most certainly not as the political economist Adam Smith (born 1723). Others were granted anonymity under higher stakes: In 1965, Mrs. X shared her experience obtaining a safe but then-illegal abortion as a married middle-class mother of three children. In 1930, a deserter gave an unvarnished account of the front lines of World War I.

One byline in particular has long nagged at me: In our August 1913 issue, in which all other contributors are named, "Atlanticus" offers a 6,000-word postmortem on the failings that led to the April 1912 sinking of the Titanic. I'd never seen the byline before. Longtime Atlantic editors Scott Stossel and Cullen Murphy, who moonlight as our magazine's informal historians, told me they'd never encountered it either.


The Atlantic



Atlanticus, who at the end of the essay briefly describes himself as "an officer on an Atlantic passenger steamer," was furious over continued inaction on the part of transatlantic-ocean-liner companies, as well as government officials.

Since that fateful night of April, 1912, what have we done in the way of reform that will go toward averting another such disaster? Remember, the day of the unsinkable ship is not yet; but the majority of passenger vessels now in service on the Atlantic carry as many passengers as did the Titanic. ... The criminal waste of money at present forced upon all the big transatlantic liner companies is proof positive that some foolish Jack-in-office has been given a loose rein.


Atlanticus also enthusiastically and repeatedly cited a May 1910 Atlantic essay titled "The Man on the Bridge," written by Charles Terry Delaney. He deems Delaney a man who "evidently knew his ground," and calls the essay "a startling article." I know the 1910 essay well. It chillingly describes many of the conditions--overworked ship officers, improper safety protocols, cost-cutting, fog and icebergs--that ultimately doomed the Titanic, two years before the actual disaster. Allegations in "The Man on the Bridge" caused such a stir that the author wrote a follow-up in the August 1910 issue of The Atlantic, and The New York Times covered the ensuing controversy on August 3, 1910. Did Delaney and Atlanticus know each other? Both wrote with suspicious specificity and insider knowledge of the maritime industry. The Atlanticus byline appeared again in 1915, in an article about the brutal realities of the life of sailors.

Scott suggested as a final resort that I look through an old filing cabinet that was used to track payment information for Atlantic contributors before the internet era (now it is displayed mostly as an antique next to the desks of my colleagues who make podcasts). There I found, on a typewritten index card, the name of a writer and the titles of nine articles written from 1909 onward, for which The Atlantic paid variously $50 to $100. Two of those stories were "The Unlearned Lesson of the Titanic" and "The Man on the Bridge." Delaney and Atlanticus appeared to be pen names for a British naval officer named Alexander G. McLellan.

McLellan wrote under his real name for us only twice: in a 1911 essay titled "A British View of American Naval Expenditure" and in a 1914 essay called "Wanted: An American Minister of Marine." Other biographical details from his unsigned work clicked into place for me: The author was the chief officer of a British ship. He'd fought as a young man in the Boer War. The index card lists his final article for The Atlantic as "Radical's Progress," which mourns young soldiers buried at sea during World War I:

Day after day these burials went on. Later I refused to attend them. The finish came when one body stuck to the stretcher by reason of the blood having oozed through the wrappings and congealed. The body had to be pried adrift before it would slide of its own weight into the sea. I cannot tell you any more just yet. I sicken as I write. The stupidity of it all!


That essay was published anonymously in February of 1916.

"The Man on the Bridge" drew heat ("If true, the allegations made should result in immediate action ... If not capable of substantiation the article should never have been printed," one reviewer argued), though the Titanic disaster provided the author with a measure of vindication. We can't know for sure why McLellan and his editor chose to publish important work under so many different names. Perhaps we can chalk up the decision to the looser practices of that era. Or perhaps the outrage following "The Man on the Bridge" drove the author to go anonymous for "The Unlearned Lessons of the Titanic." But the identity of Atlanticus is now known, and his accounts have been tested by history.
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Can You Ever Really Escape Your Ex?

Your repeated attraction to a certain "type" may come down more to psychological comfort than a mysterious connection.

by Faith Hill




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


Cool-but-not-too-cool artists; warm, friendly nerds or cold, unfriendly secret nerds; emotionally distant people; bossy, round-faced women; sensitive weirdos.

These are a few of the responses I got when I asked friends: "What's your type?" No one seemed particularly surprised by the question, and a significant number responded without missing a beat. Nearly everyone gave me a highly specific answer. Some of them astutely described the kind of partner I really have seen them consistently attracted to; some, I thought, might just be trying to wrangle a motley crew of exes into a logical pattern. Either way, I got the sense that their romantic type was something they'd thought about a lot.

The notion of a "type"--a combination of physical, psychological, or other traits we're repeatedly drawn to in a partner--feels entrenched in American culture. But it's certainly not celebrated. Rather, "type" is often described as a vice, a pattern we fall into but shouldn't. Cycling through versions of the same human template in one's dating life, after all, sounds pretty futile. Saturday Night Live's spoof of reality dating shows in 2021 was called What's Your Type?; the joke, in large part, was that the bachelorette was inexplicably but consistently into men who were plainly terrible. Actual love-competition series don't feel that far off from SNL's parody: Contestants frequently say things such as "He's my type on paper" and "She's not who I usually go for." They may pursue the very person they aren't initially pulled to--a hero's journey that the audience cheers for--but many of them end up with their classic sort. In real life, coaches, influencers, therapists, and journalists exhort singles to "date outside their type"; clearly, the thinking goes, things haven't been working out so far. (What's that they say about doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results?)

Evidently, many people have narratives about their own romantic preferences. But I wanted to know whether a "type" really does tend to guide our dating decisions--and, if it does, whether that truly is such a bad thing. Obviously, it's unhealthy if you're using it to stereotype, or to fetishize people's physical qualities. But I thought there might be a way to reconcile being open-minded in who you date with recognizing that you respond for a reason to certain values or personality traits. So I spoke with some psychologists.

They told me that type is real, but maybe not in the way you think. It's not a random collection of attributes that magically compel you; on the contrary, it could have roots you can trace clearly to the formative relationships of your past. And it might serve you to do so.



There do tend to be similarities among the people we date. In one set of 2017 studies, for instance, researchers found that subjects' past partners were similar on measures including attractiveness, IQ, and educational aspirations. (That held true whether the relationship was casual or serious.) Another study in 2019 studied participants' former and current partners, and found consistencies in the "Big Five" personality traits: agreeableness, conscientiousness, extraversion, neuroticism, and openness to experience. Some research has even suggested that people have stable "types" when it comes to specific physical attributes such as eye color.

But this phenomenon can be explained, at least partly, by demographic stratification: We're more likely to meet and spend time with people who are near us, and the people near us are likely to share certain characteristics. Elite-college students tend to date their classmates; astrophysicists might disproportionately pair up with other scientists. The authors of the 2017 study, for instance, found that when they controlled for the school their subjects were attending, the degree to which the participants had discrete preferences for some traits, such as IQ and academic ambitions, decreased significantly. Hypothetically, dating apps could help connect you to people who aren't as likely to live in your neighborhood, hang out in the same groups, or show up to the same activities--but that doesn't always mean people use them that way. Scholars have found that even beyond physical proximity, we're still more likely to date people who are similar to us. They call this depressing finding "assortative mating": People tend to couple up with those who match them on factors such as educational background and income.

Read: The mystery of partner 'convergence'

That might appear a little different from the kinds of niche inclinations my friends told me about. Usually, when we talk about type, we're implying a set of clear, specific, and personal tastes. But people's stated preferences don't always match their real ones. "People don't know themselves super well," Claudia Brumbaugh, a psychologist at Queens College, City University of New York, who has studied romantic proclivities, told me. And studies suggest that when it comes down to it, the traits people end up valuing in actual relationships are pretty basic, and remarkably consistent across cultures: kindness, intelligence, physical attractiveness. Brumbaugh guessed that if people are prompted to pick a type, they might think to name something unique: "artistic," say. The traits that might actually draw them to a partner wouldn't come to mind; they're just too obvious.

And yet, we aren't all attracted to the same kind, smart, and good-looking people all the time. There might be another reason you go for a certain type, aside from their proximity or similarity to you: They remind you of someone you've dated in the past.

Researchers have found that familiarity can increase our attraction to someone. That can happen with exposure to one person over time, but someone might also feel familiar because they're similar to a person we've known before. Brumbaugh has studied this in the context of attachment theory, which describes how our past experiences can shape how we form and interpret new relationships. She's found that when someone meets a person who resembles their ex-partner, they tend to feel more anxiously attached to them--more worried about rejection or getting their approval--than they'd typically be with a stranger. But they're also likely to be less avoidant, meaning they're more willing to talk and open up. "If someone reminds us, whether consciously or unconsciously, of a past partner," Brumbaugh told me, "they're going to feel more safe, more approachable."

This might happen even if a new date reminds you of an ex you'd rather forget. Our early relationships create a framework for what romantic connection looks like: what emotions you'll feel, what behaviors will be appreciated or dismissed, whether you can assume honesty or good intentions. So if you've experienced a partner who, say, makes you feel small, finding another who does the same might confirm your perception of how relationships work. Your repeated attraction to a certain "type," then, may not be a mysterious connection but rather just psychological comfort. "Having a sense of control and predictability over our world" is hugely important, Brumbaugh told me. Perhaps so much so that it can feel easier to repeat bad patterns than to have our ideas about partners--and love, and relating to others--shattered.

In this sense, "type" is about not just the type of person you gravitate toward but also the type of relationship dynamic you fall into: how you communicate or show affection or trust. Matthew Johnson, a professor who studies couples at the University of Alberta, in Canada, has found that people's relationships tend to have consistent qualities. In one study, he measured a handful of factors--including relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction and frequency, perceived instability, frequency of conflict, and how partners opened up to and expressed admiration for each other--in subjects' past and current relationships, and found significant similarities. "We have kind of prototypical ways of relating to others," Johnson told me--given that we tend to select similar mates and act in fairly stable ways, "you're going to get this cocktail of a lot of consistency from one relationship to the next."

Read: No, you shouldn't 'date 'em 'til you hate 'em'

So perhaps if someone's type is "sensitive weirdos," that doesn't necessarily mean they like to date only these people. It might just mean that they've dated a sensitive weirdo in the past, and that's how they learned how to be in a relationship. Now they feel comfortable to some degree with people who share those traits--and their own habits might attract new sensitive weirdos, or vice versa. Those romantic reverberations can be dangerous, as Brumbaugh pointed out. Some studies back up the idea that a first love--even when it just seems like a silly teen romance--can set a bad benchmark, whether it's because you don't expect enough in subsequent relationships or because you expect too much. But maybe it's not always an ex-partner's bad qualities that drive a person to find someone similar; perhaps it's nostalgia for the qualities they loved, Yoobin Park, a postdoctoral researcher at UC San Francisco, told me. And maybe, with repeated exposure, you can even learn how to respond gracefully to the traits you don't love as much.

That's not to say you should date the same kind of person over and over again. But perhaps it does mean that the answer isn't to avoid doing so at all costs, either. What really matters is that you're aware of the consistencies in whom you choose to partner with; you consider why they might exist, historically; and you're honest about your own part in it. People tend to focus on the initial choice of a significant other, as if responsibility ends there, when, really, dating someone new might not transform the outcome at all. Whomever you pair up with, your flaws and insecurities will remain, to some degree. In all of your various romantic entanglements, the one absolute constant is you.
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Do Trump Supporters Mind When He Mocks Biden's Stutter?

We visit a rally in Dayton, Ohio, to find out.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Recently the Atlantic political reporter John Hendrickson and I set out on a kind of social experiment. A friend of Hendrickson's had sent him a video of Donald Trump mocking President Joe Biden's stutter. In the hierarchy of Trump insults, this one did not rate especially high. But it resonated with Hendrickson, who wrote a book about his own stuttering. And what especially resonated with him was the audience's laughter. "They don't have to laugh," Hendrickson told me. "They're either choosing to laugh or it's an involuntary reaction, and they're naturally laughing." Hendrickson had a theory that disability was politically neutral, or should be, so he decided to test it out. How do Trump's supporters actually feel about him making fun of people with disabilities?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, Hendrickson and I attend a Trump rally in Dayton, Ohio, to ask his supporters that question. Almost none of them like how Trump demeans people. And yet they all plan to vote for him anyway. The gap between those two sentiments reveals a lot about how people come to terms with their own decisions, values, and obvious contradictions.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

John Hendrickson: I believe it was in the afternoon, early evening. I was on my way to meet my friends to go bowling.


Hanna Rosin: This is staff writer John Hendrickson. John covers politics for The Atlantic. He's also had a stutter since he was a kid.

Hendrickson: And I was on the subway, and I got a text from a different friend who sent me a tweet that contained a video. So I held it up to my ear and I listened to it.
 Donald Trump: Two nights ago we all heard Crooked Joe's angry, dark, hate-filled rant of a State of the Union address. Wasn't it--didn't it bring us together? Remember, he said, I'm gonna bring the country tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-together. I'm gonna bring it together.
 Hendrickson: And the thing that jumped out at me was how Trump's audience laughed.
 Trump: Tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-together. I'm gonna bring it together.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. In his decade or so in politics, Donald Trump often talks like a bully. We know he nicknames opponents. "Little Marco." "Crazy Nancy." "Birdbrain"--that was for Nikki Haley.

Now, when it's just him and Biden, Trump has used: "Crooked Joe" or "Sleepy Joe." Or calls him "a low-IQ individual" or "cognitively impaired."

But there's one line he hasn't crossed. Until this year.

Hendrickson: Through it all though, he never openly mocked Biden's stutter. It's been this ongoing thing about Biden has dementia--all different versions of that idea. But he didn't outright make fun of Biden for being a person who stutters until January of this year.
 Trump: That's why Crooked Joe is staging his pathetic, fear-mongering campaign event in Pennsylvania today. Did you see him? He was stuttering through the whole thing. He's going, I'm gonna--he's a threat to democracy.
 Hendrickson: Biden had delivered a big speech to mark the anniversary of January 6. 
 Trump: He's saying I'm a threat to democracy. He's a threat to duh-duh-duh-democracy. Wow, okay. I couldn't read the word.
 Hendrickson: Trump has said and done worse things than this, obviously. He's done many, many worse things than this. But the juvenile element of it--there is just something really particular about this. It was sort of uniquely grotesque.


Rosin: So John and I decided to test out a question: What did Trump's supporters really think of him making fun of Biden? If John went to a rally and asked them, what would they say to his face?

Before we get there, though, something to know first.

A lot of people think of Biden as someone who used to stutter, if they think about it at all. Biden himself has generally talked about it as something he overcame.

But when John was covering Biden in the 2020 race, he saw something different. As John described it, in the middle of a speech, Biden would suddenly stop, pinch his eyes closed, thrust his hands forward "as if trying to pull the missing sound from his mouth."

In Biden, John recognized not a former stutterer but someone who was working very hard--and largely successfully--to manage his stutter.

In 2020, Biden agreed to sit down for an interview with John. Biden shared some painful memories with him, like the nun who made fun of him in seventh grade: "Mr. Buh-Buh-Buh-Biden."

And in that same article, John--who hadn't written much about his stutter--shared some of his own memories, like about the kid at baseball camp who would yell "stutter boy" and snap his fingers, as if John were a dog.

After that article came out, something unexpected happened to John: He became a kind of public face of adults who stuttered. Like, he even went on TV to talk about the article, something he'd never imagined he'd want to do.

Stephanie Ruhle: Joining me now, the author of that piece, John Hendrickson, senior politics editor for The Atlantic. John, I'm so glad you're here. This story is very personal to you. You've experienced life with a stutter. What about your experience has helped you identify Joe Biden's? And it's something that most of us just saw as him misspeaking.
 Hendrickson: People misunderstand stuttering a lot. You know, it isn't merely repetition of a word.
 It isn't merely blocking on a word. It's tons of things. It's loss of eye contact, as I'm doing at this exact moment. Just because it takes a little longer every now and then to get out a sentence, it doesn't mean that the person doesn't know what they're trying to say.


Rosin: John got an overwhelming response to the piece. Within days, hundreds and hundreds of people who stutter sent him messages. They swapped stories about growing up with a stutter. John went on to write a book about it titled Life on Delay. And he got more comfortable talking in public. Here he is again on TV.

Hendrickson: Most people don't even know what stuttering is. Barely anybody outside the community or outside the speech-language-pathologist community even knows that it's a neurological disorder.
 Pretty much everybody thinks it's just a manifestation of nervousness or anxiety or that a person is dumb. We have a real antiquated cultural view of this thing.


Rosin: So John had spent several years dragging people out of those dark ages. And then, his friend sent him that video of Trump at the rally imitating the stutter in front of an audience.

Trump: Tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-together. I'm gonna bring it together.
 Rosin: Why do you think Trump crossed that line? Like, he has not made fun of Joe Biden's stutter for now years. So do you have any guesses about why now?
 Hendrickson: I think it's notable that the two times Trump has openly done this have both come on the heels of a big Biden speech.
 In January, it was Biden's pro-democracy speech on the anniversary of the insurrection. Trump mocked him, saying "duh-duh-duh-democracy."
 And then two days after Biden's State of the Union address, Trump mocked him, saying he's going to bring this country "tuh-tuh-tuh-together."


Rosin: Now, here's where I'd play some tape of Biden himself. Because he didn't actually stutter on the word "together." He actually didn't even say those exact words. Trump is doing more of what John considers a vaudeville impression of Biden, knowing that the president's stutter is a way to attack him.

Now, John's a seasoned reporter, and Biden and Trump are politicians. So John isn't worried about their feelings. He is, however, worried about the audience laughing, what it means that a crowd heard Trump say, "duh-duh-duh-democracy," and found it funny.

Hendrickson: It's too easy to roll your eyes and say, Oh, that's just Trump being Trump, which I think, to a degree, I can be sympathetic to that argument. But that doesn't mean his supporters, who are also adults--they don't have to laugh. They're either choosing to laugh or it's an involuntary reaction, and they're naturally laughing.
 Rosin: Did you hear that immediately, or did you have to rewatch it to see that?
 Hendrickson: I immediately heard it. And that happened back in January as well. And I think that's the thing that compels me to go talk to his supporters this weekend.
 [Turn signal clicking]
 AI voice: Turn right onto Northwoods Boulevard.
 Rosin: I guess we're just at the edge of an airport.
 Hendrickson: I think this is North Dayton.
 Rosin: North Dayton. Okay.


Rosin: A week after mocking Biden's stutter, Trump had a rally planned in Ohio.

AI voice: In a quarter mile, turn right onto North Dixie Drive.


Rosin: So John and I rented a car and made our way to the tarmac of the Dayton International Airport. John had a pretty specific goal.

Hendrickson: I am less interested in Trump himself and more interested in talking to as many of his supporters as I can and asking them: How do you feel about Trump mocking people with disabilities?
 I've interviewed many Trump supporters over the past nine years, and 99.9 percent of them have been polite, and they don't mock me or make fun of me. They're human beings.
 And so, given that Trump has now repeatedly--and openly--mocked Biden's stutter, and he's previously mocked other disabilities, I'm interested if it bothers his supporters or not, because a topic like disability is bipartisan. It is neutral. It is apolitical.
 Rosin: Well, we hope. We hope. But that's maybe the hypothesis that you're testing.


[Music]

Rosin: After the break, John and I test that hypothesis with the crowd in Ohio.

Rally vendor: Trump shirts, Trump shirts, Trump shirts.
 Rally vendor: Buy-one-get-one hats.


Hendrickson: I'm amazed at how his rallies have evolved into this kind of Grateful Dead traveling roadshow. Vendors follow him around the country, and even certain attendees follow him around the country.

Rosin: This is what you mean by the carnival atmosphere. There's like lots and lots of merchants.
 Hendrickson: I'm amazed at the sheer volume of different T-shirts: "Trumpinator: I'll Be Back." "Jesus is my savior. Trump is my president." Trump and Mount Rushmore--and so he's on there, but he's also on a motorcycle.


Hendrickson: You know, not just food vendors and T-shirt vendors, but everything you can think of. And it truly is this community. It has this weird juxtaposition of being a very jovial, celebratory, warm--and he plays all this nostalgic music--and then he gets up there, and he delivers these apocalyptic monologues. So it's just--it's unlike anything else.

Rosin: We made our way through the vendors, across the windy tarmac, to the line of people waiting to get through security. John and I skipped over the guy in the "Media Lies" T-shirt and got to work with our informal survey.

Hendrickson: Do you have any interest in a brief interview about the event?
 Rallygoer: Uh, sure.
 Hendrickson: First time you ever seen Trump, or have you seen him before?
 Rallygoer: First time in person, yes.


Rosin: There were diehards who'd traveled hours to be there, locals just excited he was back in Ohio, a couple of undecideds looking to hear him in person. We would get the basics, and then John would ask if they saw the Georgia rally where Trump had mocked Biden's stutter.

Hendrickson: Did you happen to catch any of Trump's Georgia event that he did a week ago on Saturday?
 Rallygoer (Todd Rossbach): I did, as a matter of fact. Rome, Georgia.
 Rallygoer (Melina): I did not. Actually, I didn't even know he was in Dayton until I saw it on TikTok this morning. (Laughs.) We jumped in the car and came.


Rosin: And then the question.

Hendrickson: Last week, Trump mocked Biden's stutter. He was saying: "We're going to bring the country together. Tuh-tuh-tuh-together."
 Rallygoer (Cindy Rossbach): It's not the Christian way to be. And it doesn't--I just feel like it makes Trump look bad, when he's probably not a bad person.


Rosin: This is Cindy Rossbach. She and her husband, Todd, had different opinions.

Rallygoer (Todd Rossbach): After what we've seen from the administration--you know, they wanna put him in jail for life--I think he's got every right to do whatever he wants to do at this point.
 Rallygoer (Cindy Rossbach): I disagree because I think when you make fun of people, it just makes you look bad.


Rosin: We kept talking to more people. This is Melina, from Chillicothe, Ohio.

Rallygoer (Melina): He's going to say what he says. When he was in office, our economy was great. We got along with every other country. That's all I care about. (Laughter.)


Rosin: And Vanessa Miller, from Cincinnati.

Rallygoer (Vanessa Miller): Trump is a good man. He's not perfect. Biden is not handicapped. He's just an ass, and he does not care about this country. So 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.


Rosin: A lot of people just detoured into the mental-acuity lane. Here's Sharon, from the Dayton area.

Rallygoer (Sharon): The president that we have today can't speak. He can't walk. He can't talk. And he's definitely not thinking for himself. He's not making the decisions. He is somebody's puppet.
 Hendrickson: And so, Biden has a neurological disorder. He has a stutter. I do too. Do you know anybody who has one?
 Rallygoer (Sharon): Yeah, my cousin had a stutter. You know, it's just, you can't play into your feelings. You have to take this stuff seriously when it comes to our policy and our country.


Rosin: Most people touched it lightly, if at all, and then moved on to bigger things: dementia, economy, country. One man we talked to, R. C. Pittman, didn't mind getting into it, though. He came with Bikers for Trump, and we chose to talk to him because we were interested in disabilityand Pittman was in a transport chair. He said he can't walk very well.

Hendrickson: Have you ever known anybody growing up, or presently, like Biden, who has a stutter like I do?
 Rallygoer (Pittman): Yeah. And we made fun of 'em. And we poked fun at 'em. And they didn't get offended. You know, the same thing with me. I had big ears. They used to call me Dumbo when I was a kid.
 We had a guy that rides with us, one of our chapter members--took his leg off from here down. So now instead of Geronimo, up there on his bike--like mine says Casper. That's my road name. We changed his from Geronimo to Stumpy. I mean, did it offend him? Hell no. He's Stumpy.
 It would be the same as me saying: D-D-D-Damn, boy. Can't you talk better than that? It's not degrading. You follow me? It's words. It's an expression of thought.


Rosin: After we thanked him and moved on, I asked John what he thought.

Hendrickson: I am interested in that concept of, like, you know, the difference between teasing and degrading.
 Rosin: Yeah, I actually thought that was interesting.
 Hendrickson: Well, and I wonder if his biker friend who's an amputee--you know, they call him Stumpy--like, does that secretly bother him or not?
 Rosin: Yeah, I did wonder about that. Like, can we have Stumpy's phone number?


Rosin: If teasing is a thing between friends, Trump and Biden are clearly not friends. But again, John did not come here to think about how Trump's words affect Biden's feelings. Biden's a public figure and a politician. He came here to see how they land on the crowd and then beyond the crowd, outside in the world.

Hendrickson: But I think that the concern among members of the disability community is that kids and teenagers are going to watch Trump say, "tuh-tuh-tuh-together," and then think it's okay to then go do that to other people.
 Rallygoer (Todd Rossbach): There is an aspect of that. It's unfortunate, yeah.


Rosin: One striking thing from our time in Ohio was the number of people we talked to who worked with kids, sometimes even kids with learning disabilities. Cheryl from Ohio, for example. She has a learning disability herself, so she feels especially connected to kids who struggle.

Rosin: And if a kid asks you, Why is the president making fun of people with disabilities? What would you say?
 Rallygoer (Cheryl): I tell them they're not actually making fun. They're just trying to--they are using those words to win. That's how you win. You're just finding a way for you to become the winner, and they become the loser.
 Rosin: So it's like trash-talking?
 Rallygoer (Cheryl): It's just trash-talking.


[Music]

Rallygoer (Shana from Indiana): I've worked in special education my whole life, so I definitely don't agree with that at all.
 Rosin: You don't agree with what?
 Rallygoer (Shana from Indiana): Anybody making fun of people that have disabilities.


Rosin: This is Shana from Indiana. She has a special-ed degree. She taught middle schoolers with learning disabilities. I asked her if she'd ever seen bullying in her classroom or if kids ever made fun of each other. And she said, "All the time."

Rosin: If one of your kids said, Hey, why is our president making fun of disabled people? Like, I thought you told us not to do that. What would you say to a kid, as a teacher?
 Rallygoer (Shana from Indiana): What would I say? That regardless of what comes out of people's mouths, that we're to forgive them. And does it mean that they did it on purpose? Because our hearts are wicked.


Rosin: Lastly, this is Susie Mikaloff, from Ohio, who taught math for three decades.

Rallygoer (Susie Mikaloff): This is small on the scale of what the kids are subjected to nowadays. So I think, overall, he can show them he's a good leader. So when you look at what he's done and what he can do with the nation, then you just have to put that aside. You have to forgive that. So I forgive him for doing that.


[Music]

Hendrickson: I find it interesting that some of these teachers, and special-ed teachers, could be so compassionate Monday through Friday and then go to a Trump rally on Saturday.

Trump: They're sending their prisoners to see us. They're sending--and they're bringing them right to the border. I've seen the humanity, and these humanity--these are bad. These are animals. Okay? And we have to stop it.


Rosin: Back in the hotel after the rally, John and I unpacked our thoughts about the day of interviews. We both were stuck on the people who worked with kids, in particular the special-ed teachers.

Hendrickson: And that doesn't mean that they're not compassionate on Saturday, but it's another level of Trump supporter to go to the rally.
 It's just an odd juxtaposition to think of a really thoughtful, compassionate special-ed teacher, Monday through Friday serving their students and then getting up Saturday and going to this rally where the person's talking about "bloodbath."
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. Do you think they think of him as compassionate or not compassionate, or they just don't think about it?
 Hendrickson: I think people are attracted to Trump's power.
 Rosin: It's just interesting to see the different slices of them, like the way they were in the Trump rally, the way they could be moved by that. But then there's this whole other side of them.
 Like, I believe that those people who said they had a friend who stutters, that they would be kind to that friend. Like, I could see that, that they would care about those people, in context with those people. And that's all I have to say. There's no, like, squaring the two different versions of that person.
 There's, like, rally person, and then there's classroom person, and they're both inside the same person.
 Hendrickson: And that's what Trump is so good at, is pulling out the darker side of people.
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Hendrickson: Yeah. That doesn't mean that a person's a bad person. And it's not like every day you walk around in life and you're 60 percent good, 40 percent bad. But just, Trump has a way of making the bad stuff okay.


[Music]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smerciak and fact-checked by Yvonne Kim. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic Audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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How Not to Be Bored When You Have to Wait

Sick of standing in line? Instead of looking at your phone, read on.

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.

Like many, I travel a lot for work. Unlike many, I never get tired of it. On the open road are always interesting people and new places. Phoenix in July or Fairbanks in the winter? Bring it on. There is one thing about travel that bugs me, though, and has ever since my tender years: the constant waiting. When I travel, I wait in the TSA line, wait to board the plane, wait in restaurants, wait to check into hotels, and on and on.

This pet peeve about waiting is shared by most Americans, 64 percent of whom have to wait in line at a business at least a few times a week, and two-thirds of whom say that their predominant emotion while doing so is negative (according to a survey by Waitwhile, a company whose business is, literally, queuing management). Small wonder that scholars find that waiting for products and services strongly lowers satisfaction and loyalty to a service provider; according to the Waitwhile survey, 82 percent of customers actively avoid going to a business with a line.

For years, I have tried to design my life in such a way to lower how much time I have to spend waiting, and it has worked: I ask for the check as soon as the server brings me my lunch; I have all the subscriptions that help to streamline one's passage through the airport; I patronize hotels that have self-service check-in kiosks. No doubt my waiting time is a fraction of what it used to be. But recently, I have realized that despite these improvements, I'm not any less aggravated by the waiting I still have to endure.

Read: What boredom actually means

This mystery has led me to conclude that I have gone about the whole problem in the wrong way. I have been trying to engineer the outside world to make it better for me. I should instead have been working on myself, to live better in a world of waiting.

The problem with waiting for something we want--even when the waiting is not anxiety-provoking (as it can be for a medical result)--is that it produces two conditions that humans hate: boredom and lack of autonomy.

One way of understanding boredom is that it's a state in which you fail to find meaning. Standing in line, knowing that you're doing so to get or do something but are being forced to spend the time unproductively, is what feels meaningless. That can lead to frustration.

People resist the frustration of boredom so much that they will literally choose pain to pass the time: In one famous 2016 study, researchers ran an experiment in which they assigned participants to watch movies that were sad, neutral, or boring, during which they could self-administer painful electric shocks. Those watching the boring film shocked themselves more frequently and at higher intensity than the people watching the other films.

Waiting also lowers your sense of autonomy--or, to use the psychological parlance, creates an external locus of control, which means that your behavior can't change the situation at hand. This is extremely uncomfortable. Think of the last time you waited in an airport for a long-delayed flight, and the vexation that came from not being able to do anything about it except wait. For people who feel this a lot in their life--not just waiting in the occasional line but feeling as if they generally don't have control over their circumstances, for economic, health, or social and family reasons--such a lack of autonomy is associated with depression.

Read: Boredom is winning

You have probably noticed that to compound these problems, time seems to slow down when you're waiting for something. As a rule, time perception is highly contextual and subjective, and the perceived duration of an experience may seem to stretch out when we are under stress. In one experiment from the 1980s showing this, researchers asked people with arachnophobia to look at spiders--of which they were intensely afraid--for two stretches of 45 seconds apiece. They found that the phobic subjects systematically overestimated the amount of spider-watching time endured, especially after the second viewing of the spiders, which was likely related to the subjects' already heightened stress levels.

Your annoyance in a bank line probably isn't as extreme as that, but the frustration likely still makes the time drag. All of this leads to a vicious circle of waiting and frustration: The discomfort from waiting makes the waiting seem to go on longer, and this perceived extended waiting time increases your frustration.

Two obvious solutions to the waiting problem suggest themselves. The first is what I have always done, which is to try to engineer the external environment to eliminate as much waiting as possible. This means scheduling activities meticulously to avoid traffic when possible, subscribing to services that allow you to jump lines, and eating at weird hours when restaurants aren't crowded. That strategy helps a little, for a while, but as psychologists have long found--and as I've discovered for myself--the psychic gains from repeatedly attaining such gratification don't usually last. That is because of a psychological phenomenon known as affective habituation: the process by which the positive feeling falls when we get something again and again. Although the expense and inconvenience of these things are permanent, studies have shown that the benefits wear off quickly and become a new normal that is very nearly as frustrating as the old one.

Megan Garber: The great fracturing of American attention

Another waiting strategy most people have turned to of late is distraction by device. When a line forms, nearly everyone pulls out their phone to fritter away the time, playing games, checking email, and, especially, scrolling social media. You might think that this solution must work, the way everyone does it, but in fact it might not work at all.

In one study published in 2021, researchers monitored the level of boredom (and fatigue) that people reported over the course of their workday. As their boredom increased, the more likely they were to use their phone. This did not provide relief, however. On the contrary, they reported more boredom and fatigue after having used the phone. Your phone may attract your attention, but after the first few seconds, it may expose the false promise that it really isn't much more interesting than staring at the wall; meanwhile, it sucks up your energy.

If these solutions that try to change the outside world are not helpful, looking within ourselves could be a better bet. I can recommend two ways to transform waiting time from something to endure into an investment in yourself.

The first is the practice of mindfulness. The most common definition of this is a meditation technique in which one persists in focusing on the present moment. People typically find this quite difficult, even frustrating. But mindfulness can be much simpler and easier than the orthodox meditation practice. As my colleague Ellen Langer, whom I regard as a pioneer in mindfulness research, told me, "It's simply noticing new things."

To do this involves putting down the phone when waiting in line--or for a train, or at the airport, or wherever--and simply paying attention. You may not have done this in a long time--perhaps not since you first got a smartphone. You will find--and the research backs this up--that looking around and deliberately taking note of what you observe will probably lower the discomfort from boredom.

Read: The benefits of a short attention span

The second personal change you can try is to practice the virtue of patience. Impatience is obviously central to the waiting-frustration cycle, and research has shown that those who have more patience have higher life satisfaction and lower levels of depression. Of course, the advice "Be patient" doesn't seem especially helpful, does it? On the contrary, when an airline says "Thank you for your patience," I quietly seethe with rage (that special road warrior's rage exquisitely honed for airlines).

Fortunately, scholars have found a solution that, like mindfulness, has a strong connection with Eastern wisdom: the loving-kindness meditation. This is a mental exercise of directing warm emotions toward others, including friends, enemies, the whole world--even airlines. Research has found that this practice can increase patience. As a bonus, you can use it anywhere.

The best way to lower the misery of waiting, then, turns out to be not to change the world but to change oneself. That insight can apply not just to waiting but to life itself. Most of us go about our days feeling dissatisfied with the world, that it is failing in some way to conform to our preferences and convenience. But on a moment's reflection, we realize how absurd it is to suppose that it might. To do so is like canoeing down a river and railing against the winding course it takes rather than simply following those bends as best we can.

After research and upon reflection, I am trying a new strategy for waiting--and for a good deal else that bugs me--which is this: observing the world without distraction, and wishing others the love and happiness I want for myself.

But if that fails, maybe I'll just start shocking myself.
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A Bad Gamble

Shohei Ohtani and the future of sports betting

by Jemele Hill




This week, the pro baseball superstar Shohei Ohtani addressed the media for the first time since his name surfaced in an investigation of an alleged illegal gambling ring. He told reporters that the $4.5 million in wire transfers from his account had been sent without his knowledge by his friend and interpreter, and that he had "never bet on baseball or any other sports."

Opening Day is this week, and Major League Baseball can't be happy about this cloud over its biggest star. But with gambling so deeply embedded in mainstream sports culture, and most sports leagues now in partnership with gambling operations, these kinds of scandals have become far more common. The same day as Ohtani's press conference, news broke that the NBA was investigating a player for possible betting irregularities.

Up until this point, the most controversial thing Ohtani had done was make a surprise announcement on Instagram that he had gotten married, which happened a few months after he signed a whopping $700 million contract with the Los Angeles Dodgers. Now his close friend and interpreter, Ippei Mizuhara, is being investigated by MLB for his alleged involvement in a sports-betting ring operating out of California, where gambling on sports remains illegal.

Ohtani is Japanese, and the Dodgers hired Mizuhara to translate for him. Mizuhara's ties to a bookmaking operation were first brought to light by ESPN and the Los Angeles Times. Depending on your level of skepticism, you may suspect that Ohtani was victimized by a scammer with a gambling problem, or that he generously covered a friend's massive gambling debt, or, perhaps, that Ohtani was the one using Mizuhara to place bets on his own behalf.

Mizuhara initially told ESPN that Ohtani had made several large payments to a California bookmaker to help cover Mizuhara's debt. Mizuhara was adamant that he'd never placed any bets on baseball and that Ohtani had never gambled on sports, period.

But a day after Mizuhara's lengthy interview, a different narrative took shape. Ohtani's lawyers issued a statement saying that their client was the victim of a "massive theft" committed by Mizuhara. Mizuhara then retracted many of the details he had provided to ESPN, but would not comment on the allegation that he'd stolen money from his friend.

At the press conference on Monday, Ohtani insisted that he had never instructed Mizuhara to wire money from his account to cover the betting losses. "I'm very sad and shocked that someone who I've trusted has done this," he said.

Ohtani didn't take any questions, and so many remain. Before Mizuhara changed his story, he told ESPN that he and Ohtani had sat down together at his computer and sent "eight or nine" transactions of $500,000 from Ohtani's account to the bookmaking operation. Would Ohtani really send that much money and never ask any questions about where it was going? If Mizuhara acted alone, how could Ohtani not have noticed such large sums missing? But the more important question is: Why did Mizuhara, who has since been fired from the Dodgers, suddenly change his story?

Perhaps it's because wiring money to an illegal gambling operation is against the law. And while some people have speculated that the authorities are unlikely to have gone after Ohtani for the transfers alone, it makes sense that Ohtani's camp might have wanted to redirect the blame. Ohtani wouldn't be the first famous athlete to have been exploited by someone close to him. But the sudden shift in narrative creates some serious doubt.

What an awkward position for MLB to be in. Ohtani is a two-time American League MVP, a three-time All-Star, and an international megastar. In recent years, even the best pro baseball players have struggled to gain the mass popularity of other American sports superstars, such as the NFL's Patrick Mahomes and the NBA's LeBron James. Ohtani is both a dynamic hitter and a powerful pitcher, and with him on the roster, the Dodgers are a heavy favorite to win the World Series.

The last thing baseball wants or needs is for its most marketable star to be embroiled in a gambling scandal. Baseball has a messy history with gambling, from the 1919 Black Sox scandal--which many consider to be the most notorious game-fixing incident in sports history--to the lifetime banishment of the Cincinnati Reds legend Pete Rose. Rose was banned from baseball in 1989, after an MLB investigation uncovered that he'd placed bets on the Reds to win while he was playing for and managing the team.

Rose's punishment, and the opprobrium he faced, once served as a deterrent for athletes tempted to wager on sports, but now even the stigma around gambling seems to have disappeared.

This is the downside of the Supreme Court's decision in 2018 to strike down the ban on sports wagering outside Nevada. Since then, sports betting has become legal in 38 states. Betting lines appear in graphics during game broadcasts. The prevailing thought used to be that Las Vegas could never be home to professional sports teams, because it was the gambling epicenter, but now the city has an NFL, a WNBA, and an NHL team, and NBA Commissioner Adam Silver has indicated that Vegas is on that league's radar for expansion. Many former athletes promote wagering on betting apps. Sports-media organizations once didn't openly discuss gambling as part of their coverage, but now ESPN has a show dedicated to gambling as well as its own wagering app. Meanwhile, other gambling apps, such as DraftKings and FanDuel, are producing sports content to further engage their customers.

Every major professional sports league prohibits players from gambling on their own sport, but most can gamble on other sports. NCAA players aren't allowed to gamble on any sport the NCAA sponsors, but they can bet on things like cricket, horse racing, and MMA.

Such easy access to gambling means that more athletes and their associates will be tempted to partake. In 2022, the Atlanta Falcons wide receiver Calvin Ridley was suspended for a year for gambling on NFL games. Ridley said he had downloaded a gambling app and bet on NBA and NFL games, including those of his team at the time, the Atlanta Falcons. Last summer, several Iowa college football players, as well as a basketball player and a wrestler, were charged with underage gambling. The players, who were under 21, allegedly registered on sports-gambling apps using the names of friends and family members to place wagers on games. The University of Alabama fired its baseball coach last May for providing inside information to a gambler who bet against the school.

From this standpoint, it's probably inaccurate to look at baseball's investigation of Ohtani as some kind of tipping point. There have been quite a few tipping points since the Supreme Court's decision to end the ban on sports gambling. Now it's just a matter of how bad it can get.
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A Drug Half as Good as Ozempic for One-30th the Price

New obesity drugs are remarkable. But few people realize how useful the old ones can be.

by Daniel Engber




"In my lifetime, I never dreamed that we would be talking about medicines that are providing hope for people like me," Oprah Winfrey says at the top of her recent prime-time special on obesity. The program, called Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution, is very clear on which medicines she means. At one point, Oprah stares into the camera and carefully pronounces their brand names for the audience: "Ozempic and Wegovy," she says. "Mounjaro and Zepbound." The class of drugs to which these four belong, called GLP-1 receptor agonists, is the reason for the special.

For a brief and telling moment, though, Oprah's story of the revolution falters. It happens midway through the program, when she's just brought on two obesity doctors, W. Scott Butsch and Amanda Velazquez, to talk about the GLP-1 wonder drugs. "Were you all surprised in your practices when people started losing weight?" she asks. Butsch gets a little tongue-tied: "Yeah, I mean, I think we have--we've already been using other medications for the last 10, 20 years," he says. "But these were just a little bit more effective."

Oprah is nonplussed. She didn't know about these other drugs, before Ozempic, that were already helping people with obesity. "Where was I?" she cries. "Where was the announcement?" Velazquez milks the moment for a laugh--"We didn't have TikTok; that was our problem," she says--and the show moves on. Whatever the identity of these medicines that came before, these almost-as-effective ones, they will not receive another mention. The show proceeds as if they don't exist.

And yet: They do. Amid the hype around the GLP-1s, with their multibillion-dollar sales and corresponding reputation as a modern miracle of medicine, a sort of pharmaco-amnesia has taken hold across America. Patients and physicians alike have forgotten, if indeed they ever knew, that the agents of the "weight-loss revolution"--Ozempic and Wegovy, Mounjaro and Zepbound--are just the latest medications for obesity. And that older drugs--among them Qsymia, Orlistat, and Contrave--are still available. Indeed, the best of these latter treatments might produce, on average, one-half the benefit you'd get from using GLP-1s in terms of weight loss, at less than one-30th the price.

That result should not be ignored. Given the lack of widespread insurance coverage for the newer drugs, as well as marked lapses in supplies, many people have been left out of Oprah's revolution. For last week's special, she interviewed a mother and her daughter who say, to pursed-lipped expressions of concern, that they'd love to be on a drug like Wegovy or Zepbound, but "cannot access it financially." Although the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services has just announced that GLP-1 drugs for obesity may now be covered for seniors who also have cardiovascular disease, insurers have been pulling back. Next week, the North Carolina state workers' health plan will cut off GLP-1 coverage for close to 25,000 people. Other, older drugs could help curb this crisis.

Read: Older Americans are about to lose a lot of weight

The newer drugs are much more potent. Semaglutide, the active ingredient in Ozempic and Wegovy, produced an additional 12 percent loss of body weight, on average, compared with placebos in clinical trials; the equivalent result for the highest dose of tirzepatide, which is in Mounjaro and Zepbound, was 18 percent. Meanwhile, the most popular of the older drugs for treating obesity, an amphetamine derivative called phentermine, has been shown to produce, on average, a 3 or 4 percent loss of total body weight. When phentermine is prescribed along with another older drug called topiramate--they're sold in combination as Qsymia--the effect is stronger: more than 9 percent additional weight loss as compared with placebo, according to one trial.

The newer drugs have also been investigated in very large numbers of patients and been shown to measurably reduce obesity-related complications such as strokes, heart attacks, and death. "We have all this data showing that GLP-1 drugs are reducing cardiovascular events and having other benefits," Eduardo Grunvald, the medical director of the weight-management program at UC San Diego Health, told me, "and we have no data on the other drugs on those issues." (Like many prominent obesity doctors, including Butsch and Velazquez, Grunvald has received thousands of dollars in consulting fees and honoraria from the maker of Wegovy. He has also received payments from the company behind Contrave.) All else being equal, the GLP-1s are the better option.

But all else is rarely equal. For one thing, the average weight-loss effects reported in the literature can't tell you how each specific patient will respond to treatment. When people take Wegovy or Zepbound, more than half of them are strong responders, according to the published research, with weight loss that amounts to more than 15 percent. At the same time, roughly one in seven people gets no clear benefit at all. The older drugs also have a diversity of outcomes. Qsymia doesn't seem to work for about one-third of those who take it, but another third finds Ozempesque success, losing at least 15 percent of body weight. "I've had patients who have lost as much or more weight with Qsymia as they do with GLP-1s," Grunvald said. "It's about finding that lock and key for a particular individual."

Read: Ozempic can turn into No-zempic

Depending on that fit, a patient may end up saving quite a bit of money. Since 2016, Sarah Ro, a primary-care physician based in Hillsborough, North Carolina, has run a weight-management program that serves rural communities. She's been treating patients with the older drugs, she told me, and getting good results: "I regularly have people losing 50 pounds on phentermine alone, or phentermine-topiramate." These drugs are generally covered by insurance, but Ro prescribes them as generics that are cheap enough to pay for out of pocket either way. "It's like 10 to 11 bucks for phentermine, and 12 bucks for topiramate," she said. A similar month's supply of Wegovy or Zepbound injections is listed at more than $1,000.

"I have to be honest with you, the whole craze and wave of uptake of the GLP-1 medications was a little bit of a surprise to me," Grunvald said. "We had this decade of drugs that were actually effective, but people really didn't latch onto them." Again, he emphasized the obvious fact that the GLP-1 medications work much better, overall, than the old ones. But he and other experts with whom I spoke suggested that the higher potency alone cannot explain an utter turnabout in patient demand, from nearly zero to almost unmanageable.

Several noted that the older drugs are "stigmatized," as Grunvald put it. In particular, a lot of people are wary of phentermine, on account of its status as an amphetamine derivative, and also its connection to the "fen-phen" scandal of the 1990s, when it was sold as part of an enormously popular (and effective) drug combination that turned out to have dangerous effects on people's hearts. But as David Saxon of the University of Colorado's Anschutz Medical Campus explained to me, the problems with fen-phen derived from the "fen" and not the "phen"--which is to say, a different drug called fenfluramine. "Phen," for its part, has been prescribed as a weight-loss drug for more than half a century--far longer than any GLP-1 agonist has been on the market--and has shown no clear signs of causing serious problems. Its known side effects are similar to those of Adderall, a drug that is now used by more than 40 million Americans.

