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        Don't Let Trump Exhaust You
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The Trump campaign is trying to turn the electoral process into a moral swamp. Voters are going to have to pace themselves to get to November.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Joe Biden lowered drug prices. Does anyone care?
	The Trump two-step
	"Crying myself to sleep on the biggest...

      

      
        A Vision of the City as a Live Organism
        Talya Zax

        Imagine a city of staggering, sometimes menacing beauty. Its history is bloody, but it carries on, becoming more mesmerizingly strange with each era.Now imagine that the city is sentient. It has agency and consciousness; it decides who gets to stay and who needs to leave. It's both a physical place and an ambient spirit that constantly inhabits different forms; it can seduce a visitor and twist time backwards. A talking, typing version of that city somehow ends up in a WhatsApp group for people w...

      

      
        Solar Eclipses Are Always With Us
        Marina Koren

        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.Cosmically speaking, the alignment of Earth, the sun, and the moon is ordinary. But from our corner of the universe, the occurrence produces something wondrous: a total solar eclipse. On April 8, the moon will pass between the sun and Earth, casting a shadow along a narrow strip of the country, from Texas to Maine. Outside this path, th...

      

      
        AI Has Lost Its Magic
        Ian Bogost

        I frequently ask ChatGPT to write poems in the style of the American modernist poet Hart Crane. It does an admirable job of delivering. But the other day, when I instructed the software to give the Crane treatment to a plate of ice-cream sandwiches, I felt bored before I even saw the answer. "The oozing cream, like time, escapes our grasp, / Each moment slipping with a silent gasp." This was fine. It was competent. I read the poem, Slacked part of it to a colleague, and closed the window. Whateve...

      

      
        A Secret Code May Have Been Hiding in Classical Music for 200 Years
        S. I. Rosenbaum

        In the spring of 1825, Ludwig van Beethoven was struck by a gut ailment so severe that he thought he might die. That summer, after he recovered, he returned to the string quartet he'd been writing before his illness--Quartet No. 15 in A Minor, Op. 132--and added a new segment inspired by his survival. To this day, the piece is known for the slowly unfolding, baffled joy of its third movement, where the music seems to trace the shuffling steps of an invalid breathing fresh air for the first time in ...

      

      
        An Utterly Misleading Book About Rural America
        Tyler Austin Harper

        Rage is the subject of a new book by the political scientist Tom Schaller and the journalist Paul Waldman. White Rural Rage, specifically. In 255 pages, the authors chart the racism, homophobia, xenophobia, violent predilections, and vulnerability to authoritarianism that they claim make white rural voters a unique "threat to American democracy." White Rural Rage is a screed lobbed at a familiar target of elite liberal ire. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, the authors appeared on Morning J...

      

      
        The Trump Two-Step
        David A. Graham

        Is Donald Trump that clever, or are the media still just that unprepared? Whatever the reason, he continues to be just as adept as ever at running circles around the press and public.One of his most effective tools is what we might call the Trump Two-Step, in which the former president says something outrageous, backs away from it in the face of criticism, and then fully embraces it. The goal here is to create a veneer of deniability. It doesn't even need to be plausible; it just needs to muddy t...

      

      
        The Great Democratic Success Story That Wasn't
        Timothy McLaughlin

        The Obama administration seemed to take special pride in its policy toward Myanmar. American statecraft had coaxed the country's reclusive military dictatorship onto a path of democratic transformation, Kurt Campbell, who served as an assistant secretary of state at the time, wrote in his 2016 book, Pivot: "One of the world's most isolated, tragic, and magical lands had finally opened to the world because of intrepid American diplomacy, perhaps fundamentally changing the trajectory of Asia."Then,...

      

      
        Do Voters Care About Policy Even a Little?
        Roge Karma

        Suppose the president asked you to design the ideal piece of legislation--the perfect mix of good politics and good policy. You'd probably want to pick something that saves people a lot of money. You'd want it to fix a problem that people have been mad about for a long time, in an area that voters say they care about a lot--such as, say, health care. You'd want it to appeal to voters across the political spectrum. And you'd want it to be a policy that polls well.You would, in other words, want some...

      

      
        The One Big Thing You Can Do for Your Kids
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.When one of my now-adult kids was in middle school, I had a small epiphany about parenting. I had been haranguing him constantly about his homework and grades, which were indeed a problem. One night, after an especially bad day, I was taking stock of the situation, and came to a realization: I didn't actually care very much about his grades. What I wanted was for him to grow up to become a respon...

      

      
        Crying Myself to Sleep on the Biggest Cruise Ship Ever
        Gary Shteyngart

        Photographs by Gary ShteyngartDay 1MY FIRST GLIMPSE of Royal Caribbean's Icon of the Seas, from the window of an approaching Miami cab, brings on a feeling of vertigo, nausea, amazement, and distress. I shut my eyes in defense, as my brain tells my optical nerve to try again.The ship makes no sense, vertically or horizontally. It makes no sense on sea, or on land, or in outer space. It looks like a hodgepodge of domes and minarets, tubes and canopies, like Istanbul had it been designed by idiots....

      

      
        During the Eclipse, Don't Just Look Up
        Hanna Rosin

        There are people who have organized their lives around the appearance of a total eclipse. They're known as eclipse chasers, or more obscurely, "umbraphiles" (shadow lovers). They'll travel across continents for perfect weather, collect decades' worth of eclipse-related life stories, speak lovingly about the sun's corona. One example is the retired astrophysicist Fred Espenak, who earned a bit of celebrity when the United States Postal Service chose his photo of an eclipse for a 2017 stamp--an effi...

      

      
        A Great Day for <em>The Atlantic</em>
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        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.Pardon the interruption, but I'm breaking into our regular programming to share some good news about The Atlantic.First, here are three new stories that are worth your time:
	The coming birth-control revolution
	The politics of gun safety are changing.
	There is more good than evil in this country.
Exce...

      

      
        The Atlantic's 2024 National Magazine Award Winners and Finalists
        The Editors

        For the third consecutive year, The Atlantic has won the top honor of General Excellence for a News, Sports, and Entertainment publication at the 2024 National Magazine Awards.Below is a list of the stories that received recognition from the American Society of Magazine Editors:Winner: Profile Writing"Inside the Meltdown at CNN"
Mark Peterson / Redux for The Atlantic
By Tim AlbertaCEO Chris Licht felt he was on a mission to restore the network's reputation for serious journalism. How did it all g...

      

      
        Seven Books to Read in the Sunshine
        Chelsea Leu

        As spring takes hold, the days arrive with a freshness that makes people want to linger outside; the balmy days almost feel wasted indoors. While you're taking in the warm air, you might as well also be reading. Enjoying a book at a park, a beach, or an open-air cafe encourages a particular leisurely frame of mind. It allows a reader to let their thoughts wander, reflecting on matters that for once aren't workaday or practical.Reading outside also takes the particular pleasures of literature and ...

      

      
        There Is More Good Than Evil in This Country
        Alex Kotlowitz

        When Upton Sinclair published his novel The Jungle, the reaction was different from what he'd imagined. He had hoped to expose the deplorable working conditions in Chicago's slaughterhouses, but most readers, instead of championing the workers, came away flinching at the depictions of all the unsanitary ways meat was produced. Of his readers' response, Upton famously said, "I aimed at the public's heart and by accident I hit it in the stomach." This reaction captures something of how I felt after...

      

      
        The Coming Birth-Control Revolution
        Katherine J. Wu

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Within the next couple of decades, a new generation of contraceptives could hit the American market. One, a pill that blocks certain cells from accessing vitamin A, might be able to limit fertility without flooding the body with hormones; another is an injection that temporarily blocks up the reproductive plumbing. The method that's furthest along in trials is a topical gel that promises to induce temporary i...

      

      
        If Teenage Girls Ran America
        Shirley Li

        Early in the new documentary Girls State, one of the participants in the titular leadership program for high schoolers chuckles after learning the camp song. She feels silly practicing the flashy choreography and rousing lyrics when the weeklong intensive is meant for building a mock government with other civic-minded teenagers. "If the boys don't have to do this," she says, "I'm going to be pissed."As it turns out, the boys don't--and she's not the only one miffed about the disparity between the ...

      

      
        Helen of Troy Meets Her First Husband
        Maria Zoccola

        as in the dampest part of winter, when rain
                             flushes down from a sky
with spring growing in its eye like a cataract
not yet thick enough to film,
wetting branches already spongy with snowmelt
and too old to bargain another year's sap
                                  from the mother trunk,
and the wind blows with sudden exclamation
against the topmost bough,
                          and that bough tumbles down,
knocking here and there and falling square against  
a se...

      

      
        The True Cost of the Churchgoing Bust
        Derek Thompson

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.As an agnostic, I have spent most of my life thinking about the decline of faith in America in mostly positive terms. Organized religion seemed, to me, beset by scandal and entangled in noxious politics. So, I thought, what is there really to mourn? Only in the past few years have I come around to a different view. Maybe religion, for all of its faults, works a bit like...

      

      
        A Study in Senate Cowardice
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        In late June of 2022, Cassidy Hutchinson, a former Trump-administration aide, provided testimony to the congressional committee investigating the January 6 attack on the Capitol. This testimony was unnerving, even compared with previous revelations concerning Donald Trump's malignant behavior that day. Hutchinson testified that the president, when told that some of his supporters were carrying weapons, said, "I don't fucking care that they have weapons. They're not here to hurt me. Take the fucki...

      

      
        The Atlantic Wins Top Honor for Third Straight Year at 2024 National Magazine Awards
        The Atlantic

        For the third consecutive year, The Atlantic was awarded the top honor of General Excellence for a News, Sports, and Entertainment publication at the 2024 National Magazine Awards, the most prestigious category in the annual honors from the American Society of Magazine Editors.

The Atlantic also won reporting awards for "Inside the Meltdown at CNN," by staff writer Tim Alberta; "The Ones We Sent Away," the September cover by staff writer Jennifer Senior; and cultural reviews and criticism by sta...

      

      
        The Big Money of College Basketball
        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.My personal foray into college-basketball fandom comes at a transformational time for the sport, as players accept major promotional deals and gambling reshapes the economics of the game.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	A deadly strike in Gaza
	What the suburb haters don't understan...

      

      
        A Tour Through Solar Eclipses of the Past
        Alan Taylor

        As much of North America prepares for the upcoming total solar eclipse next week, I thought it would be fun to share some images from the recent (and not-so-recent) past of previous eclipses--annular, partial, and total--from around the world. Also pictured are some of the many observers sharing this fleeting experience, "witnessing the planetary version of a lightning strike," together in stadiums, parks, and beaches.

      

      
        A 600-Year-Old Blueprint for Weathering Climate Change
        Kathleen DuVal

        Around the year 1300, the Huhugam great chief Siwani ruled over a mighty city near what is now Phoenix, Arizona. His domain included adobe-and-stone pyramids that towered several stories above the desert; an irrigation system that watered 15,000 acres of crops; and a large castle. The O'odham descendants of the Huhugam tell in their oral history that Siwani "reaped very large harvests with his two servants, the Wind and the Storm-cloud." By Siwani's time, Huhugam farms and cities had thrived in t...
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Don't Let Trump Exhaust You

This election is about fortitude and endurance.

by Tom Nichols




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


The Trump campaign is trying to turn the electoral process into a moral swamp. Voters are going to have to pace themselves to get to November.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Joe Biden lowered drug prices. Does anyone care?
 	The Trump two-step
 	"Crying myself to sleep on the biggest cruise ship ever"




Moral Zombies

The 2024 election has become a kind of waking nightmare in which many of us stare at Donald Trump as he unleashes some new attack on any number of targets: a judge's daughter, immigrants, the rule of law, American national security, the Constitution. And we blink and shake our heads, stunned to think that many of our fellow citizens are eager to put this autocratic ignoramus back in the White House.

In a more normal time in American life, people had to leave politics for having a nanogram of Trump's baggage. Think of the late Senator Thomas Eagleton, the 1972 Democratic vice-presidential pick who had to drop out of the race because he'd been treated for depression. The idea--how old-fashioned it seems now--was that America could not risk any possible mental-health issues not only in the president, but even in the person next in the line of succession. Today, however, we have a former president who exhibits all kinds of signs of a disordered personality--and yet the big worry among many voters (and too much of the media) is whether his opponent is missing a step because he's roughly 42 months older than Trump.

All of this is enervating and exhausting. But that's the point: Trump is succeeding because he is, to use Steve Bannon's infamous expression, seeking to "flood the zone with shit." Trump's opponents are flummoxed by how he provokes one new outrage on top of another, and each time they believe he's finally--finally--gone too far. Bombarding the public space with deranged statements and dangerous threats, however, is not a mistake; it's a strategy.

By overwhelming people with the sheer volume and vulgarity of his antics, Trump and his team are trying to burn out the part of our brains that can discern truth from fiction, right from wrong, good from evil. His campaign's goal is to turn voters into moral zombies who can no longer tell the difference between Stormy and Hunter or classified documents and personal laptops, who cannot parse what a "bloodbath" means, who no longer have the ability to be shocked when a political leader calls other human beings "animals" and "vermin."

Trump isn't worried that all of this will cause voters to have a kind of mental meltdown: He's counting on it. He needs ordinary citizens to become so mired in moral chaos and so cognitively paralyzed that they are unable to comprehend the disasters that would ensue if he returns to the White House.

So far, the Trump strategy is working. Every few weeks, polls indicate that the race between Trump and President Joe Biden is a toss-up. And millions of Americans are in that political fugue state called "undecided," immobilized as if the events of the past eight years never happened.

So what can an ordinary voter do to maintain engagement with the election while not turning their cerebral cortex into a wet, steaming mess of fused wiring? The way to withstand Trump's daily assaults on our senses is to regard them with fortitude, and even some stoicism. He's trying to shake our confidence in democracy and basic decency; remaining engaged in civic life, calmly and without stooping to such tactics and rhetoric, is the superpower of every citizen in a democracy.

I understand why people might flinch at this advice. My wife, like so many of our friends, now reflexively changes the channel whenever Trump appears. Human beings can endure only so much of his disjointed affect and singsongy taunts, especially while knowing that the voters might roll the dice again and give this offensive man direct control of hundreds of nuclear weapons along with one more chance to destroy the Constitution.

But to ignore Trump is a mistake. To dismiss him as an incompetent clown is dangerous. Voters who care about democracy, who care about the future of freedom in America and around the world, must steel themselves to stay in the political process. We do not need to explode over every attempt to bait and troll us. Instead, we can let every one of his manic outbursts increase our resolve to speak clearly and plainly in defense of our system of government and our democratic culture--especially to family and friends who might be treading water in the ever-filling Trump septic pool.

Some of you are probably saying that this is pretty easy advice for me to give, since my professional obligations require me to watch Trump day in and day out. I am not telling you to glue your eyes to the TV. (Indeed, I have some advice about balancing your news diet in today's PS.) Think of how previous generations engaged with politics: by reading a newspaper, watching an hour of news, and talking with friends and neighbors and other citizens in their community. When I was a boy, Americans managed to confront immense questions of national importance without withdrawing into comfort zones and information silos.

Now we face an existential threat to our democracy. Perhaps we might think about how to revive the civic practices and sensibilities--especially staying informed without becoming overwhelmed or falling into despair--that got us through those earlier crises.

You'll probably be even more chagrined that I'm giving this advice even as I'm ducking out of writing the Daily for the rest of the month. I promise, however, that I'm not going on hiatus or giving up and heading to the beach--especially since it's been so damn cold here on the East Coast. Instead, I've been put on some writing assignments that are going to take me away from the weekly rigor of this newsletter, and I need to do some research and travel. I think you'll be pleased with the folks who are coming in to temporarily replace me. (Let me just say that at least one of them will help supply your regular servings of curmudgeonly grousing.)

I'll be back in May, at which point we'll still have six months to go before Election Day. If we care about democracy, we need to be examples to our fellow citizens about staying focused and engaged in our political process. We must also think about how to serve as assured opponents--and maybe as just the smallest spur to the conscience--to those around us who have decided that cruelty, autocracy, and cultish tribalism are more important than our constitutional order.

Related:

	David Frum: The danger ahead
 	The 2024 election already isn't normal.




Today's News

	President Joe Biden told Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu that America's policy in Gaza "will be determined" by the United States' assessment of the steps Israel takes to address civilian and aid-worker harm, according to a White House summary of their call.
 	The No Labels group ended its plans for a third-party presidential campaign after failing to secure a high-profile centrist to challenge Trump and Biden.
 	According to police, burglars stole tens of millions of dollars from a Los Angeles money-storage facility in a cash heist on Easter Sunday.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: "Eclipses are an eternal echo," Marina Koren writes. These cosmic occurrences have inspired awe across history.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Berlin State Library; Getty



A Secret Code May Have Been Hiding in Classical Music for 200 Years

By S. I. Rosenbaum

In the spring of 1825, Ludwig van Beethoven was struck by a gut ailment so severe that he thought he might die. That summer, after he recovered, he returned to the string quartet he'd been writing before his illness--Quartet No. 15 in A Minor, Op. 132--and added a new segment inspired by his survival ...
 The Opus 132 that the world came to know was not exactly the Opus 132 that Beethoven handed to his copyist. The composer littered his original score with unusual markings that the copyist simply ignored ... None of these marks made it into even the first clean copy, let alone the published version. Almost no one would see those marks in the roughly 200 years after Beethoven first scribbled them down.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	An utterly misleading book about rural America
 	The great democratic success story that wasn't
 	AI has lost its magic.
 	The one big thing you can do for your kids




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: John Lamparski / Getty.



Don't just look up. During an eclipse, the show isn't only in the sky. The latest episode of Radio Atlantic covers an eclipse's effect on your body, your sense of time, and the animals around you.

Read. In Helen Oyeyemi's new novel, Parasol Against the Axe, the city of Prague is imagined as a live organism.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Many people assume that folks like me who write about politics are news junkies. They think we dive into the cable shows in the morning and lull ourselves to sleep at night with the latest podcasts. Yes, I pay more attention to the news (and to books about politics, and other sources) than do most people, and sometimes--during a crisis or a big event when I know I'll have to write--I do, in fact, just stay glued to my TV and my laptop. But otherwise, that level of news consumption is not healthy. I don't do it, and neither should you.

You might think that, come 5 p.m., I am immersed in cable news. (Hey, sometimes I'm on those shows, and sure, there are days when I watch for hours.) But let me put in a word here for indulging in regular mental breaks. In my case, as many of you know, that means vintage television: Although I enjoy catching up on the news over dinner, more often you'll find me chuckling with my wife over the clipped, staccato dialogue of Adam-12 or having a laugh with a rerun of Cheers. ("Hey, what's happening, Norm?" "Well, it's a dog-eat-dog world, Sammy, and I'm wearing Milk-Bone underwear.")

If you're going to make it to November, stay up to date, but don't forget to unplug now and then. (Reading The Atlantic regularly, of course, is a great way to stay informed.) Few of us are required to have instantaneous knowledge of the day's events; we can catch up on the news in various ways once or twice a day. Give yourself a break. You're going to need it.

See you in May.

-- Tom



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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A Vision of the City as a Live Organism

In this novel, Prague is impish, tyrannical--and alive.

by Talya Zax




Imagine a city of staggering, sometimes menacing beauty. Its history is bloody, but it carries on, becoming more mesmerizingly strange with each era.

Now imagine that the city is sentient. It has agency and consciousness; it decides who gets to stay and who needs to leave. It's both a physical place and an ambient spirit that constantly inhabits different forms; it can seduce a visitor and twist time backwards. A talking, typing version of that city somehow ends up in a WhatsApp group for people who have had a terrible time visiting it, where it responds to the influx of complaints: "COME ON, KIDS," it writes at one point. "Don't go to the city and then get all scandalized by city life."

In her new novel, Parasol Against the Axe, Helen Oyeyemi turns Prague, where the British writer has lived since 2014, into such a place. The novel is organized around the chaos that is unleashed when a trio of alienated friends--Hero, Thea, and Sofie--reunite in the city for Sofie's bachelorette party. The details of their friendship and its dissolution, kept hidden from the reader for most of the novel, have an unmistakable aura of fantasy. All that the reader knows for certain is that the three women used to share a house in Dublin, and that they once had a very close, bordering on obsessive, friendship. Since then, they have not been speaking.

Many of Oyeyemi's novels are adaptations of fairy tales: Snow White, in Boy, Snow, Bird; the English story of Mr. Fox, in Mr. Fox; Hansel and Gretel, in Gingerbread. Parasol Against the Axe shares a literary language with those folk stories. It features at least one prince charming, silkworms who feed on human hair, and clocks that serve as confidants. The novel seems to be arguing that the stories people tell about themselves and others form not just the ideas that shape the world, but sometimes the world itself. A city, for instance, is composed not just of buildings, roads, and bodies, but also of the impressions and observations of those who perceive it. This is what makes the people, places, and relationships that populate the book so entrancing, but also inevitably fragile. Stories can be made and just as easily unmade.

Read: When you crave some comforting strangeness

Oyeyemi's plot is layered and sometimes baffling, taking many seemingly nonsensical turns. In one of the novel's extended conceits, the city of Prague assumes the form of a book called Paradoxical Undressing, which appears to be a collection of short stories set throughout the city's history. The book's contents change depending on when it's opened, and by whom. It also, disconcertingly, makes frequent, personal demands of its readers.

Hero and Thea both spend much of the novel reading Paradoxical Undressing and pondering the messages it gives them. (These lengthy, strange, joyful passages are a highlight of Parasol Against the Axe; I could happily read dozens more.) As a vehicle of the city's impish, occasionally tyrannical character, Paradoxical Undressing doesn't stop at telling Prague's stories: It orchestrates them, too. For instance, the city seems determined to banish Thea, who was born there and left as a child. "That's all you're getting: now begone," one chapter she reads concludes. "Begone, I said."

Paradoxical Undressing also suggests that Prague exists only because people see it, perceive it, and tell stories about it--that if millions of eyes failed to see it in millions of different ways, it might detach itself from the ground on which it was built and take off in search of someone who would. In one brief and telling chapter featuring Kublai Khan, the Mongol emperor is approaching Prague when he's asked by a city astronomer to describe his surroundings. When he fails to provide an adequate answer, the entire city sails away.

The effect of this is mind-bending. Parasol Against the Axe is a book about a physical place, the stories that make up that place, and the disembodied plane on which those stories and that place meet--say, a strange church where Hero encounters a cohort of worshipful mice, a Latin-speaking woman accompanied everywhere by two goats, and a couple of ambulatory statues. The extent to which the church and its inhabitants are real, as opposed to a kind of lucid dream induced by the city, is entirely unclear. In fact, throughout the novel, there is little clarity or definition to be found, just an overwhelming sense of immersion in a completely bizarre, completely enthralling world--one in which the bonds that hold together things like cities or friendships are dangerously tenuous.

That's where the relationships among Hero, Thea, and Sofie come in. The three women don't seem to have ever had much in common. That is, aside from their excessive, inexplicable hunger to merge with one another, adopting the qualities they most admire in the others as their own: Hero, the portrait of reserved strength; Thea, the enigma; Sofie, the paragon of girlishness. Over time, their intimacy dissolved the boundaries among them, creating a codependent relationship as mesmerizing as it was violent.

For much of Parasol Against the Axe, the details of that original blending remain maddeningly out of reach. Early in the novel, Oyeyemi writes that their friendship began to break apart when Sofie "didn't dare to live under the name they'd chosen--the name they'd voted on, a single first name for all three of them." It's a deeply strange sentence that arrives out of the blue, and the history it touches, which involves a period in the women's lives when they engaged in some shared endeavors that were at best unethical and at worst fraudulent, won't be illuminated for a long time to come--and then only partially, because each member of the trio has different ideas as to why their friendship fell apart. But what's clear is that their overbearing drive to control one another remains so intense that it seems almost like a wish to obliterate--an "If I can't have you, no one can" kind of obsession.

Read: When history doesn't do what we wish it would

Prague shares something of that drive, seeking an active hand in almost everything that takes place within its boundaries. It's sometimes depicted as a spirit that lives within its residents, who are in turn expected to serve as something like ambassadors for the city. Their primary objective is to tell the city's stories. An example: One night, Jitka, a cheerful young resident, bullies Hero into paying for a ride back to her hotel in a wheelbarrow, during which Jitka tells her about the strange activities going on behind seemingly every door they pass. (At one address, a history professor fascinated by King Wenceslas makes custom chain-mail vests, "sexy as well as stabproof.") Jitka is exacting about stories: Learning them, relaying them, and above all understanding them. After witnessing a brutal run-in between Hero and Thea, in which Hero is left with a gruesome wound, Jitka is annoyed by Hero's inability to explain exactly why the two are so connected, and so dangerous, to each other. "Do you yourself know the fucking story of you and that woman?" she demands.

How strange to watch Hero, Thea, and Sofie, three damaged people, try to find a way to resolve the anguished love that draws them together. How sad it is to encounter the truth that no two (or three) people ever have the same tale to tell. And yet, how exciting Parasol Against the Axe makes that fact seem: not a sorrowful old saw, reminding readers to think carefully about perspective and take any heartfelt narrative with a grain of salt, but a prompt to be more curious about life. If no two people have the same story, well, how wonderful--that just means more stories.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/04/parasol-against-the-axe-helen-oyeyemi-book-review/677946/?utm_source=feed
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Solar Eclipses Are Always With Us

"In celestial spaces shadows cannot fail to fall, and the solid earth must now and then intercept them," Mabel Loomis Todd wrote in 1897.

by Marina Koren




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.


Cosmically speaking, the alignment of Earth, the sun, and the moon is ordinary. But from our corner of the universe, the occurrence produces something wondrous: a total solar eclipse. On April 8, the moon will pass between the sun and Earth, casting a shadow along a narrow strip of the country, from Texas to Maine. Outside this path, the sun will not disappear, and the best and safest way to observe the event is with eclipse glasses. Inside the path, the moon's shadow will blot out the sun so completely that, for a few minutes, it will be unrecognizable--a luminous ring in the suddenly darkened sky. You can stare right at it. The difference between a partial eclipse and a total one is, well, night and day.

More than 30 million Americans live inside the path of totality, and millions are expected to travel there for the celestial event. Many before them have been caught in the fleeting shadow of the moon. In 1897, The Atlantic published the writer Mabel Loomis Todd's account of a total solar eclipse that occurred the year before, in Japan. (Todd is best known for transcribing Emily Dickinson's original works after the poet's death and, controversially, making changes to the poems before publication.) By that time, heavenly beliefs about eclipses had given way to natural explanations; Todd witnessed the eclipse as part of a scientific expedition. Astronomers had traveled all this way, with all kinds of instruments with which to observe the spectacle, but they initially "could not bear to look at all the fine apparatus and the extensive preparations, with the prospect of cloud," Todd wrote.

In 2017, 120 years later, I was just as worried as Todd and her companions seemed to be about clouds obscuring the display. As I waited in a state park in Tennessee, the anticipation became uncomfortable; as Todd described it, "The nerve-tension of that Sunday morning was beyond what one would often be able to endure ... Something was being waited for, the very air was portentous."

When the moon slid over the sun, the sky above me turned a surreal deep purple; for Todd, "unearthly night enveloped all things." The corona, the outermost layer of the sun's atmosphere, looked to me like a radiant white ring, but no words felt enough. Todd put it better: "a celestial flame beyond description."

I remember feeling out of time, the world as I knew it on pause--but when the sun came roaring back, those two minutes of totality seemed like two milliseconds. Time felt scrambled for Todd too:

It might have been hours, for time seemed annihilated; and yet when the tiniest possible globule of sunlight, like a drop, a pin-hole, a needle-shaft, reappeared, the fair corona and all the color in sky and cloud flashed from sight, and a natural aspect of stormy twilight filled all the wide spaces of the day. Then the two minutes and a half in memory seemed but a few seconds--like a breath, a tale that is told.


Eclipses are an eternal echo. They remind us that although our little home is changing all the time, the universe marches on. Our understanding of the depths beyond Earth constantly evolves too: In 1863, a writer named M. D. Conway wrote an essay in The Atlantic about the 18th-century astronomer Benjamin Banneker and his talent for creating astronomical calendars. Banneker, a free Black man who lived in a slave state, correctly predicted a solar eclipse in 1789, contradicting the leading astronomers of the time. "To make an almanac was a very different thing then from what it would be now, when there is an abundance of accurate tables and rules," Conway wrote, referring to the methods available in the 19th century. Today, computers do the work of producing eclipse forecasts, the calculations buoyed by data from spacecraft that have orbited the moon.

Next week, I'll be in Niagara Falls, hoping, once again, that the clouds part just in time. When it's over, I'll try to imagine 2045, the next time the moon's shadow will fall across a large swath of the United States, changed in unknowable ways. But, in Todd's timeless words, "the heavens remain, and sun and moon still pursue their steady cycle. In celestial spaces shadows cannot fail to fall, and the solid earth must now and then intercept them."
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AI Has Lost Its Magic

That's how you know it's taking over.

by Ian Bogost




I frequently ask ChatGPT to write poems in the style of the American modernist poet Hart Crane. It does an admirable job of delivering. But the other day, when I instructed the software to give the Crane treatment to a plate of ice-cream sandwiches, I felt bored before I even saw the answer. "The oozing cream, like time, escapes our grasp, / Each moment slipping with a silent gasp." This was fine. It was competent. I read the poem, Slacked part of it to a colleague, and closed the window. Whatever.

A year and a half has passed since generative AI captured the public imagination and my own. For many months, the fees I paid to ChatGPT and Midjourney felt like money better spent than the cost of my Netflix subscription, even just for entertainment. I'd sit on the couch and generate cheeseburger kaiju while Bridgerton played, unwatched, before me. But now that time is over. The torpor that I felt in asking for Hart Crane's ode to an ice-cream sandwich seemed to mark the end point of a brief, glorious phase in the history of technology. Generative AI appeared as if from nowhere, bringing magic, both light and dark. If the curtain on that show has now been drawn, it's not because AI turned out to be a flop. Just the opposite: The tools that it enables have only slipped into the background, from where they will exert their greatest influence.

Looking back at my ChatGPT history, I used to ask for Hart Crane-ice-cream stuff all the time. An Emily Dickinson poem about Sizzler ("In Sizzler's embrace, we find our space / Where simple joys and flavors interlace"). Edna St. Vincent Millay on Beverly Hills, 90210 ("In sun-kissed land where palm trees sway / Jeans of stone-wash in a bygone day"). Biz Markie and then Eazy-E verses about the (real!) Snoop Dogg cereal Frosted Drizzlerz. A blurb about Rainbow Brite in the style of the philosopher Jacques Derrida. I asked for these things, at first, just to see what each model was capable of doing, to explore how it worked. I found that AI had the uncanny ability to blend concepts both precisely and creatively.

Read: The AI Mona Lisa explains everything

Last autumn, I wrote in The Atlantic that, at its best, generative AI could be used as a tool to supercharge your imagination. I'd been using DALL-E to give a real-ish form to almost any notion that popped into my head. One weekend, I spent most of a family outing stealing moments to build out the fictional, 120-year history of a pear-flavored French soft drink called P'Poire. Then there was Trotter, a cigarette made by and for pigs. I've spent so many hours on these sideline pranks that the products now feel real to me. They are real, at least in the way that any fiction--Popeye, Harry Potter--can be real.

But slowly, invisibly, the work of really using AI took over. While researching a story about lemon-lime flavor, I asked ChatGPT to give me an overview of the U.S. market for beverages with this ingredient, but had to do my own research to confirm the facts. In the course of working out new programs of study for my university department, I had the software assess and devise possible names. Neither task produced a fraction of the delight that I'd once derived from just a single AI-generated phrase, "jeans of stone-wash." But at least the latter gave me what I needed at the time: a workable mediocrity.

I still found some opportunities to supercharge my imagination, but those became less frequent over time. In their place, I assigned AI the mule-worthy burden of mere tasks. Faced with the question of which wait-listed students to admit into an overenrolled computer-science class, I used ChatGPT to apply the relevant and complicated criteria. (If a parent or my provost is reading this, I did not send any student's actual name or personal data to OpenAI.) In need of a project website on short order, I had the service create one far more quickly than I could have by hand. When I wanted to analyze the full corpus of Wordle solutions for a recent story on the New York Times games library, I asked for help from OpenAI's Data Analyst. Nobody had promised me any of this, so having something that kind of worked felt like a gift.

The more imaginative uses of AI were always bound to buckle under this actual utility. A year ago, university professors like me were already fretting over the technology's practical consequences, and we spent many weeks debating whether and how universities could control the use of large language models in assignments. Indeed, for students, generative AI seemed obviously and immediately productive: Right away, it could help them write college essays and do homework. (Teachers found lots of ways to use it, too.) The applications seemed to grow and grow. In November, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman said the ChatGPT service had 100 million weekly users. In January, the job-ratings website Glassdoor put out a survey finding that 62 percent of professionals, including 77 percent of those in marketing, were using ChatGPT at work. And last month, Pew Research Center reported that almost half of American adults believe they interact with AI, in one form or another, several times a week at least.

Read: Things get strange when AI starts training itself

The rapid adoption was in part a function of AI's novelty--without initial interest, nothing can catch on. But that user growth could be sustained only by the technology's transition into something unexciting. Inventions become important not when they offer a glimpse of some possible future--as, say, the Apple Vision Pro does right now--but when they're able to recede into the background, to become mundane. Of course you have a smartphone. Of course you have a refrigerator, a television, a microwave, an automobile. These technologies are not--which is to say, they are no longer--delightful.

Not all inventions lose their shimmer right away, but the ones that change the world won't take long to seem humdrum. I already miss the feeling of enchantment that came from making new Hart Crane poems or pear-soft-drink ad campaigns. I miss the joy of seeing any imaginable idea brought instantly to life. But whatever nostalgia one might have for the early days of ChatGPT and DALL-E will be no less fleeting in the end. First the magic fades, then the nostalgia. This is what happens to a technology that's taking over. This is a measure of its power.
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A Secret Code May Have Been Hiding in Classical Music for 200 Years

A violinist believes he has discovered a previously unknown system of dynamics in Beethoven's original manuscripts.

by S. I. Rosenbaum




In the spring of 1825, Ludwig van Beethoven was struck by a gut ailment so severe that he thought he might die. That summer, after he recovered, he returned to the string quartet he'd been writing before his illness--Quartet No. 15 in A Minor, Op. 132--and added a new segment inspired by his survival. To this day, the piece is known for the slowly unfolding, baffled joy of its third movement, where the music seems to trace the shuffling steps of an invalid breathing fresh air for the first time in weeks. Beethoven would call it Heiliger Dankgesang, a "holy song of thanksgiving."

He wrote in the mornings when the light was good, on rag paper thick enough that he could scrape off mistakes with a knife. His handwriting was notoriously chaotic: He couldn't draw a set of parallel lines if his life depended on it. The maestro is said to have used his pencil not only to write with, but also to feel the vibrations of his piano, pressing one end of the wooden rod to the instrument while holding the other end between his teeth. He was by now profoundly deaf; in less than two years, he would be dead.

Once he finished a composition, Beethoven would hand off the manuscript to a copyist, who'd write it all out again, this time legibly. After Beethoven corrected any mistakes the copyist made--berating the man the whole time--the score would go to a publishing house where, after more last-minute changes from the composer, an engraver would trace it, backwards, onto a copper sheet. From there, the score would be published and republished, appearing in largely the same form on music stands across the world even to this day.

But even discounting those final revisions, the Opus 132 that the world came to know was not exactly the Opus 132 that Beethoven handed to his copyist. The composer littered his original score with unusual markings that the copyist simply ignored. Below one staff, for example, Beethoven jotted "ffmo"--a tag that wasn't a standard part of musical notation, and wasn't used by any other major composer. In another place, he drew an odd shape like an elongated diamond, also a nonstandard notation. None of these marks made it into even the first clean copy, let alone the published version. Almost no one would see those marks in the roughly 200 years after Beethoven first scribbled them down.