Topiramate brings other risks, including birth defects, tingling sensations, and changes in mood. Especially at higher doses, it can lead to brain fog. But again, the specifics here will vary from one patient to the next. And GLP-1s have their own side effects, most notably gastrointestinal distress that can be quite unpleasant. About one-sixth of people taking semaglutide are forced to stop; a guest on Oprah's special said she had to quit after ending up in the emergency room, vomiting blood. Some of these patients may do just fine on phentermine or topiramate. "Honestly, I see more side effects with the GLP-1 drugs than with the other drugs," Grunvald told me. "I get more messages and phone calls about side effects than I used to."

Some of the older drugs' peculiar side effects can even wind up being useful, Ro suggested. Many of her patients with obesity are fond of Mountain Dew, she told me; some are drinking two liters every day. She counsels cutting back on sugary beverages, but topiramate can really help, because it can distort the taste of carbonation. In the clinical literature, this dysgeusia is deemed unwanted--it's called a "taste perversion." For Ro, it can be a tool for weaning off unhealthy habits. "We have such a wonderful response to using topiramate," she said.

Now she's girding for the change in North Carolina's health-insurance coverage for state workers. She tells her patients not to panic; if they can't afford to pay for Wegovy or Zepbound out of pocket, she can switch them to different agents. "Everybody's talking about GLP-1s, and it's like, 'GLP-1s or bust,'" she said. "And I'm going, 'Hello! You know, my patients never had that much access to GLP-1s anyway.'" Those patients may not end up getting the best possible treatments for obesity--add this to the running list of health disparities--but they can have a drug that works. For anyone who is living with meaningful complications of obesity, having some weight loss will likely be better than having none at all.

If Oprah never got the memo, the problem may have less to do with medicine than with expectation. The older drugs can work, but their average effects on body weight are in the range of 5 to 10 percent, which is about what some people can expect to achieve through major changes to their lifestyle. "Remember, you're fighting against the cultural current that says, 'What, you're taking one of those medicines? That's awful! You ought to be able to do that yourself,'" Ted Kyle, a pharmacist and an obesity-policy consultant, told me. "The efficacy is not enough to get you over that hump of cultural resistance, and of the stigma attached to taking medicines for obesity." And then, when a patient on an older drug has reached their new plateau for body weight, which could be just 10 pounds less than where they were before, they may not be so inclined to keep up with their prescription. Are they really going to stay on a medication for the rest of their life, if its effects are not utterly transformative?


 Again, it all depends on who you are. Just like the drugs, lifestyle interventions must be used indefinitely, and just like the drugs, they may work out great for certain patients and be of little help to others. "There are some people who get a response to a diet that is comparable to bariatric surgery," Kyle told me. "It's just not many of them. And it takes a really smart provider of obesity care to say, 'You know what, I'm going to work with you to get you to your best possible outcomes.'" (Many primary-care doctors simply aren't trained in how to use the older drugs, Ro said.) If we aren't ready to give up on recommending healthy diets and more exercise, then let's not forget the other options. These drugs work. The weight-loss revolution didn't start in 2021.
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A New American Poet

"He is a master of his exacting medium, blank verse,--a new master."

by Edward Garnett




A SHORT time ago I found on a London bookstall an odd number of The Poetry Review, with examples of and comments on "Modern American Poets,"--examples which whetted my curiosity. But the few quotations given appeared to me literary bric-a-brac, the fruit of light liaisons between American dilettantism and European models. Such poetry, aesthetic or sentimental,--reflections of vagrant influences, lyrical embroideries in the latest designs, with little imaginative insight into life or nature,--abounds in every generation. If sufficiently bizarre its pretensions are cried up in small Bohemian coteries; if sufficiently orthodox in tone and form, it may impress itself on that public which reads poetry as it looks idly at pictures, with sentimental appetite or from a vague respect for "culture." Next I turned to some American magazines at hand, and was brought to a pause by discovering some interesting verse by modern American poets, especially by women whose sincerity in the expression of the inner life of love compared well with the ambitious flights of some of the rivals. I learned indeed from a magazine article that the "New Poetry" was in process of being hatched out by the younger school; and, no doubt, further researches would have yielded a harvest, had not a literary friend chanced to place in my hands a slim green volume, North of Boston, by Robert Frost. I read it, and reread it. It seemed to me that this poet was destined to take a permanent place in American literature. I asked myself why this book was issued by an English and not by an American publisher. And to this question I have found no answer. I may add here, in parenthesis, that I know nothing of Mr. Robert Frost save the three or four particulars I gleaned from the English friend who sent me North of Boston.


In an illuminating paper on recent American fiction which I hope by and by, with the editor's permission, to discuss along with Mr. Owen Wister's smashing onslaught in the Atlantic Monthly, Mr. W. D. Howell's remarks, "By test of the native touch we should not find genuine some of the American writers whom Mr. Garnett accounts so." No doubt Mr. Howells's stricture is just, and certain American novelists--whom he does not however particularize--have been too affected in spirit by European models. Indeed Frank Norris's early work, Vandover and the Brute, is quite continental in tone; and it is arguable that his study of the French Naturalists may have shown beneficial results later, in the breadth of scheme and clarity of The Pit.

This point of "the native touch" raises difficult questions, for the ferment of foreign influence has often marked the point of departure and rise of powerful native writers, such as Pushkin in Russia and Fenimore Cooper in America. Again, if we consider the fiction of Poe and Herman Melville, would it not be difficult to assess their genuineness by any standard or measure of "native touch"? But I take it that Mr. Howells would ban as "not genuine" only those writers whose originality in vision, tone, and style has been patently marred or nullified by their surrender to exotic influences.

So complex may be the interlacing strains that blend in a writer's literary ancestry and determine his style, that the question first to ask seems to me whether a given author is a fresh creative force, an original voice in literature. Such an authentic original force to me speaks from North of Boston. Surely a genuine New England voice, whatever be its literary debt to old-world English ancestry. Originality, the point is there,--for we may note that originality of tone and vision is always the stumbling-block to the common taste when the latter is invited to readjust its accepted standards.

On opening North of Boston we see the first lines to be stamped with the magic of style, of a style that obeys its own laws of grace and beauty and inner harmony.

Something there is that doesn't love a wall,
 That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it,
 And spills the upper boulders in the sun;
 And makes gaps even two can pass abreast.
 The work of hunters is another thing:
 I have come after them and made repair
 Where they have left not one stone on stone,
 But they would have the rabbit out of hiding,
 To please the yelping dogs. . . .

Note the clarity of the images, the firm outline. How delicately the unobtrusive opening suggests the countryman's contemplative pleasure in his fields and woods. It seems so very quiet, the modern reader may complain, forgetting Wordsworth; and indeed, had Wordsworth written these lines, I think they must have stood in every English anthology. And when we turn the page, the second poem, "The Death of the Hired Man," proves that this American poet has arrived, not indeed to challenge the English poet's possession of his territory, but to show how untrodden, how limitless are the stretching adjacent lands. "The Death of the Hired Man" is a dramatic dialogue between husband and wife, a dialogue characterized by an exquisite precision of psychological insight. I note that two college professors have lately been taking Mr. Ruckstuhl to task for a new definition of poetry. Let us fly all such debates, following Goethe, who, condemning the "aesthete who labors to express the nature of poetry and of poets," exclaimed, "What do we want with so much definition? A lively feeling of situations and an aptitude to describe them makes the poet." This definition, though it does not cover the whole ground, is apropos to our purpose.

Mr. Frost possesses a keen feeling for situation. And his fine, sure touch in clarifying our obscure instincts and clashing impulses, and in crystallizing them in sharp, precise images,--for that we cannot be too grateful. Observe the tense, simple dramatic action, foreshadowing conflict, in the opening lines of "The Death of the Hired Man":

Mary sat musing on the lamp-flame at the table
 Waiting for Warren. When she heard his step,
 She ran on tip-toe down the darkened passage
 To meet him in the doorway with the news
 And put him on his guard. "Silas is back."
 She pushed him outward with her through the door
 And shut it after her. "Be kind," she said.

"It's we who must be good to him now," she urges. I wish I had space to quote the debate so simple in its homely force, so comprehending in its spiritual veracity; but I must restrict myself to these arresting lines and to the hushed, tragic close:

Part of a moon was falling down the west
 Dragging the whole sky with it to the hills.
 Its light poured softly in her lap. She saw
 And spread her apron to it. She put out her hand
 Among the harp-like morning-glory strings
 Taut with the dew from garden bed to eaves,
 As if she played unheard the tenderness
 That wrought on him beside her in the night.
 "Warren," she said, "he has come home to die:
 You needn't be afraid he'll leave you this time."
 
 "Home," he mocked gently.
 
         "Yes, what else but home?
 It all depends on what you mean by home.
 Of course he's nothing to us, any more
 Than was the hound that came a stranger to us
 Out of the woods, worn out upon the trail."
 
 "Home is the place where, when you have to go there,
 They have to take you in."
 
         "I should have called it
 Something you somehow haven't to deserve."
 
 . . . .
 
 "You'll be surprised at him--how much he's broken,
 His working days are done; I'm sure of it."
 
 "I'd not be in a hurry to say that."
 
 "I haven't been. Go, look, see for yourself.
 But, Warren, please remember how it is:
 He's come to help you ditch the meadow.
 He has a plan. You mustn't laugh at him.
 He may not speak of it, and then he may.
 I'll sit and see if that small sailing cloud
 Will hit or miss the moon."
 
          It hit the moon.
 Then there were three there making a dim row,
 The moon, the little silver cloud, and she.
 
 Warren returned--too soon, it seemed to her,
 Slipped to her side, caught up her hand and waited.
 
 "Warren," she questioned.
 
          "Dead," was all he answered.

Yes, this is poetry, but of what order? the people may question, to whom for some reason poetry connotes the fervor of lyrical passion, the glow of romantic color, or the play of picturesque fancy. But it is precisely its quiet passion and spiritual tenderness that betray this to be poetry of a rare order, "the poetry of a true real natural vision of life," which, as Goethe declared, "demands descriptive power of the highest degree, rendering a poet's pictures so lifelike that they become actualities to every reader." One may indeed anticipate that the "honorable minority" will appraise highly the spiritual beauty of the lines above quoted.

But what of his unconventional genre pictures, such as "A Hundred Collars"? Is it necessary to carry the war against the enemy's cardboard fortresses of convention by using Goethe's further declaration:

"At bottom no subject is unpoetical, if only the poet knows how to treat it aright." The dictum is explicit: "A true, real, natural vision of life . . . high descriptive power . . . pictures of lifelike actuality . . . a lively feeling of situation"--if a poet possess these qualifications he may treat any theme or situation he pleases. Indeed, the more prosaic appears the vesture of everyday life, the greater is the poet's triumph in seizing and representing the enduring human interest of its familiar features. In the characteristic fact, form, or feature the poet no less than the artist will discover essential lines and aspects of beauty. Nothing is barred to him, if he only have vision. Even the most eccentric divagations in human conduct can be exhibited in their true spiritual perspective by the psychologist of insight, as Browning repeatedly demonstrates. One sees no reason why Browning's "Fra Lippo Lippi" with all its roughcast philosophic speculation should be "poetry" and Mr. Frost's "A Hundred Collars" should not; and indeed the purist must keep the gate closed on both or on neither. If I desired indeed to know whether a reader could really detect the genuine poet, when he appears amid the crowd of dilettanti, I should ask his judgment on a typical uncompromising passage in "A Hundred Collars," such as the following:

"No room," the night clerk said, "Unless--"
 
 Woodville's a place of shrieks and wandering lamps
 And cars that shook and rattle--and one hotel.
 
 "You say 'unless.'"
 
          "Unless you wouldn't mind
 Sharing a room with some one else."
 
           "Who is it?"
 
 "A man."
 
          "So I should hope. What kind of man?"
 
 "I know him: he's all right. A man's a man.
 Separate beds of course you understand."
 
 The night clerk blinked his eyes and dared him on.
 
 "Who's that man sleeping in the office chair?
 Has he had the refusal of my chance?"
 
 "He was afraid of being robbed or murdered.
 What do you say?"
 
          "I'll have to have a bed."
 
 The night clerk led him up three flights of stairs
 And down a narrow passage full of doors,
 At the last one of which he knocked and entered.
 
 "Lafe, here's a fellow wants to share your room."
 
 "Show him this way. I'm not afraid of him.
 I'm not so drunk I can't take care of myself."
 
 The night clerk clapped a bedstead on the foot.
 "This will be yours. Good night," he said, and went.
 
 . . . .
 
 The Doctor looked at Lafe and looked away.
 A man? A brute. Naked above the waist,
 He sat there creased and shining in the light,
 Fumbling the buttons in a well-starched shirt.
 "I'm moving into a size-larger shirt.
 I've felt mean lately; mean's no name for it.
 I've found just what the matter was to-night:
 I've been a-choking like a nursery tree
 When it outgrows the wire band of its name-tag.
 I blamed it on the hot spell we've been having.
 'Twas nothing but my foolish hanging back,
 Not liking to own up I'd grown a size.
 Number eighteen this is. What size do you wear?"
 
 The Doctor caught his throat convulsively.
 "Oh--ah--fourteen--fourteen."

The whole colloquy between this tipsy provincial reporter, Lafayette, and the scared doctor, will, at the first blush, seem to be out of court to the ordinary citizen trained from childhood to recognize as "poetical," say Bryant's "Thanatopsis." The latter is a good example of "the noble manner," but the reader who enjoys it does not therefore turn away with a puzzled frown from Holmes's "The Wonderful One-hoss Shay."

But is Mr. Frost then a humorist? the reader may inquire, seeing a gleam of light. Humor has its place in his work; that is to say, our author's moods take their rise from his contemplative scrutiny of character in men and nature, and he responds equally to a tragic episode or a humorous situation. But, like creators greater in achievement, his humorous perception is interwoven with many other strands of apprehension, and in his genre pictures, sympathy blends with ironical appreciation of grave issues, to endow them with unique temperamental flavor. If one styled "Mending Wall" and "A Hundred Collars" idyls of New England life, the reader might remark sarcastically that they do not seem very idyllic; but idyls they are none the less, not in the corrupted sense of pseudo-Arcadian pastorals, but in the original meaning of "little pictures." One may contend that "The Housekeeper" is cast in much the same gossiping style as Theocritus's idyl, "The Ladies of Syracuse," with its prattle of provincial ladies over their household affairs and the crush in the Alexandrian streets at the Festival of Adonis. And one may wager that this famous poem shocked the academic taste of the day by its unconventionality, and would not indeed, please modern professors, were it not the work of a Greek poet who lived three hundred years before Christ.

It is not indeed a bad precept for readers who wish to savor the distinctive quality of new original talents to judge them first by the human interest of what they present. Were this simple plan followed, a Browning or a Whitman would not be kept waiting so long in the chilling shadow of contemporary disapproval. Regard simply the people in Frost's dramatic dialogues, their motives and feelings, their intercourse and the clash of their outlooks, and note how these little canvases, painted with quiet, deep understanding of life's incongruous everyday web, begin to glow with subtle color. Observe how the author in "A Servant to Servants," picturing the native or local surroundings, makes the essentials live and speak in a woman's homely confession of her fear of madness.

But it is best to give an example of Mr. Frost's emotional force, and in quoting a passage from "Home Burial" I say unhesitatingly that for tragic poignancy this piece stands by itself in American poetry. How dramatic is the action, in this moment of revelation of the tragic rift sundering man and wife!

He saw her from the bottom of the stairs
 Before she saw him. She was starting down,
 Looking back over her shoulder at some fear.
 She took a doubtful step and then undid it
 To raise herself and look again. He spoke,
 Advancing toward her: "What is it you see
 From up there always--for I want to know."
 She turned and sank upon her skirts at that,
 And her face changed from terrified to dull,
 He said to gain time: "What is it you see,"
 Mounting until she cowered under him.
 "I will find out now--you must tell me, dear."
 She, in her place, refused him any help
 With the least stiffening of her neck and silence.
 She let him look, sure that he wouldn't see,
 Blind creature; and a while he didn't see.
 But at last he murmured, "Oh," and again, "Oh."
 
 "What is it-- what?" she said.
 
          "Just that I see."
 
 "You don't," she challenged. "Tell me what it is."
 
 "The wonder is I didn't see at once.
 I never noticed it from here before.
 I must be wonted to it--that's the reason.
 The little graveyard where my people are!
 So small the window frames the whole of it.
 Not so much larger than a bedroom, is it?
 There are three stones of slate and one of marble,
 Broad-shouldered little slabs there in the sunlight,
 On the sidehill. We haven't to mind those.
 But I understand: it is not the stones,
 But the child's mound--"
 
 "Don't, don't, don't, don't," she cried.

He entreats his wife to let him into her grief, and not to carry it, this time, to some one else. He entreats her to tell him why the loss of her first child has bred in her such rankling bitterness toward him, and why every word of his about the dead child gives her such offense.

--"And it's come to this,
 A man can't speak of his own child that's dead."
 
 "You can't because you don't know how.
 If you had any feelings, you that dug
 With your own hand--how could you?--his little grave;
 I saw you from that very window there,
 Making the gravel leap and leap in air,
 Leap up like that, like that, and land so lightly
 And roll back down the mound beside the hole.
 I thought, Who is that man? I didn't know you.
 And I crept down the stairs and up the stairs
 To look again, and still your spade kept lifting.
 Then you came in. I heard your rumbling voice
 Out in the kitchen, and I don't know why,
 But I went near to see with my own eyes.
 You could sit there with the stains on your shoes
 Of the fresh earth from your own baby's grave
 And talk about your everyday concerns.
 You had stood the spade up against the wall
 Outside there in the entry, for I saw it."
 
 "I shall laugh the worst laugh I ever laughed.
 I'm cursed, God, if I don't believe I'm cursed."
 
 "I can repeat the very words you were saying.
 'Three foggy mornings and one rainy day
 Will rot the best birch fence a man can build.'
 Think of it, talk like that at such a time!
 What had how long it takes a birch to rot
 To do with what was in the darkened parlor.
 You couldn't care! The nearest friends can go
 With any one to death, comes so far short
 They might as well not try to go at all.
 No, from the time when one is sick to death,
 One is alone, and he dies more alone.
 Friends make pretence of following to the grave,
 But before one is in it, their minds are turned
 And making the best of their way back to life
 And living people, and things they understand.
 But the world's evil. I won't have grief so
 If I can change it. Oh, I won't, I won't."

Here is vision, bearing the flame of piercing feeling in the living word. How exquisitely the strain of the mother's anguish is felt in that naked image, --

"Making the gravel leap and leap in air,
 Leap up like that, like that, and land so lightly."

Perhaps some readers, deceived by the supreme simplicity of this passage, may not see what art has inspired its perfect naturalness. It is indeed the perfection of poetic realism, both in observation and in deep insight into the heart. How well most of us know, after we have followed the funeral and stood by the grave-side of some man near to us, that baffled, uneasy self-questioning, "Why do I feel so little? Is it possible I have no more sorrow or regret to feel at this death?" But what other poet has said this with such moving, exquisite felicity?

I have quoted "Home Burial" partly from the belief that its dramatic intensity will best level any popular barrier to the recognition of its author's creative originality. But one does not expect that even a sensitive taste will respond so readily to the rare flavor of "The Mountain" as did the American people to Whittier's "Snowbound," fifty years back. The imagery of the Quaker poet's idyl, perfectly suited to its purpose of mirroring with faithful sincerity the wintry landscape and the pursuits and character of a New England farmer's family, is marked by no peculiar delicacy or originality of style. Mr. Frost, on the other hand, may disappoint readers who prefer grandeur and breadth of outline or magical depth of coloring to delicate atmospheric imagery.

But the attentive reader will soon discover that Mr. Frost's cunning impressionism produces a subtle cumulative effect, and that by his use of pauses, digressions, and the crafty envisagement of his subject at fresh angles, he secures a pervading feeling of the mass and movement and elusive force of nature. He is a master of his exacting medium, blank verse,--a new master. The reader must pause and pause again before he can judge him, so unobtrusive and quiet are these "effects," so subtle the appeal of the whole. One can, indeed, return to his poems again and again without exhausting their quiet imaginative spell. For instance, the reader will note how the feeling of the mountain's might bulk and hanging mass, its vast elbowing flanks, its watching domination of the near fields and scattered farmsteads, begins to grow upon him, till he too is possessed by the idea of exploring its high ravines, its fountain springs and granite terraces. One of the surest tests of fine art is whether our imagination barks back to it, fascinated in after contemplation, or whether our interest is suddenly exhausted both in it and the subject. And "The Mountain" shows that the poet has known how to seize and present the mysterious force and essence of living nature.

In nearly all Mr. Frost's quiet dramatic dialogues, his record of the present passing scene suggests how much has gone before, how much these people have lived through, what a lengthy chain of feelings and motives and circumstances has shaped their actions and mental attitudes. Thus in "The Housekeeper," his picture of the stout old woman sitting there in her chair, talking over Estelle, her grown-up daughter, who, weary of her anomalous position in the household, has left John and gone off and married another man, carries with it a rich sensation of the women's sharp criticism of a procrastinating obstinate man. John is too dense in his masculine way to know how much he owes to them. This psychological sketch in its sharp actuality is worthy of Sarah Orne Jewett.

But why put it in poetry and not in prose? the reader may hazard. Well, it comes with greater intensity in rhythm and is more heightened and concentrated in effect thereby. If the reader will examine "A Servant to Servants," he will recognize that this narrative of a woman's haunting fear that she has inherited the streak of madness in her family, would lose in distinction and clarity were it told in prose. Yet so extraordinarily close to normal everyday speech is it that I anticipate some academic person may test its metre with a metronome, and declare that the verse is often awkward in its scansion. No doubt. But so also is the blank verse of many a master hard to scan, if the academic footrule be not applied with a nice comprehension of where to give and when to take. In "A Servant to Servants" the tragic effect of this overdriven woman's unburdening herself of her load of painful memories and gloomy forebodings is to my mind a rare artistic achievement,--one that graves itself on the memory.

And now that we have praised North of Boston so freely, shall we not make certain stiff, critical reservations? Doubtless one would do so were one not conscious that Mr. Frost's fellow poets, his deserving rivals, will relieve one of the task. May I say to them here that because I believe Mr. Frost in North of Boston has found a way for himself, so I believe their roads lie also open before them. These roads are infinite, and will surely yield, now or to-morrow, vital discoveries. A slight defect of Mr. Frost's subtle realistic method, and one does not wish to slur it over, is that it is sometimes difficult to grasp all the implications and bearings of his situations. His language in "The Self-Seeker" is highly figurative, too figurative perhaps for poetry. Again in "The Generations of Men," his method as art seems to be both a little casual and long-winded. In several of his poems, his fineness of psychological truth is perhaps in excess of his poetic beauty,--an inevitable defect of cool, fearless realism. And the corollary criticism no doubt will be heard, that from the intensity with which he makes us realize things we should gain a little more pleasure. But here one may add that there is pleasure and pleasure, and that it seems remarkable that this New England poet, so absorbed by the psychological drama of people's temperaments and conduct, should preserve such pure outlines and clear objectivity of style.

Is his talent a pure product of New England soil? I take it that just as Hawthorne owed a debt to English influence, so Mr. Frost owes one also. But his "native touch" is declared by the subtle blend of outspokenness and reticence, of brooding conscience and grave humor. Speaking under correction, it appears to me that his creative vision, springing from New England soil, and calmly handing on the best and oldest American tradition, may be a little at variance with the cosmopolitan clamor of New York. It would be quaint indeed if Americans who, according to their magazines, are opening their hospitable bosoms to Mr. Rabindranath Tagore's spiritual poems and dramas of Bengal life, should rest oblivious of their own countryman. To certain citizens Mr. Frost's poems of the life of inconspicuous, humble New England folk may seem unattractively homely in comparison with the Eastern poet's lofty, mystical dramas; but by American critics this view will doubtless be characterized as a manifestation of American provincialism. The critics know that a poet who has no "message" to deliver to the world, whose work is not only bare of prettiness and sentimentality but is isolated and unaffected by this or that "movement," is easily set aside. Nothing is easier, since his appeal is neither to the interests nor caprices of the market. Ours indeed is peculiarly the day when everything pure, shy, and independent in art seems at the mercy of those who beat the big drum and shout their wares through the megaphone. And knowing this, the critic of conscience will take for his watchword quality.

"Mr. Frost is a true poet, but not a poetical poet," remarked a listener to whom I read "A Servant to Servants," leaving me wondering whether his verdict inclined the scales definitely to praise or blame. Of poetical poets we have so many! of literary poets so many! of drawing-room poets so many!--of academic and dilettanti poets so many! of imitative poets so many! but of original poets how few!
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Sex and the College Girl

"I think that the charge that men have become emasculated by the competence of women is both depressing and untrue."

by Nora Johnson




Ever since Gertrude Stein made her remark about the Lost Generation, every decade has wanted to find a tag, a concise explanation of its own behavior. In our complicated world, any simplification of the events around us is welcome and, in fact, almost necessary. We need to feel our place in history; it helps in our constant search for self-identity. But while the Beatniks travel about the country on the backs of trucks, the rest of us are going to college and then plunging -- with puzzling eagerness -- into marriage and parenthood. While the Beatniks are avoiding any signs of culture or intellect, we are struggling to adapt what we have to the essentially nonintellectual function of early parenthood. We are deadly serious in our pursuits and, I am afraid, non-adventurous in our actions. We have a compulsion to plan our lives, to take into account all possible adversities and to guard against them. We prefer not to consider the fact that human destinies are subject to amazingly ephemeral influences and that often our most rewarding experiences come about by pure chance. This sort of thinking seems risky to us, and we are not a generation to take risks. Perhaps history will prove that we are a buffer generation, standing by silently while our children, brought up by demand-feeding and demand-everything, kick over the traces and do startling things, with none of our predilection for playing it safe.


Our parents kicked over so many traces that there are practically none left for us. That is not to say, of course, that all of our parents were behaving like the Fitzgeralds. Undoubtedly most of them weren't. But the twenties have come down to us as the Jazz Age, the era described by Time as having "one abiding faith -- that something would happen in the next twenty minutes that would utterly change one's life," and this is what will go on the record. The people living more quietly didn't make themselves so eloquent. And this gay irresponsibility is our heritage. There is very little that is positive beneath it, and there is one clearly negative result -- so many of our parents are divorced. This is something many of us have felt and want to avoid ourselves (though we have not been very successful). But if we blame our parents for their way of life, I suspect we envy them even more. They seemed so free of our worries, our self-doubts, and our search for what is usually called security -- a dreary goal. I think that we bewilder our parents with our sensible ideas, which look, on the surface, like maturity. Quite often they really are, but how did we get them so early? After all, we're young!

Since so many of us are going to college, a great many of our decisions about our lives have been and are being made on the campuses, and our behavior in college is inevitably in for some comment. Two criticisms rise above the rest: people in college are promiscuous, for one thing, and, for another, they are getting married and having children too early. These are interesting observations because they contradict each other. The phenomena of pinning, going steady, and being monogamous-minded do not suggest sexual promiscuity. Quite the contrary -- they are symptoms of our inclination to play it safe.

Promiscuity, on the other hand, demands a certain amount of nerve. It might be misdirected nerve, or neurotic nerve, or a nerve born of defiance or ignorance or of an intellectual disregard of social mores, but that's what it takes. Sleeping around is a risky business, emotionally, physically, and morally, and this is no light undertaking. I have never really understood why it is considered to be so easy for girls to say yes, particularly to four different men over a period of two weeks. On the other hand, it is very easy to go steady. Everybody is doing it. During my first two weeks at Smith I felt rather like a display in a shop window. Boys from Amherst, Yale, Williams, and Dartmouth swarmed over the campus in groups, looking over the new freshmen for one girl that they could tie up for the next eight Saturday nights, the spring prom, and a house party in July. What a feeling of safety not to have to worry about a date for months ahead! A boy might even get around to falling in love at some point, and that would solve the problem of marriage too.

The depressing aspect of this perpetual twosome is that it is so often based on sex and convenience. It is so easy to become tied up with old Joe, even though he is rather a bore, and avoid those nightmarish Saturday nights home with the girls. But the trouble is, once the relationship with Joe has become an established thing, getting out of it again (when Joe's conversation begins to have the stimulating effect of a dose of Seconal) is about as easy as climbing out of a mud swamp. Joe objects; how about the spring prom? A friend of mine, trying to rid herself of such a relationship, told me she felt bad about "flushing" old Joe, since he was really such a nice person. She worried for a long time, then prepared the most understanding, sensitive, kind speech she could think of, taking into account his tender feelings and possible indignation. She delivered it to Joe, who listened her out with a rather stunned expression, and then waited for his reaction. "I understand your point of view," said Joe finally, "but you don't understand mine at all. Don't you realize that now I have to go out and find myself a new girl?" Joe might have been an exaggerated case, but there is an element of eternity about his feelings.

Joe is not a man to take chances. He might waste seven Saturday nights and two proms on hopeless blind dates before he finds one he likes. He does not enjoy spending the evening dredging up conversation with a complete stranger; he wants to relax. Beyond this, he does not want the bother of starting the whole sex cycle over again, with discussions and possibly arguments about how far he may go how soon. He wants it all understood, with the lady reasonably willing, if possible. (This depends on his and her notions of what constitutes a nice girl.) Now if Joe sounds abominably lazy, besides being a monster of self-indulgence (which, of course, he is), I do not mean to say that he is the living example of young American manhood. I simply use him to illustrate what I imagine to be some of the attitudes of young men who want to settle down early.

"Marriage is for girls," a young man told me recently, and I had no reason to take exception to this until he told me later that, when he said it, he had become engaged only an hour before. For no matter how much is said about the conniving ability of females to lay traps for men, the fact remains that men not only phone for the dates but ordinarily they do the proposing, too; if by chance a girl proposes to them, there is nothing to stop them from refusing. And when we look over the campuses today, it is obvious that they are accepting with alacrity.

The modern American female is one of the most discussed, written-about, sore subjects to come along in ages. She has been said to be domineering, frigid, neurotic, repressed, and unfeminine. She tries to do everything at once and doesn't succeed in doing anything very well. Her problems are familiar to everyone, and, naturally, her most articulate critics are men. But I have found one interesting thing. Men, when they are pinned down on the subject, admit that what really irritates them about modern women is that they can't, or won't, give themselves completely to men the way women did in the old days. This is undoubtedly true, though a truth bent by the male ego. Women may change roles all they wish, skittering about in a frantic effort to fulfill themselves, but the male ego has not changed a twig for centuries. And this, God knows, is a good thing, problems or not.

I think that the charge that men have become emasculated by the competence of women is both depressing and untrue. Men become annoyed, certainly, and occasionally absolutely furious at all this nonsense, but they are still calmly sure of their own superiority; and women, whether or not they admit it, find this comforting. Old Joe's problem is laziness, not lack of self-confidence; his ego is of crushing size. Women, of course, when consulted, are less articulate about their problems. Often they dismiss the whole subject as nonsense, but then the women who say this are usually unmarried. I suspect that for most women the problem doesn't really become apparent until after a few years of marriage, when the novelty of everything has worn off and the ticking of the clock becomes louder.

The average college girl, then, is trapped by the male wish for dating security. If she balks at this at first, she soon accepts -- a couple of Saturday nights playing bridge with the girls quickly teach her what's good for her. She can't really manage to keep up a butterfly life for long, unless she is an exception. Even if she wants to, the boys she goes out with are all too willing to make an honest woman of her. Their fraternity pins are burning holes in their lapels. Avoiding going steady with old Joe requires an extraordinary measure of tact and delicacy, because curious situations arise very early in the game. If Susie has gone out with a boy three or four times and then is asked out by a friend of his she met at the fraternity house, she is already in a predicament. She would like to go, because she likes Boy Number Two, and why not? But Boy Number One would be terribly hurt. It just isn't cricket. If she does go, she runs the risk of being thought lightheaded and lighthearted by the rest of the fraternity, besides having done dirt to one of the brothers (an unpardonable offense), which practically extinguishes any other dating possibilities at that particular house.

Besides, the evening with Number Two won't be much fun anyway, because when they go to the fraternity house (which is almost unavoidable) Boy Number One will be skulking about, either casting her hurt looks as he creeps off to the library or else whooping it up in an ostentatious manner with another girl. The brothers will be uncomfortable, the pattern will be upset, and it is all Susie's fault for trying to play the field a bit. Boy Number Two probably won't last long either, unless he is swept off his feet and throws all caution to the winds. In that case, they might become duly pinned and eventually engaged, and probably by then she will be forgiven. But by then it's graduation time, and she doesn't care anyway. This is just one of the innumerable difficulties that girls can get into, and it has a great deal to do with the strong loyalty of the fraternity system. The point is that, if Susie is determined to play the field, she will have to manage it carefully. None of her dates must know any of the others, and she will have to be scrupulously careful in her allotment of Saturday nights. For if a boy is turned down for three Saturday nights in a row, rather than being fascinated he is likely to be discouraged and give up. She just can't manage it for long, unless she is unusually beautiful and simply catnip to every man who sees her. Better settle for old Joe, who has been snapping at her heels on and off during freshman year and who eventually offers her his pin. Now Joe, for all his faults, is really an eminently sensible and dependable sort. Wild horses couldn't stop him from taking her out every Saturday night, most Fridays and Sundays, and occasional weekdays. Besides, Joe has a future. He knows exactly what he is going to do after graduation, the army, navy, or marines; and a few years' graduate school. Of course he won't earn a cent until he is thirty, but that doesn't matter. Susie can always work, and they can wait a couple of years for babies.

Now, one might wonder about the questions of love and sex. Susie has, on the whole, kept her chastity. She is no demimondaine, and she wants to be reasonably intact on her wedding night. She had an unfortunate experience at Dartmouth, when she and her date were both in their cups, but she barely remembers anything about it and hasn't seen the boy since. She has also done some heavy petting with boys she didn't care about, because she reasoned that it wouldn't matter what they thought of her. She has been in love twice (three times, if you count Joe), once in high school and once in freshman year with the most divine Yale senior, whom she let do practically anything (except have intercourse) and who disappeared for no reason after two months of torrid dating. It still hurts her to think about that.

She has kept Joe fairly well at arm's length, giving in a little at a time, because she wanted him to respect her. He didn't really excite her sexually, but probably he would if they had some privacy. Nothing was less romantic than the front porch of the house, or Joe's room at the fraternity with his roommate running back and forth from the shower, or in the back of someone's car with only fifteen minutes till she had to be in. Anyway, it might be just as well.

Susie and Joe have decided that they will sleep together when it is feasible, since by now Joe knows she is a nice girl and it's all right. But they will be very careful. Susie, like all her friends, has a deep-rooted fear of pregnancy, which explains their caution about having affairs. They have heard that no kind of birth control is really infallible. And, today, shotgun weddings are looked down upon and illegal abortions sound appalling. It simply isn't worth the worry. She will sleep with Joe, if they become engaged, because he wants to, and if she becomes pregnant, they can get married sooner. But they will do everything possible to prevent it.

Obviously, Susie is hardly in love with Joe in the way one might hope. But she is sincerely fond of him, she feels comfortable with him, and, in some unexplained way, when she is with him life seems much simpler. The decision about her life keeps her awake at night, but when she is with Joe things make more sense. The prospect of marrying Joe gradually becomes more attractive.

The New Yorker recently ran the following item, titled "Overheard on the Barnard Campus": "I can't decide whether to get married this Christmas or come back and face all my problems." If Susie becomes engaged, she can, in a way, stop trying so hard. She can let go. For college (though it may not sound it from this account) hasn't been easy. Her liberal education has had the definite effect of making her question herself and some of her lifelong ideas for the first time, sometimes shatteringly. She has learned to think, not in the proportions of genius, but intelligently, about herself and her place in the world. She realizes, disturbingly, that a great many things are required of her, and sometimes she can't help wondering about the years beyond the casserole and playpen. The beginnings of maturity are taking place in her.

The Eastern women's colleges (and I can speak with authority only about Smith) subtly emanate, over a period of four years, a concept of the ideal American woman, who is nothing short of fantastic. She must be a successful wife, mother, community contributor, and possibly career woman, all at once. Besides this, she must be attractive, charming, gracious, and good-humored; talk intelligently about her husband's job, but not try to horn in on it; keep her home looking like a page out of House Beautiful; and be efficient, but not intimidatingly so. While she is managing all this, she must be relaxed and happy, find time to read, paint, and listen to music, think philosophical thoughts, be the keeper of culture in the home, and raise her husband's sights above the television set. For it is part and parcel of the concept of liberal education to better human beings, to make them more thoughtful and understanding, to broaden their interests. Liberal education is a trust. It is not to be lightly thrown aside at graduation, but it is to be used every day, forever.

These are all the things that a liberally educated girl must do, and there has been in her background a curious lack of definition of the things she must not do. Parents who have lived in the Jazz Age can not very well forbid adventurousness, nor can they take a very stalwart attitude about sex. Even if they do, their daughters rarely listen. What or what not to do about sex is, these days, relative. It all depends. This is not to say that there are no longer any moral standards; certainly there are -- the fact that sex still causes guilt and worry proves it. But moral generalizations seem remote and unreal, something our grandparents believed in.

Today girls are expected to judge each situation for itself, a far more demanding task. A man recently told me that he had found girls rather inept at this, since taking a square view of a new relationship at the beginning, before sex has entered it, requires more maturity and insight than most college girls have. He said he had found such girls inconsistent in their attitude toward him -- sexual sirens at first (when they wanted to attract him), promising everything, then becoming more and more aloof and more and more anxious to discuss the relationship step by step, when logically their behavior should be quite reversed; he had thought that as they got to know and like him they would be more relaxed about sex.

The fact is that, lacking a solid background of Christian ethics, most girls have only a couple of vague rules of thumb to go by, which they cling to beyond all sense and reason. And these, interestingly enough, contradict each other. One is that anything is all right if you're in love (romantic, from movies and certain fiction -- the American dream of love) and the other is that a girl must be respected, particularly by the man she wants to marry (ethical, left over from grandma). Since these are extremely shaky and require the girl's knowing whether or not there is a chance of love in the relationship, sex, to her, requires constant corroborative discussion while she tries to plumb the depths of a man's intentions. Actions alone are not trustworthy. After all, a prostitute can arouse a man as well as (and probably better than) a "nice" girl. But if a man loves her for herself, and not just her body, he will augment his wandering hands with a few well-placed words of love. Clinging to her two contradictory principles, she tries to be a sexual demon and Miss Priss at tea at the same time; she tries not to see what strange companions love and propriety are.

On the other side of the coin, men do little to clarify the situation. Some, at least, are simple-minded about it. They divide girls into two categories, bad and good: the bad ones have obvious functions, and the good ones are to be married; but good ones, once pinned or engaged (and the official definition of being pinned is "being engaged to be engaged") must loosen up immediately or run the risk of being considered cold or hypocritical. This would require the girl to be an angel of civilized and understanding behavior at first, pacifying her man by a gentle pat on the knee at just the right time and keeping him at bay -- and yet interested -- in a way both tactful and loving (the teen-age magazines devote a lot of space to this technique and recommend warding off unwise passes by asking about the latest football scores), and then, once the pin has been handed over, to shed her clothes and hop into bed with impassioned abandon.

Even more complicated to deal with is the intellectual-amoral type of man, who has affairs as a matter of course and doesn't (or says he doesn't) think less of a girl for sleeping with him. He is full of highly complicated arguments on the subject, which have to do with empiricism, epicureanism, live today, for tomorrow will bring the mushroom cloud, learning about life, and the dangers of self-repression, all of which are whipped out with frightening speed and conviction while he is undoing the third button on his girl's blouse. And he may well need arguments at this point.

Our liberally educated girl is not very likely to be swept away on a tide of passion. With the first feeling of lust, her mind begins working at a furious rate. Should she or shouldn't she? What are the arguments on both sides? Respect or not? Does she really want to enough? and so on, until her would-be lover throws up his hands in despair and curses American womanhood. Even if she gives in, she is hardly going to be his dream goddess of love; she is too exhausted by her mental exertions. She must discuss the whole thing at length. And by then her Lothario, who had been so articulate about sex while they were still sitting in the bar, has turned into a panting beast to whom words mean nothing. This is clearly a mess and not one that is going to clear up with magic speed on the wedding night.

A good many girls try to solve their bewilderment in college by constantly comparing notes with each other. Things seem more acceptable if everybody is doing them. I remember an occasion during my freshman year when a girl walked into my room after a date and said mournfully to several of us who were sitting around, "He tried to take my blouse off. What shall I do?" She typified all of us, and all of us were going to have to solve the same problem sooner or later. As a friend of mine put it, "Freshman year, the problem is what to do when a boy tries to unbutton your blouse; sophomore year, when he reaches up your skirt; and after that, everybody shuts up." For when the real problem comes, the best thing to do is simply look sphinxlike about the whole thing. I suppose the ideal girl is still technically a virgin but has done every possible kind of petting without actually having had intercourse. This gives her savoir-faire, while still maintaining her maiden dignity.

A girl, then, by the end of college is saddled with enough theories, arguments pro and con, expectations, and conflicting opinions to keep her busy for years. She is in the habit of analyzing everything, wondering why she does things, and trying to lay a pattern for her life. Her education, which has laid such a glittering array of goals before her as an educated American woman, has also taught her to be extremely suspicious of the winds of chance. She has been told that she is a valuable commodity, that only efficiency will allow her to utilize all her possibilities, and that to get on in this risky and nerve-racking world she must keep what a disillusioned male friend of mine calls "the safety catch." There must always be something held in reserve, a part of her that she will give to no one, not even her husband. It is her belief in herself, modern version, and the determination to protect that belief. It is the vision of possibility which remains long after she is mature enough to accept the eventual, gradual limitation of the things that will happen to her in life. It is the dream of the things she never did.

In other ages, women were not educated to expect so much, and consequently they were less frequently disappointed. A really mature girl can, of course, absorb her disappointment by saying to herself, "I can't do all the things I wanted, but, instead of trying to, I can be much happier by doing my best in the few things that are possible to me." Others never give up the hope of being able to manage everything -- a husband, a career, community work, children, and all the rest. A few exceptional ones can manage it, but others end up with an ulcer, a divorce, a psychiatrist, or deep disappointment. And there are a sad few who think that since they can't do everything, they won't do anything at all. They then give themselves over to the most confining kind of domestic life, an attitude of martyred anti-intellectualism, and a permanent chip on the shoulder.

The safety catch, then, can be a woman's happiness or her doom. If my disillusioned friend complains about it, he had better realize that as long as he wants an educated woman, his chances of finding one who is also willing to be totally dominated by her husband, who can yield completely to him, are fairly slim.

This, then, is what the result is for a girl who has been brought up in a world where the only real value is self-betterment. She has had to create her own right and wrong, by trial and error and endless discussion. If this is what is meant by Susie's search for security, it is not security from a frightening world but from a world that has treated her too well.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Tops 1 Million Subscriptions and Reaches Profitability






The Atlantic now has more than 1 million subscriptions and is profitable, surpassing two goals that the company set several years ago. In an email to The Atlantic's staff, quoted in part below, Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg and CEO Nicholas Thompson announce this news.
 
 Overall revenue is up more than 10 percent year over year; advertising booked year-to-date is also up 33 percent year over year. Subscriptions to The Atlantic have increased by double-digit percentages in each of the past four years--and surged 14 percent in the past year. The Atlantic has more than doubled the total number of paid subscriptions since it launched digital and a digital + print bundle four years ago.
 
 The magazine has earned Pulitzer Prizes in each of the past three years for stories that exemplify depth and range--an exhaustive investigation into immigration and family separation; a moving portrait of one family's heartbreaking loss in the 9/11 attacks and their struggle to move on; and defining coverage of the pandemic and how America failed in its response to the virus. The Atlantic is currently nominated for the fourth consecutive year for the top honor of General Excellence in the National Magazine Awards, which it won in both 2022 and 2023. Five of the magazine's features and issues are also nominated for reporting awards.
 
 Below is Goldberg and Thompson's email to staff:
 
 Dear All,
 
 Thanks to the hard work, creativity, and relentless focus of you, our colleagues, The Atlantic has achieved both profitability and crossed the million-subscription mark. A few short years ago, when we first outlined these goals, we were nowhere near achieving them. So today is a noteworthy day in the history of our magazine.
 
 Of course, the key to continued success is to be constructively dissatisfied with the present, and so both of us believe very strongly that our 1 million subscriptions represent merely the foundation of future excellence and growth. Profitability is also perilous in the media industry, and we are going to continue to be highly disciplined in how we run our operations.
 
 2024 will be one of the most consequential years in the history of our magazine. The journalistic excellence and urgency we bring to our coverage will set a standard for the industry and help guide our readers through dangerous times. All of us have the same goal: to support and advance our historic mission; to constantly innovate; and to reach new readers across the globe every day. Thank you all for your excellent work, and congratulations.
 
 With appreciation.
 Jeff and Nick
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How Climate Change Is Making Allergy Season Worse

A conversation with Yasmin Tayag about rising pollen counts and the allergy apocalypse

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.


Rising temperatures are leading to what my colleague Yasmin Tayag has called an "allergy apocalypse." I spoke with Yasmin, who covers science for The Atlantic, about our ever-expanding allergy season, the relationship between rising temperatures and pollen, and the extent to which pollen may rob us of the pleasures of summer.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anshel Pfeffer: "Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever."
 	Where RFK Jr. goes from here
 	Can you ever really escape your ex?




More Than a Seasonal Annoyance

Lora Kelley: It's barely spring, and it feels like people are already suffering from allergies on the East Coast. To what extent has allergy season been expanding in recent years--and is it still fair to call it a "season"?

Yasmin Tayag: There is a lot of research showing that pollen seasons are beginning earlier compared with several decades ago. They're also more intense, in that there's more pollen in the air. This is happening largely as a result of warming temperatures across the country.

For now, allergy season does have a start and end date--you can still call it a "season." In general, tree pollen kicks off allergy season in early spring, then it's caused by grasses in the spring and summer, and ragweed in the fall. But in some parts of the country, allergy season is thought to last even longer: Florida's is almost year-round. In those cases, it's not a matter of a season.

Lora: Could you walk me through the relationship between rising temperatures and rises in pollen?

Yasmin: On the whole, temperatures rising means we see more pollen for longer. When the temperatures are warmer earlier in the year, the trees start releasing and creating pollen earlier. An increased amount of carbon dioxide in the air is also thought to increase pollen production.

Not all plants respond to temperature in the same way. Predicting where allergies will be really bad also has to do with the plant life in that region and whether those plants are sensitive to temperature.

Lora: Why are some adults only recently starting to show allergy symptoms?