Then, one evening in 2013, the violinist Nicholas Kitchen was in New Mexico coaching a quartet through Opus 132. Kitchen is a man of obsessions; one of them is playing from a composer's original handwritten manuscripts, rather than printed music, so he had a facsimile edition on hand. The errant "ffmo" caught the eye of the quartet's cellist. "What's this?" she asked.

As soon as Kitchen saw Beethoven's mark, something in his brain shifted; later, he would tell people that it was as if someone had turned over a deck of cards to reveal the hidden faces behind the plain backs. Suddenly, he had a new obsession. Over the next several years, he would come to believe he had discovered Beethoven's secret code.



For most of the past two centuries, Beethoven's original handwritten manuscripts have been difficult, if not impossible, for musicians to access. Few could afford a trip to view them at archives in Vienna or Berlin, and facsimile editions were prohibitively expensive. Scholars hadn't bothered taking a look: By the time musicology arose as a discipline, Beethoven was seen as passe, says Lewis Lockwood, a Harvard professor emeritus and co-director of the Boston University Center for Beethoven Research. "There is no army of Beethoven scholars," Lockwood told me. "It's a tiny field ... terra incognita."

Kitchen is not a scholar. A boyish 57-year-old with a shock of bushy white hair, he's a working musician and a faculty member at New England Conservatory, where my parents also taught. The Boston classical-music world is a small one--almost everyone I interviewed for this story is friendly with my violist mother and pianist father--and Kitchen is well known and well respected in those circles. Prior to reporting this story, I'd heard him perform with his quartet many times, although I didn't know him personally.

That said, I was aware that Kitchen had a bit of a reputation as, if not an eccentric, at least an enthusiastic innovator. Around 2007 he persuaded the ensemble he co-founded, the Borromeo Quartet, to play from full scores instead of parts, because he felt it enriched the performance. A full score doesn't fit on a music stand, so the group was among the first to play from laptops, and later iPads, in performance.

Around the same time, scans of Beethoven manuscripts began to appear on a wiki site for musicians called the International Music Score Library Project. The only thing better than playing from a full score, Kitchen believed, was playing from a handwritten original full score--the closest glimpse possible of the composer's working mind. "Just by reading the manuscript, you are instantly exposed to an archaeology of ideas," Kitchen told me. "You're tracing what was crossed out--an option tried and not used, one tried and refused, then brought back--all these processes that are instantly visible."

The more Kitchen played directly from Beethoven's chaotic handwriting, the more anomalous notations he found. Initially, Kitchen didn't know what to make of them. "My first thought was, 'Well, it may be the equivalent of a doodle,'" he said. But once he began to study Beethoven's scores more systematically, he realized just how prevalent--and how consistent--many of these strange markings were across the composer's 25 years of work.

Kitchen began to develop a theory about what he was seeing. The marks mostly seemed to concern intensity. Some appeared to indicate extra forcefulness: Beethoven used the standard f and ff for forte, "loud," and fortissimo, "very loud," but also sometimes wrote ffmo or fff. He occasionally underlined the standard p or pp for piano and pianissimo, "soft" and "very soft," as if emphasizing them.





Kitchen would eventually identify 23 degrees of dynamics (and counting), from fff--thunderous--to ppp--a whisper. He found four kinds of staccato, two kinds of dynamic swells, marks to indicate different ways of grouping notes together, marks to reinforce crescendos and diminuendos. Taken together, Kitchen argued, these marks amount to "living instructions from one virtuoso performer to another," an elaborate hidden language conveying new levels of expression--and thus emotion--in Beethoven's music that had been lost for centuries.



Whenever people have tried to invent a way of writing music down, the solution has been imperfect. Jewish, Vedic, Buddhist, and Christian traditions all searched for ways to keep sacred melodies from mutating over time; each ended up inventing a set of symbols for different musical phrases, which worked as long as you already knew all the phrases. Other cultures evolved away from notation. In classical Indian music, for example, every soloist's performance is meant to be improvised and unrepeatable.

In Europe, however, musical values began to emphasize not spontaneity but polyphony: ever more complex harmony and counterpoint performed by ever larger ensembles. For these ensembles to play together, they needed some kind of visual graph to coordinate who plays what when. The result evolved into the notation system in global use today--an extraordinarily lossless information-compression technology, unique in its capacity to precisely record even music that has never been played, only imagined. Orchestras in Beethoven's time, as well as now, needed only the score to play something remarkably similar to what the composer heard in their mind. It's as close as humans have come, perhaps, to telepathy.

By Beethoven's time, composers had developed ways to communicate not just pitch, duration, and tempo, but the emotion they wanted their music to evoke. Dynamic markings shaped like hairpins indicated when the music should swell and when it should ebb. A corpus of Italian words such as andante, dolce, and vivace became technical terms to guide the musician's performance. The effect was a lot like the old religious systems: If you already knew how andante was supposed to sound, then you knew how to play something marked andante. But compared with the rest of the notation system, such descriptions are subjective. How passionate is appassionato, exactly?

Someone like Beethoven, a man of extreme moods, might very well have chafed against these restraints. It's not a stretch to conclude, as Kitchen has, that Beethoven would feel the need to invent a method of more perfectly conveying how he intended his music to be played.

But whether Kitchen is correct remains up for debate. Jonathan Del Mar, a Beethoven scholar who has worked extensively with the composer's manuscripts, told me in an email that any anomalous marks in Beethoven's manuscripts were merely "cosmetic variants" of standard notations. Beethoven was a stickler for precision, Del Mar explained, especially when it came to his music, and if he'd cared about these marks, he would have made sure they appeared in the published versions. "I am absolutely convinced that, indeed, no difference of meaning was intended," Del Mar wrote.

Jeremy Yudkin, Lockwood's co-director at the Center for Beethoven Studies, also initially viewed Kitchen with skepticism. "When I first talked to him, I thought he was nuts," Yudkin told me. But Kitchen's close and careful research won him over. Yudkin now believes that Kitchen has discovered a previously unknown layer of meaning in Beethoven's manuscripts: "There are gradations of expression, a vast spectrum of expression, that music scholars and performers ought to take into account," he said.

As to why the marks never made it into the composer's printed scores, Yudkin thinks Beethoven may have accepted that his large personal vocabulary of symbols and abbreviations wouldn't be easily deciphered by others. Perhaps, Yudkin suggested, he included the marks in his manuscripts simply for his own satisfaction. "You put things in a diary," Yudkin said, because it yields "a mental satisfaction and emotional satisfaction in being able to express what it is that you feel. And no one else has to see it."



Over the past few years, Kitchen and the Borromeo Quartet have presented a series of Beethoven concerts prefaced by brief lectures on his findings, but other than that, and his presentations at BU, he hasn't spent much time sharing his ideas with the world. Instead, he's been preparing his own set of Beethoven scores that will include all the marks left out of earlier editions. He wants other musicians to be able to see them easily, without needing to decipher Beethoven's scrawl. "And then," he said, "people can argue about all those things as much as they want."

As I was working on this story, I asked my father, the pianist, why he thought Western notation had developed to such specificity, even before Beethoven's time. He told me he thought it was because of a change in composers' perspective: Where before they'd been composing anonymously for the Church, as music became more secular, composers' names became more prominent. "They started to think about how people would play their work after their deaths," he said.

For Kitchen, that's precisely the point of studying Beethoven's markings. If written notation can encode music, he told me, music can encode human feelings. Therefore, written music can actually transplant "a living emotion" from one mind to another. It's not just telepathy: Music allows a sliver of immortality.

At this point, Kitchen believes he knows the code well enough that he can hear it in music. Once, at a concert in Hong Kong, he was listening to a performance of Beethoven's Piano Sonata No. 23 in F Minor, Op. 57--the "Appassionata." He noticed an unstable chord that seemed especially ominous and unsettling--the kind of quiet but emotionally powerful moment that Beethoven often noted with one of his bespoke abbreviations.

"I said, 'I bet you that's a two-line pianissimo,'" Kitchen recalled. After the performance, he checked. Sure enough: Scrawled below the disconcerting bass note troubling the otherwise serene chord, Beethoven had written a double-underlined pp. Two hundred years later, maybe Kitchen finally understood exactly what he'd meant.
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An Utterly Misleading Book About Rural America

<em>White Rural Rage </em>has become a best-seller--and kindled an academic controversy.

by Tyler Austin Harper




Rage is the subject of a new book by the political scientist Tom Schaller and the journalist Paul Waldman. White Rural Rage, specifically. In 255 pages, the authors chart the racism, homophobia, xenophobia, violent predilections, and vulnerability to authoritarianism that they claim make white rural voters a unique "threat to American democracy." White Rural Rage is a screed lobbed at a familiar target of elite liberal ire. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, the authors appeared on Morning Joe, the book inspired an approving column from The New York Times' Paul Krugman, and its thesis has been a topic of discussion on podcasts from MSNBC's Chuck Todd and the right-wing firebrand Charlie Kirk. The book has become a New York Times best seller.

It has also kindled an academic controversy. In the weeks since its publication, a trio of reviews by political scientists have accused Schaller and Waldman of committing what amounts to academic malpractice, alleging that the authors used shoddy methodologies, misinterpreted data, and distorted studies to substantiate their allegations about white rural Americans. I spoke with more than 20 scholars in the tight-knit rural-studies community, most of them cited in White Rural Rage or thanked in the acknowledgments, and they left me convinced that the book is poorly researched and intellectually dishonest.

White Rural Rage illustrates how willing many members of the U.S. media and the public are to believe, and ultimately launder, abusive accusations against an economically disadvantaged group of people that would provoke sympathy if its members had different skin color and voting habits. That this book was able to make it to print--and onto the best-seller list--before anyone noticed that it has significant errors is a testament to how little powerful people think of white rural Americans. As someone who is from the kind of place the authors demonize--a place that is "rural" in the pejorative, rather than literal, sense--I find White Rural Rage personally offensive.  I was so frustrated by its indulgence of familiar stereotypes that I aired several intemperate criticisms of the book and its authors on social media. But when I dug deeper, I found that the problems with White Rural Rage extend beyond its anti-rural prejudice. As an academic and a writer, I find Schaller and Waldman's misuse of other scholars' research indefensible.

After fact-checking many of the book's claims and citations, I found a pattern: Most of the problems occur in sections of the book that try to prove that white rural Americans are especially likely to commit or express support for political violence. By bending the facts to fit their chosen scapegoat, Schaller and Waldman not only trade on long-standing stereotypes about dangerous rural people. They mislead the public about the all-too-real threats to our democracy today. As serious scholarship has shown--including some of the very scholarship Schaller and Waldman cite, only to contort it--the right-wing rage we need to worry about is not coming from deep-red rural areas. It is coming from cities and suburbs.

The most obvious problem with White Rural Rage is its refusal to define rural. In a note in the back of the book, the authors write, "What constitutes 'rural' and who qualifies as a rural American ... depends on who you ask." Fair enough. The rural-studies scholars I spoke with agreed that there are a variety of competing definitions. But rather than tell us what definition they used, Schaller and Waldman confess that they settled on no definition at all: "We remained agnostic throughout our research and writing by merely reporting the categories and definitions that each pollster, scholar, or researcher used." In other words, they relied on studies that used different definitions of rural, a decision that conveniently lets them pick and choose whatever research fits their narrative. This is what the scholars I interviewed objected to--they emphasized that the existence of multiple definitions of rural is not an excuse to decline to pick one. "This book amounts to a poor amalgamation of disparate literatures designed to fit a preordained narrative," Cameron Wimpy, a political scientist at Arkansas State University, told me. It would be like undertaking a book-length study demonizing Irish people, refusing to define what you mean by Irish, and then drawing on studies of native Irish in Ireland, non-Irish immigrants to Ireland, Irish Americans, people who took a 23andMe DNA test that showed Irish ancestry, and Bostonians who get drunk on Saint Patrick's Day to build your argument about the singular danger of "the Irish." It's preposterous.

Adam Harris: The education deserts of rural America

The authors write that they were "at the mercy of the choices made by the researchers who collected, sorted, classified, and tabulated their results." But reading between the lines, the authors' working definition of rural often seems to be "a not-so-nice place where white people live," irrespective of whether that place is a tiny hamlet or a small city. Some of the most jaw-dropping instances of this come when the authors discuss what they would have you believe is rural America's bigoted assault on local libraries. "The American Library Association tracked 1,269 efforts to ban books in libraries in 2022," Schaller and Waldman note. "Many of these efforts occurred in rural areas, where libraries have become a target of controversy over books with LGBTQ+ themes or discussions of racism." The authors detail attacks on a number of libraries: in Llano, Texas; Ashtabula County, Ohio; Craighead County, Arkansas; Maury County, Tennessee; Boundary County, Idaho; and Jamestown, Michigan.

But half of these locations--Craighead County, Maury County, and Jamestown--do not seem to qualify as rural. What the authors call "rural Jamestown, Michigan," scores a 1 out of 10 on one of the most popular metrics, the RUCA, used to measure rurality (1 being most urban), and is a quick commute away from the city of Grand Rapids.

That Schaller and Waldman so artfully dodged defining what they mean by rural is a shame for a host of reasons, not the least of which is that the question of who is rural is complex and fascinating. Scholars in rural studies make a distinction between subjective rural identity and objective rural residence--in other words, seeing yourself as rural versus living in a place that is geographically rural according to metrics like RUCA. The thing is, rural identity and rural residence are very, very different. Though Schaller and Waldman mention this distinction briefly in their authors' note, they do not meaningfully explore it. One political scientist I spoke with, Utah Valley University's Zoe Nemerever, recently co-authored a paper comparing rural self-identification to residence and found a stunning result: "A minority of respondents who described their neighborhood as rural actually live in an area considered rural." Her study found that 72 percent of people--at minimum--who saw themselves as living in a rural place did not live in a rural place at all.

It turns out I am one of those people. I grew up in Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania, an 88 percent white enclave in the southward center of the state. Eighteen minutes and nine miles to the east, you hit the capital city of Harrisburg, which has the best used bookstore in the tristate area. Nineteen minutes and 13 miles away to the west, you hit the game lands, where I spent my teenage years playing hooky and hunting in thick, hard-green mountains. Mechanicsburg feels urban, suburban, and rural all at once. There are strip malls and car dealerships. There are trailer parks and farms with beat-to-hell farmhouses. There are nice suburban neighborhoods with McMansions. My high school had a Future Farmers of America chapter and gave us the first day of deer season off. The final week of my senior year, a kid unballed his fist in the parking lot to show me a bag of heroin. Another wore bow ties and ended up at Harvard.

What do you call a place like that? It was both nice and not-nice. Somewhere and nowhere. Once in college, a professor made a wry joke: Describing a fictional town in a story, he quipped, "It's the kind of place you see a sign for on the highway, but no one is actually from there." He paused, racking his brain for an example. "Like Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania."

I tend to think of myself as having a comparatively "rural" identity for a variety of reasons: because Mechanicsburg was more rural when I was growing up. Because both sides of my family are from deeply rural places: Mathias, West Virginia (where 100 percent of the county population is rural), and Huntingdon, Pennsylvania (74 percent rural). Because, since the age of 10, I have spent nearly all my free time hunting or fishing, mostly in unambiguously rural areas that are a short drive from where I live. Because people like that professor tend to view my hometown as a place that is so irrelevant, it barely exists. So when Nemerever looked up data on Mechanicsburg and told me it had a RUCA score of 1 and was considered metropolitan--like Schaller and Waldman's erroneous library examples--I was genuinely surprised. I'd made the same mistake about my own hometown that Schaller and Waldman had about Jamestown, Michigan.

Scholars who study rural identity say that common misperceptions like this are why defining rural is so important. "Researchers should be highly conscious of what 'rural' means when they want to measure relevant social, psychological, and political correlates," a study of "non-rural rural identifiers" by Kristin Lunz Trujillo, a political-science professor at the University of South Carolina, warns. "Rurality can be a social identity that includes a broad group categorization, even including people who do not currently live in a rural area."

Schaller and Waldman might have understood these nuances--and not repeatedly misidentified rural areas--if they'd meaningfully consulted members of the rural-studies community. In a portion of their acknowledgments section, the authors thank researchers and journalists in the field who "directed our attention to findings of relevance for our inquiry." I contacted all 10 of these people, hoping to better understand what kind of input Schaller and Waldman sought from subject-matter experts. One said he was satisfied with the way his work had been acknowledged, and another did not respond to my message. Seven reported only a few cursory email exchanges with the authors about the subject of the book and were surprised to find that they had been thanked at all.

Although it is not unusual for authors to thank people they do not know or corresponded with only briefly, it is quite telling that not a single person I spoke with in rural studies--with the exception of the Wilmington College rural historian Keith Orejel, who said he was disappointed that his feedback did not seem to influence the book--said these men sought out their expertise in a serious way, circulated drafts of the book, or simply ran its controversial argument by them in detail.

The more significant problem with White Rural Rage is its analysis of the threat of political violence. A core claim of the book is that rural Americans are disproportionately likely to support or potentially commit violence that threatens American democracy. "Violent or not, anti-democratic sentiments and behaviors come in many forms and emerge from all over the nation," Schaller and Waldman claim. "But rural Whites pose a unique threat." The sections where the authors attempt to defend this assertion, however, contain glaring mistakes.

Schaller and Waldman describe the supposed threat to democracy posed by "constitutional sheriffs"--members of a right-wing sheriffs organization--in rural counties. But the authors offer no proof that these sheriffs are more likely to work in rural places. They cite an article about "rogue sheriffs elected in rural counties" that is not about rural sheriffs. And, in what Nemerever described to me as "an egregious misrepresentation and professional malpractice," Schaller and Waldman cite two articles about "constitutional sheriffs" that do not contain the words constitutional sheriff. Schaller and Waldman also share an anecdote about the antidemocratic adventures of "the sheriff of rural Johnson County, Kansas" as proof of the organization's dangerous influence. They neglect to mention that Johnson County is thoroughly metropolitan and a short drive from Kansas City. Per the 2020 census, it is not simply Kansas's most populous county; it is the least rural county in the entire state and one of the least rural in the entire country. It also flipped to Joe Biden in 2020 after Trump won it in 2016. (Schaller and Waldman acknowledged this mistake in an email to The Atlantic; they said they had looked up the information for Johnson County, Arkansas, which is rural. They said they will correct the error in future editions of the book.)

Antonia Hitchens: Like Uber, but for militias

The authors cite an article titled "The Rise of Political Violence in the United States" to support their claim that the threat of political violence is particularly acute in rural America. However, that article directly contradicts that claim. "Political violence in the United States has been greatest in suburbs where Asian American and Hispanic American immigration has been growing fastest, particularly in heavily Democratic metropoles surrounded by Republican-dominated rural areas," the author, Rachel Kleinfeld, a senior fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, notes. "These areas, where white flight from the 1960s is meeting demographic change, are areas of social contestation. They are also politically contested swing districts." Schaller and Waller claim, too, that "rural residents are more likely to favor violence over democratic deliberation to solve political disputes," but the article they cite as evidence discusses neither political violence nor democratic deliberation.

This pattern continues when the authors rattle off a list of violent extremists--including the Pizzagate gunman and a pair of men who plotted to capture Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer--implying that these instances are proof of the unique dangers of "rural" people. But these men are not rural. They're all from metropolitan areas with RUCA scores of 1 or 2, situated in counties that are also metropolitan. Time and time again, Schaller and Waldman warp the evidence to deflect blame away from metro areas, onto rural ones.

Nowhere is this shifting of blame more apparent than in Schaller and Waldman's assertion that rural Americans "are overrepresented among those with insurrectionist tendencies." As one review of the book notes, Schaller and Waldman marshal a report by the political scientist Robert Pape as evidence of this claim. But they completely misunderstand the point of Pape's study. When I contacted Pape to ask whether he thought that his research had been misused, he was unequivocal.

He directed me to the slide in his report cited by Schaller and Waldman to back up their claims. Schaller and Waldman rely on the slide to point out, correctly, that 27 percent of Americans with insurrectionist views are rural and that these views are slightly overrepresented among rural people. However, they ignore what Pape explicitly described, in big bold letters, as the report's "#1 key finding": that there are approximately 21 million potential insurrectionists in the United States--people who believe both that the 2020 election was stolen and that restoring Trump to the presidency by force is justified--and they are "mainly urban." The authors fail to explain why we should be more worried about the 5.67 million hypothetical rural insurrectionists than the 15.33 million who live in urban and suburban areas, have more resources, made up the bulk of January 6 participants, and are the primary danger according to Pape's report.

"They are giving the strong impression that our study is supporting their conclusion, when this is false," Pape told me. He added that this isn't a matter of subjective interpretation. The political scientist stretched his arms so that his right and left hands were in opposite corners of the Zoom screen: "Here is their argument. Here is their data. And there's a gulf in between."

Pape told me that he had been worried about this book from the moment he saw the authors discussing it on Morning Joe and describing what they call "the fourfold, interconnected threat that white rural voters pose to the country." "This is a tragedy for the country," Pape said, "because they're grossly underestimating the threat to our democracy." He went on to say that "the real tragedy would be if the DHS, the FBI, political leaders took this book seriously," because law enforcement and government officials would be focusing their limited resources on the wrong areas. Even as Schaller and Waldman accuse the media of not paying enough attention to the antidemocratic dangers of the far right, the authors are the ones who are not taking this threat seriously. By shining a spotlight on a small part of the insurrectionist movement, White Rural Rage risks distracting the public from the bigger dangers.

Arlie Hochschild, a celebrated sociologist and the author of Strangers in Their Own Land and a forthcoming book on Appalachia, struck a plaintive note in an email to me about White Rural Rage: "When I think of those I've come to know in Pike County, Kentucky--part of the nation's whitest and second poorest congressional district--I imagine that many would not see themselves in this portrait." She added that these Kentuckians would no doubt "feel stereotyped by books that talk of 'rural white rage,' by people who otherwise claim to honor 'diversity.'"

Kathy Cramer, author of The Politics of Resentment, a key work in the field that is cited by Schaller and Waldman, told me simply: "The question of our time is not who are the bad Americans, but what is wrong with our systems--our government, our economy, our modes of communication--that means that so many people feel unseen, unheard, and disrespected by the people in charge? And what can we do, constructively, about that?" It is a good question.  The authors of White Rural Rage might have written a fine book had they taken it seriously.

"The scholars who have criticized us aren't bothered by our methods; they're disturbed by our message," Schaller and Waldman wrote in a statement to The Atlantic. "One of our critics, Kristin Lunz Trujillo, said in response to our book, 'we need to be careful as scholars to not stereotype or condescend to white rural America in a way that erodes trust and widens divisions.' Though we would insist in the strongest possible terms that we engage in neither stereotyping nor condescension, we nevertheless find that a revealing comment: Rather than a statement about what the facts are or the scholarship reveals, it's a declaration of a political and professional agenda."

Schaller and Waldman also took issue with my criticism of the book on social media and in this article. "Like many of our critics," they wrote, I "would apparently rather apologize for the revanchist attitudes among many white rural Americans than speak honestly about the serious threats facing our secular, pluralist, constitutional democracy."

This book will only further erode American confidence in the media and academia at a moment when faith in these institutions is already at an all-time low. And it will likely pour gasoline on rural Americans' smoldering resentment, a resentment that is in no small part driven by the conviction that liberal elites both misunderstand and despise them. White Rural Rage provides a rather substantial piece of evidence to that score, and shows that rural folks' suspicions are anything but "fake news." However, this is only part of the story. And it is not the most important part.

Schaller and Waldman are right: There are real threats to American democracy, and we should be worried about political violence. But by erroneously pinning the blame on white rural Americans, they've distracted the public from the real danger. The threat we must contend with today is not white rural rage, but white urban and suburban rage.

Instead of reckoning with the ugly fact that a threat to our democracy is emerging from right-wing extremists in suburban and urban areas, the authors of White Rural Rage contorted studies and called unambiguously metro areas "rural" so that they could tell an all-too-familiar story about scary hillbillies. Perhaps this was easier than confronting the truth: that the call is coming from inside the house. It is not primarily the rural poor, but often successful, white metropolitan men who imperil our republic.
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The Trump Two-Step

Once you recognize the pattern, you'll see it everywhere.

by David A. Graham




Is Donald Trump that clever, or are the media still just that unprepared? Whatever the reason, he continues to be just as adept as ever at running circles around the press and public.

One of his most effective tools is what we might call the Trump Two-Step, in which the former president says something outrageous, backs away from it in the face of criticism, and then fully embraces it. The goal here is to create a veneer of deniability. It doesn't even need to be plausible; it just needs to muddy the waters a bit.

That pattern is clear in his recent invocations of a "bloodbath" if he doesn't win the 2024 presidential election. During a March 16 speech in Ohio, Trump blasted President Joe Biden's push for electric vehicles. (Trump is angry that the United Auto Workers endorsed Biden, who walked on a picket line with striking employees, rather than Trump, who held a rally at a nonunion shop.) It's difficult to capture the full context of Trump's remarks because he meanders so much, but he was speaking about the auto industry when he warned about a "bloodbath." Here's a snippet from the full transcript:

We're going to put a 100 percent tariff on every single car that comes across the line, and you're not going to be able to sell those cars, if I get elected. Now, if I don't get elected, it's going to be a bloodbath for the whole ... That's going to be the least of it. It's going to be a bloodbath for the country. That'll be the least of it. But they're not going to sell those cars.


As Semafor's David Weigel laid out, the "bloodbath" remark went viral after it was snipped and circulated by liberal social-media influencers. Mainstream reporters, scrambling to catch up with the zeitgeist, wrote stories that covered the line out of context. This was somewhat understandable--Trump is, after all, the person who ranted about "American carnage" in his inaugural address--but also sloppy and wrong. Politico, for example, reported that "it was unclear what the former president meant exactly," leading a spokesperson for a pro-Trump super PAC to ask whether it is "standard practice for you to cover events you don't watch."

Adam Serwer: The U.S. media is completely unprepared to cover a Trump presidency

Trump and his allies leaped to portray the whole thing as evidence of the media's dishonesty. They said it was self-evident that he was speaking metaphorically. "The Fake News Media, and their Democrat Partners in the destruction of our Nation, pretended to be shocked at my use of the word BLOODBATH, even though they fully understood that I was simply referring to imports allowed by Crooked Joe Biden, which are killing the automobile industry," Trump wrote on Truth Social. Elon Musk posted on X, "Legacy media lies."

That was the end of it, right? Of course not. On Tuesday, Trump spoke in Michigan, where he once again used the word, this time literally. "I stand before you today to declare that Joe Biden's border bloodbath--and that's what it is; it's a bloodbath; they tried to use this term incorrectly on me two weeks ago ... but it's a border bloodbath, and it's destroying our country," he said. The Republican National Committee also launched a website called BidenBloodbath.com, which warns that "there is blood on Biden's hands." (In the same speech, Trump said that accused criminals are "not humans; they're animals," the sort of dehumanizing rhetoric that helps create conditions for violence.)

Trump ends up getting it both ways: He attacks the media for misrepresenting him as a prophet of violence, then turns around and blithely prophesies violence. Anyone who's willing to gamble that he won't be making even more explicit predictions of election-related bloodshed by this summer is either a political hack or a fool easily parted from his money (or perhaps both, like Musk).

Once you recognize the Trump Two-Step, you see it everywhere. The ur-example might be his plan for a registry of Muslims in the U.S., which emerged during his first campaign. Trump had been saying all manner of inflammatory things about Muslims when a reporter asked him whether he would consider a database tracking Muslims in the United States. Trump, who seems terrified of appearing conciliatory or caught off guard, replied, "I would certainly implement that. Absolutely." The backlash was immediate, and included comparisons to Nazi Germany. Trump backed away, tweeting, "I didn't suggest a database--a reporter did." But when it became apparent that anti-Muslim bigotry was popular with his supporters, he started pushing a plan to ban Muslims from entering the country.

David A. Graham: Trump says he'll be a dictator on 'day one'

As president, Trump followed the same pattern. In the fall of 2019, Trump was facing impeachment for trying to get Ukraine to interfere in the 2020 election on his behalf. He denied the charges, which he called a witch hunt. Meanwhile, he continued to do exactly the thing he said he hadn't done, publicly calling on China to investigate the Biden family to aid his own reelection.

And he has made the two-step a big part of his reelection strategy. In December, Sean Hannity teed Trump up with a softball question, asking him to affirm that he wouldn't abuse his power if elected. Trump declined, saying he wanted to be a dictator on day one, but only on day one. (Cold comfort!) When the remark drew horror, Trump said he'd just been kidding around, suggesting that people needed to lighten up. Then, a few days later, he once again said that he planned to be a dictator on his first day in office.

Trump's fans often say that what they admire about him is that, like it or not, he says what he means. So why are they so resistant to taking him at his word?
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The Great Democratic Success Story That Wasn't

America can't deliver Myanmar from its dictatorship, but it can do more than shift the burden and look away.

by Timothy McLaughlin




The Obama administration seemed to take special pride in its policy toward Myanmar. American statecraft had coaxed the country's reclusive military dictatorship onto a path of democratic transformation, Kurt Campbell, who served as an assistant secretary of state at the time, wrote in his 2016 book, Pivot: "One of the world's most isolated, tragic, and magical lands had finally opened to the world because of intrepid American diplomacy, perhaps fundamentally changing the trajectory of Asia."

Then, in February 2021, Myanmar's government fell to a military coup. The country had known little peace for decades, but now it was spiraling into untold violence: Protesters poured into the streets, the junta cracked down, and new armed groups joined those that had already been fighting the military. Campbell, serving in the White House under President Joe Biden as Asia czar, had precious little to say about Myanmar then, nor did lawmakers ask him about Myanmar during his recent confirmation as deputy secretary of state.

Myanmar was once the buzziest of foreign-policy causes. It commanded immense bipartisan support; lawmakers and officials clamored to take credit for its success. Then, in its hour of difficulty, it all but vanished from view in Washington. The limited U.S. response to the country's travails has "been sort of in the right direction, but lacking energy and commitment," Scot Marciel, who previously served as U.S. ambassador to Myanmar, told me.

Read: No one is saving Myanmar

Myanmar's crisis is growing and threatens to destabilize the region. The country's armed opposition has gathered strength in recent months. The military, facing its most serious battlefield test, has resorted to ever more brutal tactics. Waves of refugees are overflowing the country's borders. Myanmar's junta has reluctantly turned to China for support, and Beijing, initially displeased with the coup, has begun inserting itself into the conflict and country more forcefully than in the past.

Myanmar's trajectory was never as simple as Washington wanted to believe. But that doesn't mean that its long-term prospects for democracy are hopeless, or that the United States should leave the country to the tender mercies of warring factions and Chinese intervention. Myanmar is a good example of a country where the longevity of U.S. commitment matters, and where the most constructive measures call for patience and pragmatism, not declaring a victory for democracy and walking away.



In 2012, Barack Obama became the first sitting U.S. president to visit Myanmar, as the country's repressive military dictatorship cautiously, haltingly opened to the world. In 2015, during that brief flowering of diplomatic relations, Myanmar held its first freely contested election in a quarter century. The military-drafted constitution prevented Aung San Suu Kyi, the country's Nobel Prize-winning opposition leader, from serving as president, but her party, the National League for Democracy (NLD), won the vote handily and came to power. Suu Kyi created the role of state counselor to work around the military's obstruction and became the de facto head of state.

This seemingly golden moment lasted only a short time before the military cracked down on the ethnic Rohingya in Rakhine State, in the country's northwest, in a campaign that has been widely condemned as genocide. The civilian government sided with the military: At The Hague in 2019, Suu Kyi argued that Myanmar's armed forces had their own justice system that was capable of punishing those who may have committed crimes. The position perplexed her foreign admirers, given the military's history of impunity--and that it had specifically punished Suu Kyi in the past by locking her in her lakeside villa for 15 years. But Suu Kyi's defense of the campaign against the Rohingya didn't seem to taint her in the eyes of her most ardent Beltway supporters. Nor did it faze voters in Myanmar, where many endowed her with a saintlike stature. In the 2020 election, the NLD carried off an even more resounding victory than before.

But Suu Kyi's second electoral victory was apparently one too many for Min Aung Hlaing, the country's politically ambitious commander in chief. On the morning of February 1, 2021, military vehicles sped into the country's capital, and Min Aung Hlaing and his cadres supplanted the elected government. The coup "was, at its core, an immense act of political revenge," a former high-ranking government official, who asked not to be named out of fear of reprisal, told me. Suu Kyi was jailed in a hastily constructed prison designed for one, protests mushroomed across the country, and the country's armed forces responded with unrestrained violence.

Read: Joe Biden's challenge was Barack Obama's victory

Over the next two years, the junta and its proxies battled a sprawling patchwork of resistance forces, including some preexisting armed groups representing ethnic minorities. International bodies issued toothless statements of concern as Myanmar's military reportedly burned entire villages, dropped bombs indiscriminately, and raped civilians. The junta leaned into its relationships with old allies, most notably Russia, as it attempted to carry on the functions of the state.

Late last October, the conflict reached a head. A group called the Three Brotherhood Alliance, consisting of three armed ethnic groups, carried out coordinated attacks, including many along Myanmar's border with China, where Burmese organized-crime syndicates had set up compounds housing sophisticated cyberscam operations. Beijing tacitly approved the attacks because the scams were a nuisance to China.

The Three Brotherhood Alliance captured dozens of high-ranking officials and killed hundreds of soldiers. A few months later, in February, the junta announced a conscription drive to replenish its depleted ranks, setting off a rush for visas and the exits.

Myanmar has long been a problematic neighbor--now it's an outright disaster for the region. The country has largely lost control of its borders. Rake-thin, exhausted soldiers were filmed earlier this year fleeing Myanmar into Bangladesh. India has said it will begin constructing a border fence. Officials in Thailand have warned of a possible influx of 4 million undocumented migrants from Myanmar this year, with potentially "catastrophic effects" on Thailand's "economy, society, and security." And at least twice since the coup, errant bombs have landed inside China, which has become ever more frustrated with the instability and disruption in Myanmar.

Read: China is the Myanmar coup's 'biggest loser'

The effects of Myanmar's troubles extend even beyond the country's immediate neighbors. "Production of illicit drugs, not only opium but also methamphetamines, including ice, is soaring and reaching markets as far afield as Australia and Japan. Rohingya from both Bangladesh and Rakhine State are fleeing to third countries, particularly Malaysia and Indonesia," Thomas Kean, a Myanmar analyst for the International Crisis Group, told me. "The list goes on and on."

Which is to say that even if Myanmar isn't likely to be the next great democratization success story, its future matters. And if the United States can't bring itself to care about it, China will be the main power determining its course.



The American response to the coup in Myanmar and the turmoil that followed has been anemic, especially compared with its once full-throated championing of the short-lived civilian government.

Following the coup, Washington downgraded diplomatic relations with Myanmar and imposed sanctions meant to punish the junta's leaders and cut off its flow of funds and weapons. In 2022, the Biden administration declared the campaign against the Rohingya a genocide, a decision that the previous administration had pushed off for reasons of its own. And the Burma Act, a long-delayed piece of legislation promising aid to the country's people and stepping up pressure on the junta, was signed into law in 2023 as part of the National Defense Authorization Act.

But sanctions are not a substitute for a policy. They are merely a tool, and they come with limitations, particularly as Myanmar's economy has become more international, and its web of military bagmen adept at evading sanctions has grown. As for the Burma Act, it was originally devised in 2019 and passed only after being watered down significantly. Its measures, now, are little and late.

In fact, the Biden administration has outsourced much of the responsibility for Myanmar to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), a 10-country regional bloc of which Myanmar is a member. That group has achieved next to nothing and clings rather humiliatingly to a five-point plan that the junta has blatantly disregarded for the past three years. National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan continues to reiterate America's support for the all-but-dead five-point plan. Backing ASEAN's feckless approach is not just ineffectual; it further diminishes American credibility by tethering Washington to a bloc that much of Myanmar has come to loathe.