Yasmin: There are some people who are genetically predisposed to allergies. They get symptoms as soon as the pollen is in the air. Some people have a much higher pollen threshold, meaning they can be exposed to pollen for longer or handle a higher level of pollen exposure before showing symptoms for the first time. But with a much longer and more intense season, more people are meeting that threshold.

Your surrounding environment can also affect your allergies. If you live in a place that doesn't have a ton of trees or is very cool, you might have fewer symptoms than someone with the same DNA living in a perpetually warm place.

Allergies can be more than a seasonal annoyance. They can be devastating for people who have asthma, in particular, because they can trigger asthma attacks.

Lora: Is there anything people can do to avoid this fate?

Yasmin: Not much. You can manage your exposure, and, in general, people can manage their symptoms.

As pollen levels go up year after year, people can get into the habit of checking the pollen count before they go outside. If it's going to be an allergy day, take the necessary precautions to reduce your exposure. That can mean staying indoors as much as possible, or shutting your windows. In some instances, you might even want to change clothes when you enter the house so you don't track pollen inside.

There are other therapies that are sometimes effective, such as exposure therapies, where over time you build up the amount of pollen you encounter so your body gets used to it. As an allergy sufferer myself, I recommend traveling with allergy medication; maybe your symptoms will spike in the middle of the day. And wear waterproof mascara.

Lora: How could higher pollen levels shift our relationship to nature and the outdoors?

Yasmin: I think it means spending less time outside, which is terrible. And what I really feel sad about is having to close your windows in the summertime--being shut out from the summer breeze. We already spend so much of the year cooped up indoors, and to further isolate ourselves indoors because there's so much pollen in the air feels like missing out on the best parts of the warmer seasons.

Related:

	There is no stopping the allergy apocalypse.
 	Climate change is making allergy season even worse. (From 2022)




Today's News

	Authorities announced last night that the six missing construction workers who were on the Francis Scott Key Bridge when it collapsed are presumed dead.
 	Former Connecticut Senator Joe Lieberman, a longtime congressman who was the first Jewish candidate on the national ticket of a major party, died from complications from a fall, according to a statement from his family.
 	Yesterday, NBC News cut ties with Ronna McDaniel, the former chair of the Republican National Committee who previously disputed the 2020 election results, days after hiring her.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: CSA-Archive / Getty.



A Bad Gamble

By Jemele Hill

This week, the pro baseball superstar Shohei Ohtani addressed the media for the first time since his name surfaced in an investigation of an alleged illegal gambling ring. He told reporters that the $4.5 million in wire transfers from his account had been sent without his knowledge by his friend and interpreter, and that he had "never bet on baseball or any other sports."
 Opening Day is this week, and Major League Baseball can't be happy about this cloud over its biggest star. But with gambling so deeply embedded in mainstream sports culture, and most sports leagues now in partnership with gambling operations, these kinds of scandals have become far more common.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why Trump won't stop suing the media and losing
 	"Lunch at the Polo Club"




Culture Break


LaToya Ruby Frazier



Examine. Spend time with the intimate, intergenerational portraits taken by the photographer and visual artist LaToya Ruby Frazier.

Read. Lisa Ko's new novel, Memory Piece, details three women's desire for freedom from capitalism, expectations, and the public eye, Lily Meyer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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

LaToya Ruby Frazier's intimate, intergenerational portraits

by Hannah Giorgis


Mom and Me on Her Couch (2010) ((c) 2024 LaToya Ruby Frazier, courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery)



The steel industry was already collapsing by the time the photographer and visual artist LaToya Ruby Frazier was born, in 1982. Like many Rust Belt communities, her hometown of Braddock, Pennsylvania, has suffered both economic and environmental distress: Thousands of manufacturing jobs have vanished, but chemicals from the steel plants still pollute Braddock's skies.


U.S.S. Edgar Thomson Steel Works and Monongahela River (2013) ((c) 2024 LaToya Ruby Frazier, courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery)



In The Notion of Family, a series she began as a teenager in 2001 and continued to work on for more than a decade, Frazier examines the physical and psychic toll wrought by industrial decay. The series presents more than simple snapshots of devastation. The Notion of Family is an intimate, intergenerational exploration of the care that Black women show one another as corporations and public safety nets falter. It is also intensely personal: Frazier photographed herself alongside her mother and grandmother, who helped guide her creative decisions. We see a young Frazier sitting on the living-room floor with her grandmother, surrounded by dolls and statuettes. In another photo, Frazier gazes into the mirror while her mother applies a chemical relaxer to her hair.


Mom Relaxing My Hair (2005) ((c) 2024 LaToya Ruby Frazier, courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery)




Grandma Ruby and Me (2005) ((c) 2024 LaToya Ruby Frazier, courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery)



The images are some of her earliest works on view this spring in "Monuments of Solidarity," the first major-museum survey of Frazier's career, at New York City's Museum of Modern Art. In a body of work that now spans multiple decades, Frazier has continued bearing witness to postindustrial landscapes--and the people left navigating them. Her aim, she has written, is to resist, through everything she creates, the forces of "historical erasure and historical amnesia."



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "Family Ties."
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The Impossible Fight to Live the Life You Want

In Lisa Ko's ambitious, messy novel, characters go to extreme lengths in search of a purposeful existence.

by Lily Meyer




From the very start, Memory Piece is a tale of escape and entanglement. Lisa Ko's limber, ambitious second novel opens with three teen girls, bored at a Fourth of July barbecue, sneaking into a neighbor's cookout to swipe burgers. The adventure jolts them briefly out of their boredom; it also creates a bond that lasts into adulthood. But Memory Piece is not, at its core, a novel of friendship. Ko isn't especially concerned with the summer-afternoon alchemy that ropes her protagonists--Giselle Chin, who becomes a conceptual artist; Jackie Ong, a gifted coder who profits in the turn-of-the-millennium tech boom; and Ellen Ng, one of downtown Manhattan's archetypal squatters--together for life. Instead, her central preoccupation is the doomed drive toward freedom--from capitalism, from expectations, from the public eye--that the three women share.

Each of Memory Piece's three main sections focuses on one protagonist: Giselle, then Jackie, then Ellen. Each woman has a desire for flight that's existentially greater than that of the one before. Giselle's dream is the narrowest: A performance artist, she wishes to disentangle herself from her audience so she can be "feral [and] alone with her work." Jackie, who develops a blogging platform called Lene when the internet is still young enough to feel like an "underground club," wants to sustain both Lene and herself without selling ads, data, or her intellectual property--which, in essence, means she wants a way of disentangling work from money.

Broadest is Ellen's anarchist dream of extricating the tasks of daily living from the structures within which we all exist: She squats instead of renting, dumpster dives instead of shopping, leads neighborhood workshops instead of teaching for pay. In Jackie's and Giselle's sections of the novel, which are set from the mid-1980s to the year 2000, Ellen seems freewheeling and glamorous in her squalor; her life, especially to Jackie, appears to be a carousel of sex and punk shows, community and independence. But in Ellen's own section, set in a dystopian version of the 2040s, the carousel has stopped. Corporate interests have taken over Manhattan, the city has abdicated its duty to its residents, and Ellen and her squat-mates are just barely hanging on.

Ko's vision of the future is the least interesting part of Memory Piece. It's neither surprising nor well fleshed out--it features a malevolent Facebook analogue, colossal wealth disparities, lots of tech surveillance, and other amplifications of the present--and yet it vaults the novel into new terrain. If the book focused only on Giselle and Jackie, it would be a smart, character-driven meditation on recognition, motivation, and the value of work. Ellen's plotline makes it an exploration of value itself. Memory Piece asks what hopes are worth clinging to, what parts of society are worth participating in, what powers are worth putting in the energy to fight. It belongs to an American literary tradition that includes Dana Spiotta, George Saunders, and their patron saint, Don DeLillo: writers whose characters sense that their lives happen at the whim of forces too enormous to understand or evade, but set out to dodge them anyway.



At the beginning of Memory Piece, Giselle has a revelation while listening to the radio. She hears a DJ mocking a performance-art piece in which two artists tied themselves together with a rope for a year--Ko does not use names, but it is, presumably, Tehching Hsieh and Linda Montano's 1983 Rope Piece--and is inspired. The rope piece has no audience, "or was everyone the audience?" It teaches Giselle that a person might "make something that wasn't a picture or a movie, create a dare for yourself and live it every day, going to work or school, sleeping and taking a shower, and that could be art."

By her early 20s, Giselle is doing precisely that. She devotes herself, with Jackie's logistical support, to performance pieces that in theory cannot have an audience, such as living undetected in a mall for a year. But she wants funding, both for her own sake and so she can support her mother. She moves, at first tentatively and then with determination, into Manhattan's art world, which Ko depicts as seductive and venal--and stealthily controlled by New York's ultra-wealthy, whose reach goes far beyond art.

Giselle couldn't care less who's donating the money that lets her make her art, no matter how hard Ellen tries to get her to object. What bothers Giselle is that her funders want her to change her work. They tokenize and objectify her, pushing her to interrogate "the feminine, [herself as] a racialized female body," when she's really interested in disappearance and death. Though she's en route to fame and riches, Giselle compares herself with Ellen and decides it's her own life "that felt impoverished." What Giselle is missing is the ability to go missing--to slip away from the staring, grabbing art world and privately explore any idea she likes, rather than having to be the focus of her own work.

When she gets a huge, prestigious grant, she takes the opportunity to break the "entanglement of obligation" on all fronts, freeing her mother from financial worry and herself from the public eye. She gives her mother the grant money and announces that her last performance, Disappearance Piece, will be to quit art-making and vanish forever. Disappearance Piece, brilliantly, cancels itself out: If Giselle successfully hides herself, no one will ever know if she's working. Quitting art is the move that frees Giselle to keep making art. It's by far Memory Piece's most successful escape.

Read: What we gain from a good-enough life

Even before Giselle vanishes, Jackie, the protagonist of the second section, feels somewhat abandoned by her friend. After Disappearance Piece, she's furious--and rightly so: During Mall Piece, Jackie schleps Giselle's waste from the mall in a bucket, which she feels means she earned a goodbye. Jackie has plenty of friends online, in forums and on Lene, the new platform she's developing in her spare time, but she is profoundly lonely. One night, she joins Ellen for dinner at her squat, helping prepare the meal alongside Ellen's dumpster-diving housemates, and realizes she can't "remember the last time she ate with anyone, around a real eating table." Just the intentionally clumsy eating table--as opposed to dining table--shows how far from society Jackie has slipped. In her early tech days, she and her fellow programmers experienced coding as an art form that offered limitless possibilities; now that money and business have infiltrated her scene, she has retreated almost fully into a digital life.

Jackie, who grudgingly works a day job at a flashy tech company while running Lene illicitly out of her apartment, doesn't want to care about money, and is attracted to Ellen's anarchist purity. She loves Lene, though, and can't figure out how to sustain it without bringing in investors--a choice Ellen tries to convince her is fundamentally impure. Jackie comes to agree, especially as it dawns on her that her bosses are illegally selling data. As Jackie simultaneously considers exposing them and taking on a big funder for Lene, Ko begins turning toward the question of what makes a sellout--proof of Memory Piece's Generation X spirit.

But Ko isn't overly concerned with the morality of selling out. Her subject is at once more basic and more challenging: She wants to know whether Jackie can possibly keep developing Lene without any kind of business-world support. When Jackie has her own apartment and the tech job, the answer to that question is clearly no, because the latter essentially bankrolls Lene and the former houses it; when she gets evicted and tries living cheaply in Ellen's squat, which barely has internet, she can't do the work Lene needs; when she leaves her job and cashes in on Lene, she never has to worry about money again, but it's too late. Coding-as-art is gone to her; she's joined the great machine of business and power. Jackie's section is Memory Piece's most pessimistic, or, perhaps, its most realistic. It's a portrait of a trap many readers will recognize: Creating what you want, and doing so passionately and well, can take you irreversibly away from what you wanted in the first place.

In Ellen's section, Ko shifts her focus to what happens if you never sell out. She makes this quite literal: The only residents of 2040s Manhattan are the very wealthy; "those who couldn't afford to go elsewhere, who lived in the encampments and hadn't been removed"; and Ellen and her friends Reem and Sunny, who own and still live in the squat they set up in the '90s. Reem and Sunny are terrified by the precarity of their position. Ellen refuses to consider leaving their home. Having to do so would represent a devastating defeat for her, even though the entire point of the squat was to live in community, and the deterioration of the city means that, instead of sharing their earthly goods with their neighbors, she and her friends are holing up and learning to fire guns. One of the heartbreaks of Ellen's section is that her commitment to her old home closes her mind to possible new ones. It's as if, having escaped from mainstream society once, her pride in that escape traps her: Once an agent of change herself, she now sees all change as giving in.

Read: The Leavers places an imperfect victim within a cruel system

Memory Piece is a novel in which many of the victories are Pyrrhic. Disappearance Piece makes Giselle both a legend and a nobody. Jackie's desire to protect Lene's purity shoves her irredeemably into the corrupt world of business. Ellen fights for decades to carve out a space for communal alternative living in the city, then effectively loses her community by clinging to her physical home. Ko doesn't make any of this surprising. It's plain throughout Memory Piece that Ellen isn't going to get to live in complete freedom, Jackie's not going to survive by working without money, and Giselle isn't going to make art witnessed at once by everyone and no one. But their efforts have dignity, sometimes pathos, sometimes beauty. Ko takes her characters seriously, and invites her readers to do the same--to care not that they lose, but that they try.
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        Trump Media Is the New Bed Bath & Beyond
        James Surowiecki

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.After the stock-market frenzy that ensued when Trump Media & Technology Group started trading on Tuesday (under the ticker symbol DJT), one thing is almost certainly true: Donald Trump is now the chairman of the most overvalued company on Nasdaq.  Trump Media had a grand total of $3.4 million in revenue in the first nine months of 2023, against more than $10 million in operating losses. Its only product is Truth Social, T...

      

      
        Where RFK Jr. Goes From Here
        John Hendrickson

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Wasn't Robert F. Kennedy Jr. supposed to have flamed out by now? At a rally yesterday in Oakland, California, Kennedy--a lifelong Democrat turned independent--unveiled his 2024 running mate, the Silicon Valley entrepreneur Nicole Shanahan. Kennedy selected Shanahan from a motley crew of reported vice-presidential contenders: Aaron Rodgers, Jesse Ventura, Mike Rowe, Tulsi Gabbard, and the rapper Killer Mike, to name a few.Sh...

      

      
        The Supreme Court Is Shaming Itself
        Ryan Goodman

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump is determined to avoid accountability before the general election, and, so far, the U.S. Supreme Court is helping him.Trump has no legal ground whatsoever to delay a ruling in his plea for presidential immunity. The reason Trump has nevertheless sought to slow down the immunity appeals process is obvious: to postpone the trial date, hopefully pushing it into a time when, as president, he would control the Dep...
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Trump Media Is the New Bed Bath &amp; Beyond

Donald Trump gets into the meme-stock business.

by James Surowiecki




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


After the stock-market frenzy that ensued when Trump Media & Technology Group started trading on Tuesday (under the ticker symbol DJT), one thing is almost certainly true: Donald Trump is now the chairman of the most overvalued company on Nasdaq.

Trump Media had a grand total of $3.4 million in revenue in the first nine months of 2023, against more than $10 million in operating losses. Its only product is Truth Social, Trump's right-wing Twitter clone, which has a tiny user base, few advertisers, and no real prospect of challenging the dominant players in the social-media space. And yet, as of market close on Tuesday, Trump Media was valued at almost $8 billion, making it worth more on paper than The New York Times.

Trump Media is, in other words, a meme stock. Like GameStop and AMC before it, it trades not on fundamentals, but on emotion. Exploiting that emotion is, you might say, Trump Media's real business. And the only surprising thing about Trump orchestrating such a scheme is that it took him so long to do it.

What distinguished GameStop and AMC from classic bubbles, after all, was that the buying frenzies that propelled them to unsustainable heights were driven by a conscious collective effort on the part of retail investors, many of whom communicated with one another on Reddit and other message boards. These people wanted to make money, but they were also animated by a vague "Stick it to the man" worldview, built on resentment of short sellers, hedge funds, and "elites" more generally.

This was a situation tailor-made for Trump to exploit. He cultivates a populist, anti-elite image, and has legions of true believers who are convinced that, on top of having been a great president, he's a great businessman. For these people, buying Trump Media stock--which inflates Trump's net worth because he owns 58 percent of the company--is an easy way to register their commitment to him and own the libs, while also potentially getting rich. That's why Truth Social on Tuesday was replete with messages from users urging Trump supporters to drive up Trump Media's price and "drive the liberals insane!"

Derek Thompson: The GameStop story you think you know is wrong

The nice thing about this for Trump is that Trump Media's dismal business prospects are basically irrelevant to its valuation. The prospectus for the merger of Trump Media and the special-purpose acquisition company Digital World Acquisition Corp. includes a seemingly endless list of risk factors, including the fact that "a number of companies that were associated with President Trump have filed for bankruptcy." It offers no plausible path to rapid growth, let alone to profitability. And it doesn't even provide a detailed picture of Truth Social's current operations: Digital World--a shell company that appears to have been created for the sole purpose of taking Trump Media public--says in the prospectus that Trump Media did not provide it with "complete financial information." Remarkably, Trump Media says that it has no plans to report, and in fact doesn't even collect, data on how many active users Truth Social has, how many new users it's signing up, or how many ad impressions it's generating.

In other words, Trump Media's message to investors who might want to evaluate its performance boils down to "Trust us." And although that would normally send investors scurrying, it's just fine for the retail investors who have been snapping up shares of DJT. They most likely feel no need to peruse the Digital World prospectus for risk factors. They trust Trump.

Even if Trump Media can rely on Trump supporters to keep its stock up, at least for the moment, plenty of volatility is still in store, because speculators will look to cash in on the meme-stock mania by either riding the stock up or selling it short. On Tuesday, for instance, the stock rose as high as $79 a share but then tumbled 28 percent in a couple of hours to close at $58. But the Trumpian retail investors should help keep the stock from totally cratering.

The question, though, is: For how long? In principle, a company's stock price can stay completely out of whack with its fundamentals forever, as long as investors are collectively willing to pay more than it's worth. But the history of meme stocks suggests that investors' collective will to keep a stock up does eventually erode, whether because they cash out, lose faith, or just get bored. (GameStop and AMC now trade for a tiny fraction of their all-time highs, while Bed Bath & Beyond, another former meme-stock juggernaut, went bankrupt.) Trump Media investors may well feel more allegiance to Trump than GameStop investors felt to GameStop. But there's still little doubt that this will end poorly for most of them.

That doesn't mean it will end poorly for Trump, though. His stake in Trump Media is now worth more than $4.5 billion. Even if Trump Media's stock fell 90 percent by the time Trump is allowed to sell his shares, in six months, he would still have almost half a billion dollars' worth of stock to sell. Which, in a perverse way, suggests that he's every bit the shrewd businessman his investors believe him to be.
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Where RFK Jr. Goes From Here

The outsider candidate has money, a running mate, and a growing army of supporters determined to upend the election.

by John Hendrickson




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


Wasn't Robert F. Kennedy Jr. supposed to have flamed out by now? At a rally yesterday in Oakland, California, Kennedy--a lifelong Democrat turned independent--unveiled his 2024 running mate, the Silicon Valley entrepreneur Nicole Shanahan. Kennedy selected Shanahan from a motley crew of reported vice-presidential contenders: Aaron Rodgers, Jesse Ventura, Mike Rowe, Tulsi Gabbard, and the rapper Killer Mike, to name a few.

Shanahan is by no means a household name. Yet she could bolster Kennedy's outsider ticket in three pivotal ways. She's just 38 years old and may help him appeal to younger voters. Several states require candidates to file a two-person ticket as a ballot-eligibility requirement, so her sheer addition could help move those efforts forward. And, of course, she has money: Her charitable donations suggest she is worth tens or even hundreds of millions of dollars. "The purpose of wealth is to help those in need," Shanahan told the crowd yesterday. "And I want to bring that back to politics."

Kennedy's upstart We the People party still has a slim chance of winning the White House. As of now, he's on the ballot only in the state of Utah. Yet his movement's potential to "spoil" the election remains very real. Kennedy knows this. In fact, he owns it. But he rejects the premise that he's more likely to pull voters away from one particular candidate. Rather, he sees himself as a bipartisan menace. "Our campaign is a spoiler," he told the crowd, before rattling off a list of things he intends to spoil (the electoral hopes of Donald Trump and Joe Biden chief among them). He also made it clear that his aim is bigger and broader than one election. "Our independent run for the presidency is finally going to bring down the Democratic and Republican duopoly," Kennedy promised.

Read: The first MAGA Democrat

Since entering the race last April, Kennedy has mostly registered between 10 and 20 percent in the polls. A Bloomberg/Morning Consult poll of swing states published this week illustrated his potential impact: His presence added one point to Trump's current lead over Biden. "It's great for MAGA," Trump posted on Truth Social this morning. "He is Crooked Joe Biden's political opponent, not mine. I love that he is running!"

His campaign may continue to feel like a joke to some, but its effect in November could be real. Kennedy doesn't need to win a single state to tip the election--he just needs to siphon enough votes in the right places. In 2016, pollsters, members of the media, political operatives, and the Hillary Clinton campaign appeared to underestimate the number of Americans who would support a third party--or those who were willing to hold their nose and vote for Trump. That could be happening all over again with Kennedy.

The livestreamed event had a quirky, almost surreal air to it. Kennedy's signature crunchy-hippie-Boomer energy permeated the proceedings. His remarks ping-ponged between patriotism, nostalgia, and a rallying cry to burn it all down. At one point, the musician Tim Hockenberry led the crowd in a warbly version of Woody Guthrie's "This Land Is Your Land." Much of the afternoon was peppered with dramatic videos featuring sweeping music fit for a Michael Bay movie. (In one of the clips, Kennedy extolled the virtues of organic farming and lamented children eating Twinkies.) After revealing Shanahan to be his VP, Kennedy waxed for several more minutes, prompting confusion as to when or if she would even appear at the lectern. He characterized his new partner as a kindred spirit--an avid surfer, a fellow lawyer, a natural-food enthusiast, a wealthy person who's not afraid to stand up to corporate America. "Nearly all Americans share the same values that we do," he said.

Eventually, Shanahan had a chance to speak for herself. "As recently as a year ago, I really didn't think much of Bobby Kennedy, because I didn't know much about him," she told the crowd. "All I had was the mainstream-media narrative that was effectively telling me horrible, disparaging things." At the suggestion of a friend, she started listening to some of his interviews and saw a person "of intelligence, of compassion, and of reason."

Shanahan also offered a glimpse of her family story. Her mother is a Chinese immigrant who relied on food stamps, and her father struggled with mental illness and substance abuse. Shanahan herself is the mother of a daughter on the autism spectrum. Two decades ago, Kennedy helped popularize the unscientific theory that vaccines cause autism. On the campaign trail, he has occasionally attempted to distance himself from his anti-vaccine claims. Yesterday, Shanahan leaned into the subject. She spoke at length about what she believes to be the relationship between many facets of modern life and chronic disease, and gestured toward childhood inoculations as one culprit. (This remains unproven.) "Pharmaceutical medicine has its place, but no single safety study can assess the cumulative impact of one prescription on top of another prescription, and one shot on top of another shot on top of another shot throughout the course of childhood," she said. "We just don't do that study right now, and we ought to."

Like Kennedy, Shanahan lives in California. She grew up in Oakland and was previously married to the Google co-founder Sergey Brin. Her current partner is a cryptocurrency maven. Shanahan's status as a California resident will likely be a setback for their campaign. The state's election law mandates that California electors "shall vote by ballot for a person for President and a person for Vice President of the United States, one of whom, at least, is not an inhabitant of this state." In simpler terms, this means that the Kennedy-Shanahan ticket will be ineligible to compete for their home state's 54 electoral votes come November, even if it is on the ballot.

Last fall, Kennedy's pivot from Democrat to independent didn't nudge him out of the national conversation. In fact, it had the opposite effect. Tony Lyons, who co-founded Kennedy's super PAC, American Values, told me that the October switch has made fundraising much easier. Lyons is among the curious characters in Kennedy's orbit. He is not a political operative by trade; he's the president of Skyhorse Publishing, an independent press that has published some of Kennedy's books, including the mega best seller The Real Anthony Fauci. Although Kennedy's campaign spokesperson did not respond to my request for comment, Lyons answered my call and engaged in a freewheeling conversation as he settled into his California hotel on the eve of the VP festivities.

Lyons told me he is "absolutely convinced" that his candidate will appear on the ballot in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. Although that is highly unlikely, Lyons and his super-PAC colleagues have laid some of that groundwork themselves. American Values claims to have collected enough signatures for Kennedy to reach the ballot in four battleground states: Georgia, Arizona, Michigan, and South Carolina. Recently, however, the group paused its ballot-access efforts and is now zeroing in on advertising, leaving the ballot-access push to the campaign and its reported 60,000 volunteers. Kennedy's rivals say this sudden halt came after allegations of illegal coordination between the super PAC and Kennedy's campaign.

Responding to some recent attacks more broadly, Lyons told me that the Democratic National Committee has "brought together this sort of hit squad of dirty tricksters who are going to try to find every technicality they can get to disenfranchise the American people." He said he believes we've reached an inflection point in U.S. history--"you know, sort of a battle for the soul of America." He did not seem to realize that he was parroting Biden's 2020 campaign slogan.

As one of the nation's preeminent conspiracy theorists, Kennedy markets himself as a champion of the First Amendment, and has made quite a living doing so. Lyons, for his part, is something closer to a free-speech absolutist. A few months ago, he published The Great Awakening: Defeating the Globalists and Launching the Next Great Renaissance, a book by Alex Jones. When I interviewed Kennedy for a profile last year, I asked him about Jones, and he all but drew a line. "There's only so many discussions that you can have, and only so many areas where you can actually, you know, examine the evidence," Kennedy told me. Lyons, however, was quick to defend Jones in our conversation this week. "It starts with Alex Jones, and then it comes to everybody else," he said of free-speech censorship. "He has a right to be published by anybody who wants to publish him, and I've made it very clear that I want to publish Alex Jones," he said a bit later. "I think Alex Jones has very provocative views about all kinds of things."

As of now, Biden's team is keeping an eye on Jill Stein, Cornel West, and the potential No Labels unity ticket, but Kennedy has most of its attention. "Our campaign isn't taking a single vote for granted, and we are making historic investments to ensure that Americans know all that's at stake in this election," a Biden-campaign spokesperson told me in a statement. "The American people will face a stark choice this November between the two candidates with a path to 270 electoral votes."

Lyons's comment to me about a "hit squad of dirty tricksters" seemed to be a reference to the DNC's recent hiring of the Democratic operatives Lis Smith and Matt Corridoni, who are tasked with taking on third-party candidates. In conversations (and in news coverage), anti-Kennedy talking points appear to be making the rounds now more than ever. Virtually any discussion with someone connected to the DNC, for instance, includes the observation that Kennedy's largest super-PAC donor, Timothy Mellon, has also given money to Trump's PAC. In a statement to me last night, Corridoni said, "We're going to make sure voters are educated about Kennedy's extreme policies and the MAGA donors funding his spoiler campaign. When voters learn that Kennedy is propped up by Trump's biggest donor, attempting to throw the election, and that his own family doesn't support him, they will be less curious about his candidacy should he even make it onto the ballot."

Yair Rosenberg: There's no such thing as an RFK Jr. voter

Earlier this month, dozens of Kennedys showed up at the White House to celebrate St. Patrick's Day with Biden. A viral group photo of them arm in arm with Biden appeared to be a response to an American Values ad that ran during the Super Bowl and repurposed the mid-century "Kennedy, Kennedy, Kennedy" jingle. Kennedy himself later apologized for the ad and blamed his super PAC (while still featuring the clip on his X profile). The person who bankrolled the controversial spot? His new running mate.

The Trump campaign did not respond to my requests for comment for this story. In background conversations with the Biden campaign and the DNC this week, I was struck by their optimism. I was also surprised by what seemed to be an overestimation of "average" voter knowledge. (Though when I raised this criticism, I received a strong denial, plus examples of times the campaign acknowledged that the public is unaware of Kennedy's positions.) Even now, many Americans are barely aware of Kennedy's stance on Israel, or his anti-vaccine history--they simply know his last name, and are maybe vaguely aware of his '60s-anarchy ethos. But it's not just positions. The establishment Democrats may also be underestimating Kennedy's relative appeal. Although he's 70 years old, Kennedy still seems youthful, at least compared with Biden and Trump.

Biden fatigue in particular is very real right now, and will be a tangible factor in November. Yet the sense I came away with was that the people around Biden believe (hope) that itchy blue voters are on something akin to a political rumspringa, and, after voters learn more about Kennedy, they will eventually come home to the Democratic Party and its kindly 81-year-old nominee once summer ends and the election's existential stakes become more immediate. Kennedy is making a different bet.
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The Supreme Court Is Shaming Itself

No good legal reason exists to delay Donald Trump's January 6 trial any further.

by Andrew Weissmann, Ryan Goodman




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


Donald Trump is determined to avoid accountability before the general election, and, so far, the U.S. Supreme Court is helping him.

Trump has no legal ground whatsoever to delay a ruling in his plea for presidential immunity. The reason Trump has nevertheless sought to slow down the immunity appeals process is obvious: to postpone the trial date, hopefully pushing it into a time when, as president, he would control the Department of Justice and thus could quash the prosecution altogether. The Supreme Court has shamed itself by being a party to this, when the sole issue before the Court is presidential immunity. By contrast, Special Counsel Jack Smith has both law and policy on his side in seeking a prompt determination on immunity and a speedy trial soon thereafter. Yet the Court has ignored all that.

David A. Graham: The cases against Trump-a guide

The Supreme Court's lollygagging is reflected in its scheduling the immunity case for a leisurely April 25 hearing. It's too late to do anything about that now, but the Court has an opportunity to correct course following oral argument. The justices should press Trump's counsel on what possible legitimate reason he has to oppose a speedy resolution of the appeal. And then they should rule with dispatch because there is still time, albeit barely, to vindicate the public's right to a speedy trial.

Let's recap how we arrived at the present moment. After Judge Tanya Chutkan ruled against Trump's claim of presidential immunity on December 1 and Trump appealed that ruling to the D.C. Circuit, Smith asked the Supreme Court to hear the appeal immediately, leapfrogging the delay of the circuit-level argument and decision. Trump opposed that, and the Supreme Court declined Smith's invitation. The circuit court expedited its appeal and on February 6 issued its decision, again rejecting Trump's immunity argument in toto. Trump then sought a stay in the Supreme Court, and advocated various measures to slow the Court's hearing of the case. The Supreme Court then deliberated for a couple of weeks before accepting the case for review, and not scheduling the argument until two months later--on the very last day of oral arguments for this session.

Were he not seeking to avoid any trial in advance of the general election so he could maximize the chances of becoming the next president of the United States, Trump would have an interest in a speedy resolution of the immunity question, in contrast to the foot-dragging positions he has advocated throughout the litigation of this issue. Anyone with a legitimate claim of immunity has every interest in not suffering a single day more under the opprobrium of multiple criminal charges, not to mention being under pretrial bail conditions and a gag order. (Trump's lawyers have argued against his existing gag order, saying it sweeps so broadly as to undermine their client's ability to campaign for the presidency.)

The law itself recognizes the need for speed on this issue. With questions of immunity, courts permit an appeal in advance of a trial and forgo the usual rule that appeals are permitted only after a verdict is reached. The hope, in allowing for this, is to relieve someone from the opprobrium and burden of a trial, if the defendant is indeed immune. For the Court to set such a prolonged schedule--antithetical to the appropriate time frame for the only issue actually before the justices--speaks volumes about the role the Court has chosen to play in advancing the interests of the former president over the rule of law.

The government has its own interests in seeking a prompt resolution of the immunity issue and a speedy criminal trial (and it has the same interest as a defendant in not subjecting someone to criminal charges who is immune from prosecution). But before delving into the government's interests, let's first dispense with a red herring: Special Counsel Smith is not disputing that Trump should be accorded sufficient time to prepare for trial. An inviolable constitutional safeguard is that all criminal defendants must be able to exercise their procedural rights to prepare. Judge Chutkan already weighed the parties' competing claims. Her decision on a trial date fell well within the mark for similar cases, and that ruling is not on appeal (despite the Supreme Court's behaving as if it were).

The district judge's selected timeline (seven months from the August 1 indictment), in a case whose facts and substantial evidence were already available to the defendant, was longer than deadlines set all around the country. By way of comparison, next door in the more conservative Virginia district, defendants routinely go to trial at great speed, without conservative commentators going to the barricades over alleged violations of the rights of the accused. That Trump is a rich, white, and politically powerful man does not mean he should be accorded more (or fewer) rights than others. And Chutkan has said that when the case returns to her, she will give Trump more time to prepare.

David A. Graham: Judge Chutkan's impossible choice

With Trump's rights intact, then, Smith has several legitimate grounds for the immunity appeal to be decided expeditiously and a trial to start as promptly as possible. DOJ internal policy prohibits taking action in a case for "the purpose of" choosing sides in or affecting the outcome of an election. That is unquestionable and not in dispute here. Rather, the point is that well-established neutral criminal-justice principles support a speedy trial. This trial's outcome, of course, is not known in advance, and it may lead some voters to think better or worse of the defendant and the current presidential administration depending on the evidence and the outcome.

Moreover, the public has a profound interest in a fair and speedy trial. As Justice Samuel Alito wrote for a unanimous Supreme Court, the Speedy Trial Act "was designed not just to benefit defendants but also to serve the public interest." The refrain that "justice too long delayed is justice denied" has unmistakable resonance in this criminal context. The special counsel's briefs in the D.C. case are replete with references to this well-settled case law. This means that even when the accused is seeking to delay his day in court, that "does not alter the prosecutor's obligation to see to it that the case is brought on for trial," as the Supreme Court has well articulated. Many defendants seek to avoid the day of reckoning--hence Edward Bennett Williams's famous quip that for the defense, an adjournment is equivalent to an acquittal. The law provides that the public, the prosecution, and most emphatically the courts need not oblige that stratagem.

What's more, when a defendant seeks to postpone a trial until a point at which he can no longer be prosecuted, the Justice Department may request the trial be held before that deadline. The DOJ's interest in deterrence and accountability warrants this action. If Trump should win the election, he will become immune as president from criminal trial for at least four years (and perhaps forever by seeking dismissal of the federal case with prejudice or testing the efficacy of granting himself a pardon). The Justice Department can accordingly uphold the public interest in deterrence and accountability by seeking the prompt conviction of the leader of an insurrection. This DOJ need not advance the goals of a future administration led by that very "oathbreaking insurrectionist."

Another objective of criminal punishment is "specific deterrence," ensuring the defendant herself does not commit offenses in the future. Given the grand jury's determination that Trump committed felonies to try to interfere with the 2020 election, there are strong law-enforcement reasons to obtain a conviction to specifically deter Trump. Indeed, in proposing a trial date to Judge Chutkan, Smith quoted Justice Alito, on behalf of the whole Court, that speedy trials "serve the public interest by ... preventing extended pretrial delay from impairing the deterrent effect of punishment."

Trump's public denigration of the legal system--the incessant claims that the criminal case is a witch hunt--also gives a nation committed to the rule of law a vital interest in holding a public trial where a jury can assess Trump's actions. Trials can thus serve to restore faith in the justice system.

It is worth noting that when the government seeks its day in court, it simultaneously affords the defendant his day in court--providing him more process, not less. Indeed, the Department of Justice's so-called 60-day rule--which generally forbids it from taking overt actions in non-public cases with respect to political candidates and closely related people right before an election--is there to avoid a federal prosecutor hurling untested new allegations against a political candidate precisely because he would not have time to clear his reputation before the election. Here, the government is seeking to provide just that forum for Trump to clear his name before the election--to test the criminal allegations against the highest legal standard we have for adjudicating facts--and yet right-wing critics attack Smith. Trump of course wants to avoid that test, but that is an interest the courts should abjure.

The justices still have time to get back on track. Trump's claim that presidents have absolute immunity should be an easy issue to resolve given these criminal charges. Whether a president should have criminal immunity in some specific circumstances is an abstract question for another day, because efforts to stay in office and use the levers of the presidency are certainly not those specific circumstances. The appeals have delayed matters long enough at the expense of the right of the American people to a fair and speedy trial. Let them not stand in the way of ever having a trial at all.
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Donald Trump's Nine Lives

The former president got his latest reprieve when a court reduced the $464 million bond in his fraud case.

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump loves the musical Cats, and like the titular creatures, the former president seems to have nine lives. Today, in the face of yet another near-death financial experience, Trump got his latest reprieve. An appeals-court panel in New York State reduced the bond he must post in a civil fraud case from more than $464 million to just $175 million.

Given that the past few months have seen Trump repeatedly use legal procedures to his advantage, drawing out the cases against him in the hope of eventually escaping them, this decision may look like yet another infuriating case of Trump extracting injustice from the justice system. But in fact it is not such an instance, and the reduction is actually quite appropriate.

Recall the timeline. In mid-February, Justice Arthur Engoron ruled that Trump must pay more than $350 million, plus interest, after he, his sons, and the Trump Organization engaged, according to the judge's findings, in a years-long pattern of fraud, inflating and deflating the reported value of his assets in order to profit long-term. Trump promptly appealed the ruling, but as a defendant, he must post the value of his judgment while appealing.

David A. Graham: Trump's money problems are very real and very bad

The problem for Trump is that $350 million (which interest soon brought to nearly half a billion dollars) is a huge amount, even for him. He claims to have a net worth in the billions, but that number includes a great deal of assets that aren't really available. Part of it is nebulous brand value, but a lot is in real estate--value that can't be quickly accessed. Trump claimed in a deposition in the case that he had more than $400 million in cash and growing. That's questionable and, even if true, wouldn't leave him enough to cover the bond.

Instead, he sought to obtain a bond from a company that specializes in such products. Bonding companies promise courts to cover the cost of a judgment. In return, they usually demand collateral from a client such as Trump--or maybe particularly from Trump, given his long history of not paying his debts. One of them this month posted a bond in the much smaller judgment against Trump for defaming the writer E. Jean Carroll. But Trump was unable to obtain a bond large enough to cover the fraud judgment, even after approaching 30 companies. His lawyers said it was a "practical impossibility" in a filing. (Trump, ever helpful to his own defense, claimed on social media that he actually has more than $500 million in cash.)

The bond was due today, and Trump got his good news from the court just in time. It is a stay, or pause, not a permanent reduction. For now, the original judgment amount will still be due if Trump doesn't win on appeal. Today's outcome is neither a shock nor a travesty.

Offering temporary relief on the bond makes some sense. Imagine that the panel had not reduced the bond amount. Attorney General Letitia James could have started seizing his accounts or his properties, or else he would have been forced to start selling them. But this is a terrible moment to be selling commercial real estate, because the office market has not recovered from COVID. Beyond that, any buyers would know Trump was in a pinch and be happy to profiteer off him.

Read: The cases against Trump--a guide

But then imagine that a few weeks from now, Trump won his appeal, convincing the court that Engoron's finding was incorrect, or that the calculated amount of the penalty was unfair. Trump would have no way to recover the assets he'd been forced to unload at fire-sale prices. It doesn't take any affection for Trump to see why a court would want to avoid such an outcome, and why--even if Trump would still be filthy rich--this would be unjust punishment.

The problem for Trump remains winning on appeal. He railed against Engoron in a statement and claimed that the judge was wrong on law, but legal experts told me that they thought Trump would struggle to win his appeal. Engoron's decision was written in clear detail, as was his calculation of Trump's penalty, which is based on how much ill-gotten gain Trump extracted from his fraud. "The judge here did a very good job," Jim Wheaton, a law professor at William & Mary, told me. "Whether you agree or not, the judge very carefully made factual conclusions based on testimony in front of the judge. The judge made credibility decisions based on testimony of witnesses before him."

David A. Graham: Trump's 'fraudulent ways' cost him $355 million

Trump's instinct for stalling the legal cases against him is pernicious. U.S. courts must find a way to balance the need for procedural protection with the principle that justice delayed is justice denied, and so far they have shown themselves ill-equipped; consider that the U.S. Supreme Court won't even hear arguments about Trump's immunity from criminal prosecution until a month from today. But forcing Trump to put a FOR SALE BY OWNER sign out in front of Trump Tower today wouldn't serve justice, and might actually undermine it. As for Trump, he may just be delaying that outcome--but that's another problem for him to try to wriggle, cat-like, out of on another day.
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Why Trump Won't Stop Suing the Media and Losing

His lawsuits against the press are expensive and futile--and a lot more rational than they appear.

by Paul Farhi




Why would the most notoriously cash-strapped man in America waste money on frivolous lawsuits?

On Monday, Donald Trump--whose lawyers recently announced that he can't come up with the money to post a $454 million bond in his civil fraud case--fired off yet another suit against a news organization that reported facts he didn't like. The targets this time are ABC News and its anchor George Stephanopoulos, who Trump alleges defamed him by stating that Trump had been found liable for raping E. Jean Carroll.

The case looks like a sure loser. Trump was technically found liable under New York law for sexual abuse, not for rape, but the judge in the civil case ruled that, by forcibly penetrating Carroll's vagina with his fingers, "Mr. Trump in fact did 'rape' Ms. Carroll as that term commonly is used and understood." But no matter. The Stephanopoulos suit slots into a well-worn groove for Trump, who for years has lodged periodic lawsuits against alleged purveyors of "fake news" about him. Targets have included The Washington Post, The New York Times, CNN, Bob Woodward, and a Wisconsin TV station that ran an attack ad against him during the 2020 campaign. Trump has even gone after the board of the Pulitzer Prizes for awarding Pulitzers to the Post and the Times for their coverage of his connections to Russia.

Filing these suits has been costly for Trump--or rather, for donors to his campaign and affiliated political action committees, who have footed millions of dollars in legal fees. Not one of Trump's media lawsuits has ever succeeded, nor is one ever likely to, given both the underlying facts and the towering bar a president or former president faces in proving defamation. In one case against The New York Times, a judge found Trump's argument so flimsy that he ordered Trump to pay the Times' legal fees. In other cases, such as the one involving the Wisconsin station, the suit was quietly withdrawn a few months after it was filed.

David A. Graham: Trump's money problems are very real and very bad

So why does he keep doing it? On a basic level, this appears to be just Trump being Trump--peevish, headstrong, and narcissistic. For decades, his love-hate relationship with reporters has tended to flare into legal action, as it did in 2006 when he sued the writer Tim O'Brien over a few pages in a book that questioned Trump's personal wealth. As Trump told me in an interview in 2016, he knew he couldn't win that suit (he didn't) but brought it anyway to score a few points. "I spent a couple of bucks on legal fees, and [O'Brien's publisher] spent a whole lot more," he said then. "I did it to make his life miserable, which I'm happy about."

But Trump's quixotic legal crusades are not as irrational as they appear. Suing the press serves as a branding exercise and a fundraising tool. The lawsuits show his supporters that Trump is taking the fight to those lying journalists--so won't you contribute a few dollars to the cause? They thus have become an end unto themselves, part of an infinite loop: sue, publicize the suit, solicit and collect donations, sue again. The cases may be weak on the legal merits, but they "further his narrative of being persecuted by the radical left media," Brett Kappel, a campaign-finance lawyer who has researched Trump's legal actions against the press, told me.

This narrative has been a fixture of Trump's fundraising pitches for years. A few weeks after his inauguration, in 2017, one of his fundraising committees sent out an email urging donors "to do your part to fight back against the media's attacks and deceptions" by sending contributions that would help "cut through the noise" of news reports. Even before Trump filed a lawsuit against CNN in August 2022 (for describing his election lies as "the Big Lie"), his campaign was using the nonexistent suit to drum up contributions. "I'm calling on my best and most dedicated supporters to add their names to stand with me in my impending LAWSUIT against Fake News CNN," read a fundraising email. A second email sent out under Trump's name a few hours later struck a sterner tone: "I'm going to look over the names of the first 45 Patriots who added their names to publicly stand with their President AGAINST CNN."

When Trump got around to filing the suit two months later, the appeals began anew. "I am SUING the Corrupt News Network (CNN) for DEFAMING and SLANDERING my name," the campaign email read, in a chaotic typographical style reminiscent of a ransom note. "They've called me a LIAR, and so far, I've been proven RIGHT about EVERYTHING. Remember, when they come after ME, they are really coming after YOU ... I'm calling on YOU to rush in a donation of ANY AMOUNT RIGHT NOW to make a statement that you PROUDLY stand with me." The suit was dismissed last year by a federal judge appointed by Trump. Trump is appealing.

Of course, the cost of suing news organizations is a pittance compared with what Trump's donors are spending on his criminal defense. But it isn't cheap. According to Federal Election Commission records culled by Kappel, the Trump-controlled Save America PAC shelled out nearly $500,000 to the firm that sued the Pulitzer Prize board on Trump's behalf in 2022. It paid $211,000 last year to another law firm that handled Trump's litigation against CNN, among other matters, and an additional $203,000 to the firm handling the appeal.

The biggest recipient, by far, has been the attorney Charles Harder, the defamation specialist who represented Hulk Hogan in his successful suit against Gawker Media in 2016. From early 2018 to May 2021, according to FEC records, Harder took $4.4 million in fees from Trump-affiliated organizations. At one point in 2020, Harder's Beverly Hills firm received more money than any other firm doing work for Trump.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Is journalism ready?

Harder's work on Trump's behalf didn't produce anything close to his career-making Hogan verdict, which resulted in a $140 million award that drove Gawker into bankruptcy. Harder took the lead in Trump's effort to suppress publication of Michael Wolff's book Fire and Fury in 2018; he sent cease-and-desist letters to Wolff and his publisher, Henry Holt and Co., before the book's release, claiming that it contained libelous passages. The book was released as scheduled and became a best seller, and Trump didn't sue. In 2020, Harder handled Trump's lawsuit against the Times, alleging that an opinion piece by the former Times editor Max Frankel was defamatory. A judge dismissed that suit in 2021. (Harder, who no longer represents Trump, declined to comment for this story.)

Whether Trump's beat-the-press strategy is a net financial winner, once all the donations are collected and the attorney fees are subtracted, is hard to say. But Trump's filing of another hopeless lawsuit this week suggests that the math may be in his favor. Why bother paying lawyers millions of dollars to sue and appeal if the return on investment is less than zero? Trump may be petty and irrational, but he has never been accused of neglecting his own financial interests. (A Trump spokesperson didn't return a request for comment.)