Many in Washington never quite got over Suu Kyi, whom they saw as Myanmar's sole avatar of democracy. With her gone and no replacement, the country lacks a visible champion. But it is transforming. The military's savagery, long known to ethnic minorities, is now broadcast daily to the wider public on social media, leading many Burmese to reevaluate the armed forces' role in society. The country's prodemocracy forces have formed a parallel civilian government in exile that has promised a more inclusive and equitable model of governance than Suu Kyi's party ever offered. Some members have even shown a bit of concern for the plight of the Rohingya.

The U.S. can't deliver Myanmar from its dictatorship. But it can do more than abdicate responsibility and shift the burden to unhelpful neighbors. Washington could, for example, provide technical assistance to local governments in areas controlled by resistance groups, and direct U.S. humanitarian aid to stranded communities through avenues not controlled by the junta.

Myanmar's new reality is complex and fractured, and engaging with it means engaging with democratic forces that fall outside official channels. Even a fraction of the high-level attention that Myanmar got during the Obama years would demonstrate to the country's rightly frustrated people that American interest is genuine, long-term, and not just a fleeting diplomatic vanity project.

The United States likes to reiterate its commitment to helping "restore Burma's path to democracy." That path is not visible at the moment. The military has proved itself as durable as it is brutal. But there could one day be another opening, and if the United States hopes to support the democratic development of Myanmar, it should not stand back and wait for that day but begin now to rebuild trust.

In his book, Campbell acknowledges that progress in Myanmar is very often paired with "heartbreaking setbacks." But, he writes, "the question for the country is not whether it will return to the past but how it will move into the future--and whether the United States will assist it as it does."
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Do Voters Care About Policy Even a Little?

Joe Biden turned one of the highest-polling ideas in politics into reality. Few voters have even noticed.

by Roge Karma




Suppose the president asked you to design the ideal piece of legislation--the perfect mix of good politics and good policy. You'd probably want to pick something that saves people a lot of money. You'd want it to fix a problem that people have been mad about for a long time, in an area that voters say they care about a lot--such as, say, health care. You'd want it to appeal to voters across the political spectrum. And you'd want it to be a policy that polls well.

You would, in other words, want something like letting Medicare negotiate prescription-drug prices. This would make drugs much more affordable for senior citizens--who vote like crazy--and, depending on the poll, it draws support from 80 to 90 percent of voters. The idea has been championed by both Bernie Sanders and Joe Manchin. Turn it into reality, and surely you'd see parades in your honor in retirement communities across the country.

Except Joe Biden did turn that idea into reality, and he seems to have gotten approximately zero credit for it. Tucked into the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 was a series of measures to drastically lower prescription-drug costs for seniors, including by allowing Medicare to negotiate drug prices. And yet Biden trails Donald Trump in most election polls and has one of the lowest approval ratings of any president in modern American history.

In that respect, drug pricing is a microcosm of Biden's predicament--and a challenge to conventional theories of politics, in which voters reward politicians for successful legislation. Practically nothing is more popular than lowering drug prices, and yet the popularity hasn't materialized. Which raises an uncomfortable question: Politically speaking, does policy matter at all?

High drug prices are not a fact of nature. In 2018, the average list price of a month's worth of insulin was $12 in Canada, $11 in Germany, and $7 in Australia. In the U.S., it was $99. America today spends more than seven times per person on retail prescription drugs than it did in 1980, and more than one in four adults taking prescription drugs in the U.S. report difficulty affording them.

Short of direct price caps, the most obvious way to address the problem is to let Medicare--which, with 65 million members, is the nation's largest insurer--negotiate prices with drug manufacturers. Just about every other rich country does a version of this, which is partly why Americans pay nearly three times more for prescription drugs than Europeans and Canadians do. Price negotiation would slash costs for Medicare beneficiaries, while cutting annual federal spending by tens of billions of dollars.

The pharmaceutical industry argues that lower prices will leave companies with less money to invest in inventing new, life-saving medicines. But the Congressional Budget Office recently estimated that even if drug companies' profits dropped 15 to 25 percent as a result of price negotiation, that would prevent only 1 percent of all new drugs from coming to market over the next decade.

Ezekiel J. Emanuel: Big Pharma's go-to defense of soaring drug prices doesn't add up

Medicare drug-price negotiation has nonetheless had a tortured three-decade journey to becoming law. Bill Clinton made it a central plank of his push to overhaul the American health-care system, an effort that went down in flames after a massive opposition campaign by all corners of the health-care industry. Barack Obama campaigned on the idea but quickly abandoned it in order to win drug companies' support for the Affordable Care Act. In 2016, even Donald Trump promised to "negotiate like crazy" on drug prices, but he never did.

Joe Biden accomplished what none of his predecessors could. The Inflation Reduction Act is best known for its clean-energy investments, but it also empowered Medicare to negotiate prices for the drugs that seniors spend the most money on. In February of this year, negotiations began for the first 10 of those drugs, on which Medicare patients collectively spend $3.4 billion out of pocket every year--a number that will go down dramatically when the newly negotiated prices come into effect. The IRA will also cap Medicare patients' out-of-pocket costs for all drugs, including those not included on the negotiation list, at $2,000 a year, and the cost of insulin in particular at $35 a month. (In 2022, the top 10 anticancer drugs cost a Medicare patient $10,000 to $15,000 a year on average.) And it effectively prohibits drug companies from raising prices on other medications faster than inflation. "Right now, many people have to choose between getting the care they need and not going broke," Stacie Dusetzina, a cancer researcher at Vanderbilt University, told me. "These new policies change that."

Yet they don't seem to have caused voters to warm up to Biden. The president's approval rating has remained stuck at about 40 percent since before the IRA passed, lower than any other president at this point in their term since Harry Truman. A September AP/NORC poll found that even though more than three-quarters of Americans supported the drug-price negotiation, just 48 percent approved of how Biden was handling the issue of prescription-drug prices. A similar dynamic holds across other elements of the Biden agenda. In polls, more than two-thirds of voters say they support Biden's three major legislative accomplishments--the IRA, the CHIPS Act, and the bipartisan infrastructure bill--and many individual policies in those bills, including raising taxes on the wealthy and investing in domestic manufacturing, poll in the 70s and 80s.

All of this poses a particular challenge for the "popularism" theory. After Biden barely squeaked by Donald Trump in 2020, an influential group of pollsters, pundits, and political consultants began arguing that the Democratic Party had become associated with policies, such as "Defund the police," that alienated swing voters. If Democrats were serious about winning elections, the argument went, they would have to focus on popular "kitchen table" issues and shut up about their less mainstream views on race and immigration. Drug-price negotiation quickly became the go-to example; David Shor, a political consultant known for popularizing popularism, highlighted it as the single most popular of the nearly 200 policies his polling firm had tested in 2021.

One obvious possibility for why this has not translated into support for the president is that voters simply care more about other things, such as inflation. Another is that they are unaware of what Biden has done. A KFF poll from December found that less than a third of voters knows that the IRA allows Medicare to negotiate drug prices, and even fewer are aware of the bill's other drug-related provisions. Perhaps that's because these changes mostly haven't happened yet. The $2,000 cap on out-of-pocket costs doesn't come into effect until 2025, and the first batch of new negotiated prices won't kick in until 2026. Or perhaps, as some popularists argue, it's because Biden and his allies haven't talked about those things enough. "I'm concerned that Democrats are dramatically underperforming their potential in terms of talking about healthcare policy and making healthcare debates a salient issue in 2024," the blogger Matthew Yglesias wrote in October.

When I raised this critique with current and former members of the Biden administration, the sense of frustration was palpable. "The president is constantly talking about things like lowering drug prices and building roads and bridges," Bharat Ramamurti, a former deputy director for Biden's National Economic Council, told me. "We read the same polling as everyone else. We know those are popular." He pointed out that, for instance, Biden has spoken at length about lowering prescription-drug prices in every one of his State of the Union addresses.

The problem, Ramamurti argues, is that the press doesn't necessarily cover what the president says. Student-debt cancellation gets a lot of coverage because it generates a lot of conflict: progressives against moderates, activists against economists, young against old--which makes for juicy stories. The unfortunate paradox of super-popular policies is that, almost by definition, they fail to generate the kind of drama needed to get people to pay attention to them.

Both sides have a point here. It's true that Biden's drug-pricing policies have received relatively little media coverage, but it's also up to politicians and their campaigns to find creative ways to generate interest in the issues they want people to focus on. Simply listing policy accomplishments in a speech or releasing a fact sheet about how they will help people isn't enough. (The same problem applies to other issue areas. According to a Data for Progress poll, for example, only 41 percent of likely voters were aware as of early March that Biden had increased investments in infrastructure.)

Ronald Brownstein: Americans really don't like Trump's health-care plans

For the White House, the task of getting the word out may become easier in the coming months, as voters finally begin to feel the benefits of the administration's policies. The cap on annual out-of-pocket drug costs kicked in only at the beginning of the year (this year, it's about $3,500, and it will fall to $2,000 in 2025); presumably some Medicare-enrolled voters will notice as their medication costs hit that number. In September, just in time for the election, Biden will announce new prices for the 10 drugs currently being negotiated.

Another assist could come from efforts to stop the law from taking effect. Last year, multiple pharmaceutical companies and industry lobbying groups filed lawsuits, many in jurisdictions with Trump-appointed judges, to prevent Medicare from negotiating drug prices; meanwhile, congressional Republicans have publicly come out against the IRA overall and drug-price caps in particular. As the failed effort to repeal the Affordable Care Act in 2017 showed, few things rally support for a policy like the prospect of it being taken away.

The more pessimistic outlook is that voters' impressions of political candidates have little to do with the legislation those candidates pass or the policies they support. Patrick Ruffini, a co-founder of the polling firm Echelon Insights, pointed out to me that, in 2020, when voters were asked which presidential candidate was more competent, Biden had a nine-point advantage over Trump; today Trump has a 16-point advantage. "I don't know if there's any amount of passing popular policies that can overcome that," Ruffini said.

That doesn't make the policy stakes of the upcoming election any lower. If he's reelected, Biden wants to expand Medicare's drug negotiation to 50 drugs a year and extend the out-of-pocket spending caps to the general population. Trump, meanwhile, has said he is going to "totally kill" the Affordable Care Act and that he intends to dismantle the IRA. There's some drama for you. Whether it will get anyone's attention remains to be seen.
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The One Big Thing You Can Do for Your Kids

The research shows that you probably have less effect on your kids than you think--with one big exception: Your love will make them happy.

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.

When one of my now-adult kids was in middle school, I had a small epiphany about parenting. I had been haranguing him constantly about his homework and grades, which were indeed a problem. One night, after an especially bad day, I was taking stock of the situation, and came to a realization: I didn't actually care very much about his grades. What I wanted was for him to grow up to become a responsible, ethical, faithful, well-adjusted man. From that day forward, I stopped talking about his grades and started talking about values. It was a relief for both of us.

But then I got to wondering: If bugging him about grades didn't change anything, why would talking about values make a difference? Did it really matter what I said about anything?

If you have children--or plan to have them--you probably share my concerns. According to a survey last year by the Pew Research Center, the No. 1 desire of parents for their children (which 94 percent of those surveyed say is extremely or very important) is that their kids turn out to be honest and ethical. Meanwhile, the No. 1 worry (which 76 percent of parents said was extremely-to-somewhat worrisome) is that their kids might struggle with depression or anxiety. In short, we want them above all to be good and happy people.

But just wanting these things isn't enough. How do we achieve these goals? This question is at least as ancient as human civilization. Should we talk about these things with our children a lot, or not? Be strict with them, or lax? Or perhaps everything is genetics anyway, so maybe we should just hope and pray for the best. Fortunately, recent research has offered ways to help answer some of these difficult questions--and make us better parents.

Arthur C. Brooks: The happy art of grandparenting

A foundational question about raising children revolves around nature versus nurture: how much of a child's development is due to their genes rather than their upbringing. When I was a child, nurture theories had the upper hand. The common belief was that kids are a blank slate, or are nearly so, and that parenting is what really matters to mold who they will become as adults. Latterly, however, this view has been turned upside down, after study upon study has shown that a huge amount of personality is biological and inherited. For example, one 1996 study involving 123 pairs of identical twins (who share 100 percent of their genes) and 127 pairs of fraternal twins (who, like any other pair of siblings, share about 50 percent) estimated that 41 percent of neuroticism may be inherited, as well as 53 percent of extroversion, 61 percent of openness to experience, 41 percent of agreeableness, and 44 percent of conscientiousness.

You might be thinking that parenting may make up the other half or so, but that's not seemingly the case. Researchers in 2021 examined over time the correlation between the personality traits of progeny and parenting measures, and found that, in most aspects, parenting mattered about as much as birth order--which is to say, its effect was little to none.

The exceptions were in two dimensions of personality: conscientiousness and agreeableness. Children were more conscientious when parents were more involved in their lives and worked to provide cultural stimulation (such as taking them to museums); and children were more agreeable when their parents raised them with more structure and goals.

Genetics also matter a great deal for children's happiness. One study of fraternal and identical twins found that the genetic component discernible from analyzing the subjects' various self-reported ratings of personality traits and life satisfaction was about 31 percent. In contrast with the possibly limited influence of parenting style on most personality traits, however, parental behavior does appear to significantly affect the roughly half of children's happiness that may not be genetically determined. Specifically, one factor--parental warmth and affection, with slightly more weight to that of fathers--has been shown to make up about a third of "psychological adjustment" differences in their children, a holistic measure that includes markers of happiness.

Parenting involves both words and actions. Even if parents like to say to their children, usually with little effect, "Do what I say," most parents come to notice that kids pay attention to everything their parents do, rather than what they say. And research backs up the idea that actions speak louder than words. For example, a 2001 study of parental religiosity among Catholics found that the behavior of a father (even more than the mother) who acts upon faith and is practicing will most affect the likelihood of his children growing up to be religious as well. Similarly, an investigation of substance use among adolescents discovered that among those who had tried alcohol, tobacco, or other drugs, 80 percent said their parents would say they disapproved of their teenager's behavior, but 100 percent did not say explicitly that their parents abstained from substances--suggesting that these children likely had at least one parent who used them to a lesser or greater extent.

Listen: The right choices in parenting

This tour through the research provides a set of parenting rules to act upon--one that I could very much have used when my kids were little. Better late than never, and I can still try to follow these rules now that I am a grandfather. Try them out and see if they make parenting easier and better for you. If your goal is virtue and happiness for your kids, keep these three things in mind.

1. Even a hot mess can be a good parent.
 It is easy to despair at being a parent--or to give yourself a pass--if you struggle with your own happiness or with a troublesome personality. I have heard many young adults say they're afraid to have kids because they don't want to pass on their own problems. True, much of your personality is transmitted to your offspring without your volition. As noted above, you may not be able to do much about their degree of extroversion, which seems largely a genetic given. But when it comes to conscientiousness and agreeableness (which, again, are what we really want for our children), parenting choices to be involved in their lives, and provide structure and goals, make a significant difference. And parenting does have a huge impact on their happiness.

2. When you don't know what to do, be warm and loving.
 For happiness, the parenting technique that truly matters is warmth and affection. As my wife used to say when we were at wit's end with our son, "I guess we should just love him." This might sound like a hippie recipe for disaster, but it isn't. Your kids don't need a drill sergeant, Santa Claus, or a helicopter mom; they need someone who loves them unconditionally, and shows it even when the brats deserve it the least. Especially when they're at their most brattish. Remember: That is what they will remember and give to your grandchildren (who will never be brats) when they themselves become parents.

3. Be the person you want your kids to become.
 The data don't lie, but as parents we do. Kids--who are walking BS-detectors--always notice when we say one thing and do another. Of course, deciding how to act to create the right example for them to follow isn't always easy. A good rule of thumb is to ask yourself how you'd like your son or daughter to behave as an adult in a given situation--and then do that yourself. When you're driving and get cut off in traffic, you would like it not to bother them--so don't let them see it bothering you. You would prefer they don't get drunk, so don't drink too much yourself. You'd like them to be generous to others, so be generous too.

Arthur C. Brooks: Don't teach your kids to fear the world

For young and future parents reading this, one last note: You will make a lot of mistakes, but mostly they won't matter. I can think of my selfishness and blunders as a father, and on some sleepless nights the instances roll around in my head and fill me with regret. But then I look at my son. So how did all my hectoring about grades and values work out?

He skipped college and joined the U.S. Marine Corps, in which he spent four years as a mortarman and sniper. Now 23, he is happily married and works in a job he loves as a manager at a construction company. He won't see this column because, well, he doesn't have time to read my stuff. But he loves me and I love him; we talk every single day; and despite all of my missteps, he turned out just fine. And most likely, so will your child.
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Crying Myself to Sleep on the Biggest Cruise Ship Ever

Seven agonizing nights aboard the Icon of the Seas

by Gary Shteyngart




Day 1

MY FIRST GLIMPSE of Royal Caribbean's Icon of the Seas, from the window of an approaching Miami cab, brings on a feeling of vertigo, nausea, amazement, and distress. I shut my eyes in defense, as my brain tells my optical nerve to try again.

The ship makes no sense, vertically or horizontally. It makes no sense on sea, or on land, or in outer space. It looks like a hodgepodge of domes and minarets, tubes and canopies, like Istanbul had it been designed by idiots. Vibrant, oversignifying colors are stacked upon other such colors, decks perched over still more decks; the only comfort is a row of lifeboats ringing its perimeter. There is no imposed order, no cogent thought, and, for those who do not harbor a totalitarian sense of gigantomania, no visual mercy. This is the biggest cruise ship ever built, and I have been tasked with witnessing its inaugural voyage.

"Author embarks on their first cruise-ship voyage" has been a staple of American essay writing for almost three decades, beginning with David Foster Wallace's "A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again," which was first published in 1996 under the title "Shipping Out." Since then, many admirable writers have widened and diversified the genre. Usually the essayist commissioned to take to the sea is in their first or second flush of youth and is ready to sharpen their wit against the hull of the offending vessel. I am 51, old and tired, having seen much of the world as a former travel journalist, and mostly what I do in both life and prose is shrug while muttering to my imaginary dachshund, "This too shall pass." But the Icon of the Seas will not countenance a shrug. The Icon of the Seas is the Linda Loman of cruise ships, exclaiming that attention must be paid. And here I am in late January with my one piece of luggage and useless gray winter jacket and passport, zipping through the Port of Miami en route to the gangway that will separate me from the bulk of North America for more than seven days, ready to pay it in full.

The aforementioned gangway opens up directly onto a thriving mall (I will soon learn it is imperiously called the "Royal Promenade"), presently filled with yapping passengers beneath a ceiling studded with balloons ready to drop. Crew members from every part of the global South, as well as a few Balkans, are shepherding us along while pressing flutes of champagne into our hands. By a humming Starbucks, I drink as many of these as I can and prepare to find my cabin. I show my blue Suite Sky SeaPass Card (more on this later, much more) to a smiling woman from the Philippines, and she tells me to go "aft." Which is where, now? As someone who has rarely sailed on a vessel grander than the Staten Island Ferry, I am confused. It turns out that the aft is the stern of the ship, or, for those of us who don't know what a stern or an aft are, its ass. The nose of the ship, responsible for separating the waves before it, is also called a bow, and is marked for passengers as the FWD, or forward. The part of the contemporary sailing vessel where the malls are clustered is called the midship. I trust that you have enjoyed this nautical lesson.

I ascend via elevator to my suite on Deck 11. This is where I encounter my first terrible surprise. My suite windows and balcony do not face the ocean. Instead, they look out onto another shopping mall. This mall is the one that's called Central Park, perhaps in homage to the Olmsted-designed bit of greenery in the middle of my hometown. Although on land I would be delighted to own a suite with Central Park views, here I am deeply depressed. To sail on a ship and not wake up to a vast blue carpet of ocean? Unthinkable.

I naively thought that my meatball T-shirt would be suitable for conversation-starting.

Allow me a brief preamble here. The story you are reading was commissioned at a moment when most staterooms on the Icon were sold out. In fact, so enthralled by the prospect of this voyage were hard-core mariners that the ship's entire inventory of guest rooms (the Icon can accommodate up to 7,600 passengers, but its inaugural journey was reduced to 5,000 or so for a less crowded experience) was almost immediately sold out. Hence, this publication was faced with the shocking prospect of paying nearly $19,000 to procure for this solitary passenger an entire suite--not including drinking expenses--all for the privilege of bringing you this article. But the suite in question doesn't even have a view of the ocean! I sit down hard on my soft bed. Nineteen thousand dollars for this.


The author tries to make friends at the world's largest swim-up bar at sea. (Gary Shteyngart)



The viewless suite does have its pluses. In addition to all the Malin+Goetz products in my dual bathrooms, I am granted use of a dedicated Suite Deck lounge; access to Coastal Kitchen, a superior restaurant for Suites passengers; complimentary VOOMSM Surf & Stream ("the fastest Internet at Sea") "for one device per person for the whole cruise duration"; a pair of bathrobes (one of which comes prestained with what looks like a large expectoration by the greenest lizard on Earth); and use of the Grove Suite Sun, an area on Decks 18 and 19 with food and deck chairs reserved exclusively for Suite passengers. I also get reserved seating for a performance of The Wizard of Oz, an ice-skating tribute to the periodic table, and similar provocations. The very color of my Suite Sky SeaPass Card, an oceanic blue as opposed to the cloying royal purple of the standard non-Suite passenger, will soon provoke envy and admiration. But as high as my status may be, there are those on board who have much higher status still, and I will soon learn to bow before them.

In preparation for sailing, I have "priced in," as they say on Wall Street, the possibility that I may come from a somewhat different monde than many of the other cruisers. Without falling into stereotypes or preconceptions, I prepare myself for a friendly outspokenness on the part of my fellow seafarers that may not comply with modern DEI standards. I believe in meeting people halfway, and so the day before flying down to Miami, I visited what remains of Little Italy to purchase a popular T-shirt that reads DADDY'S LITTLE MEATBALL across the breast in the colors of the Italian flag. My wife recommended that I bring one of my many T-shirts featuring Snoopy and the Peanuts gang, as all Americans love the beagle and his friends. But I naively thought that my meatball T-shirt would be more suitable for conversation-starting. "Oh, and who is your 'daddy'?" some might ask upon seeing it. "And how long have you been his 'little meatball'?" And so on.

I put on my meatball T-shirt and head for one of the dining rooms to get a late lunch. In the elevator, I stick out my chest for all to read the funny legend upon it, but soon I realize that despite its burnished tricolor letters, no one takes note. More to the point, no one takes note of me. Despite my attempts at bridge building, the very sight of me (small, ethnic, without a cap bearing the name of a football team) elicits no reaction from other passengers. Most often, they will small-talk over me as if I don't exist. This brings to mind the travails of David Foster Wallace, who felt so ostracized by his fellow passengers that he retreated to his cabin for much of his voyage. And Wallace was raised primarily in the Midwest and was a much larger, more American-looking meatball than I am. If he couldn't talk to these people, how will I? What if I leave this ship without making any friends at all, despite my T-shirt? I am a social creature, and the prospect of seven days alone and apart is saddening. Wallace's stateroom, at least, had a view of the ocean, a kind of cheap eternity.

Worse awaits me in the dining room. This is a large, multichandeliered room where I attended my safety training (I was shown how to put on a flotation vest; it is a very simple procedure). But the maitre d' politely refuses me entry in an English that seems to verge on another language. "I'm sorry, this is only for pendejos," he seems to be saying. I push back politely and he repeats himself. Pendejos ? Piranhas? There's some kind of P-word to which I am not attuned. Meanwhile elderly passengers stream right past, powered by their limbs, walkers, and electric wheelchairs. "It is only pendejo dining today, sir." "But I have a suite!" I say, already starting to catch on to the ship's class system. He examines my card again. "But you are not a pendejo," he confirms. I am wearing a DADDY'S LITTLE MEATBALL T-shirt, I want to say to him. I am the essence of pendejo.

Eventually, I give up and head to the plebeian buffet on Deck 15, which has an aquatic-styled name I have now forgotten. Before gaining entry to this endless cornucopia of reheated food, one passes a washing station of many sinks and soap dispensers, and perhaps the most intriguing character on the entire ship. He is Mr. Washy Washy--or, according to his name tag, Nielbert of the Philippines--and he is dressed as a taco (on other occasions, I'll see him dressed as a burger). Mr. Washy Washy performs an eponymous song in spirited, indeed flamboyant English: "Washy, washy, wash your hands, WASHY WASHY!" The dangers of norovirus and COVID on a cruise ship this size (a giant fellow ship was stricken with the former right after my voyage) makes Mr. Washy Washy an essential member of the crew. The problem lies with the food at the end of Washy's rainbow. The buffet is groaning with what sounds like sophisticated dishes--marinated octopus, boiled egg with anchovy, chorizo, lobster claws--but every animal tastes tragically the same, as if there was only one creature available at the market, a "cruisipus" bred specifically for Royal Caribbean dining. The "vegetables" are no better. I pick up a tomato slice and look right through it. It tastes like cellophane. I sit alone, apart from the couples and parents with gaggles of children, as "We Are Family" echoes across the buffet space.

I may have failed to mention that all this time, the Icon of the Seas has not left port. As the fiery mango of the subtropical setting sun makes Miami's condo skyline even more apocalyptic, the ship shoves off beneath a perfunctory display of fireworks. After the sun sets, in the far, dark distance, another circus-lit cruise ship ruptures the waves before us. We glance at it with pity, because it is by definition a smaller ship than our own. I am on Deck 15, outside the buffet and overlooking a bunch of pools (the Icon has seven of them), drinking a frilly drink that I got from one of the bars (the Icon has 15 of them), still too shy to speak to anyone, despite Sister Sledge's assertion that all on the ship are somehow related.

Kim Brooks: On failing the family vacation

The ship's passage away from Ron DeSantis's Florida provides no frisson, no sense of developing "sea legs," as the ship is too large to register the presence of waves unless a mighty wind adds significant chop. It is time for me to register the presence of the 5,000 passengers around me, even if they refuse to register mine. My fellow travelers have prepared for this trip with personally decorated T-shirts celebrating the importance of this voyage. The simplest ones say ICON INAUGURAL '24 on the back and the family name on the front. Others attest to an over-the-top love of cruise ships: WARNING! MAY START TALKING ABOUT CRUISING. Still others are artisanally designed and celebrate lifetimes spent married while cruising (on ships, of course). A couple possibly in their 90s are wearing shirts whose backs feature a drawing of a cruise liner, two flamingos with ostensibly male and female characteristics, and the legend "HUSBAND AND WIFE Cruising Partners FOR LIFE WE MAY NOT HAVE IT All Together BUT TOGETHER WE HAVE IT ALL." (The words not in all caps have been written in cursive.) A real journalist or a more intrepid conversationalist would have gone up to the couple and asked them to explain the longevity of their marriage vis-a-vis their love of cruising. But instead I head to my mall suite, take off my meatball T-shirt, and allow the first tears of the cruise to roll down my cheeks slowly enough that I briefly fall asleep amid the moisture and salt.


The aquatic rides remind the author of his latest colonoscopy. (Gary Shteyngart)



Day 2

I WAKE UP with a hangover. Oh God. Right. I cannot believe all of that happened last night. A name floats into my cobwebbed, nauseated brain: "Ayn Rand." Jesus Christ.

I breakfast alone at the Coastal Kitchen. The coffee tastes fine and the eggs came out of a bird. The ship rolls slightly this morning; I can feel it in my thighs and my schlong, the parts of me that are most receptive to danger.

I had a dangerous conversation last night. After the sun set and we were at least 50 miles from shore (most modern cruise ships sail at about 23 miles an hour), I lay in bed softly hiccupping, my arms stretched out exactly like Jesus on the cross, the sound of the distant waves missing from my mall-facing suite, replaced by the hum of air-conditioning and children shouting in Spanish through the vents of my two bathrooms. I decided this passivity was unacceptable. As an immigrant, I feel duty-bound to complete the tasks I am paid for, which means reaching out and trying to understand my fellow cruisers. So I put on a normal James Perse T-shirt and headed for one of the bars on the Royal Promenade--the Schooner Bar, it was called, if memory serves correctly.

"Ayn Rand, she came here with nothing."

I sat at the bar for a martini and two Negronis. An old man with thick, hairy forearms drank next to me, very silent and Hemingwaylike, while a dreadlocked piano player tinkled out a series of excellent Elton John covers. To my right, a young white couple--he in floral shorts, she in a light, summery miniskirt with a fearsome diamond ring, neither of them in football regalia--chatted with an elderly couple. Do it, I commanded myself. Open your mouth. Speak! Speak without being spoken to. Initiate. A sentence fragment caught my ear from the young woman, "Cherry Hill." This is a suburb of Philadelphia in New Jersey, and I had once been there for a reading at a synagogue. "Excuse me," I said gently to her. "Did you just mention Cherry Hill? It's a lovely place."

As it turned out, the couple now lived in Fort Lauderdale (the number of Floridians on the cruise surprised me, given that Southern Florida is itself a kind of cruise ship, albeit one slowly sinking), but soon they were talking with me exclusively--the man potbellied, with a chin like a hard-boiled egg; the woman as svelte as if she were one of the many Ukrainian members of the crew--the elderly couple next to them forgotten. This felt as groundbreaking as the first time I dared to address an American in his native tongue, as a child on a bus in Queens ("On my foot you are standing, Mister").

"I don't want to talk politics," the man said. "But they're going to eighty-six Biden and put Michelle in."

I considered the contradictions of his opening conversational gambit, but decided to play along. "People like Michelle," I said, testing the waters. The husband sneered, but the wife charitably put forward that the former first lady was "more personable" than Joe Biden. "They're gonna eighty-six Biden," the husband repeated. "He can't put a sentence together."

After I mentioned that I was a writer--though I presented myself as a writer of teleplays instead of novels and articles such as this one--the husband told me his favorite writer was Ayn Rand. "Ayn Rand, she came here with nothing," the husband said. "I work with a lot of Cubans, so ..." I wondered if I should mention what I usually do to ingratiate myself with Republicans or libertarians: the fact that my finances improved after pass-through corporations were taxed differently under Donald Trump. Instead, I ordered another drink and the couple did the same, and I told him that Rand and I were born in the same city, St. Petersburg/Leningrad, and that my family also came here with nothing. Now the bonding and drinking began in earnest, and several more rounds appeared. Until it all fell apart.

Read: Gary Shteyngart on watching Russian television for five days straight

My new friend, whom I will refer to as Ayn, called out to a buddy of his across the bar, and suddenly a young couple, both covered in tattoos, appeared next to us. "He fucking punked me," Ayn's frat-boy-like friend called out as he put his arm around Ayn, while his sizable partner sizzled up to Mrs. Rand. Both of them had a look I have never seen on land--their eyes projecting absence and enmity in equal measure. In the '90s, I drank with Russian soldiers fresh from Chechnya and wandered the streets of wartime Zagreb, but I have never seen such undisguised hostility toward both me and perhaps the universe at large. I was briefly introduced to this psychopathic pair, but neither of them wanted to have anything to do with me, and the tattooed woman would not even reveal her Christian name to me (she pretended to have the same first name as Mrs. Rand). To impress his tattooed friends, Ayn made fun of the fact that as a television writer, I'd worked on the series Succession (which, it would turn out, practically nobody on the ship had watched), instead of the far more palatable, in his eyes, zombie drama of last year. And then my new friends drifted away from me into an angry private conversation--"He punked me!"--as I ordered another drink for myself, scared of the dead-eyed arrivals whose gaze never registered in the dim wattage of the Schooner Bar, whose terrifying voices and hollow laughs grated like unoiled gears against the crooning of "Goodbye Yellow Brick Road."

But today is a new day for me and my hangover. After breakfast, I explore the ship's so-called neighborhoods. There's the AquaDome, where one can find a food hall and an acrobatic sound-and-light aquatic show. Central Park has a premium steak house, a sushi joint, and a used Rolex that can be bought for $8,000 on land here proudly offered at $17,000. There's the aforementioned Royal Promenade, where I had drunk with the Rands, and where a pair of dueling pianos duel well into the night. There's Surfside, a kids' neighborhood full of sugary garbage, which looks out onto the frothy trail that the behemoth leaves behind itself. Thrill Island refers to the collection of tubes that clutter the ass of the ship and offer passengers six waterslides and a surfing simulation. There's the Hideaway, an adult zone that plays music from a vomit-slathered, Brit-filled Alicante nightclub circa 1996 and proves a big favorite with groups of young Latin American customers. And, most hurtfully, there's the Suite Neighborhood.


Left: The Icon leaves a giant wake in its path. Right: Docked at Royal Caribbean's own Bahamian island, known as the Perfect Day at CocoCay. (Gary Shteyngart)



I say hurtfully because as a Suite passenger I should be here, though my particular suite is far from the others. Whereas I am stuck amid the riffraff of Deck 11, this section is on the highborn Decks 16 and 17, and in passing, I peek into the spacious, tall-ceilinged staterooms from the hallway, dazzled by the glint of the waves and sun. For $75,000, one multifloor suite even comes with its own slide between floors, so that a family may enjoy this particular terror in private. There is a quiet splendor to the Suite Neighborhood. I see fewer stickers and signs and drawings than in my own neighborhood--for example, MIKE AND DIANA PROUDLY SERVED U.S. MARINE CORPS RETIRED. No one here needs to announce their branch of service or rank; they are simply Suites, and this is where they belong. Once again, despite my hard work and perseverance, I have been disallowed from the true American elite. Once again, I am "Not our class, dear." I am reminded of watching The Love Boat on my grandmother's Zenith, which either was given to her or we found in the trash (I get our many malfunctioning Zeniths confused) and whose tube got so hot, I would put little chunks of government cheese on a thin tissue atop it to give our welfare treat a pleasant, Reagan-era gooeyness. I could not understand English well enough then to catch the nuances of that seafaring program, but I knew that there were differences in the status of the passengers, and that sometimes those differences made them sad. Still, this ship, this plenty--every few steps, there are complimentary nachos or milkshakes or gyros on offer--was the fatty fuel of my childhood dreams. If only I had remained a child.

I walk around the outdoor decks looking for company. There is a middle-aged African American couple who always seem to be asleep in each other's arms, probably exhausted from the late capitalism they regularly encounter on land. There is far more diversity on this ship than I expected. Many couples are a testament to Loving v. Virginia, and there is a large group of folks whose T-shirts read MELANIN AT SEA / IT'S THE MELANIN FOR ME. I smile when I see them, but then some young kids from the group makes Mr. Washy Washy do a cruel, caricatured "Burger Dance" (today he is in his burger getup), and I think, Well, so much for intersectionality.

At the infinity pool on Deck 17, I spot some elderly women who could be ethnic and from my part of the world, and so I jump in. I am proved correct! Many of them seem to be originally from Queens ("Corona was still great when it was all Italian"), though they are now spread across the tristate area. We bond over the way "Ron-kon-koma" sounds when announced in Penn Station.

"Everyone is here for a different reason," one of them tells me. She and her ex-husband last sailed together four years ago to prove to themselves that their marriage was truly over. Her 15-year-old son lost his virginity to "an Irish young lady" while their ship was moored in Ravenna, Italy. The gaggle of old-timers competes to tell me their favorite cruising stories and tips. "A guy proposed in Central Park a couple of years ago"--many Royal Caribbean ships apparently have this ridiculous communal area--"and she ran away screaming!" "If you're diamond-class, you get four drinks for free." "A different kind of passenger sails out of Bayonne." (This, perhaps, is racially coded.) "Sometimes, if you tip the bartender $5, your next drink will be free."

"Everyone's here for a different reason," the woman whose marriage ended on a cruise tells me again. "Some people are here for bad reasons--the drinkers and the gamblers. Some people are here for medical reasons." I have seen more than a few oxygen tanks and at least one woman clearly undergoing very serious chemo. Some T-shirts celebrate good news about a cancer diagnosis. This might be someone's last cruise or week on Earth. For these women, who have spent months, if not years, at sea, cruising is a ritual as well as a life cycle: first love, last love, marriage, divorce, death.