At the moment, of course, Trump has much bigger headaches. As of this writing, he's days away from having his assets seized to satisfy that civil-fraud judgment. His overall fundraising has lagged President Joe Biden's. And he is burning through his supporters' money to pay for his criminal defense. Despite all that, he still finds a way to keep filing lawsuits against the media. You almost have to admire the commitment.
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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




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


Updated at 2:00 p.m. ET on March 26, 2024


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 Mikaloff, 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.



Related Podcast



This story previously misstated Susie Mikaloff's last name.
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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 invoke 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.
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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




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


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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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




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


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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Trump Finds Another Line to Cross

The former president used to exercise a modicum of restraint around Joe Biden's stutter. No longer.

by John Hendrickson




Former President Donald Trump, perhaps threatened by President Joe Biden's well-received State of the Union address, mocked his opponent's lifelong stutter at a rally in Georgia yesterday. "Wasn't it--didn't it bring us together?" Trump asked sarcastically. He kept the bit going, slipping into a Biden caricature. "'I'm gonna bring the country tuh-tuh-tuh-together,'" Trump said, straining and narrowing his mouth for comedic effect.

Trump has made a new habit of this. "'He's a threat to d-d-democracy,'" Trump said in his vaudeville Biden character at a January rally in Iowa. That jibe was also a response to a big Biden speech--one tied to the anniversary of the January 6 insurrection. (Guess who the he was in that sentence.)

More than Trump's ugly taunt, one thing stands out to me about these moments: the sound of Trump's supporters laughing right along with him. This is a building block of Trumpism. The man at the top gives his followers permission to be the worst version of themselves.

I was on my way to meet friends last night when someone texted me a link to Trump's latest fake-stuttering clip. I am a lifelong stutterer, and as I rode the subway, holding my phone up to my ear, out came that old familiar mockery--like Adam Sandler in Billy Madison saying, "Tuh-tuh-tuh-today, junior!" Only this time the taunt was coming from a 77-year-old man.

Read: What Joe Biden can't bring himself to say

Stuttering is one of many disabilities to have entered Trump's crosshairs. In 2015, he infamously made fun of a New York Times reporter's disabled upper-body movements. Three years later, as president, when planning a White House event for military veterans, he asked his staff not to include amputees wounded in combat, saying, "Nobody wants to see that." Stuttering is a neurological disorder that affects roughly 3 million Americans. Biden has stuttered since childhood. He has worked to manage his disfluent speech for decades, but, contrary to the story he tells about his life, he has never fully "beat" it.

As I noted in 2019 when I first wrote about Biden's relationship to his stutter, living with this disorder is by no means a quest for pity. And having a stutter is not a get-out-of-jail-free card for any verbal flub. Sometimes, when Biden mixes up a name, date, or fact, he is doing just that: making a mistake, and his stutter is not the reason. I am among those who believe the balance of Biden's stuttering to non-stuttering-related verbal issues has shifted since I interviewed him five years ago.

And yet, Biden can still come off confident, conversational, and lucid. Although he's not a naturally gifted orator like Barack Obama or Bill Clinton, he can still be an effective public speaker--someone who, as my colleague Jennifer Senior noted, understands "the connect." Notably, he can find a way to do all of the above while still periodically stuttering, as he proved during his State of the Union speech. Depending on the day, his voice might be booming or it might be shaky. He may go long stretches of time without interruption, or visibly and audibly repeat certain sounds in a classic stutter formation. Such moments are outside of Biden's control, as they are for any stutterer, which makes them an appealing pressure point for Trump, the bully.

For a time, Trump exercised a modicum of restraint around this topic. As I once wrote, Trump was probably wise enough to realize that, to paraphrase Michael Jordan, Republicans stutter too. (Including Trump's friend Herschel Walker, who has his place on the Stuttering Foundation's website, along with Biden.) During the 2020 election, Trump wouldn't go right for the jugular with the S-word. Instead, at his final campaign events, he would play a sizzle reel of Biden's vocal stumbles, looking up at the screen and laughing at Biden along with the crowd. Back then, Trump left most of the direct stuttering vitriol to his allies and family. "Joe, can you get it out? Let's get the words out, Joe," his daughter-in-law, Lara Trump, said at a Women for Trump event. She's now RNC co-chair.

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

Watching this new clip brought me back to my conversation with Biden five years ago. At the time, I asked him whether he thought Trump would one day nickname him "St-St-St-Stuttering Joe." If Trump were to go there, Biden told me, "it'll just expose him for what he is."

Trump has now definitively gone there. What has that exposed? Only what we already knew: Trump may be among the most famous and powerful people in modern history, but he remains a small-minded bully. He mocks Biden's disability because he believes the voters will reward him for it--that there is more to be gained than lost by dehumanizing his rival and the millions of other Americans who stutter, or who go through life managing other disorders and disabilities. I would like to believe that more people are repulsed than entertained, and that Trump has made a grave miscalculation. We have eight more months of this until we find out.



Related Podcast
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        U.S. Support for Israel's War Has Become Indefensible
        Phil Klay

        "This is our 9/11," an Israeli Defense Forces spokesperson said a few days after the rape, torture, kidnapping, and mass murder of Israelis on October 7. Or it was worse than 9/11. "Twenty 9/11s," Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said a few weeks later, once the scale of the devastation was evident. As for the current military campaign in Gaza? Earlier this month, Netanyahu told new IDF cadets, "We are preventing the next 9/11."I'm a New Yorker. For me, 9/11 was the unbearable loss of th...

      

      
        Benjamin Netanyahu Is Israel's Worst Prime Minister Ever
        Anshel Pfeffer

        If Benjamin Netanyahu had accepted defeat in June 2021, finally yielding the stage to a coalition of his opponents, he could have retired at the age of 71 with a decent claim to having been one of Israel's more successful prime ministers.He had already surpassed the time in office of Israel's founder, David Ben-Gurion, becoming the country's longest-serving prime minister in 2019. His second stretch in office, from 2009 to 2021, coincided with perhaps the best 12 years Israel had known since its ...

      

      
        Winners of the 2024 World Nature Photography Awards
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The winning images and photographers of this year's World Nature Photography Awards have just been announced. Contest organizers have once more shared some of the winning images, shown below, from their 14 categories. Captions were provided by the photographers and have been...

      

      
        Holi 2024: The Festival of Colors
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This week, Hindus around the world are celebrating Holi, the "festival of colors"--a springtime celebration where revelers throw brightly colored powders at friends and strangers alike. Participants gather to welcome the arrival of spring, commemorate Krishna's pranks, and allow one ano...

      

      
        Beijing Is Ruining TikTok
        Michael Schuman

        By all rights, TikTok's parent company, ByteDance, should be one of the world's most respected companies. The technology start-up has created an innovative social-media platform with global appeal--an achievement that puts ByteDance in the elite ranks of Facebook and X.There's a single reason the company doesn't get that respect: It's Chinese.On March 13, the House of Representatives passed a bill with unusually wide bipartisan support that will ban TikTok from the United States unless ByteDance d...

      

      
        Conspiracy Theories About the Moscow Attack Are Unnecessary
        Graeme Wood

        Updated at 2:05 p.m. ET on March 23, 2024A decade ago, when foreign fighters were flowing into Syria, the Islamic State's capital, Raqqa, became a sort of Epcot of global jihad: New arrivals from different nations clustered together in their national groups. If you were a recent arrival from France or just wanted to know where to get a croissant, you could visit a cafe full of French people and ask. Tens of thousands of foreign fighters came from places as distant as Chile and Japan. Russia alone...

      

      
        The Angst Behind China's 'Lying Flat' Youth
        Christina Knight

        On Halloween in 2022, outside a party the police had just disbanded in Beijing's warehouse district, I saw a 20-something woman in a sparkly spandex suit and bunny ears run into the road. "Freedom, not testing!" she shouted. "Reform, not revolution! Votes, not dictators! Citizens, not slaves!"Those were familiar words at Tsinghua University, where I was studying for a master's degree. From a bridge near campus, someone had hung a banner emblazoned with the slogans. The banner's maker, who became ...
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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 celeb...

      

      
        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...
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U.S. Support for Israel's War Has Become Indefensible

A good pretext for war is not enough to make a war just.

by Phil Klay




"This is our 9/11," an Israeli Defense Forces spokesperson said a few days after the rape, torture, kidnapping, and mass murder of Israelis on October 7. Or it was worse than 9/11. "Twenty 9/11s," Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said a few weeks later, once the scale of the devastation was evident. As for the current military campaign in Gaza? Earlier this month, Netanyahu told new IDF cadets, "We are preventing the next 9/11."

I'm a New Yorker. For me, 9/11 was the unbearable loss of thousands of lives. But I'm also a veteran of America's War on Terror, so for me, 9/11 was also the pretext for disastrous, poorly conceived wars that spread death and destruction, destabilized the Middle East, created new enemies, and empowered Iran.

George Packer: Israel must not react stupidly

Finally, I'm an American. My country is supporting Israel militarily and diplomatically, and so I have a stake in answering this question: Is the United States enabling Israel to make the same terrible mistakes we did after 9/11?

In principle, Israel has a case for military action in Gaza, and it goes something like this. Across its border sat an army of tens of thousands of men intent on massacring civilians. Ghazi Hamad, from Hamas's political bureau, declared that the atrocities of October 7 were "just the first time, and there will be a second, a third, a fourth." Yes, rooting out Hamas would be brutal--the group welcomes civilian collateral damage and has entrenched itself in hundreds of miles of tunnels honeycombed through civilian infrastructure. But peace is illusory as long as Hamas remains in power.

Perhaps, in an alternate world, Israel could have fought such a war with restraint, in order to degrade Hamas's military power without playing into its hands by causing unnecessary civilian suffering. Israel would have helped, rather than hindered, the efforts of outside states to funnel humanitarian aid into Gaza--showing that it distinguished the Palestinian people from Hamas battalions and valued their lives. If Israel had very different internal politics, it might even have signaled a positive vision for the war's end--one premised on rebuilding a Gazan government led by Palestinians not committed to Israel's destruction but to a fair-minded two-state solution that would ensure full political rights for Gazans. But this is not the war that Israel has fought.

"Sometimes it sounds like certain officials, it's almost as if they support a hypothetical war, instead of the actual war that Israel is fighting," Adil Haque, an executive editor at Just Security and an international-law professor at Rutgers University, told me.

Friends of mine who support Israel have compared the Gaza campaign to the American and Iraqi fight against the Islamic State in Mosul, another large urban area of about 2 million people defended by an entrenched enemy hiding among civilians. At least 9,000 innocents died, many from American air strikes.

I walked through the devastation in Mosul two years after the battle, and it was like nothing I'd ever seen. Blocks of rubble, the skeletal remains of homes and shops, survivors living in the shatters who spoke of starvation and horror, collecting rainwater or risking their lives to go to the river, where soldiers shot at them. "It's like Hiroshima and Nagasaki," one man told me in the ruins of his home. But he also said that ISIS was gone from Mosul forever. "Even if all I have is a piece of wood," he said, "I would fight them rather than let them return."

The war Israel is actually fighting in Gaza bears little resemblance to that brutal and far from perfect, but necessary, campaign. Rather, in Gaza, Israel has shown itself willing to cause heavy civilian casualties and unwilling to care for a population left without basic necessities for survival. It has offered no realistic plan for an eventual political settlement. Far from the hypothetical war for Israeli security, this looks like a war of revenge.


Palestinians gather to collect aid food in Beit Lahia, in the northern Gaza Strip, on February 26, 2024, amid continuing battles between Israel and the Palestinian militant group Hamas. ( AFP / Getty)





Israel's approach to civilian lives and infrastructure is the first and most obvious problem. John Spencer, the chair of urban-warfare studies at West Point, told The Wall Street Journal this month that Israel sets the "gold standard" for avoiding civilian casualties. Defenders of Israel cite its use of precision munitions and its distribution of leaflets and phone calls warning civilians to evacuate combat areas.

But evacuation orders can only do so much for a trapped population facing destroyed infrastructure, dangerous exit routes, and unrealistic time frames. Israel's original evacuation order for northern Gaza gave 1.1 million people just 24 hours to leave. As Paula Gaviria Betancur, the United Nations special rapporteur on the human rights of internally displaced persons, noted at the time, "It is inconceivable that more than half of Gaza's population could traverse an active war zone, without devastating humanitarian consequences, particularly while deprived of essential supplies and basic services."

And precision munitions are good only when used precisely. Senior Israeli officials complained even before the war that the list of possible military targets in Gaza was "very problematic." Then Israel dropped a massive amount of ordnance on Gazan neighborhoods--6,000 bombs in the first six days of the war alone. For comparison, the international coalition fighting ISIS dropped an average of 2,500 bombs a month across all of Syria and Iraq. To think that Israel was precisely targeting 1,000 strikes a day strains credulity. Satellite images do not show pinpoint strikes but whole flattened neighborhoods. From October 7 to November 26, Israel damaged or destroyed more than 37,000 structures, and as CNN reported in December, about 40 to 45 percent of the air-to-ground munitions used at that point were unguided missiles. Certainly Hamas's practice of building its tunnels beneath civilian infrastructure means that destroying the tunnels will cause widespread damage, but the scale of this bombing campaign goes well beyond that.

What does this mean for death tolls? Larry Lewis, the director of the Center for Autonomy and Artificial Intelligence at the Center for Naval Analyses, found that even if we accept the IDF's claim that 12,000 of the roughly 29,000 Gazans reported dead by February 20 were enemy fighters, that would still mean that for every 100 Israeli air strikes, the IDF killed an average of 54 civilians. In the U.S. campaign in Raqqa, the American military caused an estimated 1.7 civilian deaths per 100 strikes.

Israel's lack of concern for civilian casualties is clear from well-documented individual strikes. On October 31, Israel struck the Jabaliya refugee camp with what appears to have been at least two 2,000-pound bombs, destroying entire housing blocks. News footage soon after showed at least 47 bodies, including children, pulled from the rubble in the refugee camp. Eventually the Hamas-controlled Gaza Health Ministry would claim 195 dead and hundreds more injured. The target of the strike was Ibrahim Biari, a Hamas commander who helped plan October 7, as well as a tunnel network and other Hamas fighters.

Read: Is the destruction of Gaza making Israel any safer?

During the Battle of Mosul, strikes that could be anticipated to kill 10 civilians or more required sign-off from the commanding general of Central Command, which oversees all American military activity across the greater Middle East. Deliberate strikes might have been analyzed by multiple working groups, and precautions taken to limit civilian casualties by using a more precise weapon with a smaller blast radius. A strike might have been canceled if the harm to civilians outweighed the possible battlefield advantage. In the Jabaliya strike, Israel caused foreseeable civilian casualties an order of magnitude greater than anything America would have signed off on during the past decades of war. And yes, 2,000-pound bombs are among the munitions that the United States has been sending to Israel, and which Israel has been using for strikes that American commanders would never permit from their own armed forces.

Even more troubling has been Israel's failure to allow humanitarian relief to reach the civilian population it has put at risk. On October 9, Israel's defense minister, Yoav Gallant, declared a "complete siege" of Gaza, stating, "There will be no electricity, no food, no fuel, everything is closed." Since then, the Israeli bombing campaign has destroyed Gaza's agriculture and infrastructure, and Israel has restricted aid coming from outside the Strip.

The United States has played a game of push and pull, providing weapons but telling Israeli authorities that they must allow humanitarian aid into Gaza; Israel fails to sufficiently comply, and Gazans starve. In February, the deputy executive director of the World Food Programme, Carl Skau, announced that one out of every six Gazan children under the age of 2 was acutely malnourished. "Hundreds of trucks are waiting to enter, and it is absolutely imperative to make crossing points work effectively and open additional crossing points," the European Union's foreign-policy chief, Josep Borrell, said on March 18. "It is just a matter of political will. Israel has to do it."

A UN Security Council resolution noted on December 22 that under international law, all parties must "allow, facilitate, and enable the immediate, safe, and unhindered delivery of humanitarian assistance at scale directly to the Palestinian civilian population." That Israel lets some aid through is not a defense. As Tom Dannenbaum, an associate professor of international law at Tufts University, pointed out at the beginning of the conflict, even when starvation is being used as a weapon of war, "often there can be a trickle of humanitarian relief or a stop-start permission of essentials into a territory that is besieged." In Gaza, starving children fill desperately strained hospital wards. Israel can make no plausible argument that it's meeting its obligations here.

Perhaps the most damning indictment of Israel's conduct is that it is fighting this war without any realistic vision of its outcome, other than the military defeat of Hamas. The "day after" plan that Netanyahu released in February suggests an indefinite Israeli military occupation of Gaza, rejects international negotiations toward a permanent settlement with the Palestinian people, and gives only a vague nod toward a reconstruction plan "financed and led by countries acceptable to Israel." On March 14, Ophir Falk, one of Netanyahu's advisers, declared in The Wall Street Journal that the military campaign was "guaranteeing that Gaza will never pose a threat to Israel again." This is delusional.

Violent repression can backfire or produce Pyrrhic victories. Look at my war. Toppling Saddam Hussein created a fertile chaos for insurgent groups of all types. When I deployed to Iraq as part of the American surge of troops in 2007, we successfully worked with Sunni leaders to bring down the level of violence, only for ISIS to rise from the country's unstable politics over the decade that followed.

Repression rarely completely eradicates terrorist groups. Even Israeli intelligence admits that Hamas will survive this war. And as the terrorism expert Audrey Kurth Cronin has noted, repression is difficult for democracies to sustain, because it "exacts an enormous cost in money, casualties, and individual rights, and works best in places where the members of terrorist groups can be separated from the broader population." The latter is manifestly not the case in Gaza.

Sheer force cannot make Palestinians accept the violence done to them, the destruction wrought on their homes, and their fate as a subject population, deprived of self-determination. Recent polls show two-thirds of Gazans blaming Israel for their suffering, and most of the rest blaming the United States, while in the West Bank support for armed struggle has risen. Defenders of Israel will often reference a quote attributed to Golda Meir: "If the Arabs put down their weapons today, there would be no more violence. If the Jews put down their weapons today, there would be no more Israel." But that's not how Palestinians experience it. Even before October 7, the rate of settler violence against Palestinians in the West Bank was on track to reach an all-time high in 2023. More attacks followed.

Making this combustible situation still worse are international actors who benefit from stoking conflict. Iran has long helped train, supply, and fund armed Palestinian groups, offering a reported $350 million in 2023 alone. More arms, training, and funding will flow in the future, not only to Gaza but around the region. Netanyahu has suggested that Israel will maintain military control of Gaza, operating a security buffer zone inside Gaza and closing the border with Egypt. From a military perspective alone, such an expensive commitment to endless repression within Gaza would be shortsighted. As Cronin points out, historically, "using overwhelming force tends to disperse the threat to neighboring regions."



A good pretext for a war does not make a war just. War needs to be carried out without brutality and drive at a just political end. Israel is failing on both counts. Hamas may be horrific, but just because you've diagnosed a malignant tumor doesn't mean you hand a rusty scalpel to a drunk and tell him to cut away while the patient screams in terror.

Graeme Wood: Pressuring Israel works

All of which calls into question America's support for this war. Washington never even tried to make its aid conditional on Israel's abiding by the standards of wartime conduct that Americans have come to expect. The Biden administration has twice bypassed congressional review in order to provide weapons to Israel. Senator Bernie Sanders proposed having the State Department investigate possible Israeli human-rights violations, but the Senate rejected the bid. Any policy relying on less debate and greater ignorance should raise alarms in a democracy. The administration's policy has already hurt America's standing globally.

"All the work we have done with the Global South [over Ukraine] has been lost," a senior G7 diplomat told the Financial Times in October. "Forget about rules, forget about world order. They won't ever listen to us again."

Defenders of the war often ask: If not this, what should Israel be doing? Some of the answers to that question are fairly easy. Israel should not approve strikes that will predictably kill more than 100 civilians for limited military gain. It should not bomb entire neighborhoods to rubble. And it must make an aggressive commitment to providing humanitarian relief, rather than being a stumbling block to groups trying to save lives in the midst of starvation.

Other answers are more difficult, because to imagine a postwar Gaza that might lead to peace, or at least to the weakening of violent forces around the region, would be to imagine a very different Israeli government--one that could credibly commit to helping facilitate the rebuilding of a Palestinian government in Gaza and the provision of full political rights to the people there. Instead, Israel has a government that just announced the largest West Bank land seizure in decades, and whose prime minister offers nothing to Palestinians but "full Israeli security control of all the territory west of the Jordan."

The Biden administration has assured its critics that it is pressuring Israel to do better. It recently allowed a UN Security Council resolution calling for a cease-fire to pass, even as it abstained and criticized the resolution for failing to condemn Hamas. But this will hardly repair the damage to America's international reputation. Washington needs to address the war that is, not the hypothetical war U.S. officials would like to see. As Adil Haque told me, "It's been five and a half months now, and there's no indication that Israel will ever change its tactics in a significant way, so you either support the way it fights, or you can't support it at all." Washington needs to stop making excuses for Israel and stop supporting this war.

So perhaps October 7 will be Israel's 9/11, or 20 9/11s--not just because of the scale of the losses, but because of the foolishness and cruelty of the response. And a few years from now, if I talk with a survivor of this devastating war, will he blame Hamas for provoking it? I would guess that he'll blame the country that bombed him without mercy and restricted the delivery of food while his family starved to death. And he'll blame America for enabling it. And so will the rest of the world. And they'll be right.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/03/gaza-war-indefensible-united-states/677896/?utm_source=feed
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Benjamin Netanyahu Is Israel's Worst Prime Minister Ever

One man's ambition has undermined Israel's security and consumed its politics.

by Anshel Pfeffer




If Benjamin Netanyahu had accepted defeat in June 2021, finally yielding the stage to a coalition of his opponents, he could have retired at the age of 71 with a decent claim to having been one of Israel's more successful prime ministers.

He had already surpassed the time in office of Israel's founder, David Ben-Gurion, becoming the country's longest-serving prime minister in 2019. His second stretch in office, from 2009 to 2021, coincided with perhaps the best 12 years Israel had known since its founding in 1948. The country enjoyed relative security, with no major wars or prolonged Intifadas. The period was one of uninterrupted economic growth and prosperity. Thanks to its early adoption of widespread vaccination, Israel was one of the first countries in the world to emerge from the coronavirus pandemic. And toward the end of that span came three agreements establishing diplomatic relations with Arab countries; more were likely on the way.

Twelve years of Netanyahu's leadership had seemingly made Israel more secure and prosperous, with deep trade and defense ties across the world. But this wasn't enough to win him another term. A majority of Israelis had tired of him, and he had been tainted by charges of bribery and fraud in his dealings with billionaires and press barons. In the space of 24 months, Israel held four elections ending in stalemate, with neither Netanyahu nor his rivals winning a majority. Finally, an unlikely alliance of right-wing, centrist, left-wing, and Islamist parties managed to band together and replace him with his former aide Naftali Bennett in June 2021.

Read: Netanyahu should quit. The U.S. can help with that.

At that point, Netanyahu could have sealed his legacy. A plea bargain on offer from the attorney general would have ended his corruption trial with a conviction on reduced charges and no jail time. He would have had to leave politics, probably for good. Over the course of four decades in public life, including 15 years as prime minister and 22 as the Likud party's leader, he had already left an indelible mark on Israel, dominating the second half of its history. But he couldn't bear the thought of giving up power.

Within 18 months, he was back as prime minister for the third time. The unwieldy coalition that replaced him had imploded, and this time around, Netanyahu's camp of far-right and religious parties ran a disciplined campaign, exploiting the weaknesses of their divided rivals to emerge with a small parliamentary majority, despite still being virtually tied in the vote count.

Nine months later, Netanyahu, the man who promised, above everything else, to deliver security for Israel's citizens, presided over the darkest day in his country's existence. A total breakdown of the Israeli military and intelligence structure allowed Hamas to breach Israel's border and embark on a rampage of murder, kidnapping, and rape, killing more than 1,100 Israelis and taking more than 250 hostage. The calamities of that day, the failures of leadership leading up to it, and the traumas it caused will haunt Israel for generations. Even leaving completely aside the war he has prosecuted since that day and its yet-unknown end, October 7 means that Netanyahu will always be remembered as Israel's worst-ever leader.



How does one measure a prime minister?

There is no broadly accepted ranking of the 13 men and one woman who have led Israel, but most lists would feature David Ben-Gurion at the top. Not only was he the George Washington of the Jewish state, proclaiming its independence just three years after a third of the Jewish people had been exterminated in the Holocaust, but his administration established many of the institutions and policies that define Israel to this day. Other favorites include Levi Eshkol, for his shrewd and prudent leadership in the tense weeks before the Six Day War, and Menachem Begin, for achieving the country's first peace agreement with an Arab nation, Egypt.

All three of these men had mixed records and detractors, of course. Ben-Gurion had autocratic tendencies and was consumed by party infighting during his later years in office. After the Six Day War, Eshkol failed to deliver a coherent plan for what Israel should do with the new territories it occupied and the Palestinians who have remained under its rule ever since. In Begin's second term, Israel entered a disastrous war in Lebanon, and his government nearly tanked the economy. But in most Israelis' minds, these leaders' positive legacies outweigh the negatives.

Who are the "worst prime ministers"? Until now, most Israelis regarded Golda Meir as the top candidate for that dismal title. The intelligence failure leading to the Yom Kippur War was on her watch. Before the war, she rejected Egyptian overtures toward peace (though some Israeli historians have recently argued that these were less than sincere). And when war was clearly imminent, her administration refrained from launching preemptive attacks that could have saved the lives of hundreds of soldiers.

Read: The end of Netanyahu

Other "worst" candidates have included Ehud Olmert, for launching the second Lebanon war and becoming Israel's first former prime minister to go to prison for corruption; Yitzhak Shamir, for kiboshing an agreement with Jordan's King Hussein that many believe could have been a significant step toward resolving the Israel-Palestinian conflict; and Ehud Barak, for spectacularly failing to fulfill his extravagant promises to bring peace with both the Palestinians and Syria.

But Benjamin Netanyahu now surpasses these contenders by orders of magnitude. He has brought far-right extremists into the mainstream of government and made himself, and the country, beholden to them. His corruption is flamboyant. And he has made terrible security decisions that brought existential danger to the country he pledged to lead and protect. Above all, his selfishness is without parallel: He has put his own interests ahead of Israel's at every turn.



Netanyahu has the distinction of being the only Israeli prime minister to make a once reviled movement on the right fringe of the country's politics into a government stakeholder.

Rabbi Meir Kahane, the founder of a Jewish-supremacist group called Kach, won a lone seat in the Knesset in 1984. He openly called for replacing Israeli democracy with a constitution based on the laws of the Torah and for denying Israel's Arab citizens equal rights. During Kahane's single legislative term, the entire Israeli political establishment shunned him. When he got up to speak in the Knesset, all of its members would leave the plenum.

In 1985, Likud joined other parties in changing election law so that those who denied Israel's democratic identity, denied its Jewish identity, or incited racism could be barred from running for office. Under this provision, Kach was never allowed to compete in another election. Kahane was assassinated in New York in 1990. Four years later, a member of his movement killed 29 Muslims at prayer in Hebron, and the Israeli government proscribed Kach as a terror organization and forced it to disband.

But the Kahanists didn't go away. With each Israeli election, they tried to rename their movement and adjust its platform to conform with electoral law. They remained ostracized. Then, in 2019, Netanyahu saw a roadblock on his path to reelection that they could help him get around.

Several Israeli parties had pledged not to serve in a government led by an indicted prime minister--quite possibly, enough of them to shut Netanyahu out of power. To prevent that from happening, Netanyahu needed to eke out every possible right-wing and religious vote for his potential coalition. The polls were predicting that the latest Kahanist iteration, the Jewish Power party, which is led by the thuggish but media-savvy Itamar Ben-Gvir, would receive only about 10,000 votes, well below the threshold needed to make the party a player on its own; but Netanyahu believed that if he could persuade the Kahanists and other small right-wing parties to merge their candidates' lists into a joint slate, together they could win a seat or two for his potential coalition--just what he needed for a majority.

Netanyahu began pressuring the leaders of the small right-wing parties to merge their lists. At first the larger of these were outraged. Netanyahu was meddling in their affairs and, worse, trying to coerce them to accept the Kahanist outcasts. Gradually, he wore down their resistance--employing rabbis to persuade politicians, orchestrating media campaigns in the nationalist press, and promising central roles in future administrations. Media figures close to Netanyahu accused Bezalel Smotrich, a fundamentalist settler and the new leader of the religious Zionist party, of "endangering" the nation by making it easier for the hated left to win the election. Soon enough, Smotrich's old-school national-religious party merged not only with Ben-Gvir's Jewish Power but with an even more obscure, proudly homophobic party led by Avi Maoz.

Netanyahu did worry a bit about the optics. Throughout five stalemated election campaigns from 2019 to 2022, Likud coordinated closely with Jewish Power, but Netanyahu refused to be seen in public with Ben-Gvir. During the 2022 campaign, at a religious festival, he even waited backstage for Ben-Gvir to leave the premises before going up to make his speech.

Two weeks later, there was no longer any need to keep up the act. Netanyahu's strategy succeeded: His coalition, merged into four lists, edged out its squabbling opponents with 64 of the Knesset's 120 seats.

Netanyahu finally had the "right-wing in full" government he had often promised. But before he could return to the prime minister's office, his allies demanded a division of the spoils. The ministries with the most influence on Israelis' daily lives--health, housing, social services, and the interior--went to the ultra-Orthodox parties. Smotrich became finance minister; Maoz was appointed deputy minister in charge of a new "Agency for Jewish Identity," with power to intervene in educational programs. And Ben-Gvir, the subject of numerous police investigations for violence and incitement over a period of three decades, was put in charge of a newly titled "Ministry of National Security," with authority over Israel's police and prison services.

As Netanyahu signed away power to the Kahanists, he told the international news media that he wasn't forming a far-right government. The Kahanists were joining his government. He would be in control. But Netanyahu hadn't just given Israel's most extreme racists unprecedented power and legitimacy. He'd also insinuated them into his own formerly mainstream party: By March 2024, Likud's candidates for local elections in a handful of towns had merged their slates with those of Jewish Power.

Likud long prided itself on combining staunch Jewish nationalism, even militarism, with a commitment to liberal democracy. But a more radical stream within the party eschewed those liberal values and championed chauvinistic and autocratic positions. For much of the past century, the liberal wing was dominant and provided most of the party's leadership. Netanyahu himself espoused the values of the liberal wing--until he fell out with all the main liberal figures. By 2019, none was left to oppose the alliance with Ben-Gvir's Kahanists.

Now more than a third of Likud's representatives were religious, and those who weren't preferred to call themselves "traditional" rather than secular. They didn't object to cooperating with the Kahanists; indeed, many had already worked with them in the past. In fact, many Likud Knesset members by that point were indistinguishable from the Jewish Power ones. Israel's worst prime minister didn't just form an alliance of convenience with the country's most irresponsible extremists; he made them integral to his party and the running of the state.




Benjamin Netanyahu arrives in court in March 2022.(Yonatan Sindel / AFP)



That Netanyahu is personally corrupt is not altogether novel in the history of the Israeli prime ministership. What makes him worse than others is his open contempt for the rule of law.

By 2018, Netanyahu was the subject of four simultaneous corruption investigations that had been in motion for more than a year. In one, known as Case 4000, Netanyahu stood accused of promising regulatory favors to the owner of Israel's largest telecom corporation in return for favorable coverage on a popular news site. Three of the prime minister's closest advisers had agreed to testify against him.

Investigations of prime ministers are not rare in Israel. Netanyahu was the subject of one during his first term. The three prime ministers who served in the decade between his first and second terms--Ehud Barak, Ariel Sharon, and Ehud Olmert--had all been investigated as well. Only in Olmert's case did police deem the evidence sufficient to mount a prosecution. At the time, in 2008, Netanyahu was the leader of the opposition.

"We're talking about a prime minister who is up to his neck in investigations and has no public or moral mandate to make fateful decisions for Israel," Netanyahu said of Olmert. "There is a concern, I have to say real, not without basis, that he will make decisions based on his personal interest of political survival and not on the national interest."

Graeme Wood: Why the most hated man in Israel might stay in power

Ten years later, Netanyahu would be the one snared in multiple investigations. Then he no longer spoke of corruption in high office but of a "witch hunt," orchestrated by rogue police commanders and left-wing state prosecutors, and egged on by a hostile news media, all with the aim of toppling a right-wing leader.

Netanyahu was determined to politicize the legal procedure and pit his supporters against Israel's law-enforcement agencies and judiciary. Never mind that the two previous prime ministers who had resigned because of corruption charges were from the center left. Nor did it matter that he had appointed the police commissioner and attorney general himself; both were deeply religious men with impeccable nationalist backgrounds, but he tarred them as perfidious tools of leftist conspiracy.

Rather than contemplate resignation, on May 24, 2020, Netanyahu became the first sitting Israeli prime minister to go on trial. He has denied all wrongdoing (the trial is still under way). In a courthouse corridor before one session, he gave a 15-minute televised speech accusing the legal establishment of "trying to topple me and the right-wing government. For over a decade, the left wing have failed to do this at the ballot box, and in recent years have come up with a new idea. Elements in the police and prosecutor's office have joined left-wing journalists to concoct delusional charges."

The law didn't require Netanyahu to resign while fighting the charges against him in court. But doing so had seemed logical to his predecessors under similar circumstances--and to Israel's lawmakers, who had never envisaged that a prime minister would so brazenly challenge the justice system, which he had a duty to uphold. For Netanyahu, however, remaining in power was an end in itself, one more important than preserving Israel's most crucial institutions, to say nothing of Israelis' trust in them.



Netanyahu placed extremists in positions of power, undermined confidence in the rule of law, and sacrificed principle to power. Little wonder, then, that last summer, tensions over the role of Israel's judiciary became unmanageable. The crisis underlined all of these reasons that Netanyahu should go down as Israel's worst prime minister.

For 34 of the past 47 years, Israel's prime ministers have come from the Likud party. And yet many on the right still grumble that "Likud doesn't know how to rule" and "you vote right and get left." Likudniks complain about the lingering power of "the elites," a left-wing minority that loses at the ballot box but still controls the civil service, the upper echelons of the security establishment, the universities, and the media. A growing anti-judicial wing within Likud demands constitutional change and a clamping-down on the supreme court's "judicial activism."

Netanyahu had once minimized these complaints, but his stance on the judiciary changed after he was indicted in 2019. Indeed, at the start of his current term, Likud's partners demanded commitments to constitutional change, which they received. The ultra-Orthodox parties were anxious to pass a law exempting religious seminary students from military service. Such exemptions had already fallen afoul of the supreme court's equality standards, so the religious parties wanted the law to include a "court bypass." Netanyahu acceded to this. To pass the legislation in the Knesset, he appointed Simcha Rothman, a staunch critic of the court, as the chair of the Knesset's Constitution Committee.

He also appointed Yariv Levin, another fierce critic of the court, as justice minister. Just six days after the new government was sworn in, Levin rolled out a "judicial reform" plan, prepared by a conservative think tank, that called for drastically limiting the court's powers to review legislation and gave politicians control over the appointment of new justices.

Within days, an extremely efficient counter-campaign pointed out the dangers the plan posed, not just to Israel's fragile and limited democracy, but to its economy and security. Hundreds of thousands of Israelis protested in the streets. Likud began to drop in the polls, and Netanyahu privately urged the leaders of the coalition parties to delay the vote. They refused to back down, and Levin threatened to resign over any delay.

Netanyahu's motives, unlike those of his partners, were not ideological. His objective was political survival. He needed to keep his hard-won majority intact and the judges off-balance. But the protests were unrelenting. Netanyahu's independent-minded defense minister, Yoav Gallant, pointed to the controversy's dire implications for the Israel Defense Forces as hundreds of volunteer reserve officers threatened to suspend their service rather than "serve a dictatorship."

Netanyahu wasn't sure he wanted to go through with the judicial coup, but the idea of one of Likud's senior ministers breaking ranks in public was unthinkable. On March 25 of last year, Gallant made a public statement that the constitutional legislation was a "clear and major threat to the security of Israel" and he would not be voting for it. The next evening, Netanyahu announced that he was firing Gallant.

Anne Applebaum: Netanyahu's attack on democracy left Israel unprepared

In Jerusalem, protesters besieged Netanyahu's home. In Tel Aviv, they blocked main highways. The next morning, the trade unions announced a general strike, and by that evening, Netanyahu backed down, announcing that he was suspending the legislation and would hold talks with the opposition on finding compromises. Gallant kept his post. The talks collapsed, protests started up again, and Netanyahu once again refused to listen to the warnings coming from the security establishment--not only of anger within the IDF, but that Israel's enemies were planning to take advantage of the country's disunity to launch an attack.

The debate over judicial reform pitted two visions of Israel against each other. On one side was a liberal and secular Israel that relied on the supreme court to defend its democratic values; on the other, a religious and conservative Israel that feared that unelected judges would impose incompatible ideas on their Jewish values.

Netanyahu's government made no attempt to reconcile these two visions. The prime minister had spent too many years, and all those toxic electoral campaigns, exploiting and deepening the rift between them. Even when he belatedly and halfheartedly tried to rein in the radical and fundamentalist demons he had ridden back into office, he found that he could no longer control them.

Whether Netanyahu really meant to eviscerate Israel's supreme court as part of a plot to weaken the judiciary and intimidate the judges in his own case, or whether he had no choice in the matter and was simply a hostage of his own coalition, is immaterial. What matters is that he appointed Levin as justice minister and permitted the crisis to happen. Ultimately, and despite his professed belief in liberal democracy, Netanyahu allowed Levin and his coalition partners to convince him that they were doing the right thing--because whatever kept him in office was right for Israel. Democracy would remain strong because he would remain in charge.

Trying to diminish the powers of the supreme court isn't what makes Netanyahu Israel's worst prime minister. The judicial reform failed anyway. Only one of its elements got through the Knesset before the war with Hamas began, and the court struck it down as unconstitutional six months later. The justices' ruling to preserve their powers, despite the Knesset's voting to limit them, could have caused a constitutional crisis if it had happened in peacetime. But by then Israel was facing a much bigger crisis.


Protesters march against the Israeli government's judicial-overhaul plan in Tel Aviv in July 2023. (Jack Guez / AFP / Getty)





Given Israel's history, the ultimate yardstick of its leaders' success is the security they deliver for their fellow citizens. In 2017, as I was finishing my unauthorized biography of Netanyahu, I commissioned a data analyst to calculate the average annual casualty rate (Israeli civilians and soldiers) of each prime minister since 1948. The results confirmed what I had already assumed. In the 11 years that Netanyahu had by then been prime minister, the average annual number of Israelis killed in war and terror attacks was lower, by a considerable margin, than under any previous prime minister.

My book on Netanyahu was not admiring. But I felt that it was only fair to include that data point in his favor in the epilogue and the very last footnote. Likud went on to use it in its 2019 campaigns without attributing the source.

The numbers were hard to argue with. Netanyahu was a hard-line prime minister who had done everything in his power to derail the Oslo peace process and prevent any move toward compromise with the Palestinians. Throughout much of his career, he encouraged military action by the West, first against Iraq after 9/11, and then against Iran. But in his years as prime minister, he balked at initiating or being dragged into wars of his own. His risk aversion and preference for covert operations or air strikes rather than ground operations had, in his first two stretches in power, from 1996 to 1999 and 2009 to 2021, kept Israelis relatively safe.

Netanyahu supporters on the right could also argue, on basis of the numbers, that those who brought bloodshed upon Israel, in the form of Palestinian suicide bombings and rocket attacks, were actually Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres, the architects of the Oslo Accords; Ehud Barak, with his rash attempts to bring peace; and Ariel Sharon, who withdrew Israeli soldiers and settlers unilaterally from Gaza in 2005, creating the conditions for Hamas's electoral victory there the following year. That argument no longer holds.

If future biographers of Israeli prime ministers undertake a similar analysis, Netanyahu will no longer be able to claim the lowest casualty rate. His 16th year in office, 2023, was the third-bloodiest in Israel's history, surpassed only by 1948 and 1973, Israel's first year of independence and the year of the Yom Kippur War, respectively.

Read: This war isn't like Israel's earlier wars

The first nine months of 2023 had already seen a rise in deadly violence in the West Bank and East Jerusalem, as well as terrorist attacks within Israel's borders. Then came the Hamas attack on October 7, in which at least 1,145 Israelis were massacred and 253 kidnapped and taken to Gaza. More than 30 hostages are now confirmed dead.

No matter how the war in Gaza ends, what happens in its aftermath, or when Netanyahu's term finally ends, the prime minister will forever be associated above all with that day and the disastrous war that followed. He will go down as the worst prime minister because he has been catastrophic for Israeli security.



To understand how Netanyahu so drastically failed Israel's security requires going back at least to 2015, the year his long-term strategic bungling of the Iranian threat came into view. His mishandling didn't happen in isolation; it is also related to the deprioritization of other threats, including the catastrophe that materialized on October 7.

Netanyahu flew to Washington, D.C., in 2015 to implore U.S. lawmakers to obstruct President Barack Obama's nuclear deal with Iran. Many view this gambit as extraordinarily damaging to Israel's most crucial alliance--the relationship with the United States is the very bulwark of its security. Perhaps so; but the stunt didn't make subsequent U.S. administrations less supportive of Israel. Even Obama would still go on to sign the largest 10-year package of military aid to Israel the year after Netanyahu's speech. Rather, the damage Netanyahu caused by presuming too much of the United States wasn't to the relationship, but to Israel itself.

Netanyahu's strategy regarding Iran was based on his assumption that America would one day launch an attack on Iran's nuclear program. We know this from his 2022 book, Bibi: My Story, in which he admits to arguing repeatedly with Obama "for an American strike on Iran's nuclear facilities." Senior Israeli officials have confirmed that he expected Donald Trump to launch such a strike as well. In fact, Netanyahu was so sure that Trump, unlike Obama, would give the order that he had no strategy in place for dealing with Iran's nuclear program when Trump decided, at Netanyahu's own urging, to withdraw from the Iran deal in May 2018.


Netanyahu addresses a joint session of the U.S. Congress in March 2015. (Win McNamee / Getty)



Israel's military and intelligence chiefs had been far from enamored with the Iran deal, but they'd seized the opportunity it presented to divert some of the intelligence resources that had been focused on Iran's nuclear program to other threats, particularly Tehran's network of proxies across the region. They were caught by surprise when the Trump administration ditched the Iran deal (Netanyahu knew it was coming but didn't inform them). This unilateral withdrawal effectively removed the limitations on Iran's nuclear development and required an abrupt reversal of Israeli priorities.

Senior Israeli officials I spoke with had to tread a wary path here. Those who were still in active service couldn't challenge the prime minister's strategy directly. But in private some were scathing about the lack of a coherent strategy on Iran. "It takes years to build intelligence capabilities. You can't just change target priorities overnight," one told me.

Read: A shocked and frazzled collective mind

The result was a dissipation of Israeli efforts to stop Iran--which is committed to the destruction of Israel. Iran sped further than ever down the path of uranium enrichment, and its proxies, including the Houthis in Yemen and Hezbollah on Israel's northern border, grew ever more powerful.

In the months leading up to October 7, Israel's intelligence community repeatedly warned Netanyahu that Iran and its proxies were plotting a major attack within Israel, though few envisaged something on the scale of October 7. By the fall of 2023, motives were legion: fear that an imminent Israeli diplomatic breakthrough with Saudi Arabia could change the geopolitics of the region; threats that Ben-Gvir would allow Jews greater access to the al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem and worsen conditions for Palestinian prisoners; rumors that the deepening tensions within Israeli society would render any response to an attack slow and disjointed.

Netanyahu chose to ignore the warnings. The senior officers and intelligence chiefs who issued them were, to his mind, conspiring with the law-enforcement agencies and legal establishment that had put him on trial and were trying to obstruct his government's legislation. None of them had his experience and knowledge of the real threats facing Israel. Hadn't he been right in the past when he'd refused to listen to leftist officials and so-called experts?

Hamas's surprise attack on October 7 was the result of a colossal failure at all levels of Israel's security and intelligence community. They had all seen the warning signals but continued to believe that the main threat came from Hezbollah, the larger and far better-equipped and trained enemy to the north. Israel's security establishment believed that Hamas was isolated in Gaza, and that it and the other Palestinian organizations had been effectively deterred from attacking Israel.

Netanyahu was the originator of this assumption, and its biggest proponent. He believed that keeping Hamas in power in Gaza, as it had been for nearly two years when he returned to office in 2009, was in Israel's interest. Periodic rocket attacks on Israeli communities in the south were a price worth paying to keep the Palestinian movement split between the Fatah-dominated Palestinian Authority in the West Bank enclaves and Hamas in Gaza. Such division would push the troublesome two-state solution off the global agenda and allow Israel to focus on regional alliances with like-minded Arab autocracies that also feared Iran. The Palestinian issue would sink into irrelevance.



Netanyahu's disastrous strategy regarding Gaza and Hamas is part of what makes him Israel's worst prime minister, but it's not the only factor. Previous Israeli prime ministers, too, blundered into bloody wars on the basis of misguided strategies and faulty advice from their military and intelligence advisers.

Netanyahu stands out from them for his refusal to accept responsibility, and for his political machinations and smear campaigns since October 7. He blames IDF generals and nourishes the conspiracy theory that they, in alliance with the protest movement, somehow allowed October 7 to happen.

Hillary Rodham Clinton: Hamas must go

Netanyahu believes that he is the ultimate victim of that tragic day. Convinced by his own campaign slogans, he argues that he is the only one who can deliver Israel from this valley of shadows to the sunlit uplands of "total victory." He refuses to consider any advice about ending the war and continues to prioritize preserving his coalition, because he appears incapable of distinguishing between his own fate, now tainted by tragic failure, and that of Israel.

Many around the world assume that Israel's war with Hamas has proceeded according to some plan of Netanyahu's. This is a mistake. Netanyahu has the last word as prime minister and head of the emergency war cabinet, but he has used his power mainly to prevaricate, procrastinate, and obstruct. He delayed the initial ground offensive into Gaza, hesitated for weeks over the first truce and hostage-release agreement in November, and is now doing the same over another such deal with Hamas. For the past six months, he has prevented any meaningful cabinet discussion of Israel's strategic goals. He has rejected the proposals of his own security establishment and the Biden administration. He presented vague principles for "the day after Hamas" to the cabinet only in late February, and they have yet to be debated.

However one views the war in Gaza--as a justified war of defense in which Hamas is responsible for the civilian casualties it has cynically hidden behind, or as an intentional genocide of the Palestinian people, or as anything in between--none of it is Netanyahu's plan. That's because Netanyahu has no plan for Gaza, only one for remaining in power. His obstructionism, his showdowns with generals, his confrontations with the Biden administration--all are focused on that end, which means preserving his far-right coalition and playing to his hard-core nationalist base.