Read: The last place on Earth any tourist should go

I have talked with these women for so long, tonight I promise myself that after a sad solitary dinner I will not try to seek out company at the bars in the mall or the adult-themed Hideaway. I have enough material to fulfill my duties to this publication. As I approach my orphaned suite, I run into the aggro young people who stole Mr. and Mrs. Rand away from me the night before. The tattooed apparitions pass me without a glance. She is singing something violent about "Stuttering Stanley" (a character in a popular horror movie, as I discover with my complimentary VOOMSM Surf & Stream Internet at Sea) and he's loudly shouting about "all the money I've lost," presumably at the casino in the bowels of the ship.

So these bent psychos out of a Cormac McCarthy novel are angrily inhabiting my deck. As I mewl myself to sleep, I envision a limited series for HBO or some other streamer, a kind of low-rent White Lotus, where several aggressive couples conspire to throw a shy intellectual interloper overboard. I type the scenario into my phone. As I fall asleep, I think of what the woman who recently divorced her husband and whose son became a man through the good offices of the Irish Republic told me while I was hoisting myself out of the infinity pool. "I'm here because I'm an explorer. I'm here because I'm trying something new." What if I allowed myself to believe in her fantasy?


Left: Seafood pizza. Right: The author's special T-shirt. (Gary Shteyngart)



Day 3

"YOU REALLY STARTED AT THE TOP," they tell me. I'm at the Coastal Kitchen for my eggs and corned-beef hash, and the maitre d' has slotted me in between two couples. Fueled by coffee or perhaps intrigued by my relative youth, they strike up a conversation with me. As always, people are shocked that this is my first cruise. They contrast the Icon favorably with all the preceding liners in the Royal Caribbean fleet, usually commenting on the efficiency of the elevators that hurl us from deck to deck (as in many large corporate buildings, the elevators ask you to choose a floor and then direct you to one of many lifts). The couple to my right, from Palo Alto--he refers to his "porn mustache" and calls his wife "my cougar" because she is two years older--tell me they are "Pandemic Pinnacles."

This is the day that my eyes will be opened. Pinnacles, it is explained to me over translucent cantaloupe, have sailed with Royal Caribbean for 700 ungodly nights. Pandemic Pinnacles took advantage of the two-for-one accrual rate of Pinnacle points during the pandemic, when sailing on a cruise ship was even more ill-advised, to catapult themselves into Pinnacle status.

Because of the importance of the inaugural voyage of the world's largest cruise liner, more than 200 Pinnacles are on this ship, a startling number, it seems. Mrs. Palo Alto takes out a golden badge that I have seen affixed over many a breast, which reads CROWN AND ANCHOR SOCIETY along with her name. This is the coveted badge of the Pinnacle. "You should hear all the whining in Guest Services," her husband tells me. Apparently, the Pinnacles who are not also Suites like us are all trying to use their status to get into Coastal Kitchen, our elite restaurant. Even a Pinnacle needs to be a Suite to access this level of corned-beef hash.

"We're just baby Pinnacles," Mrs. Palo Alto tells me, describing a kind of internal class struggle among the Pinnacle elite for ever higher status.

And now I understand what the maitre d' was saying to me on the first day of my cruise. He wasn't saying "pendejo." He was saying "Pinnacle." The dining room was for Pinnacles only, all those older people rolling in like the tide on their motorized scooters.

And now I understand something else: This whole thing is a cult. And like most cults, it can't help but mirror the endless American fight for status. Like Keith Raniere's NXIVM, where different-colored sashes were given out to connote rank among Raniere's branded acolytes, this is an endless competition among Pinnacles, Suites, Diamond-Plusers, and facing-the-mall, no-balcony purple SeaPass Card peasants, not to mention the many distinctions within each category. The more you cruise, the higher your status. No wonder a section of the Royal Promenade is devoted to getting passengers to book their next cruise during the one they should be enjoying now. No wonder desperate Royal Caribbean offers ("FINAL HOURS") crowded my email account weeks before I set sail. No wonder the ship's jewelry store, the Royal Bling, is selling a $100,000 golden chalice that will entitle its owner to drink free on Royal Caribbean cruises for life. (One passenger was already gaming out whether her 28-year-old son was young enough to "just about earn out" on the chalice or if that ship had sailed.) No wonder this ship was sold out months before departure, and we had to pay $19,000 for a horrid suite away from the Suite Neighborhood. No wonder the most mythical hero of Royal Caribbean lore is someone named Super Mario, who has cruised so often, he now has his own working desk on many ships. This whole experience is part cult, part nautical pyramid scheme.

From the June 2014 issue: Ship of wonks

"The toilets are amazing," the Palo Altos are telling me. "One flush and you're done." "They don't understand how energy-efficient these ships are," the husband of the other couple is telling me. "They got the LNG"--liquefied natural gas, which is supposed to make the Icon a boon to the environment (a concept widely disputed and sometimes ridiculed by environmentalists).

But I'm thinking along a different line of attack as I spear my last pallid slice of melon. For my streaming limited series, a Pinnacle would have to get killed by either an outright peasant or a Suite without an ocean view. I tell my breakfast companions my idea.

"Oh, for sure a Pinnacle would have to be killed," Mr. Palo Alto, the Pandemic Pinnacle, says, touching his porn mustache thoughtfully as his wife nods.

"THAT'S RIGHT, IT'S your time, buddy!" Hubert, my fun-loving Panamanian cabin attendant, shouts as I step out of my suite in a robe. "Take it easy, buddy!"

I have come up with a new dressing strategy. Instead of trying to impress with my choice of T-shirts, I have decided to start wearing a robe, as one does at a resort property on land, with a proper spa and hammam. The response among my fellow cruisers has been ecstatic. "Look at you in the robe!" Mr. Rand cries out as we pass each other by the Thrill Island aqua park. "You're living the cruise life! You know, you really drank me under the table that night." I laugh as we part ways, but my soul cries out, Please spend more time with me, Mr. and Mrs. Rand; I so need the company.

In my white robe, I am a stately presence, a refugee from a better limited series, a one-man crossover episode. (Only Suites are granted these robes to begin with.) Today, I will try many of the activities these ships have on offer to provide their clientele with a sense of never-ceasing motion. Because I am already at Thrill Island, I decide to climb the staircase to what looks like a mast on an old-fashioned ship (terrified, because I am afraid of heights) to try a ride called "Storm Chasers," which is part of the "Category 6" water park, named in honor of one of the storms that may someday do away with the Port of Miami entirely. Storm Chasers consists of falling from the "mast" down a long, twisting neon tube filled with water, like being the camera inside your own colonoscopy, as you hold on to the handles of a mat, hoping not to die. The tube then flops you down headfirst into a trough of water, a Royal Caribbean baptism. It both knocks my breath out and makes me sad.

In keeping with the aquatic theme, I attend a show at the AquaDome. To the sound of "Live and Let Die," a man in a harness gyrates to and fro in the sultry air. I saw something very similar in the back rooms of the famed Berghain club in early-aughts Berlin. Soon another harnessed man is gyrating next to the first. Ja, I think to myself, I know how this ends. Now will come the fisting, naturlich. But the show soon devolves into the usual Marvel-film-grade nonsense, with too much light and sound signifying nichts. If any fisting is happening, it is probably in the Suite Neighborhood, inside a cabin marked with an upside-down pineapple, which I understand means a couple are ready to swing, and I will see none of it.

I go to the ice show, which is a kind of homage--if that's possible--to the periodic table, done with the style and pomp and masterful precision that would please the likes of Kim Jong Un, if only he could afford Royal Caribbean talent. At one point, the dancers skate to the theme song of Succession. "See that!" I want to say to my fellow Suites--at "cultural" events, we have a special section reserved for us away from the commoners--"Succession! It's even better than the zombie show! Open your minds!"

Finally, I visit a comedy revue in an enormous and too brightly lit version of an "intimate," per Royal Caribbean literature, "Manhattan comedy club." Many of the jokes are about the cruising life. "I've lived on ships for 20 years," one of the middle-aged comedians says. "I can only see so many Filipino homosexuals dressed as a taco." He pauses while the audience laughs. "I am so fired tonight," he says. He segues into a Trump impression and then Biden falling asleep at the microphone, which gets the most laughs. "Anyone here from Fort Leonard Wood?" another comedian asks. Half the crowd seems to cheer. As I fall asleep that night, I realize another connection I have failed to make, and one that may explain some of the diversity on this vessel--many of its passengers have served in the military.

As a coddled passenger with a suite, I feel like I am starting to understand what it means to have a rank and be constantly reminded of it. There are many espresso makers, I think as I look across the expanse of my officer-grade quarters before closing my eyes, but this one is mine.


Two enormous cruise ships at the Perfect Day at CocoCay, a private island with many of the same amenities as the ship itself (Gary Shteyngart)



Day 4

A shocking sight greets me beyond the pools of Deck 17 as I saunter over to the Coastal Kitchen for my morning intake of slightly sour Americanos. A tiny city beneath a series of perfectly pressed green mountains. Land! We have docked for a brief respite in Basseterre, the capital of St. Kitts and Nevis. I wolf down my egg scramble to be one of the first passengers off the ship. Once past the gangway, I barely refrain from kissing the ground. I rush into the sights and sounds of this scruffy island city, sampling incredible conch curry and buckets of non-Starbucks coffee. How wonderful it is to be where God intended humans to be: on land. After all, I am neither a fish nor a mall rat. This is my natural environment. Basseterre may not be Havana, but there are signs of human ingenuity and desire everywhere you look. The Black Table Grill Has been Relocated to Soho Village, Market Street, Directly Behind of, Gary's Fruits and Flower Shop. Signed. THE PORK MAN reads a sign stuck to a wall. Now, that is how you write a sign. A real sign, not the come-ons for overpriced Rolexes that blink across the screens of the Royal Promenade.

"Hey, tie your shoestring!" a pair of laughing ladies shout to me across the street.

"Thank you!" I shout back. Shoestring! "Thank you very much."

A man in Independence Square Park comes by and asks if I want to play with his monkey. I haven't heard that pickup line since the Penn Station of the 1980s. But then he pulls a real monkey out of a bag. The monkey is wearing a diaper and looks insane. Wonderful, I think, just wonderful! There is so much life here. I email my editor asking if I can remain on St. Kitts and allow the Icon to sail off into the horizon without me. I have even priced a flight home at less than $300, and I have enough material from the first four days on the cruise to write the entire story. "It would be funny ..." my editor replies. "Now get on the boat."

As I slink back to the ship after my brief jailbreak, the locals stand under umbrellas to gaze at and photograph the boat that towers over their small capital city. The limousines of the prime minister and his lackeys are parked beside the gangway. St. Kitts, I've been told, is one of the few islands that would allow a ship of this size to dock.

"We hear about all the waterslides," a sweet young server in one of the cafes told me. "We wish we could go on the ship, but we have to work."

"I want to stay on your island," I replied. "I love it here."

But she didn't understand how I could possibly mean that.

Day 5

"WASHY, WASHY, so you don't get stinky, stinky!" kids are singing outside the AquaDome, while their adult minders look on in disapproval, perhaps worried that Mr. Washy Washy is grooming them into a life of gayness. I heard a southern couple skip the buffet entirely out of fear of Mr. Washy Washy.

Meanwhile, I have found a new watering hole for myself, the Swim & Tonic, the biggest swim-up bar on any cruise ship in the world. Drinking next to full-size, nearly naked Americans takes away one's own self-consciousness. The men have curvaceous mom bodies. The women are equally un-shy about their sprawling physiques.

Today I've befriended a bald man with many children who tells me that all of the little trinkets that Royal Caribbean has left us in our staterooms and suites are worth a fortune on eBay. "Eighty dollars for the water bottle, 60 for the lanyard," the man says. "This is a cult."

"Tell me about it," I say. There is, however, a clientele for whom this cruise makes perfect sense. For a large middle-class family (he works in "supply chains"), seven days in a lower-tier cabin--which starts at $1,800 a person--allow the parents to drop off their children in Surfside, where I imagine many young Filipina crew members will take care of them, while the parents are free to get drunk at a swim-up bar and maybe even get intimate in their cabin. Cruise ships have become, for a certain kind of hardworking family, a form of subsidized child care.

There is another man I would like to befriend at the Swim & Tonic, a tall, bald fellow who is perpetually inebriated and who wears a necklace studded with little rubber duckies in sunglasses, which, I am told, is a sort of secret handshake for cruise aficionados. Tomorrow, I will spend more time with him, but first the ship docks at St. Thomas, in the U.S. Virgin Islands. Charlotte Amalie, the capital, is more charming in name than in presence, but I still all but jump off the ship to score a juicy oxtail and plantains at the well-known Petite Pump Room, overlooking the harbor. From one of the highest points in the small city, the Icon of the Seas appears bigger than the surrounding hills.

I overhear the male member of a young couple whisper, "There goes that freak" as I saunter by in my robe.

I usually tan very evenly, but something about the discombobulation of life at sea makes me forget the regular application of sunscreen. As I walk down the streets of Charlotte Amalie in my fluorescent Icon of the Seas cap, an old Rastafarian stares me down. "Redneck," he hisses.

"No," I want to tell him, as I bring a hand up to my red neck, "that's not who I am at all. On my island, Mannahatta, as Whitman would have it, I am an interesting person living within an engaging artistic milieu. I do not wish to use the Caribbean as a dumping ground for the cruise-ship industry. I love the work of Derek Walcott. You don't understand. I am not a redneck. And if I am, they did this to me." They meaning Royal Caribbean? Its passengers? The Rands?

"They did this to me!"

Back on the Icon, some older matrons are muttering about a run-in with passengers from the Celebrity cruise ship docked next to us, the Celebrity Apex. Although Celebrity Cruises is also owned by Royal Caribbean, I am made to understand that there is a deep fratricidal beef between passengers of the two lines. "We met a woman from the Apex," one matron says, "and she says it was a small ship and there was nothing to do. Her face was as tight as a 19-year-old's, she had so much surgery." With those words, and beneath a cloudy sky, humidity shrouding our weathered faces and red necks, we set sail once again, hopefully in the direction of home.


Inside the AquaDome, one can find a food hall and an acrobatic sound-and-light aquatic show. (Gary Shteyngart)



Day 6

THERE ARE BARELY 48 HOURS LEFT to the cruise, and the Icon of the Seas' passengers are salty. They know how to work the elevators. They know the Washy Washy song by heart. They understand that the chicken gyro at "Feta Mediterranean," in the AquaDome Market, is the least problematic form of chicken on the ship.

The passengers have shed their INAUGURAL CRUISE T-shirts and are now starting to evince political opinions. There are caps pledging to make America great again and T-shirts that celebrate words sometimes attributed to Patrick Henry: "The Constitution is not an instrument for the government to restrain the people; it is an instrument for the people to restrain the government." With their preponderance of FAMILY FLAG FAITH FRIENDS FIREARMS T-shirts, the tables by the crepe station sometimes resemble the Capitol Rotunda on January 6. The Real Anthony Fauci, by Robert F. Kennedy Jr., appears to be a popular form of literature, especially among young men with very complicated versions of the American flag on their T-shirts. Other opinions blend the personal and the political. "Someone needs to kill Washy guy, right?" a well-dressed man in the elevator tells me, his gray eyes radiating nothing. "Just beat him to death. Am I right?" I overhear the male member of a young couple whisper, "There goes that freak" as I saunter by in my white spa robe, and I decide to retire it for the rest of the cruise.

I visit the Royal Bling to see up close the $100,000 golden chalice that entitles you to free drinks on Royal Caribbean forever. The pleasant Serbian saleslady explains that the chalice is actually gold-plated and covered in white zirconia instead of diamonds, as it would otherwise cost $1 million. "If you already have everything," she explains, "this is one more thing you can get."

I believe that anyone who works for Royal Caribbean should be entitled to immediate American citizenship. They already speak English better than most of the passengers and, per the Serbian lady's sales pitch above, better understand what America is as well. Crew members like my Panamanian cabin attendant seem to work 24 hours a day. A waiter from New Delhi tells me that his contract is six months and three weeks long. After a cruise ends, he says, "in a few hours, we start again for the next cruise." At the end of the half a year at sea, he is allowed a two-to-three-month stay at home with his family. As of 2019, the median income for crew members was somewhere in the vicinity of $20,000, according to a major business publication. Royal Caribbean would not share the current median salary for its crew members, but I am certain that it amounts to a fraction of the cost of a Royal Bling gold-plated, zirconia-studded chalice.

And because most of the Icon's hyper-sanitized spaces are just a frittata away from being a Delta lounge, one forgets that there are actual sailors on this ship, charged with the herculean task of docking it in port. "Having driven 100,000-ton aircraft carriers throughout my career," retired Admiral James G. Stavridis, the former NATO Supreme Allied Commander Europe, writes to me, "I'm not sure I would even know where to begin with trying to control a sea monster like this one nearly three times the size." (I first met Stavridis while touring Army bases in Germany more than a decade ago.)

Today, I decide to head to the hot tub near Swim & Tonic, where some of the ship's drunkest reprobates seem to gather (the other tubs are filled with families and couples). The talk here, like everywhere else on the ship, concerns football, a sport about which I know nothing. It is apparent that four teams have recently competed in some kind of finals for the year, and that two of them will now face off in the championship. Often when people on the Icon speak, I will try to repeat the last thing they said with a laugh or a nod of disbelief. "Yes, 20-yard line! Ha!" "Oh my God, of course, scrimmage."

Soon we are joined in the hot tub by the late-middle-age drunk guy with the duck necklace. He is wearing a bucket hat with the legend HAWKEYES, which, I soon gather, is yet another football team. "All right, who turned me in?" Duck Necklace says as he plops into the tub beside us. "I get a call in the morning," he says. "It's security. Can you come down to the dining room by 10 a.m.? You need to stay away from the members of this religious family." Apparently, the gregarious Duck Necklace had photobombed the wrong people. There are several families who present as evangelical Christians or practicing Muslims on the ship. One man, evidently, was not happy that Duck Necklace had made contact with his relatives. "It's because of religious stuff; he was offended. I put my arm around 20 people a day."