Meanwhile, he's doing what he has always done: wearing down and discrediting his political opponents in the hope of proving to an exhausted and traumatized public that he's the only alternative. So far, he's failing. Polls show that an overwhelming majority of Israelis want him gone. But Netanyahu is fending off calls to hold an early election until he believes he is within striking distance of winning.

Netanyahu's ambition has consumed both him and Israel. To regain and remain in office, he has sacrificed his own authority and parceled out power to the most extreme politicians. Since his reelection in 2022, Netanyahu is no longer the center of power but a vacuum, a black hole that has engulfed all of Israel's political energy. His weakness has given the far right and religious fundamentalists extraordinary control over Israel's affairs, while other segments of the population are left to pursue the never-ending quest to end his reign.

One man's pursuit of power has diverted Israel from confronting its most urgent priorities: the threat from Iran, the conflict with the Palestinians, the desire to nurture a Westernized society and economy in the most contested corner of the Middle East, the internal contradictions between democracy and religion, the clash between tribal phobias and high-tech hopes. Netanyahu's obsession with his own destiny as Israel's protector has caused his country grievous damage.

Most Israelis already realize that Netanyahu is the worst of the 14 prime ministers their country has had in its 76 years of independence. But in the future, Jews might even remember him as the leader who inflicted the most harm on his people since the squabbling Hasmonean kings brought civil war and Roman occupation to Judea nearly 21 centuries ago. As long as he remains in power, he could yet surpass them.
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        Winners of the 2024 World Nature Photography Awards

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 26, 2024

            	16 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The winning images and photographers of this year's World Nature Photography Awards have just been announced. Contest organizers have once more shared some of the winning images, shown below, from their 14 categories. Captions were provided by the photographers and have been lightly edited for style and clarity.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elephant in a herd reaches for a tree branch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Behavior--Mammals. Elephants reach for branches at Mana Pools National Park in Zimbabwe.
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                Lukas Walter / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Low clouds cover the tip of a volcano, illuminated by the glowing lava below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Planet Earth's Landscapes and Environments. Cloud cover above Chile's Villarrica volcano.
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                Francisco Negroni / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mother zebra and her foal are attacked by a cheetah.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Behavior--Mammals. A mother zebra and her foal are attacked by a cheetah in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya. "That morning, we decided to follow four cheetahs on the hunt. We followed them for hours. We passed herds of topis, gazelles, and zebras. We knew something was going to happen. When, five hours later, our Maasai guide whispered, 'They are going for the zebras,' I was convinced they would attack the topis or gazelles dotted across the valley. Seconds later, the cheetahs burst into a small group of zebras. One cheetah ran toward us, clinging onto a foal. In those seconds, I took this picture of the mother zebra launching a last attempt to push her foal away from the attacking cheetah. She failed. I will remember those last seconds for the rest of my life."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Alexander Brackx / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view of an orca swimming through a tight school of herring]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Underwater. "A female orca split a herring bait ball while diving through it to get one, shot from underneath while free diving. Every winter, enormous schools of herring migrate from the open ocean into the fjords of northern Norway and attract large numbers of big predators such as orcas and humpback whales." Photographed near Skjervoy, Norway.
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                Andy Schmid / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stand of white-bark trees with yellow leaves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Nature Art. A stand of aspen trees, seen in Aspen, Colorado.
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                Robert J. Ross / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A pair of ibex prepare to butt heads while standing at the edge of a deep valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Animals in Their Habitat. A pair of Nubian ibex in the Negev desert in Israel.
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                Amit Eshel / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The hands of a mother and infant gorilla]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Animal Portraits. The hands of a mother and infant gorilla, seen in Bwindi Impenetrable Forest, Uganda.
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                Michael Stavrakakis / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Yellow tufts of grass stand on small hills on a black-sand beach, seen in front of snow-covered mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Planet Earth's Landscapes and Environments. "Winter in Stokksnes, Iceland. The beach with its black sand and the majestic mountain called Vestrahorn--I love the contrast in colors between the white mountains and the black dunes with yellow grass."
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                Ivan Pedretti / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small mammal called a binturong stands at the door of one of several large cages.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Nature Photojournalism. A binturong is kept in a cage for the production of kopi luwak coffee in Sulawesi, Indonesia.
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                Lennart Stolte / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mother elephant walks with a calf walking directly beneath its belly.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Black and White. Mother elephant and calf, Amboseli National Park, Kenya.
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                Tom Way / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a vulture, the feathers of its head covered in blood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Animal Portraits. The bloody head of a Himalayan vulture, photographed in Chopta, in Uttarakhand, India.
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                Partha Roy / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A lynx leaps through a snowy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Animals in Their Habitat. A Canada lynx leaps through a snowy field.
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                Thomas Vijayan / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close image of a tiny plant vaguely shaped like an owl.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Plants and Fungi. "Once, a photographer whom I respected, Suchat Chanhomhuan, took me to Doi Hua Mot Mountain, Umphang Wildlife Sanctuary, Tak province, Thailand, to meet a kind of living organism with a strange shape that looked like an owl. The scientific name of this plant is Thismia thaithongiana."
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                Chatree Lertsintanakorn / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A boy chases a swarm of locusts.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, People and Nature. A boy chases a swarm of locusts in Jaisalmer, Rajasthan, India.
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                Hira Punjabi / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A fox walks among broken bricks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Urban Wildlife. A fox walks among broken bricks in Lucerne, Switzerland.
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                Roman Willi / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An osprey flaps, splashing water, as it catches two fish in its talons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Black and White. An osprey catches two fish in Kangasala, Finland.
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                Tom Nickels / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Holi 2024: The Festival of Colors

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 25, 2024

            	21 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            This week, Hindus around the world are celebrating Holi, the "festival of colors"--a springtime celebration where revelers throw brightly colored powders at friends and strangers alike. Participants gather to welcome the arrival of spring, commemorate Krishna's pranks, and allow one another a chance to drop inhibitions and simply play and dance together. Gathered below are images of this year's Holi festivals from Nepal, India, Pakistan, Kenya, and the U.S.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Four people with colored powder all over their faces smile and pose side by side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Students play with colors ahead of Holi festival outside Mata Sundri College in New Delhi, India, on March 21, 2024.
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                [image: Colored water and powder are splashed over a crowd of celebrating people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hindu devotees play with water and colorful powders at Radha Rani Temple of Nandgaon, India, during the Holi festival on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person smiles, covered in colored powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A student smiles, covered in colored powder, ahead of Holi, in Lucknow, India, on March 22, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd raises their arms, awaiting a spray of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees cheer as colored powder and water are sprayed on them during celebrations marking Holi at the Swaminarayan temple in Ahmedabad, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: Women spray colored powder from a large hose over a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women spray colored powder on revelers during Holi in Guwahati, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds out their hands, covered in colored water, above a celebrating crowd below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Hindu devotee has colored hands at the Radha Rani Temple in Nandgaon on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: Several women cover one another with colored powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women cover one another with colored powder as they celebrate Holi in Chennai, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: Four young men with their faces painted silver ride a motorbike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young men with their faces painted silver ride a motorbike during Holi celebrations in Mumbai, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd dances and celebrates in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers dance during celebrations to mark Holi in Prayagraj, northern Uttar Pradesh state, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A boy laughs as his face is smeared with colored powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy reacts during celebrations of the Hindu spring festival of Holi at a school for children with special needs in Mumbai on March 22, 2024.
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                [image: People spray water over a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People spray water over a crowd during Holi celebrations in Pushkar, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: Women celebrate and cover one another in colored powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women celebrate Holi in Bengaluru, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: People, covered in many colors, dance together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dance during Holi festivities in Guwahati on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A cloud of purple powder flows through a crowd of people celebrating.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Villagers from Barsana and Nandgaon celebrate Holi at Nandagram Temple in Nandgaon village, 70 miles south of New Delhi, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A swarm of bees attacks a drunk man who is covered with green powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A swarm of bees attacks a drunk man during Holi celebrations in Guwahati on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A group of people holds its hands out together in a circle, all covered in colored powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women celebrate Holi at the Swaminarayan Temple in Karachi, Pakistan, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: Two women, covered in many colors, pose for a photo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take part in a Holi celebration in the Encino neighborhood of Los Angeles, California, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of a large crowd celebrating in a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands of people dance as they throw colored powder and spray water during Holi celebrations in Prayagraj, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A man is colored almost entirely blue, covered in powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People smear colored powder on each other as they celebrate Holi in Jammu, India, on March.25, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of celebrating people, covered in many colors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People covered in many colors take part in the Holi festival in Nairobi, Kenya, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands in knee-deep water, whipping their long wet hair over their head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person plays in a pond during Holi celebrations in Kathmandu, Nepal, on March 24, 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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Beijing Is Ruining TikTok

Unfortunately for ByteDance, there's nothing it can do about the rule of law in China.

by Michael Schuman




By all rights, TikTok's parent company, ByteDance, should be one of the world's most respected companies. The technology start-up has created an innovative social-media platform with global appeal--an achievement that puts ByteDance in the elite ranks of Facebook and X.

There's a single reason the company doesn't get that respect: It's Chinese.

On March 13, the House of Representatives passed a bill with unusually wide bipartisan support that will ban TikTok from the United States unless ByteDance divests its stake in the short-video app to a non-Chinese investor. Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo recently said she supports the legislation, adding that "TikTok presents serious national-security risks to the people of the United States."

The bill still needs to clear the Senate, but if it does, TikTok will most likely be barred from the world's largest economy. The Chinese government has already signaled that it will oppose a forced sale of TikTok, apparently out of concern that its technology will fall into foreign hands.

That's tragic, not only for TikTok's millions of avid American fans but also for the greater cause of innovation and free enterprise. Both Beijing and Washington are sacrificing what could be tremendous, mutual economic gain to geopolitical competition and security jitters.

The Chinese government's drive for control and self-reliance has intensified in recent years, but the long-term pattern is consistent: Beijing has always clogged free markets to protect its political interests and promote its own corporate champions. The United States, however, has taken a turn, and the TikTok ban is representative.

Read: Why America is afraid of TikTok

The business of America is supposed to be business, but now Washington is adding a corollary: except if you're Chinese. President Joe Biden's administration is looking to replace Chinese-made cranes in American ports, also over security concerns. Last year, Ford announced a plan to manufacture electric-vehicle batteries in a new Michigan factory using Chinese technology, raising a storm of protest from lawmakers fearful that the deal would bolster China's position in a key industry.

Paranoid politicians in Washington, obsessed with the threat from China, would be all too easy to blame. But the Chinese Communist Party is the true culprit here. The concerns about TikTok ultimately have almost nothing to do with TikTok and just about everything to do with how the authoritarian government in Beijing runs its economy, society, and legal system. From that, ByteDance has no escape.

The core of the concern about TikTok is the data it collects on American citizens. The fear in Washington is that these data could end up in the hands of the Chinese security state. If the Chinese spy agency or military demands that ByteDance fork over the ample contents of its databases, could the company say no?

ByteDance's founder, Zhang Yiming, told me point-blank in 2020 that "even if we get such a request, it is impossible" for management to comply. I'm confident that he meant what he said: ByteDance executives are surely aware that their business would face catastrophic consequences if it were ever caught funneling private data from the United States to the Chinese government.

But the pledge is not one he can really make. ByteDance operates in an environment without the rule of law. Government authorities can cry "national security" and essentially do what they please. ByteDance's executives have little latitude to resist a government demand for data--at least not without placing their business and themselves in grave peril. That's why none of the hearings, promises, and lobbying--not even ByteDance's attempt to ring-fence U.S. user data--can assuage Washington's fears.

Those fears aren't unreasonable. The Chinese government wants data on Americans and has already gone looking for them. Chinese hackers, for instance, have stolen data on U.S. citizens from the credit-reporting agency Equifax and the federal government's Office of Personnel Management in the past. Why, then, would Chinese authorities not be tempted by whatever tasty tidbits might be stored in TikTok's vaults?

Nor can ByteDance really alleviate another major concern in Washington: that the platform could be used to spread pro-China propaganda and manipulate American public opinion. Chinese authorities could lean on ByteDance to act as a tool in its campaign to shape perceptions of China and to promote the Communist Party's values, ideas, and narratives around the world.

Banning TikTok won't completely solve these problems. American internet giants store tons of U.S. user data: If Chinese agents want some data, they can just hack Facebook. The Chinese state has also mobilized plenty of other tools--including, again, American social-media platforms--in its global disinformation campaign.

What lawmakers in Washington are really saying is that they have so little trust in Beijing that they consider it too dangerous to allow American teenagers to lip-synch in bikinis on a Chinese app. And, if anything, what little trust remains is rapidly evaporating.

James Surowiecki: TikTok is too popular to ban

The tone of U.S.-China relations softened after Biden and Chinese leader Xi Jinping held a long summit in November, but Xi has continued to keep Washington on guard. Whether by strengthening the language regarding unification with Taiwan by excluding the commonly used descriptor peaceful from the government's latest annual work report in March, or by refusing to cooperate with Washington on the Houthi crisis in the Red Sea,  Beijing is hardly signaling its good faith.

TikTok's managers haven't helped themselves, either. Shou Zi Chew, TikTok's chief executive officer, tried to pretend that the company wasn't Chinese--describing it instead as a global company headquartered in Singapore and Los Angeles--in his congressional testimony last year, a feeble dodge that undermined his credibility. During the debates over the House bill, TikTok mobilized its users to lobby lawmakers against the ban, then criticized the politicians for not listening. "Members of Congress are complaining about hearing from their constituents? Respectfully, isn't that their job?" the company posted on X.

A Chinese company lecturing Americans on the nature of democracy is not a good look. Neither is the hypocrisy of the Chinese government. A spokesperson for China's foreign ministry recently criticized Washington's stance on TikTok as "clearly a bullying act and robbers' logic." But onerous regulation and censorship block nearly all major American internet and media companies from operating in China. The Chinese government would never allow a foreign company to offer a service like TikTok's in China. Wait, check that: Beijing won't permit its citizens to operate a Chinese app of that nature, either. ByteDance doesn't let Chinese customers onto TikTok and instead provides a separate sister platform called Douyin.

Chinese authorities appear to prefer the propaganda value of criticizing Washington to offering up any assurances to save TikTok. They should care much more about its fate. A big part of American global power is of the soft variety. The world posts on Facebook and Instagram; relatively few outside of China use WeChat or Weibo. TikTok was the exception--a potential goodwill ambassador for China's rise, cut off at the knees by the hard realities of Chinese authoritarianism.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/03/tiktok-bytedance-bill-national-security-risks/677860/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Conspiracy Theories About the Moscow Attack Are Unnecessary

The fault lines in Russian society have foretold yesterday's atrocity for literally centuries.

by Graeme Wood




Updated at 2:05 p.m. ET on March 23, 2024

A decade ago, when foreign fighters were flowing into Syria, the Islamic State's capital, Raqqa, became a sort of Epcot of global jihad: New arrivals from different nations clustered together in their national groups. If you were a recent arrival from France or just wanted to know where to get a croissant, you could visit a cafe full of French people and ask. Tens of thousands of foreign fighters came from places as distant as Chile and Japan. Russia alone contributed as many as 4,000, according to President Vladimir Putin, and by all accounts, their cluster focused not on pastry but on warfare. The only countries that put up numbers to rival Russia's were Tunisia and Turkey.

Yesterday, terrorists murdered at least 133 concertgoers in suburban Moscow. The Islamic State's news agency, Amaq, posted the group's claim of responsibility, as usual in language balanced between wire-service precision and rabid derangement. The claim described an attack "against a large gathering of Christians"--an odd way to describe a nonreligious prog-rock concert. Videos from the scene show gunmen firing into piles of huddled civilians and stalking others. The style resembles the Bataclan massacre, which ISIS perpetrated in Paris in 2015, and the October 7 attack, the handiwork of ISIS's enemy Hamas. The Amaq report says the killers "withdrew to their bases," which suggested that they remained at large and capable of attacking again, and that they had more than one base. By Saturday, Russia claimed to have arrested all four perpetrators and several accomplices. Putin suggested the killers had been on a run for the Ukrainian border.

Neil Hauer: Russia has a plan for Ukraine. It looks like Chechnya.

In Russia, as in many authoritarian states, rumors proliferate fast after shocking events like this. Many repeated the crazy theory that ISIS was deliberately invented by America. The exiled chess master and dissident Garry Kasparov suggested that Russia had attacked itself to drum up ethnonationalist sentiment. Putin's intimation of Ukrainian involvement makes little sense to me. It beggars belief that the most hunted men in Russia would immediately drive in a white Renault toward the most heavily militarized and monitored zone in the entire region when they could drive in any other direction and be alone in a birch forest somewhere. But Putin's version is consistent with the theory that he will use the attack to demonize Ukraine.

Everything we know about Russia and its history with ISIS supports the theory that ISIS perpetrated the attack. ISIS has been reviving its capacity, particularly in its Khorasan affiliate, the one identified by U.S. intelligence as responsible for the attack. Islamic State Khorasan Province "has taken on a more central role in planning attacks abroad," Tore Hamming, a jihadism researcher at the risk-management consultancy Refslund Analytics, told me by text. He said a number of recent events, such as the arrests of suspected members in Turkey, suggest that the group is planning attacks outside its usual area of operations.

ISIS had a huge Russian and Central Asian contingent in its heyday. And the fault lines in Russian politics and society have foretold this kind of atrocity for literally centuries. It would be a surprise if four guys piled into a car and sped toward Ukraine after committing mass murder. Nothing could be less surprising than an ISIS attack in a region susceptible to just such an attack.

About one out of every five Russian citizens is Muslim, but that population is not evenly distributed either geographically or socioeconomically. In cities, a lot of taxi drivers and hard-luck laborers have names like Magomedov and Ismailov, indicative of Muslim ancestry. Many have roots in majority-Muslim Central Asian countries and have come to Russia in search of jobs. A very large proportion of the ISIS fighters from those countries came through Russia and developed violent tendencies there, away from the moderating influence of friends and family. The four alleged perpetrators arrested by Russia are reportedly from Tajikistan, a Central Asian republic bordering Afghanistan.

The center of geographic gravity of Islam in Russia is the Northern Caucasus, the site of domestic strife and bloodshed in a series of episodes going back centuries. In lieu of perfecting croissants, some groups around Dagestan and Chechnya have become proficient guerrilla warriors, and Putin perfected his own harsh methods on them during the Chechen Wars of the 1990s and 2000s. Those wars ended with a decisive Russian victory and the installation of micro-Putins, such as Ramzan Kadyrov, so that Moscow could rule Chechnya indirectly. These figures' loyalty is such that two years ago, in the early days after the invasion of Ukraine, Kadyrov's Chechen fighters were among the first deployed to fight on Putin's side.

Casey Michel: Decolonize Russia

The problem is that decisive victories are never as decisive as they seem. Most residents of formerly restive regions in the Caucasus enjoy peace as much as anyone. But discontent is easy to detect. On my last visit to Dagestan, a taxi driver sheepishly turned down his music player when a jihadist song came on. Some people remain eager to fight.

The rise of ISIS was useful for Russia, which could imagine no better destination for its domestic jihadists than a faraway conflict with a conveniently high mortality rate. Anyone so inclined could go to Iraq or Syria with Moscow's tacit blessing. That is one reason the number of ISIS members coming from Russia was so high: They were more or less permitted to go, so that they would self-detonate or run into machine-gun fire there, rather than make trouble within Russia's borders. Many of those who went are now dead, as hoped. Some are not, and many of those have not lost their fervor. They just need a new object for it.

The connection between Russia and ISIS is, in other words, overdetermined. The cruelty of the killing and even the choice of venue--a concert hall--are all awfully familiar to anyone acquainted with jihadism in Russia. What comes next will be familiar too. The horrific videos and claims of responsibility have already arrived. Next will be a brutal reply from the Russian state. Whether that reply will be addressed to the attack's actual authors is an open question.
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The Angst Behind China's 'Lying Flat' Youth

For young people, the dissent that briefly kindled protests against pandemic lockdowns has settled into a malaise of vague discontent.

by Christina Knight




On Halloween in 2022, outside a party the police had just disbanded in Beijing's warehouse district, I saw a 20-something woman in a sparkly spandex suit and bunny ears run into the road. "Freedom, not testing!" she shouted. "Reform, not revolution! Votes, not dictators! Citizens, not slaves!"

Those were familiar words at Tsinghua University, where I was studying for a master's degree. From a bridge near campus, someone had hung a banner emblazoned with the slogans. The banner's maker, who became known as "Bridgeman," had disappeared a few days before Halloween. Now the girl in the spandex suit struggled with her boyfriend in the street as he tried to cover her mouth. The other young people streamed out of the warehouse party in silence. But, moments later, muted voices rose from the crowd: "I agree," "I support you," and even, "Xi Jinping has a small penis!"

Then a police officer took out his phone to start filming. Everyone dispersed.

Within a month, China would erupt in its largest street demonstrations since 1989. At Tsinghua, where one of the tamer protests occurred, students sang the Chinese national anthem and the socialist song "The Internationale" outside the main canteen, and chanted "Democracy and rule of law! Freedom of expression!" Some held placards featuring the Friedmann equations (symbolizing a "free man" and an open universe), rainbow flags for LGBTQ rights, and the blank pieces of paper that gave the movement its name: the White Paper Protests.

The protests may have been a response to the country's zero-COVID policy, but my conversations with young people in China last year suggested that their disenchantment had outlasted the pandemic. In my Chinese peers, I saw one persistent commonality: a preoccupation with personal struggles accompanied by apathy toward political change. The frustrated energy that zero-COVID once incited has transformed into a malaise of discontented resignation.

Read: Zero COVID's failure is Xi's failure

In early December 2022, about a week after the protests, Lihua and I sat in an empty university classroom, slurping noodles at a metal table under flickering fluorescent lights. (I have granted every person cited in this story a pseudonym or anonymity to protect them from potential retaliation.) She and I had originally met in a foreign-policy class but then had to keep rescheduling meetings because our dorms were continually under quarantine. When we finally gathered, China's government had stripped away its zero-COVID policy, dismantled testing sites, and let the virus spread.

Lihua scrolled WeChat, China's most popular social-media messaging app, and asked, without looking up, "Hey, did you see the protests?"

Her question surprised me. We were only acquaintances, and I recognized that the subject was sensitive--especially to discuss with a foreigner. Yes, I told her, cautiously; I had watched from afar.

Just the week before, she continued, her entire WeChat had been full of "freedom," "democracy," and criticism of the government. "But now," she said, "there is nothing." She showed me her phone: photos of colorful desserts, her friends' selfies, and travel videos lit up the screen. "Some of this is because the censors have gotten better," she explained. "But people know how to avoid their posts being taken down. It's as if everyone forgot overnight."

The Chinese Communist Party had stifled the protests with authoritarian measures, particularly on campuses. At Tsinghua, classes shifted online and students were offered free bus and rail tickets home. In Beijing, police hunted for protesters by scrutinizing the phones of entire subway cars of people and questioning passersby on the street. Officers even went to the homes of people whose phones' geolocation records placed them in the vicinity of protests.

On X (formerly Twitter), videos posted via VPN circulated of protesters being shoved into police cars, handcuffed, even beaten up. But repression may not have been the only factor in the movement's demise. The disbanding of testing sites and the removal of quarantine requirements dissipated much of my peers' passion. Days earlier, when students were in full revolt, Tsinghua had advertised a rare town-hall meeting to answer questions previously submitted by community members about the university's COVID policies. Only 50 spots were available. My friends talked about how quickly the seats would fill with students eager to speak out. But even though the changes in restrictions had not yet been implemented, only 30 students showed up.

The brief flowering of activism in the fall of 2022 was driven by broader discontents than anti-zero-COVID sentiment. But once that policy's strictures loosened, few Chinese youth I knew seemed willing, let alone eager, to keep fighting. Many saw themselves as having limited autonomy, predetermined futures, and few opportunities. An underlying detachment and cynicism now tempered their desire for change. In its place, a subdued but pervasive weariness took hold.

Read: Why Xi wants Trump to win

On January 1, 2023, less than a month after zero COVID ended, I sat in the lobby of a hostel in Xishuangbanna, an autonomous prefecture in China's Yunnan province, discussing the lasting effects of the three-year lockdown with two young women.

For the first time since 2020, they and countless other Chinese Millennials and Gen Zers had flocked to the southwestern city to vacation. The city resembled a hodgepodge of Las Vegas, Hong Kong, Thailand, and Disneyland--with Chinese characteristics, of course. Skyscrapers with castlelike turrets and rainbow lights lined wide streets where bright, rocketship-shaped golf carts zoomed past, ferrying dogs and children and retirees among amusements. Along an artificial river, vendors sold coconuts and durian fruit to young tourists dressed in the traditional costumes of ethnic minorities.

"People were jumping out of buildings, killing themselves," one of the women said as we drank tea at the lobby's large, oak table. "Now things have improved," she said. "But many people are still unhappy."

The other woman agreed. She compared life in China with the life she imagined "guowai" ("abroad").

"It's the difference between huozhe ['living'] and shenghuo ['life']," she said. "Most young people in China are just going through the motions, working every day to save up for a car or a house, so that they can get married and keep on working until they retire. They're depressed. And they don't know what they are missing out on, because they've never known anything else." She paused. "People guowai are actually experiencing life."

Her friend weighed in. "You all don't have as many people," she said. "There are too many people, too few opportunities within China. But outside, things must be different. They have to be."

These young women were not the only Chinese peers who spoke with me about closure and stasis, and about the hard limits curtailing their dreams.

Several months later, in May, I left Tsinghua for a work-stay at a hotel in Zhaoxing, a Dong-minority village in Liping County, Guizhou. One afternoon, after completing our chores--cooking, sweeping, and tending to our two high-maintenance cats--my co-worker, Pengxi, and I went on a hike. As we wove our way up the rice terraces, I asked Pengxi about his career. From a robotics engineer who had studied in the United Kingdom, his melancholy response shocked me. "For people our age, our ambitions can't be that high," he said. "We have nowhere to move up."

The problem, as he saw it, was generational. "Before us, everyone could see what they accomplished," he said. "My grandfather took a hungry family and gave them food. My father took a poor family and gave them comfort, education, money." But now, he said, "everything has already been done. All of the money has already been made. We just have to stay where we are and hope things get better."

For some young people, that meant taking a break or, in the popular phrase, tang ping ("lying flat"). Others accepted China's intense career culture, which friends typically described to me as neijuan, which loosely translates as "stress and pressure." Pengxi, like many other young people in the village, identified as somewhere in between "lying flat" and accepting the burden of everyday life, not invested in the rat race but pragmatic about social constraints. Working as an yi-gong ("volunteer") for free room and board in a new travel location, as Pengxi and I were doing, offered a welcome reprieve from life's drudgery without checking out entirely.

A few days later, we gathered with three other yi-gong workers at a Western-style cafe whose owner, a woman in her 30s, was a good friend of Pengxi's. Pengxi told the group that he had a scholarship offer to go back to London to do postgraduate research in robotics, a rare opportunity for someone like him, who grew up in a remote province and didn't come from wealth or power. The group discussed the pros and cons and concluded that staying in China would provide more comfort and stability. Pengxi already had a job, after all; what more did he want?

I chimed in, suggesting that he should go. They asked me why.

"Well, in terms of his career and future success," I said, "it seems like the best decision."

They laughed. Pengxi nodded in agreement. "I don't care about success," he said. "I just want a regular job."

Read: Mourning becomes China

The following month, I joined 13 Chinese tourists from various provinces for a guided tour of Inner Mongolia. Halfway through our trip, we had lunch in a Russian-style log cabin, at a restaurant whose staff were officially defined as "Russian ethnic minority Chinese citizens"--people of Russian descent who were living in China when Mao decided to categorize all Chinese people into 56 ethnicities. Someone in our group mentioned the recent death of the former leader of China Jiang Zemin, who had been the republic's president in the 1990s through to the early 2000s.

A business-school student married to a Communist Party official looked visibly uncomfortable and got up to get another "Russian" yogurt. A fashionable couple from Shenzhen took out their phones to peruse the pictures we had taken the night before. The rest of the group picked at their food in silence.

Later, I asked my closest friend on the tour what had happened. She shrugged. "We shouldn't be talking about these things anyways," she said. "It's not our place to get involved."

I generally heard mixed views of the CCP during my time in China. I talked with young people who said that the party "was their religion," and with anti-regime youth who hosted weekly showings of banned movies in Beijing and wanted to move to Berlin. Studies are inconclusive. Some suggest that young Chinese are fiercely nationalistic and optimistic about their country's future, labeling them "Generation N"; others, that they are more critical of the government than previous generations were.

Today's Chinese youth are not living in the "Age of Ambition" that the New Yorker writer Evan Osnos documented in the early 2000s--the frenzied scramble to invent, create, and change. Instead, my peers seem to be lying flat, or at least half flat, under Xi Jinping's rule. Friends told me that young people's attitudes toward the government were xuwuzhuyi, or "nihilistic." One slightly more bullish student, a Ph.D. candidate at the Tsinghua School of Marxism, told me that he felt optimistic about China's future but pessimistic about his own.

The trend undoubtedly reflected material anxieties: Youth unemployment, which went unreported for six months, reached 18.4 percent in 2022 and now, with adjusted calculations, sits at 14.9 percent. According to the World Bank, China's gross domestic product per capita has stagnated at about $12,700 (compared with more than $76,000 in the United States). For my thesis, I interviewed Chinese students at elite engineering schools about technological competition with the United States. Most told me that even though they viewed U.S. technology policy toward China as "bullying" and China as out-competing the U.S. over a core strategic interest, they would still take a well-paying job that aided the United States in preference to one with a lower salary in China.

On the day that Xi claimed a third term in office, October 22, 2022, I walked around Beijing with a Chinese friend. The city was unusually tranquil, its glass towers gleaming beneath the blue "20th Party Congress" sky--a joke in Beijing because the coal-powered factories in and around the city had been closed during the party plenary to reduce pollution. My friend glanced uneasily at the passersby who talked and laughed around us.

"My generation doesn't have the energy to fight the way people did in 1989," he said, as we meandered through Beijing's hutongs, the ancient stone structures that have been transformed into trendy stores and cafes. "I watched a forbidden documentary about Tiananmen the other day, and I almost cried," he said, sighing. "Our generation complains, but we don't do anything."
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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 the 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's face is covered in black-and-white makeup that depicts a raised 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 celebrating people throw colored powder and colored water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men covered throw colored powder and water at one another 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 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 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 carrying a large Irish flag take part in a St. Patrick's Day parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                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, photographed 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, having launched 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.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers 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 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 north of the evacuated town of Grindavik, on the Reykjanes peninsula, 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 on a hillside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Graves 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 doglike robot kneels down during an encounter with a much smaller actual dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog named Lucy sniffs a police robot dog, intended to help 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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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 radicalism. 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.
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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," Liscovich 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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The Trolls Who Attack Dog Fosters

Sometimes, going viral isn't as great as it seems.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Lucchese is not the world's cutest dog. Picked up as a stray somewhere in Texas, he is scruffy and, as one person aptly observed online, looks a little like Steve Buscemi. (It's the eyes.)



Isabel Klee, a professional influencer in New York City, had agreed to keep Lucchese, or Luc, until he found a forever home. Fosters such as Klee help move dogs out of loud and stressful shelters so they can relax and socialize before moving into a forever home. (The foster can then take on a new dog, and the process restarts.) Klee began posting about Luc on TikTok, as many dog fosters do. "I fell in love with him, and the internet fell in love with him," she told me over the phone earlier this month. "Every single video I posted of him went viral." In one such video, which has attained nearly 4 million views since it was published in October, Klee's boyfriend strokes Luc, who is curled up into his chest like a human infant. The caption reads, "When your foster dog feels safe with you ??."



Beneath this post are comments such as "this is so special ??" and "Wow my heart ?[?][?]." And then there are others: "If this story doesn't end with you adopting him I'm going to SCREAM FOREVER," and "If you don't adopt him already, I will slice you into dozens of pieces."



The idea behind Klee's posts, as with any foster's, is to generate attention to help a rescue dog find their forever home: More eyeballs means more possible adopters. But something strange also tends to happen when these videos are posted. Even when the comment sections are mostly positive, a subset of commenters will insist that the foster dog shouldn't go anywhere--that people like Klee are doing something wrong by searching for the dog's forever home. Sure, some of the comments are jokes. (Klee seemed generally unbothered by them in our conversation: "I don't think people have any ill will toward me or the situation," she said.) But others don't seem to be. "We frequently get absurd comments like 'these dogs are forming lifelong bonds with you, only to be abandoned again and have social anxiety and abandonment PTSD,'" April Butler, another dog foster and content creator, who runs a TikTok account with more than 2 million followers, told me over email.

Read: Please get me out of dead-dog TikTok

Becoming a dog foster effectively means signing up to be a pseudo-content creator, if you aren't, like Klee and Butler, one already: You are actively working to interest your audience in adoption by taking photos and videos of your temporary pup looking as cute as possible. You could opt out of the circus entirely, but doesn't that sweet, nervous dog deserve every bit of effort you can muster? The whole thing is a neat summary of the odd social-media economy: People post, and audiences feel entitled to weigh in on those posts, even when the conversation becomes completely unmoored from anything resembling reality. Even when the subject at hand is something as inoffensive and apolitical as animal fostering.



Of course, people have long been unusually cruel on social media. Last year, my colleague Kaitlyn Tiffany reported on how strangers have unabashedly trolled the relatives of dead people, even children, over their vaccine status, suggesting that something about this brutality is endemic to the social web: "As much talk as there has been about whether or not social media has caused political polarization by steering people in certain directions and amplifying certain information with out-of-control algorithms (an assumption that recent scientific research calls into question), it's useful to remember that even the most basic features of a social website are conducive to the behavior we're talking about." Psychologists note the "online disinhibition effect," whereby people act with less restraint when they're writing to others over the internet. Even the worst comments on dog-fostering videos pale in comparison with the harassment and even real-life violence that has resulted from other abuse on social media.

Read: How telling people to die became normal

Posting cute little videos of dogs in need--the internet's bread and butter, really--can draw some low-grade cyberbullying. People who'd never accuse a dog foster to their face of being heartless apparently have no problem sending such messages on Instagram. Algorithms, optimizing for engagement, can encourage public pile-ons. What once might've been a conversation among family, friends, and neighbors suddenly reaches a new scale as feeds blast out local dog-foster posts around the country and the world (which is, of course, partly the point). People who have no connection to that particular region, or intention to adopt, suddenly have opinions about where the dog should end up, and can share them.



Users seem to be developing a parasocial relationship with these animals. "People can get very connected to these dogs they see online," Jen Golbeck, who teaches information studies at the University of Maryland and fosters dogs herself, told me. She explained that followers on social media see "the selfless sacrifice, the care, the love that fosters give to the dogs," only to feel betrayed when they hear that the dog is moving along in the system.  Social media encourages these parasocial dynamics time and time again. Fans project onto the personal lives of beloved celebrities, bullying their enemies until the celeb has to release a statement telling people to back off. Average teenagers find themselves becoming a trending topic for millions; hordes of people speculate about a missing Kate Middleton, only to have her come forward and reveal a cancer diagnosis.



I started fostering last fall, and since then, I've been thinking a lot about influencer creep--a term coined by the media scholar Sophie Bishop to describe how so many types of work now involve constantly keeping up with social platforms. In an essay for Real Life magazine, Bishop writes about expectations to post and post and post, coupled with "the on-edge feeling that you have not done enough" to promote yourself online. This creep now touches even volunteer work. Though I've never been bullied, I find myself contemplating the same double bind that haunts so much of online life: post, and risk all the negative consequences of posting, or don't post, and risk missing out on all the opportunities that come with reaching a larger audience.

Read: I don't like dogs

Some commenters may be acting out of genuine concern for animal welfare, but their moral case is limited. Research suggests that even temporarily putting a shelter dog in foster care improves their stress levels and sleep. "I highly doubt moving from a foster home to an adoptive home is anywhere as stressful as returning to and living in the shelter," Lisa Gunter, a professor at Virginia Tech and one of the study's authors, told me over email. "Caregivers and their homes increase shelters' capacity for care. To ask caregivers to adopt their animals reduces shelters' ability to help dogs in their community." Lashing out on behalf of a dog can have the effect of diminishing the human on the other side of the screen--dropping a foster dog off at their new home is difficult enough without a Greek chorus of internet strangers harassing you.



And explaining this, it turns out, is another content opportunity. Some creators have recently taken to making moving montages set to wistful music such as Phoebe Bridgers's "Scott Street." As the sad music swells, they flash clips of recent foster pets, pointing out that they had to say goodbye to each dog in order to meet the next one.



Butler's version, which she posted after receiving "hundreds and hundreds" of comments and messages encouraging her to keep a foster named Addie, got nearly 5 million views. The comment section here is much friendlier. Perhaps social media can help educate and move the fostering conversation along. Or maybe the fostering conversation is just more fodder, content blocks that the algorithm gobbles up. The content economy cycles onward.
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Baltimore Lost More Than a Bridge

Looking out from the harbor used to be an exercise in optimism.

by Rachel Gutman-Wei




You could see the Francis Scott Key Bridge from Fort McHenry, the pentagon-shaped keep that inspired the bridge's namesake to write the verses that became our national anthem. You could see it from the pagoda in Patterson Park, another strangely geometric landmark from which I've cheered on teams at Baltimore's annual kinetic-sculpture race. You could see it from the top of Johns Hopkins Hospital, the city's biggest employer. This morning, my husband sent me a photo of the familiar view out his window at work--now dominated not by the soaring bridge, but by a hulking container ship, halted in the middle of the water with metal strewn over and around it.

Videos of the bridge's collapse are stunning. At about 1:30 a.m., the ship, called the Dali, lost power and crashed into one of the bridge's central pillars. Within 15 seconds, the straight line of the bridge's span bends and breaks, and the entire structure tumbles into the harbor.

The bridge was one of only three roadways crossing Baltimore's defining waterways, and until this morning, each of those routes served its own purpose. The I-95 tunnel, which cuts across the mouth of the harbor, was for people commuting between Baltimore and Washington, D.C. The famously congested Baltimore Harbor Tunnel--part of I-895--passes beneath the Patapsco River and was for people bypassing the city completely. The Key Bridge, farther down the river toward the Chesapeake Bay, handled the least traffic of the three. But it was part of the Baltimore Beltway, the circular highway that forms the unofficial boundary of the Baltimore metro area and shuttles suburbanites into the city to help make it run. Of the three routes, the Key Bridge was the most visible and beautiful, standing alone above the water in a long, graceful arch.

David A. Graham: Why ships keep crashing

Officials had enough notice of the Dali's distress that it blocked cars from entering the bridge before its collapse, but Maryland's transportation secretary told reporters this morning that the department was searching for six missing construction workers who may have fallen into the 48-degree water. The crew was working to fix potholes--to keep Baltimore's beat-up roads in good enough shape to keep traffic flowing into the city. Two workers have already been pulled from the water, one of whom was in such bad shape that they couldn't be asked what happened. As of about 10:08 a.m., no one but the construction crew was believed to have fallen into the water. But had the collapse happened a few hours later, hundreds of people might well be dead: On average, about 31,000 cars and trucks cross the bridge every day.

The cars, for now, can be rerouted. But the remnants of the bridge (not to mention the Dali) are blocking the city's waterways for any other ships that are scheduled to enter. Baltimore is now America's 17th-biggest port by tonnage--a respectable rank, if a far cry from the early days of the United States, when shipping made the city the third-most-populous in the country--and may well drop further down the list if the harbor remains inaccessible. (Maryland Governor Wes Moore has yet to comment on when the port might reopen for business.) But Baltimore is a city defined by water. The Gwynns Falls and the Jones Falls trickle through our parks. The Inner Harbor is our Times Square; our economy is tied up in trade and transportation. Ships are in the city's bones. The brackish harbor is in its heart.

Baltimore is also a city that can't catch a break, full of people who find joy in its absurdities. The Trash Wheel Family--a set of four solar and hydro-powered, googly-eyed machines that keep litter in the city's rivers from entering the harbor--are local celebrities. Every week, a group of magnet-fishers meets at the harbor to pluck benches, scooters, and other treasures from the water, proudly displaying their haul along the sidewalk. Every year, bicycle-powered moving sculptures shaped like dragons and dogs and fire trucks compete to paddle down a short stretch of the harbor without capsizing. But no one ever really forgets that the harbor itself is visibly polluted, that much of the city's infrastructure is breaking and broken, that the state has held back funding to fix it, that Baltimore's mayoral administrations have been riddled with corruption, that people are still getting by on too little, that the murder rate is still too high.

Read: The aftermath of the Baltimore bridge collapse

Baltimore Harbor is one of the city's most important links to the rest of the world; to cut it off is to clog our blood supply. Moore has already said that the bridge will be rebuilt to honor this morning's victims. We can still get out of the city with trains and cars. But this morning, Baltimore feels that much more claustrophobic. Looking out toward the Chesapeake used to be an exercise in optimism, in feeling all the possibilities of being connected to the wider world and the terrifyingly wide swell of the Atlantic. Today, it's an exercise in mourning and resolve.
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The End of Foreign-Language Education

Thanks to AI, people may no longer feel the need to learn a second language.

by Louise Matsakis




A few days ago, I watched a video of myself talking in perfect Chinese. I've been studying the language on and off for only a few years, and I'm far from fluent. But there I was, pronouncing each character flawlessly in the correct tone, just as a native speaker would. Gone were my grammar mistakes and awkward pauses, replaced by a smooth and slightly alien-sounding voice. "My favorite food is sushi," I said--wo zui xihuan de shiwu shi shousi--with no hint of excitement or joy.



I'd created the video using software from a Los Angeles-based artificial-intelligence start-up called HeyGen. It allows users to generate deepfake videos of real people "saying" almost anything based on a single picture of their face and a script, which is paired with a synthetic voice and can be translated into more than 40 languages. By merely uploading a selfie taken on my iPhone, I was able to glimpse a level of Mandarin fluency that may elude me for the rest of my life.



HeyGen's visuals are flawed--the way it animates selfies almost reminded me of the animatronics in Disney's It's a Small World ride--but its language technology is good enough to make me question whether learning Mandarin is a wasted effort. Neural networks, the machine-learning systems that power generative-AI programs such as ChatGPT, have rapidly improved the quality of automatic translation over the past several years, making even older tools like Google Translate far more accurate.



At the same time, the number of students studying foreign languages in the U.S. and other countries is shrinking. Total enrollment in language courses other than English at American colleges decreased 29.3 percent from 2009 to 2021, according to the latest data from the Modern Language Association, better known as the MLA. In Australia, only 8.6 percent of high-school seniors were studying a foreign language in 2021--a historic low. In South Korea and New Zealand, universities are closing their French, German, and Italian departments. One recent study from the education company EF Education First found that English proficiency is decreasing among young people in some places.



Many factors could help explain the downward trend, including pandemic-related school disruptions, growing isolationism, and funding cuts to humanities programs. But whether the cause of the shift is political, cultural, or some mix of things, it's clear that people are turning away from language learning just as automatic translation becomes ubiquitous across the internet.



Read: High-school English needed a makeover before ChatGPT



Within a few years, AI translation may become so commonplace and frictionless that billions of people take for granted the fact that the emails they receive, videos they watch, and albums they listen to were originally produced in a language other than their native one. Something enormous will be lost in exchange for that convenience. Studies have suggested that language shapes the way people interpret reality. Learning a different way to speak, read, and write helps people discover new ways to see the world--experts I spoke with likened it to discovering a new way to think. No machine can replace such a profoundly human experience. Yet tech companies are weaving automatic translation into more and more products. As the technology becomes normalized, we may find that we've allowed deep human connections to be replaced by communication that's technically proficient but ultimately hollow.



AI language tools are now in social-media apps, messaging platforms, and streaming sites. Spotify is experimenting with using a voice-generation tool from the ChatGPT maker OpenAI to translate podcasts in the host's own voice, while Samsung is touting that its new Galaxy S24 smartphone can translate phone calls as they're occurring. Roblox, meanwhile, claimed last month that its AI translation tool is so fast and accurate, its English-speaking users might not realize that their conversation partner "is actually in Korea." The technology--which works especially well for "high-resource languages" such as English and Chinese, and less so for languages such as Swahili and Urdu--is being used in much more high-stakes situations as well, such as translating the testimony of asylum seekers and firsthand accounts from conflict zones. Musicians are already using it to translate songs, and at least one couple credited it with helping them to fall in love.



One of the most telling use cases comes from a start-up called Jumpspeak, which makes a language-learning app similar to Duolingo and Babbel. Instead of hiring actual bilingual actors, Jumpspeak appears to have used AI-generated "people" reading AI-translated scripts in at least four ads on Instagram and Facebook. At least some of the personas shown in the ads appear to be default characters available on HeyGen's platform. "I struggled to learn languages my whole life. Then I learned Spanish in six months, I got a job opportunity in France, and I learned French. I learned Mandarin before visiting China," a synthetic avatar says in one of the ads, while switching between all three languages. Even a language-learning app is surrendering to the allure of AI, at least in its marketing.



Alexandru Voica, a communications professional who works for another video-generating AI service, told me he came across Jumpspeak's ads while looking for a program to teach his children Romanian, the language spoken by their grandparents. He argued that the ads demonstrated how deepfakes and automated-translation software could be used to mislead or deceive people. "I'm worried that some in the industry are currently in a race to the bottom on AI safety," he told me in an email. (The ads were taken down after I started reporting this story, but it's not clear if Meta or Jumpspeak removed them; neither company returned requests for comment. HeyGen also did not immediately respond to a request for comment about its product being used in Jumpspeak's marketing.)



The world is already seeing how all of this can go wrong. Earlier this month, a far-right conspiracy theorist shared several AI-generated clips on X of Adolf Hitler giving a 1939 speech in English instead of the original German. The videos, which were purportedly produced using software from a company called ElevenLabs, featured a re-creation of Hitler's own voice. It was a strange experience, hearing Hitler speak in English, and some people left comments suggesting that they found him easy to empathize with: "It sounds like these people cared about their country above all else," one X user reportedly wrote in response to the videos. ElevenLabs did not immediately respond to a request for comment. (The Atlantic uses ElevenLabs' AI voice generator to narrate some articles.)



Read: The last frontier of machine translation



Gabriel Nicholas, a research fellow at the nonprofit Center for Democracy and Technology, told me that part of the problem with machine-translation programs is that they're often falsely perceived as being neutral, rather than "bringing their own perspective upon how to move text from one language to another." The truth is that there is no single right or correct way to transpose a sentence from French to Russian or any other language--it's an art rather than a science. "Students will ask, 'How do you say this in Spanish?' and I'll say, 'You just don't say it the same way in Spanish; the way you would approach it is different,'" Deborah Cohn, a Spanish- and Portuguese-language professor at Indiana University Bloomington who has written about the importance of language learning for bolstering U.S. national security, told me.



I recently came across a beautiful and particularly illustrative example of this fact in an article written by a translator in China named Anne. "Building a ladder between widely different languages, such as Chinese and English, is sometimes as difficult as a doctor building a bridge in a patient's heart," she wrote. The metaphor initially struck me as slightly odd, but thankfully I wasn't relying on ChatGPT to translate Anne's words from their original Mandarin. I was reading a human translation by a professor named Jeffrey Ding, who helpfully noted that Anne may have been referring to a type of heart surgery that has recently become common in China. It's a small detail, but understanding that context brought me much closer to the true meaning of what Anne was trying to say.



Read: The college essay is dead



But most students will likely never achieve anything close to the fluency required to tell whether a translation rings close enough to the original or not. If professors accept that automated technology will far outpace the technical skills of the average Russian or Arabic major, their focus would ideally shift from grammar drills to developing cultural competency, or understanding the beliefs and practices of people from different backgrounds. Instead of cutting language courses in response to AI, schools should "stress more than ever the intercultural components of language learning that tremendously benefit the students taking these classes," Jen William, the head of the School of Languages and Cultures at Purdue University and a member of the executive committee of the Association of Language Departments, told me.



Paula Krebs, the executive director of the MLA, referenced a beloved 1991 episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation to make a similar point. In "Darmok," the crew aboard the starship Enterprise struggles to communicate with aliens living on a planet called El-Adrel IV. They have access to a "universal translator" that allows them to understand the basic syntax and semantics of what the Tamarians are saying, but the greater meaning of their utterances remains a mystery.



It later becomes clear that their language revolves around allegories rooted in the Tamarians' unique history and practices. Even though Captain Picard was translating all the words they were saying, he "couldn't understand the metaphors of their culture," Krebs told me. More than 30 years later, something like a universal translator is now being developed on Earth. But it similarly doesn't have the power to bridge cultural divides the way that humans can.
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Social Media Is Not What Killed the Web

Better browsers made things worse.

by Ian Bogost




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


"Was the internet really this bad?" I wondered to myself as I read the September 1995 issue of The Atlantic. I was reading the issue in digital form, displayed on Netscape Navigator 3 on a mid-'90s Macintosh. Or, at least, on a software version of the browser and Mac provided on the website OldWeb.Today. The site houses an emulator that connects to the Internet Archive's record of websites, providing a full computing experience of the World Wide Web of three decades ago.

That experience was the badness I was pondering. Not the magazine itself--which began publishing online with this issue, whose cover story asked "How Lincoln Might Have Dealt With Abortion"--but the way I was reading it. The article page looked awful: The nameplate was strangely positioned, and the text was hard to read. Resizing the browser window fixed the layout, but my eyes and brain still struggled to process the words. I was alive and online that fall 29 years ago, but in my memory the web was magical, like a portal into a new way of life--not a clunky mess like this. Now, having had the chance to travel back in time, I wonder if the clunkiness wasn't in its way a midwife to that wonder.

Sometime in late 1994, a friend of mine opened a program called Mosaic in the basement computer lab at the university library. "You've got to see this," he said as he started typing in akebono.stanford.edu. A gray page loaded with "Yahoo" printed at the top of a bullet list of blue links. Nothing special, but I was impressed: The World Wide Web was still new, and finding anything of use was difficult. This new, playfully named website offered a directory of sites by category--computers, politics, entertainment, and so forth.

Read: Yahoo, the destroyer

Now, using the OldWeb emulator, I'd been transported back into this era: 1995 to 1996. I didn't know where to go on the web back then--Google wouldn't arrive for another few years--so I returned to primeval Yahoo for help. Poking through this directory anew, I visited a website on film and television careers, where I took in an interview with the prop master David Touster (the most exciting part of his job: "the pleasure of creating a vision with creative people"). I visited a webzine about gender equality, illustrated with loosely rendered, line-drawing figures that, I recalled, were a bit of an aesthetic at the time. I visited a site called WebEthics.com to see how the early internet thought about online dangers. The biggest one turned out to be money. Commercial websites should disclose their purpose, Web Ethics said. There was a list of websites that failed to do this, called the Dirty Dozen. The top entry, a site called All Business Network, was accused of being a stealth infomercial. No. 2 read "Coming soon," and the other 10 slots were blank.

This is how the internet felt back then: promising but empty. Nobody says surfing the web anymore, but at the time the phrase made sense as a description of the lugubrious, often frustrating task of finding entertainment. A visitor online felt like a beach bum waiting to catch a wave. (Channel surfing described a similar vibe one got from watching television.) A lot would change in the years that followed. For one thing, much to the chagrin of the operators of WebEthics.com, the internet quickly commercialized. But even then, "content," as we call it today, was rare. You might read an article or visit a brochure-ware website for a car or a vacuum, or even purchase a book at Amazon. What you wouldn't do was spend your whole day online.

Connectivity was one reason. The library computer lab was connected via high-speed ethernet, but home use still monopolized the phone line as bits were eked out slowly from a modem. Wi-Fi wasn't yet widely available, and a computer was a place you had to go in the house. Using the OldWeb emulator on my laptop, I recalled how much we used to rely on the status bar at the bottom of the window (now mostly retired) for updates on the process of loading a webpage, and on the little browsing animation--Netscape's was a view of shooting stars--for distraction while we waited. Online life was mostly waiting.

Because every click brought more delay, one clicked more deliberately. Browsers displayed visited links in a different color (purple by default, instead of blue). They still do this, but nobody cares anymore; using the OldWeb browser reminded me that those purple links helped you navigate a strange and arduous terrain. Yes, that's where I meant to go, or Nope, already been there.

Once you reached your destination, you'd be confronted with a series of distractions. Screens were small back then, with low-resolution text and graphics. On The Atlantic's old website, the type was small and pixelated. Italics were not truly semicursive, with curved letterforms, but slanted versions of roman. Lines of text ran most of the way across the screen without a break. In order to read an entire article using Netscape in Macintosh System 7, I had to interrupt myself repeatedly to click the scroll-bar button. These minor glitches may have worn away our capacity to focus. But we had no idea how much worse that problem could become.

Much has been made of the ways in which social-media sites made internet life compulsive and all-consuming. Web search and shopping, too, have turned people's data into ads, leading them to spend ever-greater quantities of time and money online. But my OldWeb visit revealed to me that the manufacturers of computer devices and their basic software made this transformation possible. Instagram or Google would have been compelling on the old internet, but they're surely more so now, seen on bright displays with the pixel density of a printed magazine. Before the web was good--before PCs were good--one had trouble spending hours just in Word or Excel. That may have been a blessing.

It's easy to portray the websites and browsers on OldWeb.Today as primitive, early steps along an evolutionary path. But at least some of what hadn't yet been figured out about the web simply wasn't worth pursuing. The World Wide Web of the 1990s was a place you went into for a little while until it spat you out. As an activity, it had an end--which came when someone needed the phone, when your eye strain overcame your interest, when the virtual ocean failed to spawn a wave worth surfing. Now the internet goes on forever.
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We're All Just Fodder

What Kate Middleton proved about the internet

by Charlie Warzel




It was always going to end this way. The truth about Kate Middleton's absence is far less funny, whimsical, or salacious than the endless memes and conspiracy theories suggested. In a video recorded and broadcast by the BBC, the princess says she has cancer, and that she had retreated from the public eye to deal with her condition while attempting to shield her children from the spotlight. Instead, she had to contend with the internet giggling about whether she'd had a Brazilian butt lift. My colleague Helen Lewis summed it up succinctly this afternoon: "I Hope You All Feel Terrible Now."

What is there to learn from such a sad situation? The internet is made up of people, yet its architecture abstracts this basic truth. As I wrote a few weeks ago, at the center of this months-long story was essentially "a sea of people having fun online because it is unclear whether a famous person is well or not." Underneath the memes was always something a little bit gross and indefensible.

Read: Just asking questions about Kate Middleton

Perhaps humans are just wired this way--to gawk and gossip. There's nothing new about hounding a member of the royal family or invading the privacy of a celebrity to sell tabloids or go viral. You don't even have to be a scold about it: Famous people are wealthy and beloved at least in part because they're fun to talk about. Exactly what we do and don't know about their internal lives is part of the allure--the discourse comes with the territory, to a degree.

But Kate Middleton, of course, is a human too. During this saga, I kept thinking about the reappraisal of Britney Spears in 2021, as well as the backlash toward past media and tabloid coverage of her rise. A New York Times documentary dredged up old coverage of Spears from the mid-aughts, showing a young woman clearly in distress, being picked apart by glossy magazines. Her suffering became entertainment. The response to this film was swift; some of the people and institutions that had shamelessly delighted in her pain backtracked: Glamour publicly apologized to the pop star on its Instagram account, noting, "We are all to blame for what happened to Britney Spears."

Contrast the Spears reckoning with the Middleton drama and, if you're being generous, you can see some of that newfound attitude in the media. I was struck by Lewis's observation that "Britain's tabloid papers have shown remarkable restraint" throughout this mess. Progress, perhaps, but what's also telling is that they didn't really need to do the dirty work: Random people on the internet were doing it for them. They recklessly speculated, memed, and used their amateur sleuthing and networked faux expertise to concoct elaborate, semi-plausible explanations for her absence. Was Kate's face actually Photoshopped from a Vogue spread? It wasn't, but the conspiratorial tweet got 51.1 million views anyhow. Missing from much of the discourse was the idea that its main character was a person who was likely struggling. In essence, the internet democratized the tabloid experience, turning the rest of us into paparazzi and addled editors workshopping headlines and cover images--not to sell magazines, but to amass some kind of fleeting online popularity.

Read: Kate Middleton and the end of shared reality

In my least charitable moments, I see this toxic dynamic as the lasting legacy of social media--a giant, metrics-infused experiment in connectivity that has had a flattening, pernicious effect. In 2021, I interviewed Elle Hunt, a journalist who'd tweeted an innocuous opinion about horror movies one evening and woke up to find she was trending on Twitter, her feeds choked with thousands of furious replies and threats. When I asked her to describe the experience of becoming Twitter's main character for the day, she summed it up thusly: "You're repurposed as fodder for content generation in a way that's just so dehumanizing." Three years later, these words resonate even stronger. What Hunt described to me then as "a platform failure," feels to me now like a learned behavior of the internet, where people, famous and not, are repurposed as fodder for content generation.

The cycle repeats itself endlessly. This afternoon, the memes about Middleton shifted--from jokes about her whereabouts to jokes about how awful it was that everyone had been making fun of a cancer patient. Feeling bad about the memes tweets immediately became a meme unto themselves. Despite the tone shift, the reason for these posts is the same: They're a way to take a person and repurpose their life for entertainment and engagement. If this sounds exhausting and depressing, it's because it is.

But the internet is also too big to be one thing. Clicking through social media this afternoon, I saw dozens of heartfelt testimonials, apologies, and well-wishes for the princess. For a moment, from my perspective, it felt like watching a collective of people come to their senses. A recognition, perhaps, of the humanity of the person at the center of the maelstrom.


 Then, only a few seconds later, I saw a different post. It was a screenshot from the blockchain platform Solana, where users can create their own cryptographic tokens for others to invest in. The name of the token in the screenshot is "kate wif cancer," and its logo is a still of the princess sitting on a bench, taken from this afternoon's video. The coin's market cap briefly surpassed $120,000. Only six minutes later, the price had cratered--the result of a standard memecoin sell-off. An awful thing happened. Some people made a joke about it. Other people made some money. And then everyone moved on.
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It's Time to Give Up on Ending Social Media's Misinformation Problem

There's a better approach to keeping users safe.

by Scott Duke Kominers, Jesse Shapiro




If you don't trust social media, you should know you're not alone. Most people surveyed around the world feel the same--in fact, they've been saying so for a decade. There is clearly a problem with misinformation and hazardous speech on platforms such as Facebook and X. And before the end of its term this year, the Supreme Court may redefine how that problem is treated.

Over the past few weeks, the Court has heard arguments in three cases that deal with controlling political speech and misinformation online. In the first two, heard last month, lawmakers in Texas and Florida claim that platforms such as Facebook are selectively removing political content that its moderators deem harmful or otherwise against their terms of service; tech companies have argued that they have the right to curate what their users see. Meanwhile, some policy makers believe that content moderation hasn't gone far enough, and that misinformation still flows too easily through social networks; whether (and how) government officials can directly communicate with tech platforms about removing such content is at issue in the third case, which was put before the Court this week.

We're Harvard economists who study social media and platform design. (One of us, Scott Duke Kominers, is also a research partner at the crypto arm of a16z, a venture-capital firm with investments in social platforms, and an adviser to Quora.) Our research offers a perhaps counterintuitive solution to disagreements about moderation: Platforms should give up on trying to prevent the spread of information that is simply false, and focus instead on preventing the spread of information that can be used to cause harm. These are related issues, but they're not the same.

As the presidential election approaches, tech platforms are gearing up for a deluge of misinformation. Civil-society organizations say that platforms need a better plan to combat election misinformation, which some academics expect to reach new heights this year. Platforms say they have plans for keeping sites secure, yet despite the resources devoted to content moderation, fact-checking, and the like, it's hard to escape the feeling that the tech titans are losing the fight.

Read: I asked 13 tech companies about their plans for election violence

Here is the issue: Platforms have the power to block, flag, or mute content that they judge to be false. But blocking or flagging something as false doesn't necessarily stop users from believing it. Indeed, because many of the most pernicious lies are believed by those inclined to distrust the "establishment," blocking or flagging false claims can even make things worse.

On December 19, 2020, then-President Donald Trump posted a now-infamous message about election fraud, telling readers to "be there," in Washington, D.C., on January 6. If you visit that post on Facebook today, you'll see a sober annotation from the platform itself that "the US has laws, procedures, and established institutions to ensure the integrity of our elections." That disclaimer is sourced from the Bipartisan Policy Center. But does anyone seriously believe that the people storming the Capitol on January 6, and the many others who cheered them on, would be convinced that Joe Biden won just because the Bipartisan Policy Center told Facebook that everything was okay?

Our research shows that this problem is intrinsic: Unless a platform's users trust the platform's motivations and its process, any action by the platform can look like evidence of something it is not. To reach this conclusion, we built a mathematical model. In the model, one user (a "sender") tries to make a claim to another user (a "receiver"). The claim might be true or false, harmful or not. Between the two users is a platform--or maybe an algorithm acting on its behalf--that can block the sender's content if it wants to.

We wanted to find out when blocking content can improve outcomes, without a risk of making them worse. Our model, like all models, is an abstraction--and thus imperfectly captures the complexity of actual interactions. But because we wanted to consider all possible policies, not just those that have been tried in practice, our question couldn't be answered by data alone. So we instead approached it using mathematical logic, treating the model as a kind of wind tunnel to test the effectiveness of different policies.

Our analysis shows that if users trust the platform to both know what's right and do what's right (and the platform truly does know what's true and what isn't), then the platform can successfully eliminate misinformation. The logic is simple: If users believe the platform is benevolent and all-knowing, then if something is blocked or flagged, it must be false, and if it is let through, it must be true.

You can see the problem, though: Many users don't trust Big Tech platforms, as those previously mentioned surveys demonstrate. When users don't trust a platform, even well-meaning attempts to make things better can make things worse. And when the platforms seem to be taking sides, that can add fuel to the very fire they are trying to put out.

Does this mean that content moderation is always counterproductive? Far from it. Our analysis also shows that moderation can be very effective when it blocks information that can be used to do something harmful.

Going back to Trump's December 2020 post about election fraud, imagine that, instead of alerting users to the sober conclusions of the Bipartisan Policy Center, the platform had simply made it much harder for Trump to communicate the date (January 6) and place (Washington, D.C.) for supporters to gather. Blocking that information wouldn't have prevented users from believing that the election was stolen--to the contrary, it might have fed claims that tech-sector elites were trying to influence the outcome. Nevertheless, making it harder to coordinate where and when to go might have helped slow the momentum of the eventual insurrection, thus limiting the post's real-world harms.

Read: So maybe Facebook didn't ruin politics

Unlike removing misinformation per se, removing information that enables harm can work even if users don't trust the platform's motives at all. When it is the information itself that enables the harm, blocking that information blocks the harm as well. A similar logic extends to other kinds of harmful content, such as doxxing and hate speech. There, the content itself--not the beliefs it encourages--is the root of the harm, and platforms do indeed successfully moderate these types of content.

Do we want tech companies to decide what is and is not harmful? Maybe not; the challenges and downsides are clear. But platforms already routinely make judgments about harm--is a post calling for a gathering at a particular place and time that includes the word violent an incitement to violence, or an announcement of an outdoor concert? Clearly the latter if you're planning to see the Violent Femmes. Often context and language make these judgments apparent enough that an algorithm can determine them. When that doesn't happen, platforms can rely on internal experts or even independent bodies, such as Meta's Oversight Board, which handles tricky cases related to the company's content policies.

And if platforms accept our reasoning, they can divert resources from the misguided task of deciding what is true toward the still hard, but more pragmatic, task of determining what enables harm. Even though misinformation is a huge problem, it's not one that platforms can solve. Platforms can help keep us safer by focusing on what content moderation can do, and giving up on what it can't.
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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 aeronautical 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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Universities Have a Computer-Science Problem

The case for teaching coders to speak French

by Ian Bogost




Updated at 5:37 p.m. ET on March 22, 2024

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 the speed at which computing evolves justifies the new structure.

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. Huttenlocher repeatedly emphasized that the role of the computing college is to foster collaboration between CS and other disciplines across the university. 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.



This article originally mischaracterized the views of MIT's computing dean, Daniel Huttenlocher. He did not say that computer science would be held back in an arts-and-science or engineering context, or that it needs to be independent.
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Is the Biden-Netanyahu Relationship Rupturing?

"If you flash back to the rupture during the Obama administration, Joe Biden was always the person who stepped in and tried to find a way to make it better."

by The Editors




Republicans are on the offensive this week against what they say is Democrats' lack of support for Israel following Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer's recent criticism of Israel's prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu. House Speaker Mike Johnson announced that he will invite Netanyahu to address a joint session of Congress, a move he made without first consulting the Senate leader. This comes after President Joe Biden and Netanyahu spoke for the first time in more than a month, and after Donald Trump, the former president and current Republican presidential nominee, accused Jews who support Democrats of hating Israel and their own religion.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic and moderator, Jeffrey Goldberg, this week to discuss this and more are Anne Applebaum, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Franklin Foer, a staff writer at The Atlantic and the author of The Last Politician: Inside Joe Biden's White House and the Struggle for America's Future; Nikole Killion, a congressional correspondent for CBS News; and Jonathan Karl, the chief Washington correspondent at ABC News and author of Tired of Winning: Donald Trump and the End of the Grand Old Party.

Watch the full episode here.
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I Just Want a Normal Drink

Who asked for seltzer with ashwagandha?

by Yasmin Tayag




Recently, a balmy spring day left me feeling parched. I needed a beverage--stat!--and had forgotten my water bottle at home. I ducked into a nearby CVS to pick up a drink.



The choices were so overwhelming, I nearly forgot my thirst. The drink aisle included a bevy of the usual thirst-quenching options--and some that looked like they belonged in an apothecary rather than next to the LaCroix. Row upon row of multicolored cans and bottles held drinks with purposes beyond mere hydration and flavor. Some promised to improve my energy, immunity, or gut health. Others claimed to stimulate mind states such as clarity, balance, or calm. Fizzy or flat, juice or tea, high in protein or in probiotics?



Drinks with a purpose, known as "functional beverages," have become unavoidable in many supermarkets, drugstores, and gas stations across the country. On top of Vitamin Water and traditional energy drinks like Red Bull and Monster, you can find options such as BREZ, a supposedly mood-shifting elixir infused with mushrooms and cannabis and SkinTe, a "collagen sparkling tea." Kin Euphorics, a line of drinks launched by the supermodel Bella Hadid that's available at Target, sells one meant to boost energy, level up immunity, and make your skin glow. Simply picking out a drink has never been harder.



Drinks have always been about more than taste and hydration--think of coffee, alcohol, and soda. Energy drinks first appeared in stores in the 1960s, before exploding in popularity in the 2000s. Yet the expansion of a drink's promised effects beyond inebriation or energy is "a little bit newer," Ernest Baskin, a food-marketing professor at Saint Joseph's University, told me.



Some of the products I spotted at the pharmacy included an caffeinated shot called Tru Energy and its extra-strength sibling, Tru Power; pastel-colored cans of Recess, a seltzer with magnesium and adaptogens to promote calmness; and Poppi, a soda for gut health. Even the energy drinks are no longer just a few hyper-sweet, hyper-caffeinated options: Newer brands tout health benefits, such as added vitamins, and come in a wider variety of formulations, including seltzers, coffees, and teas.



These functional beverages are booming. By one estimate, the industry is expected to be worth $54 billion in North America alone this year. Grocers report that functional beverages are vying for prime shelf space traditionally occupied by sodas, bottled water, and even alcohol. Encountering the staggering range of supplements, nutrients, and other additives now present in the drink aisle can make choosing a drink feel deeply stressful, more like picking up medication than grabbing a bottle on the go.



Part of the reason functional drinks have exploded is the same reason that there are lots of protein bars and low-sugar snacks: If it sounds healthy, more people will buy it. Americans are "increasingly interested in health," Baskin said. That's how you end up with something like Bai--a line of "water beverages" infused with antioxidants and electrolytes--and prebiotic sodas that contain ingredients including live bacteria and fiber. Even Nestle's Nesquik, a chocolate drink I enjoyed as a child, comes in a "protein power" version. The fact that these drinks can be sold at a premium has endeared them to stores, Baskin said. A single can of Celsius energy drink or Olipop prebiotic soda costs $3 at Target.



Of course, as in all things wellness, whether any of these products actually does what it says to do is far from guaranteed. Certainly, a drink stuffed with huge amounts of caffeine will be energizing. Others are more suspect. A sparkling water brand called Good Idea goes so far as to claim to balance blood sugar. Safety Shot, packaged in cans labeled with a blue medical cross, is sold as a hangover cure, promising to rapidly lower blood-alcohol levels. (Products marketed as supplements, as opposed to beverages, are less rigorously regulated by the FDA.)

Drink makers have swooped in to capitalize on the ongoing cultural obsession with hydration--one in which Stanley Cups are a must-have item and influencers suggest that clear skin is just a bottle of water away. That has created an opening for more fantastical functional beverages that promise to be a quick fix for all kinds of health concerns--stress, anxiety, insomnia, and unhappiness.

Read: It's just a water bottle

Recess, one of the drinks I saw at CVS, is positioned as an antidote to a hectic world, helping sippers feel "calm cool collected." Among the ingredients it highlights are hemp and adaptogens, a category loosely defined as substances that help the body deal with stress. Some drinks claim to promote a shift in mood, equating health with happiness; others, to induce sleep. An energy shot called Magic Mind, touting buzzy ingredients such as nootropics, lion's-mane mushrooms, and the calming plant ashwagandha, is marketed as a path to a clear mind.



Maybe it's not surprising that people crave products claiming to bottle some form of respite. Younger adults, to whom most of these drinks are targeted, are drinking less booze but also using more marijuana: They want altered states, if just not in alcohol form. In lieu of happy-hour drinks at a bar, some functional beverages are positioned as something to gather around. One called hiyo describes itself as a "mindful social tonic"; another, called Three Spirit, is meant to "make moods and enhance connections."



Yet as I stood in the drink aisle, with its shelves of mood elixirs and wellness tonics, these products strangely made me feel worse. Passing on these drinks can seem like a missed opportunity; after all, who doesn't need some kind of boost these days? Perhaps the appeal of these beverages is less about their actual effect and more about the feeling they sell--that you can take a step toward self-optimization one sip at a time.



I had walked into the CVS just wanting a drink, but being confronted with all those options made me anxious that I didn't want enough--as if my current state was unacceptable. After spotting a bottle of Kin Euphorics, I pulled up its website and filled out an online quiz: "How do you want to feel?" it asked. Energized, rejuvenated, balanced, or calm? All I wanted to feel was hydrated.
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Daniel Kahneman Wanted You to Realize How Wrong You Are

The late psychologist gave the world an extraordinary gift: admitting his mistakes.

by Daniel Engber




I first met Daniel Kahneman about 25 years ago. I'd applied to graduate school in neuroscience at Princeton University, where he was on the faculty, and I was sitting in his office for an interview. Kahneman, who died today at the age of 90, must not have thought too highly of the occasion. "Conducting an interview is likely to diminish the accuracy of a selection procedure," he'd later note in his best-selling book, Thinking, Fast and Slow. That had been the first finding in his long career as a psychologist: As a young recruit in the Israel Defense Forces, he'd assessed and overhauled the pointless 15-to-20-minute chats that were being used for sorting soldiers into different units. And yet there he and I were, sitting down for a 15-to-20-minute chat of our own.

I remember he was sweet, smart, and very strange. I knew him as a founder of behavioral economics, and I had a bare familiarity with the work on cognitive biases and judgment heuristics for which he was soon to win a Nobel Prize. I did not know that he'd lately switched the focus of his research to the science of well-being and how to measure it objectively. When I said during the interview that I'd been working in a brain-imaging lab, he began to talk about a plan he had to measure people's level of delight directly from their brain. If neural happiness could be assessed, he said, then it could be maximized. I had little expertise--I'd only been a lab assistant--but the notion seemed far-fetched: You can't just sum up a person's happiness by counting voxels on a brain scan. I was chatting with a genius, yet somehow on this point he seemed ... misguided?

I still believe that he was wrong, on this and many other things. He believed so too. Daniel Kahneman was the world's greatest scholar of how people get things wrong. And he was a great observer of his own mistakes. He declared his wrongness many times, on matters large and small, in public and in private. He was wrong, he said, about the work that had won the Nobel Prize. He wallowed in the state of having been mistaken; it became a topic for his lectures, a pedagogical ideal. Science has its vaunted self-corrective impulse, but even so, few working scientists--and fewer still of those who gain significant renown--will ever really cop to their mistakes. Kahneman never stopped admitting fault. He did it almost to a fault.

Whether this instinct to self-debunk was a product of his intellectual humility, the politesse one learns from growing up in Paris, or some compulsion born of melancholia, I'm not qualified to say. What, exactly, was going on inside his brilliant mind is a matter for his friends, family, and biographers. Seen from the outside, though, his habit of reversal was an extraordinary gift. Kahneman's careful, doubting mode of doing science was heroic. He got everything wrong, and yet somehow he was always right.

In 2011, he compiled his life's work to that point into Thinking, Fast and Slow. Truly, the book is as strange as he was. While it might be found in airport bookstores next to business how-to and science-based self-help guides, its genre is unique. Across its 400-plus pages Kahneman lays out an extravagant taxonomy of human biases, fallacies, heuristics, and neglects, in the hope of making us aware of our mistakes, so that we might call out the mistakes that other people make. That's all we can aspire to, he repeatedly reminds us, because mere recognition of an error doesn't typically make it go away. "We would all like to have a warning bell that rings loudly whenever we are about to make a serious error, but no such bell is available, and cognitive illusions are generally more difficult to recognize than perceptual illusions," he writes in the book's conclusion. "The voice of reason may be much fainter than the loud and clear voice of an erroneous intuition." That's the struggle: We may not hear that voice, but we must attempt to listen.

Kahneman lived with one ear cocked; he made errors just the same. The book itself was a terrific struggle, as he said in interviews. He was miserable while writing it, and so plagued by doubts that he paid some colleagues to review the manuscript and then tell him, anonymously, whether he should throw it in the garbage to preserve his reputation. They said otherwise, and others deemed the finished book a masterpiece. Yet the timing of its publication turned out to be unfortunate. In its pages, Kahneman marveled at great length over the findings of a subfield of psychology known as social priming. But that work--not his own--quickly fell into disrepute, and a larger crisis over irreproducible results began to spread. Many of the studies that Kahneman had touted in his book--he called one an "instant classic" and said of others, "Disbelief is not an option"--turned out to be unsound. Their sample sizes were far too small, and their statistics could not be trusted. To say the book was riddled with scientific errors would not be entirely unfair.

If anyone should have caught those errors, it was Kahneman. Forty years earlier, in the very first paper he wrote with his close friend and colleague Amos Tversky, he had shown that even trained psychologists--even people like himself--are subject to a "consistent misperception of the world" that leads them to make poor judgments about sample sizes, and to draw the wrong conclusions from their data. In that sense, Kahneman had personally discovered and named the very cognitive bias that would eventually corrupt the academic literature he cited in his book.

In 2012, as the extent of that corruption became apparent, Kahneman intervened. While some of those whose work was now in question grew defensive, he put out an open letter calling for more scrutiny. In private email chains, he reportedly goaded colleagues to engage with critics and to participate in rigorous efforts to replicate their work. In the end, Kahneman admitted in a public forum that he'd been far too trusting of some suspect data. "I knew all I needed to know to moderate my enthusiasm for the surprising and elegant findings that I cited, but I did not think it through," he wrote. He acknowledged the "special irony" of his mistake.

Kahneman once said that being wrong feels good, that it gives the pleasure of a sense of motion: "I used to think something and now I think something else." He was always wrong, always learning, always going somewhere new. In the 2010s, he abandoned the work on happiness that we'd discussed during my grad-school interview, because he realized--to his surprise--that no one really wanted to be happy in the first place. People are more interested in being satisfied, which is something different. "I was very interested in maximizing experience, but this doesn't seem to be what people want to do," he told Tyler Cowen in an interview in 2018. "Happiness feels good in the moment. But it's in the moment. What you're left with are your memories. And that's a very striking thing--that memories stay with you, and the reality of life is gone in an instant."

The memories remain.
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A Drug Half as Good as Ozempic for One-30th the Price

New obesity drugs are remarkable. But few people realize how useful the old ones can be.

by Daniel Engber




"In my lifetime, I never dreamed that we would be talking about medicines that are providing hope for people like me," Oprah Winfrey says at the top of her recent prime-time special on obesity. The program, called Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution, is very clear on which medicines she means. At one point, Oprah stares into the camera and carefully pronounces their brand names for the audience: "Ozempic and Wegovy," she says. "Mounjaro and Zepbound." The class of drugs to which these four belong, called GLP-1 receptor agonists, is the reason for the special.

For a brief and telling moment, though, Oprah's story of the revolution falters. It happens midway through the program, when she's just brought on two obesity doctors, W. Scott Butsch and Amanda Velazquez, to talk about the GLP-1 wonder drugs. "Were you all surprised in your practices when people started losing weight?" she asks. Butsch gets a little tongue-tied: "Yeah, I mean, I think we have--we've already been using other medications for the last 10, 20 years," he says. "But these were just a little bit more effective."

Oprah is nonplussed. She didn't know about these other drugs, before Ozempic, that were already helping people with obesity. "Where was I?" she cries. "Where was the announcement?" Velazquez milks the moment for a laugh--"We didn't have TikTok; that was our problem," she says--and the show moves on. Whatever the identity of these medicines that came before, these almost-as-effective ones, they will not receive another mention. The show proceeds as if they don't exist.

And yet: They do. Amid the hype around the GLP-1s, with their multibillion-dollar sales and corresponding reputation as a modern miracle of medicine, a sort of pharmaco-amnesia has taken hold across America. Patients and physicians alike have forgotten, if indeed they ever knew, that the agents of the "weight-loss revolution"--Ozempic and Wegovy, Mounjaro and Zepbound--are just the latest medications for obesity. And that older drugs--among them Qsymia, Orlistat, and Contrave--are still available. Indeed, the best of these latter treatments might produce, on average, one-half the benefit you'd get from using GLP-1s in terms of weight loss, at less than one-30th the price.

That result should not be ignored. Given the lack of widespread insurance coverage for the newer drugs, as well as marked lapses in supplies, many people have been left out of Oprah's revolution. For last week's special, she interviewed a mother and her daughter who say, to pursed-lipped expressions of concern, that they'd love to be on a drug like Wegovy or Zepbound, but "cannot access it financially." Although the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services has just announced that GLP-1 drugs for obesity may now be covered for seniors who also have cardiovascular disease, insurers have been pulling back. Next week, the North Carolina state workers' health plan will cut off GLP-1 coverage for close to 25,000 people. Other, older drugs could help curb this crisis.

Read: Older Americans are about to lose a lot of weight

The newer drugs are much more potent. Semaglutide, the active ingredient in Ozempic and Wegovy, produced an additional 12 percent loss of body weight, on average, compared with placebos in clinical trials; the equivalent result for the highest dose of tirzepatide, which is in Mounjaro and Zepbound, was 18 percent. Meanwhile, the most popular of the older drugs for treating obesity, an amphetamine derivative called phentermine, has been shown to produce, on average, a 3 or 4 percent loss of total body weight. When phentermine is prescribed along with another older drug called topiramate--they're sold in combination as Qsymia--the effect is stronger: more than 9 percent additional weight loss as compared with placebo, according to one trial.

The newer drugs have also been investigated in very large numbers of patients and been shown to measurably reduce obesity-related complications such as strokes, heart attacks, and death. "We have all this data showing that GLP-1 drugs are reducing cardiovascular events and having other benefits," Eduardo Grunvald, the medical director of the weight-management program at UC San Diego Health, told me, "and we have no data on the other drugs on those issues." (Like many prominent obesity doctors, including Butsch and Velazquez, Grunvald has received thousands of dollars in consulting fees and honoraria from the maker of Wegovy. He has also received payments from the company behind Contrave.) All else being equal, the GLP-1s are the better option.

But all else is rarely equal. For one thing, the average weight-loss effects reported in the literature can't tell you how each specific patient will respond to treatment. When people take Wegovy or Zepbound, more than half of them are strong responders, according to the published research, with weight loss that amounts to more than 15 percent. At the same time, roughly one in seven people gets no clear benefit at all. The older drugs also have a diversity of outcomes. Qsymia doesn't seem to work for about one-third of those who take it, but another third finds Ozempesque success, losing at least 15 percent of body weight. "I've had patients who have lost as much or more weight with Qsymia as they do with GLP-1s," Grunvald said. "It's about finding that lock and key for a particular individual."

Read: Ozempic can turn into No-zempic

Depending on that fit, a patient may end up saving quite a bit of money. Since 2016, Sarah Ro, a primary-care physician based in Hillsborough, North Carolina, has run a weight-management program that serves rural communities. She's been treating patients with the older drugs, she told me, and getting good results: "I regularly have people losing 50 pounds on phentermine alone, or phentermine-topiramate." These drugs are generally covered by insurance, but Ro prescribes them as generics that are cheap enough to pay for out of pocket either way. "It's like 10 to 11 bucks for phentermine, and 12 bucks for topiramate," she said. A similar month's supply of Wegovy or Zepbound injections is listed at more than $1,000.

"I have to be honest with you, the whole craze and wave of uptake of the GLP-1 medications was a little bit of a surprise to me," Grunvald said. "We had this decade of drugs that were actually effective, but people really didn't latch onto them." Again, he emphasized the obvious fact that the GLP-1 medications work much better, overall, than the old ones. But he and other experts with whom I spoke suggested that the higher potency alone cannot explain an utter turnabout in patient demand, from nearly zero to almost unmanageable.

Several noted that the older drugs are "stigmatized," as Grunvald put it. In particular, a lot of people are wary of phentermine, on account of its status as an amphetamine derivative, and also its connection to the "fen-phen" scandal of the 1990s, when it was sold as part of an enormously popular (and effective) drug combination that turned out to have dangerous effects on people's hearts. But as David Saxon of the University of Colorado's Anschutz Medical Campus explained to me, the problems with fen-phen derived from the "fen" and not the "phen"--which is to say, a different drug called fenfluramine. "Phen," for its part, has been prescribed as a weight-loss drug for more than half a century--far longer than any GLP-1 agonist has been on the market--and has shown no clear signs of causing serious problems. Its known side effects are similar to those of Adderall, a drug that is now used by more than 40 million Americans.

Topiramate brings other risks, including birth defects, tingling sensations, and changes in mood. Especially at higher doses, it can lead to brain fog. But again, the specifics here will vary from one patient to the next. And GLP-1s have their own side effects, most notably gastrointestinal distress that can be quite unpleasant. About one-sixth of people taking semaglutide are forced to stop; a guest on Oprah's special said she had to quit after ending up in the emergency room, vomiting blood. Some of these patients may do just fine on phentermine or topiramate. "Honestly, I see more side effects with the GLP-1 drugs than with the other drugs," Grunvald told me. "I get more messages and phone calls about side effects than I used to."

Some of the older drugs' peculiar side effects can even wind up being useful, Ro suggested. Many of her patients with obesity are fond of Mountain Dew, she told me; some are drinking two liters every day. She counsels cutting back on sugary beverages, but topiramate can really help, because it can distort the taste of carbonation. In the clinical literature, this dysgeusia is deemed unwanted--it's called a "taste perversion." For Ro, it can be a tool for weaning off unhealthy habits. "We have such a wonderful response to using topiramate," she said.

Now she's girding for the change in North Carolina's health-insurance coverage for state workers. She tells her patients not to panic; if they can't afford to pay for Wegovy or Zepbound out of pocket, she can switch them to different agents. "Everybody's talking about GLP-1s, and it's like, 'GLP-1s or bust,'" she said. "And I'm going, 'Hello! You know, my patients never had that much access to GLP-1s anyway.'" Those patients may not end up getting the best possible treatments for obesity--add this to the running list of health disparities--but they can have a drug that works. For anyone who is living with meaningful complications of obesity, having some weight loss will likely be better than having none at all.

If Oprah never got the memo, the problem may have less to do with medicine than with expectation. The older drugs can work, but their average effects on body weight are in the range of 5 to 10 percent, which is about what some people can expect to achieve through major changes to their lifestyle. "Remember, you're fighting against the cultural current that says, 'What, you're taking one of those medicines? That's awful! You ought to be able to do that yourself,'" Ted Kyle, a pharmacist and an obesity-policy consultant, told me. "The efficacy is not enough to get you over that hump of cultural resistance, and of the stigma attached to taking medicines for obesity." And then, when a patient on an older drug has reached their new plateau for body weight, which could be just 10 pounds less than where they were before, they may not be so inclined to keep up with their prescription. Are they really going to stay on a medication for the rest of their life, if its effects are not utterly transformative?


 Again, it all depends on who you are. Just like the drugs, lifestyle interventions must be used indefinitely, and just like the drugs, they may work out great for certain patients and be of little help to others. "There are some people who get a response to a diet that is comparable to bariatric surgery," Kyle told me. "It's just not many of them. And it takes a really smart provider of obesity care to say, 'You know what, I'm going to work with you to get you to your best possible outcomes.'" (Many primary-care doctors simply aren't trained in how to use the older drugs, Ro said.) If we aren't ready to give up on recommending healthy diets and more exercise, then let's not forget the other options. These drugs work. The weight-loss revolution didn't start in 2021.
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No Parent Can Make Home-Cooked Meals All the Time

Baby-food pouches are unavoidable.

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 National Institutes of Health 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




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


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 is 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 because of 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 away 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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        Too Few Americans Are Eating a Remarkable Fruit
        Zoe Schlanger

        Someplace in the lush backroads of San Sebastian, in western Puerto Rico, my friend Carina pulled the car over. At a crest in the road stood a breadfruit tree, full of basketball-size, lime-green fruits, knobbled and prehistoric, like a dinosaur egg covered in ostrich leather. One had recently fallen. I jumped out to scoop it up, thinking about the breadfruit tostones we would make that afternoon. We'd fry chunks of the white, spongy flesh, then smash them with the back of a cast-iron pan, then f...

      

      
        Daniel Kahneman Wanted You to Realize How Wrong You Are
        Daniel Engber

        I first met Daniel Kahneman about 25 years ago. I'd applied to graduate school in neuroscience at Princeton University, where he was on the faculty, and I was sitting in his office for an interview. Kahneman, who died today at the age of 90, must not have thought too highly of the occasion. "Conducting an interview is likely to diminish the accuracy of a selection procedure," he'd later note in his best-selling book, Thinking, Fast and Slow. That had been the first finding in his long career as a...

      

      
        A Drug Half as Good as Ozempic for One-30th the Price
        Daniel Engber

        "In my lifetime, I never dreamed that we would be talking about medicines that are providing hope for people like me," Oprah Winfrey says at the top of her recent prime-time special on obesity. The program, called Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution, is very clear on which medicines she means. At one point, Oprah stares into the camera and carefully pronounces their brand names for the audience: "Ozempic and Wegovy," she says. "Mounjaro and Zepbound." The class of drugs to which these fou...

      

      
        Most of This Island Disappeared in Just a Decade
        Tommy Trenchard

        This article was originally published by Hakai Magazine.Before the sea started taking house-size bites out of Nyangai, this small tropical island off the coast of Sierra Leone hummed with activity. I first visited in 2013 while documenting the construction of a school on a neighboring island. It was a cloudless day in April. A group of teenagers was busy setting up a sound system for a party. Old men chatted and smoked in the shade of palm trees. Children chased one another through the maze of sa...

      

      
        America's Climate Boomtowns Are Waiting
        Abrahm Lustgarten

        As my airplane flew low over the flatlands of western Michigan on a dreary December afternoon, sunbursts splintered the soot-toned clouds and made mirrors out of the flooded fields below. There was plenty of rain in this part of the Rust Belt--sometimes too much. Past the endless acres, I could make out the eastern shore of Lake Michigan, then soon, in the other direction, the Detroit River, Lakes Huron and Erie, and southern Canada. In a world running short on fresh water in its lakes and rivers,...

      

      
        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

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

      

      
        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 ha...
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Too Few Americans Are Eating a Remarkable Fruit

Breadfruit is a staple in tropical places--and climate change is pushing its range north.

by Zoe Schlanger




Someplace in the lush backroads of San Sebastian, in western Puerto Rico, my friend Carina pulled the car over. At a crest in the road stood a breadfruit tree, full of basketball-size, lime-green fruits, knobbled and prehistoric, like a dinosaur egg covered in ostrich leather. One had recently fallen. I jumped out to scoop it up, thinking about the breadfruit tostones we would make that afternoon. We'd fry chunks of the white, spongy flesh, then smash them with the back of a cast-iron pan, then fry them again. In a wooden pilon, Carina would pound garlic and oil with oregano brujo, a pungent weedy plant in the mint family, and spoon the sauce over the frittered discs. For me, little in this world is above a breadfruit toston, crisp and flaky on the outside, creamy on the inside. My mouth is watering writing this paragraph.

In Puerto Rico, the word for breadfruit is panapen, almost always shortened to pana, which is also the word for your close friend, your crew, your people. Breadfruit trees feel like kin there: They are everywhere, their huge lobed leaves splayed over roads and porches like the hands of a benevolent giant.

Finding a roadside breadfruit tree is like spending a moment in Eden. Our human effort is irrelevant; these trees, remarkable growers and givers, will simply provide. A three-year-old tree can reach 20 feet high. They start making fruit years faster than other tropical fruit trees, such as mango, and can produce 400 pounds or more in a year with little to no human intervention. That fruit is more calorie- and calcium-dense than a potato, to which its starchy flesh is often compared. It can be steamed, roasted, or fried, or dehydrated into a useful flour. If allowed to ripen past its hard stage, a breadfruit's flesh softens into a sweet custard that can be a base for desserts. As aone grower in the Florida Keys, Patrick Garvey, put it to me: "One tree feeds a family of four for a lifetime." Or at least 50 years, per researchers' findings. And thanks to climate change, this fruit may soon be coming to the southern United States in a major way for the first time.

For as long as humans have been around to watch it, this species has been confined to the tropical band hugging the middle of the planet. Breadfruit trees like it hot and can't stand cold--a couple of days of 40-degree temperatures would kill one, Garvey said. They also love the rain, the way it can only rain in the tropics, 60 to 120 inches a year. But under climate change, its range is set to grow considerably. There are signs that this is already happening: Up until recently, the Florida Keys were the one place in the continental United States where breadfruit readily grew and fruited. Yet according to research from the Coastal Carolina University geographer Russell Fielding, the University of Miami's Gifford Arboretum now has a fruiting tree, and many of the 14 trees at the National Tropical Botanical Garden in Miami have recently borne fruit, too.

Fielding and his co-author Jorge Julian Zaldivar surveyed 43 Florida-based breadfruit growers. Some had as few as one tree. Still, each was a remarkable living symbol of a changing world. Although climate change remains overwhelmingly a destructive phenomenon, they note, the expanding range of the breadfruit is one small silver lining. "There's not really a climate that is too hot for breadfruit," he says. Normally, with climate trends, whenever you gain a new range for a species, you also lose it elsewhere. "But with breadfruit you're gaining, not losing."

Maps from a 2020 study show breadfruit dramatically expanding its range through the southern U.S., if climate change is allowed to proceed more or less unmitigated. Most scientists agree that the world is no longer on the worst-case trajectory for warming, though, and Fielding makes a more modest prediction for breadfruit's immediate future: a steady northward push through parts of Florida in his lifetime. Florida does still get an occasional cold snap. "It kills the oranges, it kills the strawberries, and it would probably kill the breadfruit. But that puts it in line with other Florida crops," he says. Breadfruit might just be another commodity tossed about by freak bad weather, at least until the cold spells vanish too.

Read: Fruit chaos is coming

One barrier to breadfruit becoming a staple crop in more of the U.S. is how quickly it spoils. Breadfruit is best two to three days after harvesting, before it begins to soften into its custard phase. But researchers in Hawaii are testing various varieties for their ability to withstand different environmental conditions. It's likely that fewer than 10 breadfruit varieties have ever been tried in the mainland U.S., Fielding points out, despite hundreds of them existing in the tropical islands of the Pacific. It will take some research, but a breadfruit revolution in this country is possible.

Originally spread east from New Guinea throughout the Pacific islands by voyaging people, breadfruit has a place in Pacific diets, including in Hawaii. It is also eaten across the Caribbean, where it was transported by European colonists in the 1700s to feed enslaved people working on those islands. Jamaicans eat it, Barbadians eat it, Puerto Ricans eat it, and Dominicans export it. Experts tell me the Dominican Republic is likely where the breadfruit that occasionally shows up in the markets in my Carribean neighborhood in New York City comes from. Breadfruit also grows in India, where it's been introduced, and tropical parts of the African continent.

Despite its popularity, breadfruit is still considered a dramatically underutilized crop, says Julia Vieira da Cunha Avila, a tropical-crop-diversity scientist at the Breadfruit Institute in Hawaii, which is dedicated to promoting the fruit and maintaining a living portfolio of its many species. Organizations, including the Trees that Feed Foundation, have taken it upon themselves to support smallholder farms trying to make a way for breadfruit. Still, for all its wonders, too few people are eating it. Avila is from Brazil, where the breadfruit also grows but has yet to catch on with the general public. She likes to blend overripe breadfruit into her acai bowls to give them a smooth texture. "Normally you would use a banana," she says, but a soft, over-ripened breadfruit is perfect for the task. She also eats chunks of steamed breadfruit with her breakfast, instead of a slice of bread.

Read: The missing piece of the foraging renaissance 

Garvey, the Florida grower, owns and operates Grimal Grove, the first and largest commercial breadfruit grove in the continental U.S. He started growing the trees in earnest after Hurricane Irma in 2017 sent brutalizing winds and three feet of salt water sloshing over his land. Every fruit tree he'd planted was destroyed--except for his one breadfruit tree. Its limbs were torn in the wind, but within 18 months, the young tree was sprouting new shoots. That resilience struck him. This was a hardy tree, unafraid of a little salt water. In a climate-addled South Florida, that was not just an asset but a necessity. He now has 33 breadfruit trees in the ground and a couple hundred more in pots.

I asked him what he thought about the new phenomenon of breadfruits growing farther north in Florida. "I'd rather be the only breadfruit grove in the continental United States ever, and not have climate change," he said. But he's a breadfruit evangelist, and more breadfruit enterprises mean more people who know about the unusual fruit, which can only be to his benefit too. He sells fresh breadfruit in the summer, and has partnered with a distillery to make vodka out of overripe specimens. When breadfruit fall, he harvests them to make pickled breadfruit spears. "It's a little like a pickled artichoke. We have a dill-and-garlic one and a spicy-jalepeno one. People really love it. And the nice thing is we're not wasting it," he says. He also makes a mean breadfruit-macadamia nut cake, something he first tried to impress a love interest. "Didn't get the girl," he told me. "But I got a great recipe." I'm not sure how it would stack up to those tostones, but I'd be willing to give it a try.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/03/breadfruit-florida-america-climate-change/677906/?utm_source=feed
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Daniel Kahneman Wanted You to Realize How Wrong You Are

The late psychologist gave the world an extraordinary gift: admitting his mistakes.

by Daniel Engber




I first met Daniel Kahneman about 25 years ago. I'd applied to graduate school in neuroscience at Princeton University, where he was on the faculty, and I was sitting in his office for an interview. Kahneman, who died today at the age of 90, must not have thought too highly of the occasion. "Conducting an interview is likely to diminish the accuracy of a selection procedure," he'd later note in his best-selling book, Thinking, Fast and Slow. That had been the first finding in his long career as a psychologist: As a young recruit in the Israel Defense Forces, he'd assessed and overhauled the pointless 15-to-20-minute chats that were being used for sorting soldiers into different units. And yet there he and I were, sitting down for a 15-to-20-minute chat of our own.

I remember he was sweet, smart, and very strange. I knew him as a founder of behavioral economics, and I had a bare familiarity with the work on cognitive biases and judgment heuristics for which he was soon to win a Nobel Prize. I did not know that he'd lately switched the focus of his research to the science of well-being and how to measure it objectively. When I said during the interview that I'd been working in a brain-imaging lab, he began to talk about a plan he had to measure people's level of delight directly from their brain. If neural happiness could be assessed, he said, then it could be maximized. I had little expertise--I'd only been a lab assistant--but the notion seemed far-fetched: You can't just sum up a person's happiness by counting voxels on a brain scan. I was chatting with a genius, yet somehow on this point he seemed ... misguided?

I still believe that he was wrong, on this and many other things. He believed so too. Daniel Kahneman was the world's greatest scholar of how people get things wrong. And he was a great observer of his own mistakes. He declared his wrongness many times, on matters large and small, in public and in private. He was wrong, he said, about the work that had won the Nobel Prize. He wallowed in the state of having been mistaken; it became a topic for his lectures, a pedagogical ideal. Science has its vaunted self-corrective impulse, but even so, few working scientists--and fewer still of those who gain significant renown--will ever really cop to their mistakes. Kahneman never stopped admitting fault. He did it almost to a fault.

Whether this instinct to self-debunk was a product of his intellectual humility, the politesse one learns from growing up in Paris, or some compulsion born of melancholia, I'm not qualified to say. What, exactly, was going on inside his brilliant mind is a matter for his friends, family, and biographers. Seen from the outside, though, his habit of reversal was an extraordinary gift. Kahneman's careful, doubting mode of doing science was heroic. He got everything wrong, and yet somehow he was always right.

In 2011, he compiled his life's work to that point into Thinking, Fast and Slow. Truly, the book is as strange as he was. While it might be found in airport bookstores next to business how-to and science-based self-help guides, its genre is unique. Across its 400-plus pages Kahneman lays out an extravagant taxonomy of human biases, fallacies, heuristics, and neglects, in the hope of making us aware of our mistakes, so that we might call out the mistakes that other people make. That's all we can aspire to, he repeatedly reminds us, because mere recognition of an error doesn't typically make it go away. "We would all like to have a warning bell that rings loudly whenever we are about to make a serious error, but no such bell is available, and cognitive illusions are generally more difficult to recognize than perceptual illusions," he writes in the book's conclusion. "The voice of reason may be much fainter than the loud and clear voice of an erroneous intuition." That's the struggle: We may not hear that voice, but we must attempt to listen.

Kahneman lived with one ear cocked; he made errors just the same. The book itself was a terrific struggle, as he said in interviews. He was miserable while writing it, and so plagued by doubts that he paid some colleagues to review the manuscript and then tell him, anonymously, whether he should throw it in the garbage to preserve his reputation. They said otherwise, and others deemed the finished book a masterpiece. Yet the timing of its publication turned out to be unfortunate. In its pages, Kahneman marveled at great length over the findings of a subfield of psychology known as social priming. But that work--not his own--quickly fell into disrepute, and a larger crisis over irreproducible results began to spread. Many of the studies that Kahneman had touted in his book--he called one an "instant classic" and said of others, "Disbelief is not an option"--turned out to be unsound. Their sample sizes were far too small, and their statistics could not be trusted. To say the book was riddled with scientific errors would not be entirely unfair.

If anyone should have caught those errors, it was Kahneman. Forty years earlier, in the very first paper he wrote with his close friend and colleague Amos Tversky, he had shown that even trained psychologists--even people like himself--are subject to a "consistent misperception of the world" that leads them to make poor judgments about sample sizes, and to draw the wrong conclusions from their data. In that sense, Kahneman had personally discovered and named the very cognitive bias that would eventually corrupt the academic literature he cited in his book.

In 2012, as the extent of that corruption became apparent, Kahneman intervened. While some of those whose work was now in question grew defensive, he put out an open letter calling for more scrutiny. In private email chains, he reportedly goaded colleagues to engage with critics and to participate in rigorous efforts to replicate their work. In the end, Kahneman admitted in a public forum that he'd been far too trusting of some suspect data. "I knew all I needed to know to moderate my enthusiasm for the surprising and elegant findings that I cited, but I did not think it through," he wrote. He acknowledged the "special irony" of his mistake.

Kahneman once said that being wrong feels good, that it gives the pleasure of a sense of motion: "I used to think something and now I think something else." He was always wrong, always learning, always going somewhere new. In the 2010s, he abandoned the work on happiness that we'd discussed during my grad-school interview, because he realized--to his surprise--that no one really wanted to be happy in the first place. People are more interested in being satisfied, which is something different. "I was very interested in maximizing experience, but this doesn't seem to be what people want to do," he told Tyler Cowen in an interview in 2018. "Happiness feels good in the moment. But it's in the moment. What you're left with are your memories. And that's a very striking thing--that memories stay with you, and the reality of life is gone in an instant."

The memories remain.
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A Drug Half as Good as Ozempic for One-30th the Price

New obesity drugs are remarkable. But few people realize how useful the old ones can be.

by Daniel Engber




"In my lifetime, I never dreamed that we would be talking about medicines that are providing hope for people like me," Oprah Winfrey says at the top of her recent prime-time special on obesity. The program, called Shame, Blame and the Weight Loss Revolution, is very clear on which medicines she means. At one point, Oprah stares into the camera and carefully pronounces their brand names for the audience: "Ozempic and Wegovy," she says. "Mounjaro and Zepbound." The class of drugs to which these four belong, called GLP-1 receptor agonists, is the reason for the special.

For a brief and telling moment, though, Oprah's story of the revolution falters. It happens midway through the program, when she's just brought on two obesity doctors, W. Scott Butsch and Amanda Velazquez, to talk about the GLP-1 wonder drugs. "Were you all surprised in your practices when people started losing weight?" she asks. Butsch gets a little tongue-tied: "Yeah, I mean, I think we have--we've already been using other medications for the last 10, 20 years," he says. "But these were just a little bit more effective."

Oprah is nonplussed. She didn't know about these other drugs, before Ozempic, that were already helping people with obesity. "Where was I?" she cries. "Where was the announcement?" Velazquez milks the moment for a laugh--"We didn't have TikTok; that was our problem," she says--and the show moves on. Whatever the identity of these medicines that came before, these almost-as-effective ones, they will not receive another mention. The show proceeds as if they don't exist.

And yet: They do. Amid the hype around the GLP-1s, with their multibillion-dollar sales and corresponding reputation as a modern miracle of medicine, a sort of pharmaco-amnesia has taken hold across America. Patients and physicians alike have forgotten, if indeed they ever knew, that the agents of the "weight-loss revolution"--Ozempic and Wegovy, Mounjaro and Zepbound--are just the latest medications for obesity. And that older drugs--among them Qsymia, Orlistat, and Contrave--are still available. Indeed, the best of these latter treatments might produce, on average, one-half the benefit you'd get from using GLP-1s in terms of weight loss, at less than one-30th the price.

That result should not be ignored. Given the lack of widespread insurance coverage for the newer drugs, as well as marked lapses in supplies, many people have been left out of Oprah's revolution. For last week's special, she interviewed a mother and her daughter who say, to pursed-lipped expressions of concern, that they'd love to be on a drug like Wegovy or Zepbound, but "cannot access it financially." Although the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services has just announced that GLP-1 drugs for obesity may now be covered for seniors who also have cardiovascular disease, insurers have been pulling back. Next week, the North Carolina state workers' health plan will cut off GLP-1 coverage for close to 25,000 people. Other, older drugs could help curb this crisis.

Read: Older Americans are about to lose a lot of weight

The newer drugs are much more potent. Semaglutide, the active ingredient in Ozempic and Wegovy, produced an additional 12 percent loss of body weight, on average, compared with placebos in clinical trials; the equivalent result for the highest dose of tirzepatide, which is in Mounjaro and Zepbound, was 18 percent. Meanwhile, the most popular of the older drugs for treating obesity, an amphetamine derivative called phentermine, has been shown to produce, on average, a 3 or 4 percent loss of total body weight. When phentermine is prescribed along with another older drug called topiramate--they're sold in combination as Qsymia--the effect is stronger: more than 9 percent additional weight loss as compared with placebo, according to one trial.

The newer drugs have also been investigated in very large numbers of patients and been shown to measurably reduce obesity-related complications such as strokes, heart attacks, and death. "We have all this data showing that GLP-1 drugs are reducing cardiovascular events and having other benefits," Eduardo Grunvald, the medical director of the weight-management program at UC San Diego Health, told me, "and we have no data on the other drugs on those issues." (Like many prominent obesity doctors, including Butsch and Velazquez, Grunvald has received thousands of dollars in consulting fees and honoraria from the maker of Wegovy. He has also received payments from the company behind Contrave.) All else being equal, the GLP-1s are the better option.

But all else is rarely equal. For one thing, the average weight-loss effects reported in the literature can't tell you how each specific patient will respond to treatment. When people take Wegovy or Zepbound, more than half of them are strong responders, according to the published research, with weight loss that amounts to more than 15 percent. At the same time, roughly one in seven people gets no clear benefit at all. The older drugs also have a diversity of outcomes. Qsymia doesn't seem to work for about one-third of those who take it, but another third finds Ozempesque success, losing at least 15 percent of body weight. "I've had patients who have lost as much or more weight with Qsymia as they do with GLP-1s," Grunvald said. "It's about finding that lock and key for a particular individual."

Read: Ozempic can turn into No-zempic

Depending on that fit, a patient may end up saving quite a bit of money. Since 2016, Sarah Ro, a primary-care physician based in Hillsborough, North Carolina, has run a weight-management program that serves rural communities. She's been treating patients with the older drugs, she told me, and getting good results: "I regularly have people losing 50 pounds on phentermine alone, or phentermine-topiramate." These drugs are generally covered by insurance, but Ro prescribes them as generics that are cheap enough to pay for out of pocket either way. "It's like 10 to 11 bucks for phentermine, and 12 bucks for topiramate," she said. A similar month's supply of Wegovy or Zepbound injections is listed at more than $1,000.

"I have to be honest with you, the whole craze and wave of uptake of the GLP-1 medications was a little bit of a surprise to me," Grunvald said. "We had this decade of drugs that were actually effective, but people really didn't latch onto them." Again, he emphasized the obvious fact that the GLP-1 medications work much better, overall, than the old ones. But he and other experts with whom I spoke suggested that the higher potency alone cannot explain an utter turnabout in patient demand, from nearly zero to almost unmanageable.

Several noted that the older drugs are "stigmatized," as Grunvald put it. In particular, a lot of people are wary of phentermine, on account of its status as an amphetamine derivative, and also its connection to the "fen-phen" scandal of the 1990s, when it was sold as part of an enormously popular (and effective) drug combination that turned out to have dangerous effects on people's hearts. But as David Saxon of the University of Colorado's Anschutz Medical Campus explained to me, the problems with fen-phen derived from the "fen" and not the "phen"--which is to say, a different drug called fenfluramine. "Phen," for its part, has been prescribed as a weight-loss drug for more than half a century--far longer than any GLP-1 agonist has been on the market--and has shown no clear signs of causing serious problems. Its known side effects are similar to those of Adderall, a drug that is now used by more than 40 million Americans.

Topiramate brings other risks, including birth defects, tingling sensations, and changes in mood. Especially at higher doses, it can lead to brain fog. But again, the specifics here will vary from one patient to the next. And GLP-1s have their own side effects, most notably gastrointestinal distress that can be quite unpleasant. About one-sixth of people taking semaglutide are forced to stop; a guest on Oprah's special said she had to quit after ending up in the emergency room, vomiting blood. Some of these patients may do just fine on phentermine or topiramate. "Honestly, I see more side effects with the GLP-1 drugs than with the other drugs," Grunvald told me. "I get more messages and phone calls about side effects than I used to."

Some of the older drugs' peculiar side effects can even wind up being useful, Ro suggested. Many of her patients with obesity are fond of Mountain Dew, she told me; some are drinking two liters every day. She counsels cutting back on sugary beverages, but topiramate can really help, because it can distort the taste of carbonation. In the clinical literature, this dysgeusia is deemed unwanted--it's called a "taste perversion." For Ro, it can be a tool for weaning off unhealthy habits. "We have such a wonderful response to using topiramate," she said.

Now she's girding for the change in North Carolina's health-insurance coverage for state workers. She tells her patients not to panic; if they can't afford to pay for Wegovy or Zepbound out of pocket, she can switch them to different agents. "Everybody's talking about GLP-1s, and it's like, 'GLP-1s or bust,'" she said. "And I'm going, 'Hello! You know, my patients never had that much access to GLP-1s anyway.'" Those patients may not end up getting the best possible treatments for obesity--add this to the running list of health disparities--but they can have a drug that works. For anyone who is living with meaningful complications of obesity, having some weight loss will likely be better than having none at all.

If Oprah never got the memo, the problem may have less to do with medicine than with expectation. The older drugs can work, but their average effects on body weight are in the range of 5 to 10 percent, which is about what some people can expect to achieve through major changes to their lifestyle. "Remember, you're fighting against the cultural current that says, 'What, you're taking one of those medicines? That's awful! You ought to be able to do that yourself,'" Ted Kyle, a pharmacist and an obesity-policy consultant, told me. "The efficacy is not enough to get you over that hump of cultural resistance, and of the stigma attached to taking medicines for obesity." And then, when a patient on an older drug has reached their new plateau for body weight, which could be just 10 pounds less than where they were before, they may not be so inclined to keep up with their prescription. Are they really going to stay on a medication for the rest of their life, if its effects are not utterly transformative?


 Again, it all depends on who you are. Just like the drugs, lifestyle interventions must be used indefinitely, and just like the drugs, they may work out great for certain patients and be of little help to others. "There are some people who get a response to a diet that is comparable to bariatric surgery," Kyle told me. "It's just not many of them. And it takes a really smart provider of obesity care to say, 'You know what, I'm going to work with you to get you to your best possible outcomes.'" (Many primary-care doctors simply aren't trained in how to use the older drugs, Ro said.) If we aren't ready to give up on recommending healthy diets and more exercise, then let's not forget the other options. These drugs work. The weight-loss revolution didn't start in 2021.
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Most of This Island Disappeared in Just a Decade

There were once 500 homes on Nyangai Island. Now, as sea levels rise, there are fewer than 100.

by Tommy Trenchard


An aerial view shows the remnants of Nyangai Island, Sierra Leone. (Photograph by Tommy Trenchard)



This article was originally published by Hakai Magazine.

Before the sea started taking house-size bites out of Nyangai, this small tropical island off the coast of Sierra Leone hummed with activity. I first visited in 2013 while documenting the construction of a school on a neighboring island. It was a cloudless day in April. A group of teenagers was busy setting up a sound system for a party. Old men chatted and smoked in the shade of palm trees. Children chased one another through the maze of sandy lanes while a constant traffic of roughly hewn wooden boats plied the surrounding waters.

The silhouettes of coconut palms and June plum trees dominated the island's profile, and beneath them stood clusters of neat mud-and-thatch homes. The beach that ringed the island was so white, it hurt the eyes, the water a limpid green. I couldn't stay for long, but Nyangai left a deep impression.

In December of the following year, I caught another glimpse of the island, this time while flying over it in a United Nations helicopter delivering emergency supplies to a nearby island at the height of the West African Ebola outbreak. From the air, it looked fragile, its curved, slender form barely 160 feet wide in places. I didn't know it then, but the island I was looking at was a mere stub of what it had once been.

Nyangai (also spelled Nyankai and Yankai on some maps) is shrinking at an alarming rate, its sandy soil eroded by an ever-more-destructive sea. In the span of a human lifetime, the majority of its land has disappeared, and most of its population has fled. Those who remain, many of whose families have called Nyangai home for generations, are squeezed into an ever-decreasing patch of sand. Within a few years, many fear, the island may disappear altogether.

Read: The village that will be swept away

Returning to Nyangai in 2023, a decade after my first visit, I found the place almost unrecognizable. From a satellite image, I had seen that the island had been split in half by the sea, leaving two bean-shaped patches of land separated by a wide gulf. But as my boat approached, I could see only one: In the time since Google had last updated its satellite image in 2018, an entire village of several hundred people had vanished.

"The water is eating the island," says Tewoh Koroma, a mother of six who lost her home to flooding in September 2023. "We already fled from the water once, and now we're getting flooded again. The water is following us."

Over the past decade, each new storm or flood has prompted more to leave. Some head for the country's coastal capital, Freetown, or to other towns on the mainland, while others move to nearby islands. Nyangai's leaders say there were once more than 500 homes here. Today there are fewer than 100.




The Turtle Islands archipelago, in which Nyangai lies, has always been vulnerable to erosion. The islands rise little more than 10 feet above sea level on average, and their loose soils are easily shifted by the ocean's powerful currents. Stretches of shoreline slowly recede or advance, and offshore sandbanks come and go. But the crisis now unfolding on Nyangai is on a different scale. Over the past decade, the island has shrunk from roughly 2,300 feet long to just 560. Many blame the more erratic weather and more powerful storms. As one resident puts it, "Everything's out of place."

Life on Nyangai has never been easy. The island lacks roads, piped water, and electricity. Living conditions are basic. But only with deep reluctance do many finally leave. The island is peaceful, its community tight-knit. It's free of snakes and has virtually no malaria. The fishing, on which nearly everyone relies, is better than elsewhere. During times of upheaval, from Sierra Leone's civil war in the 1990s to the Ebola outbreak of 2014, the island has offered a level of sanctuary. For most, it is the only home they have ever known.

Nyangai is not alone in its existential battle with the ocean; similar scenes are unfolding along much of Sierra Leone's coastline. In the village of Lakka, near Freetown, the ocean is washing away two-story concrete houses piece by piece. On Plantain Island, some 20 miles to the north of Nyangai, farmers have seen their agricultural land either contaminated with salt water or swept away altogether. And in the north of the country, residents of the bustling trading town on Yelibuya Island have found themselves forced to retreat ever farther inland to escape the encroaching sea.

"It's becoming very alarming," says Tamba Emmanuel Nyaka, the deputy director of the Climate Change Secretariat in Sierra Leone's Environment Protection Agency, who recently visited some of the most impacted areas. "We realize that the problem is getting worse. People showed us where they used to live, where their cemetery was, their fields, houses, and now it's just seawater. They're constantly having to move."

Government officials say natural processes are being exacerbated by a series of factors including changing weather patterns; rising sea levels; the felling of mangrove forests; and in more urban areas, the mining of beach sand for construction. In 2021, the government released a new National Adaptation Plan to address the impacts of climate change, but it's hamstrung by a lack of data--the country's marine meteorological station has been operating for only a few years--and a lack of resources. The government has implemented mangrove-restoration projects in some areas, but with limited success. As for Nyangai, an official confirmed that there are no plans to build any sea defenses.


Fishermen prepare their nets while a rising tide approaches nearby homes. Photograph by Tommy Trenchard.



Almost everyone still on Nyangai has lost at least one home in recent years, and some, like 35-year-old Gaya Bang, have lost as many as four. "We've spent so much money building new houses," she says.

With so much uncertainty over the island's future, most people now rebuild with basic materials: squares of sackcloth over a grid of sticks for walls; old metal sheets, commonly riddled with holes, for roofs. Gone are the neat mud-walled cottages I had seen on my first visit. Gone, too, is the island's freshwater supply; the well water is now so brackish, it can be used only for washing. In the rainy season, islanders collect rainwater in buckets. In the dry season, they must travel an hour and a half round trip by boat to collect water from neighboring islands.

The atmosphere has also changed. Children still entertain themselves, devising games in the tree graveyards that ring parts of the island, but the electric energy of a busy fishing village has given way to a sense of lethargy. The island's chief laments that the parties and cultural dances that used to be common have faded away. These days, he says, the sound system comes out just once or twice a year to mark the rare visits by campaigning politicians.

"We've been telling the government ... that we need help," says Hasan Kargbo, the island's harbor master. "But so far we've seen nothing."

Facing little prospect of outside intervention, the islanders attempted to stem the erosion by planting mangroves, but few of the seedlings survived for long. When the island floods during the highest tides, some build levees of sand around their homes, bolstered with sheets of tarpaulin, lengths of timber, car tires, or any other sturdy objects they find lying around. Beyond that, they can't do much but wait for the tide to go down.

"We love our island," says Kargbo, who has already started looking for a piece of land on the mainland to start a new life with his wife and six children. But "it's going to disappear."


Island elders say that Nyangai once held three villages, large areas of forest, and a thriving community. Photograph by Tommy Trenchard.
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America's Climate Boomtowns Are Waiting

Rising temperatures could push millions of people north.

by Abrahm Lustgarten




As my airplane flew low over the flatlands of western Michigan on a dreary December afternoon, sunbursts splintered the soot-toned clouds and made mirrors out of the flooded fields below. There was plenty of rain in this part of the Rust Belt--sometimes too much. Past the endless acres, I could make out the eastern shore of Lake Michigan, then soon, in the other direction, the Detroit River, Lakes Huron and Erie, and southern Canada. In a world running short on fresh water in its lakes and rivers, more than 20 percent of that water was right here. From a climate standpoint, there couldn't be a safer place in the country--no hurricanes, no sea-level rise, not much risk of wildfires. That explains why models suggest many more people will soon arrive here.

My destination was the working-class city of Ypsilanti, and a meeting with Beth Gibbons, an urban planner and specialist in climate adaptation. Gibbons served as the founding executive director of a planning consortium called the American Society of Adaptation Professionals (ASAP), which was formed in part to consider how the country could anticipate and prepare for large-scale American climate migration. Gibbons believes that sooner or later a growing chunk of the nation's population will be arriving in the Great Lakes region. Ypsilanti was an interesting place for us to meet: Many Black migrants from the South had moved here in the 20th century, and during World War II, some were employed building military aircraft. Now the city stands to be transformed again, this time by a great climate migration.

Across the Great Lakes region, cities were in their prime six decades ago as America forged its industrial might. But places such as Detroit, Milwaukee, Cleveland, Buffalo, and Duluth have been in a steady decline ever since. And Ypsilanti, with its nest of underutilized streets, relatively cheap housing, and sprawling industrial spaces still belying the fact that its population peaked in 1970, is little different. That means--at least in theory--these cities have, in a word favored by planning types and scientists, "capacity" for more people.

Read: Every coastal home is now a stick of dynamite

As climate change brings disasters and increasingly unlivable conditions to growing swaths of the United States, it also has the potential to remake America's economic landscape: Extreme heat, drought, and fires in the South and West could present an opportunity for much of the North. Tens of millions of Americans may move in response to these changes, fleeing coasts and the countryside for larger cities and more temperate climates. In turn, the extent to which our planet's crisis can present an economic opportunity, or even reimagining, will largely depend on where people wind up, and the ways in which they are welcomed or scorned.

Gibbons, who now works at the climate consulting firm Farallon Strategies, sees Michigan's future in the Californians unsettled by wildfire. Those people are going to move somewhere. And so they should be persuaded to come to Michigan, she says, before they move to places like Phoenix or Austin. The Great Lakes region should market itself as a climate refuge, she thinks, and then build an economy that makes use of its attributes: the value of its water, its land, its relative survivability. In her vision, small northern cities, invigorated by growing populations, somehow manage to blossom into bigger, greener, cleaner ones.

"There's no future in which many, many people don't head here," Gibbons told me. The only question is whether "we don't just end up being surprised by it." And so Gibbons wants to see the Great Lakes states recruit people from around the country, as they did during the Great Migration. Back then, recruiters spread across the South to convince Black people there that opportunity awaited them in the factories of the North: That's what helped make Ypsilanti.

Today, long after the bomber factory was reduced to weed-riddled expanses of abandoned pavement, the town lives on. This time, the Great Lakes' water is what will persuade people to move here: Humans have long migrated in pursuit of fresh water. Temperature will also make Michigan an attractive destination for climate migrants. For the coldest places, global warming promises newfound productivity and economic growth. The research connecting economic activity to cool temperatures suggests that there is an optimum climate for human productivity, and as ideal conditions for humans shifts northward, some places may soon find themselves smack in the middle of it. The same research suggests that when that happens, people are bound to follow.

These are the findings of Marshall Burke, the deputy director of the Center for Food Security and the Environment at Stanford University. A notable 2015 paper he co-authored in the journal Nature earned international attention for predicting that most countries will see their economies shrivel with climate change. Less noticed, however, was what Burke found would happen on the northern side of that line: Incredible growth could await those places soon to enter their climate prime. Canada, Scandinavia, Iceland, and Russia could see their per capita gross domestic products double or even quadruple.

The United States is on the cusp of this dividing line between economic loss and fortune--its southern regions more imperiled, its northern latitudes much better positioned to capitalize on climate change. Proprietary climate models from the Rhodium Group, an environmental- and economic-research firm I collaborated with for this book, forecast that even as commercial crop yields free-fall across the Great Plains, Texas, and the South, those closer to the Canadian border will steadily increase. By as soon as 2040, yields in North Dakota could jump by 5 to 12 percent. In Minnesota and Wisconsin and northern New York, the rise could be closer to 12 percent. By the end of the century, should climate change be severe, those increases could jump by 24 to 30 percent. Shaded on Rhodium's map, the data show a dark hot spot where agricultural improvements will far outpace anywhere else in the country. It is centered like a bull's-eye right over the Great Lakes.

Read: Climate change is already rejiggering where Americans live

Indeed, big commercial agricultural companies and other land investors may already be anticipating this. Over the past several years, land values have skyrocketed across the upper Midwest, as buyers including Bill Gates have snatched up thousands of acres of farmland. To the south, they see the Ogallala Aquifer being depleted, and in California, regulatory mandates potentially reducing water consumption in the Central Valley by 40 to 50 percent, while in northern Michigan, there is more water than anyone knows what to do with.

The Rust Belt arguably led America's industrial revolution, and with the push of new government support, this same region could help lead a green revolution. The Inflation Reduction Act, President Joe Biden's historic climate legislation, has promised roughly $370 billion in subsidies for electric vehicles and clean energy, an injection of cash that has already spurred many billions more in private investment and revitalized the country's manufacturing base. As of late last year, Michigan was the third-largest recipient of that investment. Following the IRA incentives, automakers have collectively invested tens of billions of dollars in the electric-vehicle supply-chain, and the federal government has made some $2 billion in grants available to retrofit and modernize old factories to produce electric vehicles.

Imagine the economic center of gravity of the United States shifting north, and the seesaw effects of that change on the geographic locus of American society. Consider again the lasting cultural implications--for music and arts and sports and labor--of the previous century's Great Migration out of the South, and what doubling it could mean. One day, a high-speed rail line may race across the Dakotas, through Idaho's up-and-coming wine country and the country's new bread basket, to the megalopolis of Seattle, which will have grown so big as people move north that it has nearly merged with Vancouver, at the southern edge of Canada. Never mind that roughly half the country will likely have to experience total upheaval or extreme discomfort--or both--to arrive at this point, or the fact that by the time the Great Lakes region reaches its apex, much of the nation's southern half will have withered. And of course, every place in America will experience dramatic change and disruption from warming--just look at Canada's wildfires last summer. But the northern part of the U.S. is more shielded from the primary threats of sea-level rise, hurricanes, drought, and extreme heat. The vision amounts to what Beth Gibbons describes as a chance to shift the climate narrative away from one of exclusive failure. And it suggests that the displacement erupting from climate stress in some places will put others on track toward greater security, wealth, and prosperity.

Read: Vermont was supposed to be a climate haven

An economic boom projected for warming regions, though, Burke told me, will also likely depend on a growing population in the region, which means peacefully resettling large numbers of climate migrants. That's easier said than done. In Ann Arbor, an affluent city hoping and preparing for climate-driven population growth, I talked with the city's sustainability director, who counted herself with Beth Gibbons among the optimists. She told me she thought Ann Arbor could be turned into a climate destination, but she was surprised to find that even in her hyperliberal, upper-class college town, some people didn't necessarily want that.

Gibbons, too, was running into resistance at every turn. Michigan's Native American tribes, corralled into a tiny sovereign territory, told ASAP focus groups that they see climate change not only affecting their hunting and fishing grounds but potentially bringing new people and economic forces into conflict with their tribal rights. Rural communities from northern Wisconsin to Michigan's Upper Peninsula fear something similar; the migration during the coronavirus pandemic showed them how little newly relocated second-home owners are simpatico with longtime locals who depend on harvesting timber and working large farms to make a living.

Elsewhere in the United States climate migration is already leading to rising tensions between old and new, as smaller communities confront incoming numbers and rapidly urbanize. The seemingly best places have begun to attract the wealthiest and most mobile to resettle, even while the worst consequences of climate change in the U.S. disproportionately affect minorities and the poor. In Michigan, even some progressives worry that climate migration today will amount to climate gentrification; not so far down the line, forced migration could instead yield fears of newcomers as economic burdens.

Migration can be thought of as the decision to leave, the choice of where to go, and the arrival at the destination. But what history shows is that the most friction occurs in the transitions leading up to and following these things. There is the separation, a breakdown, like paper being torn. And there is the integration of new people into an existing community, a community that could receive that change as an injection of vitality and energy and economic investment, or as a burden and a stressor.

In part, that outcome depends on who is displaced. As Carlos Martin, then a senior fellow at the Urban Institute, told an audience of planners who had gathered to discuss migration in 2020, it often takes time to know whether a place will welcome new settlers. Immediately after Hurricane Katrina, people who resettled in Texas and elsewhere were greeted with empathy. A year later, though, talk of providing aid had shifted to questions about crime and competition for housing, code words for racial tensions. The sympathy turned to finger-pointing and anger. Sometimes it depends on who it is that's arriving. Are they white or Black? Are they buying glass-curtain-walled condos, perhaps fueling gentrification but also goosing an economic boom? Or are they unemployed refugees looking for housing in the low-income suburbs? The answers shouldn't matter, Martin says, but they do.



This article has been adapted from the book On the Move: The Overheating Earth and the Uprooting of America by Abrahm Lustgarten.
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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, causing our past and future selves to collide. 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, who is 91 years old, 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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Joe Biden and Donald Trump Have Thoughts About Your Next Car

Get ready for the EV election.

by Zoe Schlanger




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


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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        The Atlantic Tops 1 Million Subscriptions and Reaches Profitability
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic now has more than 1 million subscriptions and is profitable, surpassing two goals that the company set several years ago. In an email to The Atlantic's staff, quoted in part below, Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg and CEO Nicholas Thompson announce this news.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Tops 1 Million Subscriptions and Reaches Profitability






The Atlantic now has more than 1 million subscriptions and is profitable, surpassing two goals that the company set several years ago. In an email to The Atlantic's staff, quoted in part below, Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg and CEO Nicholas Thompson announce this news.
 
 Overall revenue is up more than 10 percent year over year; advertising booked year-to-date is also up 33 percent year over year. Subscriptions to The Atlantic have increased by double-digit percentages in each of the past four years--and surged 14 percent in the past year. The Atlantic has more than doubled the total number of paid subscriptions since it launched digital and a digital + print bundle four years ago.
 
 The magazine has earned Pulitzer Prizes in each of the past three years for stories that exemplify depth and range--an exhaustive investigation into immigration and family separation; a moving portrait of one family's heartbreaking loss in the 9/11 attacks and their struggle to move on; and defining coverage of the pandemic and how America failed in its response to the virus. The Atlantic is currently nominated for the fourth consecutive year for the top honor of General Excellence in the National Magazine Awards, which it won in both 2022 and 2023. Five of the magazine's features and issues are also nominated for reporting awards.
 
 Below is Goldberg and Thompson's email to staff:
 
 Dear All,
 
 Thanks to the hard work, creativity, and relentless focus of you, our colleagues, The Atlantic has achieved both profitability and crossed the million-subscription mark. A few short years ago, when we first outlined these goals, we were nowhere near achieving them. So today is a noteworthy day in the history of our magazine.
 
 Of course, the key to continued success is to be constructively dissatisfied with the present, and so both of us believe very strongly that our 1 million subscriptions represent merely the foundation of future excellence and growth. Profitability is also perilous in the media industry, and we are going to continue to be highly disciplined in how we run our operations.
 
 2024 will be one of the most consequential years in the history of our magazine. The journalistic excellence and urgency we bring to our coverage will set a standard for the industry and help guide our readers through dangerous times. All of us have the same goal: to support and advance our historic mission; to constantly innovate; and to reach new readers across the globe every day. Thank you all for your excellent work, and congratulations.
 
 With appreciation.
 Jeff and Nick




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2024/03/atlantic-tops-1-million-subscriptions-and-profitability/677905/?utm_source=feed
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        Solving a Century-Old Byline Mystery
        Shan Wang

        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."Do you like to know whom a book's by?" E. M. Forster asks in a 1925 essay on the question of anonymity in literature and journalism. The practice is fine in fiction, he argues, but not in news writing. Forster, however, wasn't in charge: His essay, which appeared in the November 1925 issue of The Atlantic, was followed by an article by...

      

      
        How Climate Change Is Making Allergy Season Worse
        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.Rising temperatures are leading to what my colleague Yasmin Tayag has called an "allergy apocalypse." I spoke with Yasmin, who covers science for The Atlantic, about our ever-expanding allergy season, the relationship between rising temperatures and pollen, and the extent to which pollen may rob us of t...

      

      
        Trump's Lucky Break
        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.Donald Trump has built up his reputation as a rich guy. When he ended up unable to cover a massive bond, the courts threw him a lifeline, but just for now.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The aftermath of the Baltimore bridge collapse
	The Supreme Court is shaming itself.
	The war a...

      

      
        Russia's Tragedy, Putin's Humiliation
        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.Terrorists struck deep inside Russia on Friday, and the conspiracy theories are already spinning.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Donald Trump's nine lives
	What was NBC even thinking?
	Social media is not what killed the web.
Three RealitiesIf you are trying to figure out who attac...

      

      
        The Joys of Chronic Rewatching
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Stephanie Bai, an associate editor whose byline you might recognize from past editions of The Daily. Stephanie recently joined The Atlantic's newsl...

      

      
        The Inner World of the Teen
        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.Teens exist in the murky space between youth and maturity--and in decades past, when the teen babysitter was a staple of American life, adults seemed to understand that. They recognized, my colleague Faith Hill writes in a new essay, that the teen babysitter "was grown-up enough to be an extra eye in t...

      

      
        How America Stopped Trusting the Experts
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.In 2017, my Daily colleague Tom Nichols wrote a book titled The Death of Expertise: The Campaign Against Established Knowledge and Why It Matters. Three years later, America underwent a crisis that stress-tested citizens' and political leaders' faith in experts--with alarming results.The Atlantic publish...

      

      
        The Wrong Way to Study AI in College
        Damon Beres

        This is Atlantic Intelligence, a limited-run series in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.Earlier this week, my colleague Ian Bogost published a provocative article about a trend in higher education: the opening of distinct colleges of computing, akin to law schools. New programs at MIT, Cornell, and soon UC Berkeley follow an uptick in the number of students graduating with computer-science majors. They are serving a growi...

      

      
        Reading as a Sensory Experience
        Maya Chung

        Join Atlantic editors Jane Yong Kim, Gal Beckerman, and Ellen Cushing in conversation with executive editor Adrienne LaFrance for a discussion of "The Great American Novels," an ambitious new editorial project from The Atlantic. The conversation will take place at The Strand in New York (828 Broadway) on Wednesday, April 3, at 7 p.m. Tickets are available for purchase here.When your senses feel numb, you're likely to seek direct experiences: You might bite into a crisp slice of watermelon to tast...

      

      
        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...
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Solving a Century-Old Byline Mystery

Who was "Atlanticus," the writer who foreshadowed the Titanic disaster?

by Shan Wang




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.


"Do you like to know whom a book's by?" E. M. Forster asks in a 1925 essay on the question of anonymity in literature and journalism. The practice is fine in fiction, he argues, but not in news writing. Forster, however, wasn't in charge: His essay, which appeared in the November 1925 issue of The Atlantic, was followed by an article bylined "Anonymous."

Though our magazine withheld bylines only in its first few years (not unusual for publications at the time), unnamed or unidentified writers remained a frequent sighting in our archives well into the 20th century. Some people were seemingly allowed to mask their identity so they could poke fun: In 1963, two women used a single pen name to publish a spirited takedown of holiday cards. In 1968, one Adam SmithTM (trademark symbol included) wrote fictional vignettes from his position as a "pseudonymous chronicler of the mystification and mores of Wall Street" and most certainly not as the political economist Adam Smith (born 1723). Others were granted anonymity under higher stakes: In 1965, Mrs. X shared her experience obtaining a safe but then-illegal abortion as a married middle-class mother of three children. In 1930, a deserter gave an unvarnished account of the front lines of World War I.

One byline in particular has long nagged at me: In our August 1913 issue, in which all other contributors are named, "Atlanticus" offers a 6,000-word postmortem on the failings that led to the April 1912 sinking of the Titanic. I'd never seen the byline before. Longtime Atlantic editors Scott Stossel and Cullen Murphy, who moonlight as our magazine's informal historians, told me they'd never encountered it either.


The Atlantic



Atlanticus, who at the end of the essay briefly describes himself as "an officer on an Atlantic passenger steamer," was furious over continued inaction on the part of transatlantic-ocean-liner companies, as well as government officials.

Since that fateful night of April, 1912, what have we done in the way of reform that will go toward averting another such disaster? Remember, the day of the unsinkable ship is not yet; but the majority of passenger vessels now in service on the Atlantic carry as many passengers as did the Titanic. ... The criminal waste of money at present forced upon all the big transatlantic liner companies is proof positive that some foolish Jack-in-office has been given a loose rein.


Atlanticus also enthusiastically and repeatedly cited a May 1910 Atlantic essay titled "The Man on the Bridge," written by Charles Terry Delaney. He deems Delaney a man who "evidently knew his ground," and calls the essay "a startling article." I know the 1910 essay well. It chillingly describes many of the conditions--overworked ship officers, improper safety protocols, cost-cutting, fog and icebergs--that ultimately doomed the Titanic, two years before the actual disaster. Allegations in "The Man on the Bridge" caused such a stir that the author wrote a follow-up in the August 1910 issue of The Atlantic, and The New York Times covered the ensuing controversy on August 3, 1910. Did Delaney and Atlanticus know each other? Both wrote with suspicious specificity and insider knowledge of the maritime industry. The Atlanticus byline appeared again in 1915, in an article about the brutal realities of the life of sailors.

Scott suggested as a final resort that I look through an old filing cabinet that was used to track payment information for Atlantic contributors before the internet era (now it is displayed mostly as an antique next to the desks of my colleagues who make podcasts). There I found, on a typewritten index card, the name of a writer and the titles of nine articles written from 1909 onward, for which The Atlantic paid variously $50 to $100. Two of those stories were "The Unlearned Lesson of the Titanic" and "The Man on the Bridge." Delaney and Atlanticus appeared to be pen names for a British naval officer named Alexander G. McLellan.

McLellan wrote under his real name for us only twice: in a 1911 essay titled "A British View of American Naval Expenditure" and in a 1914 essay called "Wanted: An American Minister of Marine." Other biographical details from his unsigned work clicked into place for me: The author was the chief officer of a British ship. He'd fought as a young man in the Boer War. The index card lists his final article for The Atlantic as "Radical's Progress," which mourns young soldiers buried at sea during World War I:

Day after day these burials went on. Later I refused to attend them. The finish came when one body stuck to the stretcher by reason of the blood having oozed through the wrappings and congealed. The body had to be pried adrift before it would slide of its own weight into the sea. I cannot tell you any more just yet. I sicken as I write. The stupidity of it all!


That essay was published anonymously in February of 1916.

"The Man on the Bridge" drew heat ("If true, the allegations made should result in immediate action ... If not capable of substantiation the article should never have been printed," one reviewer argued), though the Titanic disaster provided the author with a measure of vindication. We can't know for sure why McLellan and his editor chose to publish important work under so many different names. Perhaps we can chalk up the decision to the looser practices of that era. Or perhaps the outrage following "The Man on the Bridge" drove the author to go anonymous for "The Unlearned Lessons of the Titanic." But the identity of Atlanticus is now known, and his accounts have been tested by history.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/03/solving-a-century-old-byline-mystery/677908/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How Climate Change Is Making Allergy Season Worse

A conversation with Yasmin Tayag about rising pollen counts and the allergy apocalypse

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.


Rising temperatures are leading to what my colleague Yasmin Tayag has called an "allergy apocalypse." I spoke with Yasmin, who covers science for The Atlantic, about our ever-expanding allergy season, the relationship between rising temperatures and pollen, and the extent to which pollen may rob us of the pleasures of summer.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anshel Pfeffer: "Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever."
 	Where RFK Jr. goes from here
 	Can you ever really escape your ex?




More Than a Seasonal Annoyance

Lora Kelley: It's barely spring, and it feels like people are already suffering from allergies on the East Coast. To what extent has allergy season been expanding in recent years--and is it still fair to call it a "season"?

Yasmin Tayag: There is a lot of research showing that pollen seasons are beginning earlier compared with several decades ago. They're also more intense, in that there's more pollen in the air. This is happening largely as a result of warming temperatures across the country.

For now, allergy season does have a start and end date--you can still call it a "season." In general, tree pollen kicks off allergy season in early spring, then it's caused by grasses in the spring and summer, and ragweed in the fall. But in some parts of the country, allergy season is thought to last even longer: Florida's is almost year-round. In those cases, it's not a matter of a season.

Lora: Could you walk me through the relationship between rising temperatures and rises in pollen?

Yasmin: On the whole, temperatures rising means we see more pollen for longer. When the temperatures are warmer earlier in the year, the trees start releasing and creating pollen earlier. An increased amount of carbon dioxide in the air is also thought to increase pollen production.

Not all plants respond to temperature in the same way. Predicting where allergies will be really bad also has to do with the plant life in that region and whether those plants are sensitive to temperature.

Lora: Why are some adults only recently starting to show allergy symptoms?

Yasmin: There are some people who are genetically predisposed to allergies. They get symptoms as soon as the pollen is in the air. Some people have a much higher pollen threshold, meaning they can be exposed to pollen for longer or handle a higher level of pollen exposure before showing symptoms for the first time. But with a much longer and more intense season, more people are meeting that threshold.

Your surrounding environment can also affect your allergies. If you live in a place that doesn't have a ton of trees or is very cool, you might have fewer symptoms than someone with the same DNA living in a perpetually warm place.

Allergies can be more than a seasonal annoyance. They can be devastating for people who have asthma, in particular, because they can trigger asthma attacks.

Lora: Is there anything people can do to avoid this fate?

Yasmin: Not much. You can manage your exposure, and, in general, people can manage their symptoms.

As pollen levels go up year after year, people can get into the habit of checking the pollen count before they go outside. If it's going to be an allergy day, take the necessary precautions to reduce your exposure. That can mean staying indoors as much as possible, or shutting your windows. In some instances, you might even want to change clothes when you enter the house so you don't track pollen inside.

There are other therapies that are sometimes effective, such as exposure therapies, where over time you build up the amount of pollen you encounter so your body gets used to it. As an allergy sufferer myself, I recommend traveling with allergy medication; maybe your symptoms will spike in the middle of the day. And wear waterproof mascara.

Lora: How could higher pollen levels shift our relationship to nature and the outdoors?

Yasmin: I think it means spending less time outside, which is terrible. And what I really feel sad about is having to close your windows in the summertime--being shut out from the summer breeze. We already spend so much of the year cooped up indoors, and to further isolate ourselves indoors because there's so much pollen in the air feels like missing out on the best parts of the warmer seasons.

Related:

	There is no stopping the allergy apocalypse.
 	Climate change is making allergy season even worse. (From 2022)




Today's News

	Authorities announced last night that the six missing construction workers who were on the Francis Scott Key Bridge when it collapsed are presumed dead.
 	Former Connecticut Senator Joe Lieberman, a longtime congressman who was the first Jewish candidate on the national ticket of a major party, died from complications from a fall, according to a statement from his family.
 	Yesterday, NBC News cut ties with Ronna McDaniel, the former chair of the Republican National Committee who previously disputed the 2020 election results, days after hiring her.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: CSA-Archive / Getty.



A Bad Gamble

By Jemele Hill

This week, the pro baseball superstar Shohei Ohtani addressed the media for the first time since his name surfaced in an investigation of an alleged illegal gambling ring. He told reporters that the $4.5 million in wire transfers from his account had been sent without his knowledge by his friend and interpreter, and that he had "never bet on baseball or any other sports."
 Opening Day is this week, and Major League Baseball can't be happy about this cloud over its biggest star. But with gambling so deeply embedded in mainstream sports culture, and most sports leagues now in partnership with gambling operations, these kinds of scandals have become far more common.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why Trump won't stop suing the media and losing
 	"Lunch at the Polo Club"




Culture Break


LaToya Ruby Frazier



Examine. Spend time with the intimate, intergenerational portraits taken by the photographer and visual artist LaToya Ruby Frazier.

Read. Lisa Ko's new novel, Memory Piece, details three women's desire for freedom from capitalism, expectations, and the public eye, Lily Meyer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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

A New York appeals court threw him a lifeline--but the road ahead is long.

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.


Donald Trump has built up his reputation as a rich guy. When he ended up unable to cover a massive bond, the courts threw him a lifeline, but just for now.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The aftermath of the Baltimore bridge collapse
 	The Supreme Court is shaming itself.
 	The war at Stanford




A Temporary Reprieve

Yesterday, Donald Trump was thrown a lifeline. As the deadline approached for him and his co-defendants to pony up a $464 million bond in a New York State civil fraud case, an appeals court reduced the amount to $175 million and issued a new 10-day deadline to post the bond.

The case, in which a judge ruled last year that Trump had lied about the value of some of his properties, has become a financial headache for the former president--and a blow to his reputation. Trump's public image leans heavily on the persona of a "deals guy" that he has been peddling for decades; he has long touted his own wealth, but it seems that he did not have the cash on hand to pay the astronomic bond the courts initially demanded. His lawyers called securing such a large bond a "practical impossibility" and requested the bond amount be lowered to $100 million. Trump had been scrambling to come up with the money for the bond, and roughly 30 companies had reportedly rejected his appeals for help.

This reprieve is a "lucky break," for him, my colleague David Graham told me. "It's really remarkable how often Trump seems to get windfalls like this out of nowhere." But it is also, by definition, temporary. "This is far from over," Caroline Polisi, a white-collar defense lawyer and a lecturer at Columbia Law School, reminded me, adding that she was not shocked by the decision, which came from a notoriously pro-business court. "A bond is only meant to secure faith that the litigant will actually eventually have the ability to make the payment," she explained. It does not necessarily have any bearing on the amount of a later penalty, which could still be $464 million--nor does it reflect the court's view on how appropriate such a fine would be.

Although this stay is convenient for Trump, it also makes some sense from the perspective of the attorney general's office. As David noted in his recent article, seizing assets to guarantee a bond could have created a mess for the attorney general's office if Trump ends up winning his appeal to reduce the final penalty, or manages to convince a court that Judge Arthur Engoron's decision was wrong. What this bond does, Polisi said, is let the appeals process play out. Trump's assets aren't going anywhere, and the court appointed a monitor "to make sure no funny business is done between now and the eventual final ruling," she explained. Getting Trump in a position to have liquid assets on hand is actually better for the state, she noted. It seems easier for them to accept cash than it would be to go through the arduous process of seizing properties and placing liens on various businesses.

Trump's true net worth remains murky. A good deal of his money is tied up in nonliquid assets such as real estate, or set aside for payments in his other legal battles, as he faces 91 felony counts in state and federal courts. Although not every case would involve a financial penalty, he already posted a $91 million appeal bond in the E. Jean Carroll judgment earlier this month.

Declaring bankruptcy is an obvious move for someone with financial woes. But beyond the potential embarrassment it would bring upon Trump--he has repeatedly used corporate bankruptcy in the past, though he is quite touchy about the subject now--there are a few practical reasons he is unlikely to pursue that path, David explained. Debts such as fraud judgments in the New York case are generally not dischargeable, meaning that he couldn't shake them off by declaring bankruptcy. Going bankrupt would also require him to open up about his finances, including naming his creditors. Depending on who they are, that could lead to reputational or political damage, David noted.

Trump's financial saving grace may come from his media venture. On Friday, in an eleventh-hour deal, his on-paper net worth skyrocketed when his company Trump Media (the parent company of Truth Social) merged with a special-purpose acquisition company, also known as a "blank check" company that helps private businesses go public quickly. Trump Media started trading on Nasdaq today, and the former president's shares are already worth about $4.5 billion on paper, though restrictions in place would prevent him from using or selling shares of the company for six months--unless the board, which is made up of various loyalists, including his son Donald Jr., agreed to remove the restriction.

Even as he navigates choppy financial waters, Trump has not relented in pumping up his own valuation: Last week, he claimed on Truth Social that "THROUGH HARD WORK, TALENT, AND LUCK, I CURRENTLY HAVE ALMOST FIVE HUNDRED MILLION DOLLARS IN CASH." (The basis for that claim is unclear.) Trump rode to the White House in part based on the public impression--one he meticulously curated--that he was a high-rolling businessman. The civil fraud case has cut to the core of how he presents himself to the public, but the courts have given him a break--and in the end, his voters might, too.

Related:

	Donald Trump's nine lives
 	The cases against Trump: a guide




Today's News

	The Supreme Court heard oral arguments in a case that could restrict national access to the abortion pill mifepristone.
 	The judge in Trump's New York criminal trial issued a gag order for the former president, who will not be allowed to attack prosecutors, jurors, and witnesses.
 	In the early morning, a cargo ship in Baltimore lost power and struck the Francis Scott Key Bridge, which collapsed immediately. Six people are missing and presumed dead.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Sources: Getty



A Drug Half as Good as Ozempic for One-30th the Price

By Daniel Engber

Amid the hype around the GLP-1s, with their multibillion-dollar sales and corresponding reputation as a modern miracle of medicine, a sort of pharmaco-amnesia has taken hold across America. Patients and physicians alike have forgotten, if indeed they ever knew, that the agents of the "weight-loss revolution"--Ozempic and Wegovy, Mounjaro and Zepbound--are just the latest medications for obesity. And that older drugs--among them Qsymia, Orlistat, and Contrave--are still available. Indeed, the best of these latter treatments might produce, on average, one-half the benefit you'd get from using GLP-1s in terms of weight loss, at less than one-30th the price.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The end of foreign-language education
 	Good luck fighting disinformation.




Culture Break


Illustration by Adam Maida / The Atlantic



Read. Vinson Cunningham's new novel, Great Expectations, is a political satire about the failed promise of Barack Obama's early years, Danielle Amir Jackson writes.

Create. The legendary music producer Rick Rubin wants people to know that everybody is an artist because we can all "perceive," James Parker writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Russia's Tragedy, Putin's Humiliation

Expect wild claims from supporters of the humiliated dictator.

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.


Terrorists struck deep inside Russia on Friday, and the conspiracy theories are already spinning.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Donald Trump's nine lives
 	What was NBC even thinking?
 	Social media is not what killed the web.




Three Realities

If you are trying to figure out who attacked a Russian rock concert and why they slaughtered and wounded dozens of people, your confusion is understandable. In an era when social media spews chaff and deception during every crisis, some fairly straightforward issues get obscured in all the drama.

As we untangle the ghastly attack just outside of Moscow, bear in mind three realities about politics in Russia.

First, some terrorist groups have a long-standing hatred of the Russians, and mass-casualty attacks in Russia's cities are not new. Americans, scarred by 9/11, often think that they are the prime target of Islamist extremists, but over the past two decades, Russia has endured more mass-casualty terror attacks from Islamist extremists than the United States, including barbaric assaults on a school and a downtown Moscow theater. The most recent massacre is only one of a series of such attacks in Russia over the past 30 years.

Second, reliable information will be scarce for some time. The immediate Russian response in such circumstances is to clamp down on the media while government officials mostly dummy up, in part because people who may have been asleep at the switch will already be engaging in desperate ass-covering. And third, always remember that Russia and its useful idiots in the West will try to shift blame and obfuscate as much as possible as they try to blow the stench of failure away from Moscow.

Let's start with what we know--or what we think we know--at this point.

On Friday, gunmen opened fire at a crowd gathered for a concert at the Crocus City Hall, a music venue that is part of a shopping mall in the Moscow suburbs. So far, Russian authorities say at least 139 people were killed and more than 100 were wounded. The Islamic State (ISIS) has claimed responsibility, but American officials, according to The New York Times, are connecting the attack to ISIS-K. As an NPR report noted yesterday, ISIS-K is a regional group (the K stands for the Khorasan area of Central Asia) that has declared its loyalty to the larger ISIS in the Middle East, and it "is fighting or has declared hostilities against Al Qaeda, China, Iran, Pakistan, Russia, Syria, the Taliban and the United States," but it has a particular animosity for Russia: Moscow's troops have fought ISIS there in support of the Syrian regime of Bashar al-Assad.

So far, the Russian government hasn't publicly accepted the ISIS claim, but before the attack, American intelligence sources were so concerned about the possibility of an ISIS-K assault in Moscow that the State Department warned U.S. citizens to stay away from big gatherings; the Americans reached out and warned the Kremlin as well. Whether the Russian government took these warnings seriously is still unclear.

The Russians have now arrested people, and four of them--all from neighboring Tajikistan--showed up in court looking like they'd been severely beaten. No surprise there, but the next development to watch for is whether they make detailed confessions. (Two of them, according to the Russians, have admitted guilt.)

Putin, in a predictable authoritarian move, is trying to pin this attack on the Ukrainians, whose government has denied any involvement. He was just "reelected" (with the Kremlin's laughable claim that he netted 87 percent of the vote), and his crusade against putative Ukrainian Nazis looks like lethal incompetence if Islamist terrorists can walk into Russia from next door while Russia's security agencies are focused elsewhere. He must assert that Ukrainians were involved; otherwise, he has a lot of explaining to do about why he's butchering Orthodox Slavs in Ukraine while Russians are being butchered by Islamist terrorists in Moscow.

Authoritarian governments, of course, aren't big on explaining anything to anyone, and Putin, as is his habit during a crisis, initially hunkered down and stayed silent. (This is why, by the way, I don't think this was a "false flag" or inside job. Not that I would put it past the spooks and ghouls in the Russian intelligence services--they've done it before--but this situation is too embarrassing for Putin. If the attack were an inside job, the Kremlin would have set it up better than this incredible mess.)

Earlier today, Putin finally acknowledged that "radical Islamists" were behind the attack, but he was still trying to somehow tie them to Ukraine. The suspects will probably be required to support Putin's line--as soon as Putin settles on one--but the Russian president's attempt to pin all this on Ukraine will probably become more difficult as we learn more, including whatever the United States chooses to release about the warnings it offered to Russia.

Fortunately for the Kremlin, however, Russia has apologists in the West who are already more than happy to carry forward the charge of Ukrainian involvement. The entrepreneur David Sacks--a man who almost daily illustrates the problem of plutocrats who think that their wealth qualifies them to speak about any subject--posted on X that if "the Ukrainian government was behind the terrorist attack, as looks increasingly likely, the U.S. must renounce it, else we become complicit."

Sacks then preemptively griped about the inevitable "bogus community note" that he knew was coming. (On X, these "community notes" allow other people to correct what they believe is bad information in a post.) "I'm aware that Ukraine has denied responsibility for the attack. I'm also aware that such denials don't mean much; in fact they are part of a pattern." Not as much of a pattern as Islamist extremist attacks in Russia, but for many of the Westerners siding with Russia, history began only a few years ago, when Russia tried to complete its takeover of Ukraine.

Sacks isn't clever enough to create really detailed nonsense. For that, we must go to the former Fox News regular and retired colonel Douglas Macgregor (whose 2020 nomination by Donald Trump to be ambassador to Germany was stopped in the Senate). Macgregor, also posting on X, claimed that the "perpetrators of the terrorist attack in Russia escaped from Russia into Ukraine near Belgorod and are directly tied to Muslim elements fighting on behalf of" Ukraine. He added that they were "allegedly paid about 500,000 rubles of which 250K was paid upfront. An unknown third party provided weapons."

Macgregor also posted that he has "little doubt" that "MI-6/CIA were involved." Of course, Macgregor has no way of knowing any of this, but it all sounds like a cool spy movie. It's only a matter of time before this narrative gathers steam in the right-wing ecosystem, because the charge that the terrorists escaped through Ukraine is basically Putin's line--although Putin has claimed only that this was the plan, not that any of them had made it out. (It's a long way from Moscow to Belgorod.)

The immediate question for Ukraine, and for the United States, is how far Putin will go to shift the blame for this horrific tragedy away from himself and onto his various enemies. For now, the Ukrainians will bear the brunt of Putin's anger. Gangsters don't take humiliation well, and Putin will want someone to pay, even if it's just those who have the misfortune to be within his immediate reach. As always, the price will fall on ordinary Russians, Ukrainians, and potentially millions of other people who are cursed with living under--or too near--Putin's neofascist regime.

Related:

	Conspiracy theories about the Moscow attack are unnecessary. 
 	There was no Russian election.




Today's News

	A New York appeals court reduced the bond in the state's civil fraud case against Donald Trump and his co-defendants from $464 million to $175 million, which they will have 10 days to post.
 	The UN Security Council passed a resolution that calls for an immediate cease-fire in Gaza for the month of Ramadan, the release of Hamas's hostages, and the expansion of aid in Gaza. The U.S. abstained from the vote; Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that he would not send a delegation of Israeli officials on a scheduled visit to the U.S. in response.
 	Florida Governor Ron DeSantis signed a bill, slated to take effect in January 2025, that bans children younger than 14 from joining social media and requires social-media companies to delete existing accounts for children under 14.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Teens exist in the murky space between youth and maturity--a stage of life that defies clear categorization, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Kent Nishimura / Los Angeles Times / Getty



America's Climate Boomtowns Are Waiting

By Abrahm Lustgarten

As my airplane flew low over the flatlands of western Michigan on a dreary December afternoon, sunbursts splintered the soot-toned clouds and made mirrors out of the flooded fields below. There was plenty of rain in this part of the Rust Belt--sometimes too much. Past the endless acres, I could make out the eastern shore of Lake Michigan, then soon, in the other direction, the Detroit River, Lakes Huron and Erie, and southern Canada. In a world running short on fresh water in its lakes and rivers, more than 20 percent of that water was right here. From a climate standpoint, there couldn't be a safer place in the country--no hurricanes, no sea-level rise, not much risk of wildfires. That explains why models suggest many more people will soon arrive here.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Dear Therapist: I don't want to take care of my aging, homophobic parents.
 	Michael Schuman: Beijing is ruining TikTok.
 	Why Trump won't stop suing the media and losing
 	Most of this island disappeared in just a decade.




Culture Break


Cayce Clifford



Read. The acclaimed academic Judith Butler has a new book, Who's Afraid of Gender?, in which they try to indict gender-critical feminists, Katha Pollitt writes.

Watch. The new Netflix show 3 Body Problem (out now) forgets one of the original story's biggest themes, Shirley Li writes.

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 Joys of Chronic Rewatching

Culture and entertainment musts from Stephanie Bai

by Isabel Fattal




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Stephanie Bai, an associate editor whose byline you might recognize from past editions of The Daily. Stephanie recently joined The Atlantic's newsletter team, where she edits and contributes to multiple Atlantic newsletters.

Stephanie is a chronic repeat-watcher of TV shows, a reformed Bermuda-shorts wearer, and a onetime aspiring pop star whose dream died quickly on the Kidz Bop website.

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Don't tell America the babysitter's dead.
 	DNA tests are uncovering the true prevalence of incest.
 	Finally, justice for C. J. Rice




The Culture Survey: Stephanie Bai

Something I recently revisited: Dreams die on the Kidz Bop website. At least, mine did. During a conversation with a friend recently, I remembered when I once tangoed with delusions of pop-star success. Did it matter that I couldn't hit a note or that I was frequently overcome by stage fright? I was confident these were all footnotes that could be overlooked. So when I heard in middle school that Kidz Bop, a children's-music group that churns out family-friendly covers, had a site where people could upload videos of themselves singing, I figured my path to fame had to start somewhere. I prepared a rendition of Adele's "Rolling in the Deep"--light work--and posted it.

After reading a few three-star reviews, I gave up on my dream. Nobody was particularly cruel, but I knew even then that some hopes could be denied. It's not a sad story to tell. I cycled through many dreams as a kid, and I'll cycle through more in the years to come.

Something delightful that was introduced to me by a kid in my life: When I first read this prompt, I strained to find something touching to say about my little brother. That's not to say he's a boring kid--it's just that most of our conversations, given our 11-year age gap, usually involve Roblox, his mild addiction to YouTube Shorts, a dated meme I thought he'd like (he didn't), or him chanting viral sounds from YouTube Shorts at me until I give up. Come to think of it, he did introduce me to the "one, two, buckle my shoe" song that got stuck in my head for months. But that trend soon died, and I was out of touch all over again.

The television shows I'm most enjoying right now: I'm a chronic repeat-watcher. That means I have seen New Girl and Brooklyn Nine-Nine roughly 20 times each--no exaggeration. I'm also a chronic forgetter, which helps.

Many NBC comedies (special mention to Parks and Recreation and Superstore) are the background noise to my chores, and I have sat through countless Criminal Minds and Law & Order: Special Victims Unit marathons. Sometimes, when I want to reconnect to the cultural zeitgeist, I'll pick up a dramatic and dimly lit HBO miniseries. Don't get me wrong--I love those shows, but chances are that my old patterns will resurface, so I am destined to forget them and return to the reliable antics of various brunette men. [Related: Saying goodbye to Law & Order]

An online creator that I'm a fan of: I never used to care much about cooking--partly because I had little experience handling a knife but plenty of practice seasoning water with ramen packets, and I wasn't moved enough to learn more. Then I came across Florence Pugh's informal cooking series on her Instagram and swiped through it all in one sitting, entranced by her easy laughter and the dependable presence of a bevvy and a good song.

My nighttime cooking ritual now mirrors her setup: I put on a playlist, pour myself a drink, and pretend I'm on my own cooking show--that is, until one of my six roommates walks in. [Related: The absurd logic of internet recipe hacks]

Something I loved as a teenager and still love: Sometimes, when I look at the moon, I wonder if Bridgit Mendler is looking at it too. She hung it, after all. I am a fierce supporter of the Good Luck Charlie star turned space-start-up CEO, who has made some of the most underrated music to ever come out of the Disney Channel universe. She started us off with "Ready or Not" in 2012, a single that paid respect to her love for R&B with an homage to the Delfonics and the Fugees. The song may be a safe, well-polished pop debut--it premiered on Radio Disney, after all--but it's also undeniably catchy, best listened to with the car windows down on a summer day.

In 2016, she released Nemesis, a four-track EP that experiments with dreamy synths and is at once regretful and self-possessed. This is Bridgit at her best--stripped down and hypnotic. The songs have recently experienced a mini-renaissance on social media, and in praise of her soulful voice, some users have taken to calling her "Miss Bridgit Badu." Miss Bridgit, these flowers are for you.

Something I loved but now dislike: Bermuda shorts. It's 2010; I have a blunt cut--a detail that isn't important to anyone but me--and I'm convinced that Delia's is God's gift to the preteen girl. When selecting the clothes that will carry me to success in the fifth grade, I pick the Bermuda shorts.

This choice will allow me to appear casual, knees out and proud, and has the added bonus of saving my soul from the moral stain of wearing shorter shorts. (It's a possibility that troubles my mom, who also warns me against the heresy of bikinis, thereby insisting on tankinis until I use my preternatural litigation skills to negotiate her down to a midkini.) One day, I will don the shorter shorts. I will buy my first crop top, dabble in miniskirts, and eventually break my mom's heart. But in 2010, I have the awkward confidence that only a Bermuda-shorts-wearing child can have, and my mom is at peace.



The Week Ahead

	Wicked Little Letters, a comedy-mystery film starring Olivia Colman about residents in a British town who receive profane letters and accuse an Irish immigrant of the crime (in select theaters Friday)
 	We Were the Lucky Ones, a drama miniseries about a Jewish family's journey to reunite after being separated during World War II (premieres Thursday on Hulu)
 	On Giving Up, a book by the psychoanalyst Adam Phillips that investigates what habits and behaviors we should give up or keep (out Tuesday)




Essay


Courtesy of Light Bio



A Glowing Petunia Could Radicalize Your View of Plants

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Sydney Sweeney's growing empire
 	Even Oprah doesn't know how to talk about weight loss now.
 	Six books that will jolt your senses awake
 	Truman Capote's ultimate weapon
 	Kanye's creepy comeback
 	What comes after workism?




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	How it all went wrong for Eric Adams
 	Trump would break the budget.
 	The British right's favorite sex offender




Photo Album


A woman in a kimono poses in front of mimosa and cherry-blossom trees in Tokyo. (Yuichi Yamazaki / AFP / Getty)



Spring is here, and buds are blooming. These images show people across the Northern Hemisphere enjoying the natural wonders of the season.



Explore all of our newsletters.

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

Their stage of life defies clear categorization.

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.


Teens exist in the murky space between youth and maturity--and in decades past, when the teen babysitter was a staple of American life, adults seemed to understand that. They recognized, my colleague Faith Hill writes in a new essay, that the teen babysitter "was grown-up enough to be an extra eye in the home--but childlike enough to go looking for snacks."

Faith reports that, today, the teen babysitter has all but disappeared: Many parents now believe that kids who are 12 or 13, once a standard babysitting age, shouldn't even be left alone at home. "People seem to worry less about adolescents and more for them, and for their future prospects," she writes.

As Faith traces the decline of the teen babysitter, she hits on the particular nuances of adolescence. Adolescents are intelligent, reckless, ambitious, naive. And, as I wrote in this newsletter last year, everyday life experiences--eating lunch, talking to other human beings, deciding what to wear--carry tremendous emotional intensity at that age. Their stage of life defies clear categorization, but, as Faith notes, they can be capable of more than adults give them credit for.



On Adolescent Brains

Don't Tell America the Babysitter's Dead

By Faith Hill

For decades, sitting was both a job and a rite of passage. Now it feels more like a symbol of a bygone American era.

Read the article.

Teen Brains Are Perfectly Capable

By Emily Underwood

Teenagers have plenty of cognitive control. They just don't always use it.

Read the article.

We're Missing a Key Driver of Teen Anxiety

By Derek Thompson

A culture of obsessive student achievement and long schoolwork hours can make kids depressed.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Dopamine and teenage logic: Young minds are often portrayed as stews of hormones and impulse, but the decisions they make are often deeply rational and deserving of greater consideration, Daniel Siegel wrote in 2014.
 	Why American teens are so sad: Four forces are propelling the rising rates of depression among young people, Derek Thompson wrote in 2022.




Other Diversions

	The great American novels
 	The art of communing with trees
 	Don't miss this eclipse.




P.S.

If you'd like to spend time with those on the cusp of adulthood for just a bit longer, I recommend my colleague Amy Weiss-Meyer's profile of Judy Blume--or, as Amy dubs her, "the poet laureate of puberty."

-- Isabel
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How America Stopped Trusting the Experts

A conversation with Tom Nichols about American narcissism, the pandemic, and declining trust

by Isabel Fattal




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


In 2017, my Daily colleague Tom Nichols wrote a book titled The Death of Expertise: The Campaign Against Established Knowledge and Why It Matters. Three years later, America underwent a crisis that stress-tested citizens' and political leaders' faith in experts--with alarming results.

The Atlantic published an excerpt today from the second edition of Tom's book, which includes a new chapter evaluating the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on the relationship between experts and the public. I chatted with Tom recently about American narcissism, the mistakes experts have made during the pandemic, and why listening to expert advice is a responsibility of citizens in a democracy.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Everyone should feel bad about Kate Middleton's cancer news.
 	Trump would break the budget.
 	The Shohei Ohtani betting scandal won't be the last.




Narcissism and Distrust

Isabel Fattal: Why did you feel it was important after the COVID-19 crisis to rerelease this book?

Tom Nichols: The book is currently being used in colleges and even some high schools around the country, and it's been translated into 14 languages, so at some point, I think my editor and I knew we wanted to keep the book fresh and update it. We would email each other now and then about some gobsmacking example of people rejecting expertise and say that it needed to go into a second edition.

But we didn't see COVID coming, or the way that the pandemic deepened the crisis of trust in knowledge. In the book, and in presentations I would give over the years, I predicted that a crisis would probably alleviate some of this problem as people turned to science for answers and help, and I was wrong. So I thought it was important to look at the past few years more carefully and ask why things got worse.

Isabel: You write in the excerpt that "when the coronavirus arrived, a significant number of Americans were already primed by the media, their political leaders, and their own stubborn narcissism to reject expert advice during a crisis." When do you think America's faith in experts began to plummet?

Tom: It's almost a cliche to haul off easy answers and say "Vietnam and Watergate," but even cliches contain some truth. It really is the case that the crisis of expertise began in the early 1970s, for several reasons. The misconduct of a president and several executive-branch agencies produced a feeling that U.S. institutions were no longer led by wise people. And a war that we couldn't seem to win had a profound effect on trust and social cohesion.

But the '70s were also the Me Decade. People looked inward after all the turmoil of the previous decade, and they decided to seek answers to a lot of things on their own. It's not a coincidence that the '70s were the heyday of cults and fads and quack remedies and "ancient astronauts." This is when anti-vaccine movements started to pop up. We think we have it bad now, but go look up Laetrile and pyramid power to see what things were like 40 or 50 years ago.

The problem, of course, is that the Me Decade never really ended, so here we are.

Isabel: You argue that one mistake scientists made was to take on the role of elected officials. Can you talk me through that shift?

Tom: If you look back at those White House press briefings, where you had people such as Dr. Deborah Birx and Dr. Anthony Fauci standing there uncomfortably while Donald Trump ranted about bleach and lights, you can see where they and other experts felt the need to clarify useful policies in a way that ordinary people could follow, especially because elected leaders--and not just Trump--were making a mess of things. Early in the pandemic, for example, I was impressed by then-New York Governor Andrew Cuomo, who seemed like a steady and capable hand on the tiller. But Cuomo--as we now know and as I discuss in the book--was desperately trying to cover up his own lethal mistakes.

The scientists, people we'd mostly never heard of at the state and federal levels, stepped forward to issue guidance. But that's not their job, and, frankly, talking to the public isn't their main skill set. People, understandably, don't want to take orders from appointed officials. When it came time to close public places--and, even more important, to reopen them, including schools--scientists got dragged into a huge fight that was more about politics than science. They got tagged as political figures rather than dispassionate experts.

You can blame a lot of that on Trump and the GOP making pandemic measures into political issues. But the way medical professionals supported the George Floyd protests was a big mistake and a completely self-inflicted wound on the cause of expertise.

Isabel: How so?

Tom: As I say in the Atlantic excerpt, a vocal part of the medical community said: These protests are so important that they should be allowed to happen despite all of our advice warning against such gatherings.

To say this while people couldn't go to church, get married, or bury their dead inflamed a lot of people, including me. (My brother died in a VA long-term-care facility at the start of the pandemic that was later at the center of a scandal about the mishandling of COVID measures, and we couldn't lay him to rest for weeks.) Many doctors, who had argued that their advice was apolitical, made a nakedly political decision. Fauci, wisely, tried to stay neutral, but by late summer, the damage was done.

I don't think we can say definitively whether the protests increased COVID cases, but the bigger problem is that the argument is a no-win trap for experts: If the doctors were concerned that the protests could spread the disease, then they shouldn't have signed on to the protests. But if the protests were acceptable with the appropriate precautions, then the doctors and the public-health officials should have allowed gatherings for everyone willing to use the same measures.

Isabel: I was really struck by the quote you include from a member of the COVID Crisis Group: "Trump was a comorbidity." Is there a world in which COVID didn't get quite so politicized?

Tom: I think, given decades of narcissism, political polarization, and general distrust in government, a pandemic was always going to be politicized. But in my view, Trump's personal influence and his mobilization of an entire political party around the demonization of expertise cost lives. It's still a remarkable thing, and it astounds me that anyone would think of putting him back in any position of responsibility anywhere.

Isabel: Why is listening to experts the task of a responsible American citizen?

Tom: It's not our task to obey experts without question, but, yes, listening is a requirement of being a citizen in a democracy. In the end, political leaders should, and do, have the last word and make the call on most things, including war and peace. But we are not a rabble. We don't just all shout in the public square and then demand that the loudest voices carry the day. Experts give all of us, including our elected leaders, information we need to make decisions.

We can choose to ignore that advice. Experts can tell us about risks, and we can choose to take those risks. But if we simply block our ears and insist that we know better than everyone else because our gut, or some TV personality, or some politician, told us that we're smarter than the experts, that's on us.

Related:

	When experts fail
 	Following your gut isn't the right way to go. (From 2021)




Today's News

	Forty people were killed and more than 100 wounded after gunmen opened fire at a popular concert venue near the outskirts of Moscow, according to Russia's top security agency.
 	Kate Middleton announced that she is undergoing chemotherapy for an unspecified cancer discovered in tests after her abdominal surgery in January.
 	The Senate is deliberating a $1.2 trillion spending bill, the passage of which would avoid a partial government shutdown at midnight.




Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: Some computer-science students are being shielded from the liberal arts. That may be a problem for those studying AI in the future, Damon Beres writes.
 	The Books Briefing: Reading can be a sensory experience that awakens your perception and, in turn, your emotions, Maya Chung writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



No Parent Can Make Home-Cooked 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 ...
 But after my son slurped up all the goo and quickly went to sleep, I felt more guilty than relieved.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	It's time to give up on ending social media's misinformation problem.
 	Whatever happened to the urban doom loop?




Culture Break


Neon



Watch. Sydney Sweeney's performance in Immaculate (in theaters now) demonstrates just why the actor is becoming so unavoidable, David Sims writes.

Read. In a newly discovered letter to a college student, the playwright Arthur Miller explains one of his most famous works: Death of a Salesman.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

When Tom and I aren't working on editions of The Daily, you can usually find us in intense debates about which movies from the 1970s and '80s I've woefully neglected to watch. This past week, Tom lobbied for the 1978 Superman, with Christopher Reeve. I've long been more of a Batman fan, but Tom is persuasive in making his case (and tells me that it's the first movie to include genuinely great flying scenes), so it may go on this weekend's watch list.

-- Isabel



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 Wrong Way to Study AI in College

Computer-science students are being shielded from the liberal arts. That may be a problem.

by Damon Beres




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

Earlier this week, my colleague Ian Bogost published a provocative article about a trend in higher education: the opening of distinct colleges of computing, akin to law schools. New programs at MIT, Cornell, and soon UC Berkeley follow an uptick in the number of students graduating with computer-science majors. They are serving a growing market.

"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," Ian writes. "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."

This talk of subordination naturally turned my mind toward AI, a technology that some believe threatens to upend the world as we know it. If students pursue majors in AI within the isolated confines of a college of computing--without the grounding of a broader arts-and-science education--how can we expect them to make wise decisions about how that technology is applied? I asked Ian for his thoughts.

"We generally don't use computers just for computing--the computing does something," he told me. "AI is a term without real meaning; in some ways, it's just a nickname for a certain intensification of automation that's been ongoing for years. But one of the promises, or threats, of AI is that it can apply computing problem-solving to many more domains, and very effectively. So if computer people do, in fact, know less about everything in the world beyond computing while simultaneously building or applying AI to many more problem spaces, and faster, too, then that seems like it could be quite concerning indeed."

But the risk, such as it is, extends in two directions. The "computer people" might be missing out on the liberal arts, but so, too, are the liberal-arts people missing out on computer science. "If people with domain expertise insist on simply resisting AI as an unwelcome incursion, one that can be fought, they also risk ceding their opportunity to influence how computing might colonize their efforts," Ian said. "It seems naive to think that it just won't, that the 'enemy' can be held off at the gates forever--or even that it's an enemy you'd want to hold off."

-- Damon Beres, senior editor




Max Whittaker / The New York Times / Redux



Universities Have a Computer-Science Problem

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.




What to Read Next

	Elon Musk just added a wrinkle to the AI race: "Transparency, or the appearance of it, is the technology's new norm," Matteo Wong writes.
 	The AI industry is stuck on one very specific way to use a chatbot: "OpenAI, Google, and Microsoft are dying to help plan your next trip," Caroline Mimbs Nyce writes.
 	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," Stephanie H. Murray writes.




P.S.

I spotted a new Coca-Cola flavor at the grocery store earlier this week--"raspberry spiced"--and had a flashback to September, when the company unveiled a formula that was purportedly made with the help of artificial intelligence. "It smells like circus-peanut candies and tastes mostly like Coke," my colleague Kaitlyn Tiffany wrote at the time. Bottoms up.

-- Damon
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Reading as a Sensory Experience

In this novel, the act of seeing is an art in itself.

by Maya Chung




Join Atlantic editors Jane Yong Kim, Gal Beckerman, and Ellen Cushing in conversation with executive editor Adrienne LaFrance for a discussion of "The Great American Novels," an ambitious new editorial project from The Atlantic. The conversation will take place at The Strand in New York (828 Broadway) on Wednesday, April 3, at 7 p.m. Tickets are available for purchase here.


When your senses feel numb, you're likely to seek direct experiences: You might bite into a crisp slice of watermelon to taste the brightness of summer, or spend an evening enveloped in layers of rich sound at the symphony, or stick your nose in a bouquet of perfumed, blooming flowers. A book can deliver these satisfactions only secondhand--but the ones that do it well tap into one of literature's great pleasures: A skilled writer, through words alone, can draw up scenes that awaken your perception and, in turn, your emotions.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	What comes after workism?
 	"Nature That Cannot Be Driven To," a poem by Diane Seuss
 	Christine Blasey Ford testifies again.


This week, Celine Nguyen offers a list of six titles that might help us "cultivate a more open and receptive state of mind" in our fast-moving, screen-dominated world; they show how life can be enhanced by "sensory richness." I loved the way Nguyen wrote about Nicholson Baker's The Mezzanine, a novel in which a young office worker "refuses to let his interest in the world become dulled" as he observes the mundane objects that surround him: escalators, straws, furniture. In Monique Truong's novel The Book of Salt, meanwhile, Binh, a Vietnamese immigrant in Paris, works as a personal chef for Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas. A letter from home brings with it, Truong writes, the "familiar sting of salt ... kitchen, sweat, tears or the sea."

One of my favorite books that doubles as a sensory experience is Amina Cain's short novel, Indelicacy. The protagonist, Vitoria, is a museum cleaner with writerly aspirations. She wants to write about art in particular, though she isn't "seen as someone who could say something interesting about art."

But she soon meets a wealthy man at the museum, and her subsequent marriage to him grants her the free time and money to write, go to plays, and luxuriate at the library. Cain makes clear that Vitoria always had a keen eye for aesthetics. Early in the novel, when she's still working at the museum, she stops to look at a painting. In it, she sees a pregnant Virgin Mary prostrate, though "she's awake to something. She's looking up, her eyes open just enough to see what's in front of her, or perhaps what she's seeing is inside her own mind ... It must be cold outside. Inside too. She is lit not radiantly, but with a half radiance and shadows all around."

When reading the passage, I felt no desire, as I sometimes do, to try to determine what painting Cain was referring to, to look it up and try to decipher what lies in the shadows myself. Instead, I let Cain's writing spark my imagination, conjuring a vision of the work that takes off from the point where my mind and the text meet. In another passage, Cain's narrator comments on a painting of Jesus, Mary, and two other figures, observing that "the shapes that are not meant to depict living things are much brighter than the ones meant to look alive. The figures of the living look just as dead as the man who is meant to have been killed." This somewhat obscure description doesn't tell us much about the scene she's observing or the composition of the painting, but it offers something more interesting: the chance to see the art from her unique vantage. Reading a book like Indelicacy might inspire a trip to the museum--but seeing art through Vitoria's eyes might be just as satisfying.
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Six Books That Will Jolt Your Senses Awake

By Celine Nguyen

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

Winter World, by Bernd Heinrich

In Winter World, Heinrich, a longtime University of Vermont biology professor, scrutinizes with unbridled, nerdy glee the ways animals survive the brutal New England winters in his own backyard. Heinrich is clear-eyed and a charming stickler for detail: He learns how many seeds a chipmunk can store in its cheek pouches by experimentally stuffing the cheeks of one he finds dead. His exactitude makes the book clear, not ponderous, and it's full of juicy bits, such as how hibernating bears turn their urine into creatine, the compound favored by bodybuilders, so they stay in shape. Heinrich identifies patterns, similarities, and skills without anthropomorphizing. "Life is played out on the anvil of ice and under the hammer of deprivation," he writes. "For those that endure until spring, existence is reduced to its elegant essentials." It's sort of a relief to remember that humans aren't actually that well adapted to the cold, and that animals do things we never could--like cutting off blood supply to legs or toes, or sending antifreeze through their veins. As with Wintering, the beauty of this book lies in its attention to what shines amid all the gray.  -- Heather Hansman

From our list: Six books about winter as it once was





Out Next Week

? There's Always This Year: On Basketball and Ascension, by Hanif Abdurraqib

? On Giving Up, by Adam Phillips


? Worry, by Alexandra Tanner







Your Weekend Read
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Even Oprah Doesn't Know How to Talk About Weight Loss Now

By Hannah Giorgis

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.

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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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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        Winners of the 2024 World Nature Photography Awards (16 photos)
        The winning images and photographers of this year's World Nature Photography Awards have just been announced. Contest organizers have once more shared some of the winning images, shown below, from their 14 categories. Captions were provided by the photographers and have been lightly edited for style and clarity.
        
        
            
                
            
            
                Third Place, Behavior--Mammals. Elephants reach for branches at Mana Pools National Park in Zimbab...

      

      
        Holi 2024: The Festival of Colors (21 photos)
        This week, Hindus around the world are celebrating Holi, the "festival of colors"--a springtime celebration where revelers throw brightly colored powders at friends and strangers alike. Participants gather to welcome the arrival of spring, commemorate Krishna's pranks, and allow one another a chance to drop inhibitions and simply play and dance together. Gathered below are images of this year's Holi festivals from Nepal, India, Pakistan, Kenya, and the U.S.
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        Photos of the Week: Green River, Fire Ritual, Space Needle (35 photos)
        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
        
        
            
                
            
            
                A man, dressed as the Hindu deity Sasthappan, performs during the traditional dance fes...
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        Winners of the 2024 World Nature Photography Awards

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 26, 2024

            	16 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The winning images and photographers of this year's World Nature Photography Awards have just been announced. Contest organizers have once more shared some of the winning images, shown below, from their 14 categories. Captions were provided by the photographers and have been lightly edited for style and clarity.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elephant in a herd reaches for a tree branch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Behavior--Mammals. Elephants reach for branches at Mana Pools National Park in Zimbabwe.
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                Lukas Walter / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Low clouds cover the tip of a volcano, illuminated by the glowing lava below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Planet Earth's Landscapes and Environments. Cloud cover above Chile's Villarrica volcano.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Francisco Negroni / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mother zebra and her foal are attacked by a cheetah.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Behavior--Mammals. A mother zebra and her foal are attacked by a cheetah in Maasai Mara National Reserve, Kenya. "That morning, we decided to follow four cheetahs on the hunt. We followed them for hours. We passed herds of topis, gazelles, and zebras. We knew something was going to happen. When, five hours later, our Maasai guide whispered, 'They are going for the zebras,' I was convinced they would attack the topis or gazelles dotted across the valley. Seconds later, the cheetahs burst into a small group of zebras. One cheetah ran toward us, clinging onto a foal. In those seconds, I took this picture of the mother zebra launching a last attempt to push her foal away from the attacking cheetah. She failed. I will remember those last seconds for the rest of my life."
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                Alexander Brackx / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view of an orca swimming through a tight school of herring]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Underwater. "A female orca split a herring bait ball while diving through it to get one, shot from underneath while free diving. Every winter, enormous schools of herring migrate from the open ocean into the fjords of northern Norway and attract large numbers of big predators such as orcas and humpback whales." Photographed near Skjervoy, Norway.
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                Andy Schmid / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stand of white-bark trees with yellow leaves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Nature Art. A stand of aspen trees, seen in Aspen, Colorado.
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                Robert J. Ross / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A pair of ibex prepare to butt heads while standing at the edge of a deep valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Animals in Their Habitat. A pair of Nubian ibex in the Negev desert in Israel.
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                Amit Eshel / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The hands of a mother and infant gorilla]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Animal Portraits. The hands of a mother and infant gorilla, seen in Bwindi Impenetrable Forest, Uganda.
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                Michael Stavrakakis / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Yellow tufts of grass stand on small hills on a black-sand beach, seen in front of snow-covered mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Planet Earth's Landscapes and Environments. "Winter in Stokksnes, Iceland. The beach with its black sand and the majestic mountain called Vestrahorn--I love the contrast in colors between the white mountains and the black dunes with yellow grass."
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                Ivan Pedretti / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small mammal called a binturong stands at the door of one of several large cages.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Nature Photojournalism. A binturong is kept in a cage for the production of kopi luwak coffee in Sulawesi, Indonesia.
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                Lennart Stolte / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mother elephant walks with a calf walking directly beneath its belly.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Black and White. Mother elephant and calf, Amboseli National Park, Kenya.
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                Tom Way / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a vulture, the feathers of its head covered in blood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Animal Portraits. The bloody head of a Himalayan vulture, photographed in Chopta, in Uttarakhand, India.
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                Partha Roy / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A lynx leaps through a snowy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Animals in Their Habitat. A Canada lynx leaps through a snowy field.
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                Thomas Vijayan / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close image of a tiny plant vaguely shaped like an owl.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, Plants and Fungi. "Once, a photographer whom I respected, Suchat Chanhomhuan, took me to Doi Hua Mot Mountain, Umphang Wildlife Sanctuary, Tak province, Thailand, to meet a kind of living organism with a strange shape that looked like an owl. The scientific name of this plant is Thismia thaithongiana."
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                Chatree Lertsintanakorn / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A boy chases a swarm of locusts.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, People and Nature. A boy chases a swarm of locusts in Jaisalmer, Rajasthan, India.
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                Hira Punjabi / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A fox walks among broken bricks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Second Place, Urban Wildlife. A fox walks among broken bricks in Lucerne, Switzerland.
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                Roman Willi / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An osprey flaps, splashing water, as it catches two fish in its talons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Third Place, Black and White. An osprey catches two fish in Kangasala, Finland.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Tom Nickels / World Nature Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Holi 2024: The Festival of Colors

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 25, 2024

            	21 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            This week, Hindus around the world are celebrating Holi, the "festival of colors"--a springtime celebration where revelers throw brightly colored powders at friends and strangers alike. Participants gather to welcome the arrival of spring, commemorate Krishna's pranks, and allow one another a chance to drop inhibitions and simply play and dance together. Gathered below are images of this year's Holi festivals from Nepal, India, Pakistan, Kenya, and the U.S.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Four people with colored powder all over their faces smile and pose side by side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Students play with colors ahead of Holi festival outside Mata Sundri College in New Delhi, India, on March 21, 2024.
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                [image: Colored water and powder are splashed over a crowd of celebrating people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hindu devotees play with water and colorful powders at Radha Rani Temple of Nandgaon, India, during the Holi festival on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person smiles, covered in colored powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A student smiles, covered in colored powder, ahead of Holi, in Lucknow, India, on March 22, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Rajesh Kumar Singh / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A large crowd raises their arms, awaiting a spray of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees cheer as colored powder and water are sprayed on them during celebrations marking Holi at the Swaminarayan temple in Ahmedabad, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: Women spray colored powder from a large hose over a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women spray colored powder on revelers during Holi in Guwahati, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds out their hands, covered in colored water, above a celebrating crowd below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Hindu devotee has colored hands at the Radha Rani Temple in Nandgaon on March 19, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Avishek Das / SOPA Images / LightRocket / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several women cover one another with colored powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women cover one another with colored powder as they celebrate Holi in Chennai, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: Four young men with their faces painted silver ride a motorbike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young men with their faces painted silver ride a motorbike during Holi celebrations in Mumbai, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd dances and celebrates in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers dance during celebrations to mark Holi in Prayagraj, northern Uttar Pradesh state, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A boy laughs as his face is smeared with colored powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy reacts during celebrations of the Hindu spring festival of Holi at a school for children with special needs in Mumbai on March 22, 2024.
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                [image: People spray water over a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People spray water over a crowd during Holi celebrations in Pushkar, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: Women celebrate and cover one another in colored powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women celebrate Holi in Bengaluru, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: People, covered in many colors, dance together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dance during Holi festivities in Guwahati on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A cloud of purple powder flows through a crowd of people celebrating.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Villagers from Barsana and Nandgaon celebrate Holi at Nandagram Temple in Nandgaon village, 70 miles south of New Delhi, on March 19, 2024.
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                [image: A swarm of bees attacks a drunk man who is covered with green powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A swarm of bees attacks a drunk man during Holi celebrations in Guwahati on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A group of people holds its hands out together in a circle, all covered in colored powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women celebrate Holi at the Swaminarayan Temple in Karachi, Pakistan, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: Two women, covered in many colors, pose for a photo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take part in a Holi celebration in the Encino neighborhood of Los Angeles, California, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of a large crowd celebrating in a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands of people dance as they throw colored powder and spray water during Holi celebrations in Prayagraj, India, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A man is colored almost entirely blue, covered in powder.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People smear colored powder on each other as they celebrate Holi in Jammu, India, on March.25, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of celebrating people, covered in many colors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People covered in many colors take part in the Holi festival in Nairobi, Kenya, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands in knee-deep water, whipping their long wet hair over their head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person plays in a pond during Holi celebrations in Kathmandu, Nepal, on March 24, 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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            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 the 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's face is covered in black-and-white makeup that depicts a raised 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 celebrating people throw colored powder and colored water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men covered throw colored powder and water at one another 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 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 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 carrying a large Irish flag take part in a St. Patrick's Day parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take part in a St. Patrick's Day parade in Tokyo, Japan, on March 17, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Yuichi Yamazaki / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [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, photographed 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.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Timothy A. Clary / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [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, having launched 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.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers 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 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 north of the evacuated town of Grindavik, on the Reykjanes peninsula, 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 on a hillside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Graves 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 doglike robot kneels down during an encounter with a much smaller actual dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog named Lucy sniffs a police robot dog, intended to help 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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