Everyone laughs. "They asked me three times if I needed medication," he says of the security people who apparently interrogated him in full view of others having breakfast.

Another hot-tub denizen suggests that he should have asked for fentanyl. After a few more drinks, Duck Necklace begins to muse about what it would be like to fall off the ship. "I'm 62 and I'm ready to go," he says. "I just don't want a shark to eat me. I'm a huge God guy. I'm a Bible guy. There's some Mayan theory squaring science stuff with religion. There is so much more to life on Earth." We all nod into our Red Stripes.

"I never get off the ship when we dock," he says. He tells us he lost $6,000 in the casino the other day. Later, I look him up, and it appears that on land, he's a financial adviser in a crisp gray suit, probably a pillar of his North Chicago community.


Despite the prevalence of ice cream, the author lost two pounds on the cruise. (Gary Shteyngart)



Day 7

THE OCEAN IS TEEMING with fascinating life, but on the surface it has little to teach us. The waves come and go. The horizon remains ever far away.

I am constantly told by my fellow passengers that "everybody here has a story." Yes, I want to reply, but everybody everywhere has a story. You, the reader of this essay, have a story, and yet you're not inclined to jump on a cruise ship and, like Duck Necklace, tell your story to others at great pitch and volume. Maybe what they're saying is that everybody on this ship wants to have a bigger, more coherent, more interesting story than the one they've been given. Maybe that's why there's so much signage on the doors around me attesting to marriages spent on the sea. Maybe that's why the Royal Caribbean newsletter slipped under my door tells me that "this isn't a vacation day spent--it's bragging rights earned." Maybe that's why I'm so lonely.

Today is a big day for Icon passengers. Today the ship docks at Royal Caribbean's own Bahamian island, the Perfect Day at CocoCay. (This appears to be the actual name of the island.) A comedian at the nightclub opined on what his perfect day at CocoCay would look like--receiving oral sex while learning that his ex-wife had been killed in a car crash (big laughter). But the reality of the island is far less humorous than that.

One of the ethnic tristate ladies in the infinity pool told me that she loved CocoCay because it had exactly the same things that could be found on the ship itself. This proves to be correct. It is like the Icon, but with sand. The same tired burgers, the same colorful tubes conveying children and water from Point A to B. The same swim-up bar at its Hideaway ($140 for admittance, no children allowed; Royal Caribbean must be printing money off its clientele). "There was almost a fight at The Wizard of Oz," I overhear an elderly woman tell her companion on a chaise lounge. Apparently one of the passengers began recording Royal Caribbean's intellectual property and "three guys came after him."

I walk down a pathway to the center of the island, where a sign reads DO NOT ENTER: YOU HAVE REACHED THE BOUNDARY OF ADVENTURE. I hear an animal scampering in the bushes. A Royal Caribbean worker in an enormous golf cart soon chases me down and takes me back to the Hideaway, where I run into Mrs. Rand in a bikini. She becomes livid telling me about an altercation she had the other day with a woman over a towel and a deck chair. We Suites have special towel privileges; we do not have to hand over our SeaPass Card to score a towel. But the Rands are not Suites. "People are so entitled here," Mrs. Rand says. "It's like the airport with all its classes." "You see," I want to say, "this is where your husband's love of Ayn Rand runs into the cruelties and arbitrary indignities of unbridled capitalism." Instead we make plans to meet for a final drink in the Schooner Bar tonight (the Rands will stand me up).

Back on the ship, I try to do laps, but the pool (the largest on any cruise ship, naturally) is fully trashed with the detritus of American life: candy wrappers, a slowly dissolving tortilla chip, napkins. I take an extra-long shower in my suite, then walk around the perimeter of the ship on a kind of exercise track, past all the alluring lifeboats in their yellow-and-white livery. Maybe there is a dystopian angle to the HBO series that I will surely end up pitching, one with shades of WALL-E or Snowpiercer. In a collapsed world, a Royal Caribbean-like cruise liner sails from port to port, collecting new shipmates and supplies in exchange for the precious energy it has on board. (The actual Icon features a new technology that converts passengers' poop into enough energy to power the waterslides. In the series, this shitty technology would be greatly expanded.) A very young woman (18? 19?), smart and lonely, who has only known life on the ship, walks along the same track as I do now, contemplating jumping off into the surf left by its wake. I picture reusing Duck Necklace's words in the opening shot of the pilot. The girl is walking around the track, her eyes on the horizon; maybe she's highborn--a Suite--and we hear the voice-over: "I'm 19 and I'm ready to go. I just don't want a shark to eat me."

Before the cruise is finished, I talk to Mr. Washy Washy, or Nielbert of the Philippines. He is a sweet, gentle man, and I thank him for the earworm of a song he has given me and for keeping us safe from the dreaded norovirus. "This is very important to me, getting people to wash their hands," he tells me in his burger getup. He has dreams, as an artist and a performer, but they are limited in scope. One day he wants to dress up as a piece of bacon for the morning shift.

Epilogue

THE MAIDEN VOYAGE OF THE TITANIC (the Icon of the Seas is five times as large as that doomed vessel) at least offered its passengers an exciting ending to their cruise, but when I wake up on the eighth day, all I see are the gray ghosts that populate Miami's condo skyline. Throughout my voyage, my writer friends wrote in to commiserate with me. Sloane Crosley, who once covered a three-day spa mini-cruise for Vogue, tells me she felt "so very alone ... I found it very untethering." Gideon Lewis-Kraus writes in an Instagram comment: "When Gary is done I think it's time this genre was taken out back and shot." And he is right. To badly paraphrase Adorno: After this, no more cruise stories. It is unfair to put a thinking person on a cruise ship. Writers typically have difficult childhoods, and it is cruel to remind them of the inherent loneliness that drove them to writing in the first place. It is also unseemly to write about the kind of people who go on cruises. Our country does not provide the education and upbringing that allow its citizens an interior life. For the creative class to point fingers at the large, breasty gentlemen adrift in tortilla-chip-laden pools of water is to gather a sour harvest of low-hanging fruit.

A day or two before I got off the ship, I decided to make use of my balcony, which I had avoided because I thought the view would only depress me further. What I found shocked me. My suite did not look out on Central Park after all. This entire time, I had been living in the ship's Disneyland, Surfside, the neighborhood full of screaming toddlers consuming milkshakes and candy. And as I leaned out over my balcony, I beheld a slight vista of the sea and surf that I thought I had been missing. It had been there all along. The sea was frothy and infinite and blue-green beneath the span of a seagull's wing. And though it had been trod hard by the world's largest cruise ship, it remained.



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "A Meatball at Sea." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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During the Eclipse, Don't Just Look Up

There's so much more to experience.

by Hanna Rosin




There are people who have organized their lives around the appearance of a total eclipse. They're known as eclipse chasers, or more obscurely, "umbraphiles" (shadow lovers). They'll travel across continents for perfect weather, collect decades' worth of eclipse-related life stories, speak lovingly about the sun's corona. One example is the retired astrophysicist Fred Espenak, who earned a bit of celebrity when the United States Postal Service chose his photo of an eclipse for a 2017 stamp--an efficient way to spread the news that "a total eclipse of the sun is simply the most beautiful, stunning and awe-inspiring astronomical event you can see with the unaided eye," he once wrote.

Then there are other people (such as me) who need some convincing that it's as awesome as advertised. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, I talk with Espenak and Marina Koren, The Atlantic's self-proclaimed "outer-space bureau chief." Between them, we learn about the full-body experience of an eclipse, which, if not quite spiritual, is at least eerie, when you know what to tune into. How does an eclipse feel on your skin? What does it do to the animals? What does it do to your sense of time? And what are you waiting for?

Listen to the conversation here:

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



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Marina Koren: So in 2017, I was in a park in Tennessee, and it was having an eclipse event, and everyone had their eclipse glasses.

Hanna Rosin: This is Atlantic staff writer Marina Koren. On Slack, she goes by "outer space bureau chief."

Koren: And so you could put them on, and then you could see the moon eating away at the sun, kind of like a little Pac-Man. And then there was no sun. It was just this silver-milky-white ring that kind of looked like an engagement ring hanging in the sky. There was a tiny, little speck on the corner that looked like the diamond.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Koren: And inside the ring and outside of it, it was all the same color, the same deep-evening purple. And I remember looking at the grass beneath me, and the light was just shimmering.

Rosin: What do you mean shimmering?

Koren: I wish I knew. I've never seen anything like it before, but I think the very edges of the sun that were visible--and we could see this glowing ring--they were just doing something. The way they were radiating was creating these weird shimmering waves on the grass.

Rosin: Which you hadn't seen before.

Koren:  No. Or since. And I remember when the moon finally slid right in front of the sun, people screamed. And to hear people cheer and laugh and cry out, it was so weird to have that collective reaction. Obviously, we have those types of reactions regularly, but this felt different.

[Crowd shouting]

Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

In August 2017, Koren--and millions of other people--witnessed the Great American Eclipse. The path of totality touched 14 states, spanning from Oregon to South Carolina, and lasted all but a couple of minutes from the ground.

Koren: Those minutes go real, real fast.

Rosin: I wouldn't know, because I missed it. Now seven years later, I--and all of you--have another chance to see one. Lots of spots in the U.S. will fall in what's called the path of totality Monday, April 8.

An eclipse is many things, but one of them is a measure of time. During the last eclipse, my youngest kid was in elementary school. Now he's thinking about college. And in 2045, which is when we'll see the next total eclipse of this scope and scale in the U.S., he will be nearing 40, which is impossible to contemplate, so let's reel it back.

What is an eclipse?

Koren: That's a great question. It is a cosmic alignment, I guess you could say, of the Earth, the moon, and the sun. And total solar eclipses--and I'll get to what that means--actually happen quite a bit. About every 18 months or so, there is a spot on Earth where if you stood at the right place and the right time, the moon, from our perspective, would pass in front of the sun and block the sunlight reaching Earth. And so, all of a sudden, daytime would turn into night or kind of like a twilight, dusky color. And the only thing that you would see in the sky, if there's no clouds, of course, would be a ring of light. That's the edge of the sun that kind of escapes a little bit from the moon's shadow and is visible.

Rosin: Right. It's like an imperfect cover. Already that's interesting because celestially, it sounds like, Oh, it's just another Tuesday. It's not a particularly interesting orbital mechanical event. It's just amazing to us.

Koren: Yeah, I mean, there is a tiny bit of science to be done. So that little bit of sun that you still can see is called the corona, which is the outermost layer of the sun. And it's not visible really at any other time from Earth, except during an eclipse. So there's corona studies, but I think scientists have wrung out as much as they could from that.

Rosin: And is everyone looking at the same things? Is everyone's head swiveling? What's happening?

Koren: I think most people were looking up at the sky. People were taking pictures. But I remember I made sure not to take any pictures during those three minutes in 2017. And I don't plan on taking pictures now.

Rosin: Why?

Koren: Because no camera, unless you have a really, really good camera, it's not going to capture--your little iPhone camera is not going to capture it properly. I think actually experiencing it without a screen is more powerful because you can feel the temperature change on your skin, too, when the sun goes away. It gets a little bit cooler. And I think it's an experience for all the senses, and if you're trying to take pictures of it, you're kind of missing out on that experience. But I had talked to a lot of eclipse chasers in the lead-up to this event, and they had told me explicitly, Look around you. Take in your surroundings. See what you can hear, feel. So I was actively trying to do that.

Rosin: Because most people are just looking up and, actually, what you should be doing is seeing how your entire environment changes, not just looking at that one thing?

Koren: I think so, because the color is just so strange, and to see a second ago, everything around you was sunlit and bright and familiar, and now it is cast in these strange, shimmery colors. And you do have kind of a primal reaction to it. I think I could almost feel in my body that something was very strange, but intellectually I knew that it was exciting. It's like both sides of awe--the fearful kind and the wonder-and-astonishment kind.

Rosin: That is close to a spiritual experience, or at least it has all the ingredients of a spiritual experience.

Koren: It sticks, for me, as something beautiful that I will probably only experience twice in life. But it doesn't translate into, at least it hasn't for me, into the way I go about the world.

Rosin: An eclipse chaser?

Koren: Mm-hmm.

Rosin: What's an eclipse chaser?

[Phone ringing]

Koren: They are people who are so obsessed with eclipses that instead of waiting for totality to come to them, they chase after it.

[Phone ringing]

Fred Espenak: Hello. This is Fred.

Rosin: Fred, this is Hanna Rosin from The Atlantic.

Espenak: Hi, Hanna.

Rosin: Hi! Sorry about that.

Koren: So I've talked to people that have experienced, I think, 20-something total solar eclipses, and that meant they were in the path of totality for those few moments.

Rosin: Are you getting ready to travel?

Espenak: Yeah, next week we leave for Mexico.

Rosin: Oh, you do. You're going to Mexico? Where, exactly?

Espenak: To Mazatlan.

Rosin: To Mazatlan.

Koren: They just love it. They plan their lives around it.

Rosin: Wow.

Koren: If you have a friend's wedding on an eclipse day, these eclipse chasers, they're not gonna be at that wedding.

Rosin: Is there anything particular about this eclipse that you're looking forward to or talk to people about?

Espenak: Well, it's the next one.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Espenak: That's what's special about it.

Rosin: After the break: more total eclipses, including a total eclipse of the heart.

Espenak: Seeing a partial eclipse might be a three.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Espenak: And seeing a total eclipse is a million.

Rosin: Really? Wow.

Espenak: Yeah, yeah.

[Break]

Rosin: Could you characterize an eclipse chaser or talk about an individual one? Is there something they have in common? Do they talk about it in terms of logistics? Like, Oh, there was the 2017 one, and the other one, and the other one. Or is there something comes in their voice? What are they looking for? What are they chasing when they're chasing an eclipse?

Koren: I think the thrill of it, because it is a thrilling experience. And they say that it never gets old.

Espenak: Every time I see one, my heart is beating fast, the adrenaline is pumping, the hair on the back of my neck is standing up in anticipation for it. It is a spectacular event, and anyone who has not seen the total eclipse can't really appreciate how incredible it is.

Rosin: Wow.

Espenak: To see this thing in the sky, the closest thing I can compare it to is it seems supernatural.

Rosin: This is Fred Espenak. He's a retired astrophysicist and, of course, an eclipse chaser.

Rosin: And how do you rank among the other eclipse chasers? I mean, do you feel on par, mostly?

Espenak: I guess, I don't know how to say this without sounding like I'm bragging, but I'm somewhat of a celebrity when I go to these events.

Rosin: Oh, that's so nice! How does that manifest itself? Like everybody knows your name, or what?

Espenak: Well, because I doubt if there are any more than 10 or 20 people on the planet that have seen as many total eclipses as I have.

Rosin: How many eclipses have you seen?

Espenak: I've been to 30 and I've seen probably 24.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Espenak: Total eclipses.

Rosin: Total eclipses, yeah. How did you get started on this? Was it personal or a field of study?

Espenak: No, it was personal. I saw a partial eclipse as a kid and realized that a total eclipse was much more spectacular than a partial eclipse. And there was one passing through the eastern United States, and I thought that this was one chance in a lifetime to see a total eclipse.

And it occurred in 1970, and I thought I was pretty well prepared. I had a small telescope with me. I drove down to the eclipse path, had some good weather. I managed to see the eclipse, but what I was not prepared for was the impact that seeing totality had on me.

No descriptions come close to what it's actually like. It was my first close encounter with what I call awe, true awe, where you feel insignificant and part of something much greater that you don't completely understand.

Rosin: Was it a pleasant or an unpleasant feeling?

Espenak: Oh, very pleasant.

Rosin: Really? Why would it be pleasant to realize that you were insignificant?

Espenak: Well, insignificant and yet part of it, and somehow it suddenly put things in kind of a greater perspective. Academically, you know you're on this planet, and it's spherical, even though there's no evidence to your everyday experience that you're on a spinning ball whizzing through space. But all of a sudden that just seemed intuitively correct.

Koren: For me, my theory is that these people are not--and like the rest of us, we will live our lives out on this one planet, so we have to understand the universe and commune with the universe from this one single point on Earth.

So if you can hop on a plane and go and cover the Earth and commune with space in this way, then why not? And then you can say, I've been a part of some type of celestial alignment multiple times because this is the only place I could do it from, so why not try to experience it as much as possible?

Espenak: It's something I tell everybody should be on their bucket list. Everybody needs to see one at least once in their life.

Rosin: Yeah.

Espenak: Here is a golden opportunity where you don't really have to travel very far, and there are over 30 million Americans that live right in the path.

Rosin: Yeah. Does that make you feel good, that lots of people are going to get to share that experience?

Espenak: Yeah. I think we get too jaded with the artificial world that we live in, and this is reality. This is the real universe that we live in, and it's a chance to connect with that. And there's nothing in our power to stop this eclipse.

Rosin: Yeah.

Espenak: It's going to happen, and sometimes it's a good reminder that there are things beyond our control.

Rosin: You've written about the eclipse as a collapse of time. What do you mean by that? Or a colliding of your past and future self?

Koren: Yeah. I remember thinking in 2017 that 2024 felt so far away and that it would never come. And now here we are.

Rosin: Yeah. (Laughs.)

Koren: And I spoke to an illustrator named Andy Rash, who wrote a children's book called Eclipse based on his experience of seeing the 2017 eclipse with his son, who was 7. His son is 14 now.

And so Andy and I were talking about the way that eclipses mark time in our lives, and I asked him, Have you talked to your son about the fact that after this, you have to wait until 2045? And Andy said no because his kid's 14. He's living in the moment, and he's watching eclipses with his dad. He doesn't need to think that far into the future. And probably that span of time is just too abstract for him.

Rosin: What about for the dad? He's got to be thinking, How old am I going to be in 2045?

Koren: Oh yeah, he's really sentimental and sappy about it, for sure, because his hope is that he and his son will be together in 2045 to see this, but his hope is also tied up with his hopes for his child: What kind of adult will he grow into? What kind of man will he be? That will become apparent in 2045, and the eclipse will be there to meet that person.

Rosin: How old are you now?

Espenak: 72.

Rosin: And how old were you then?

Espenak: When I saw that first total eclipse, I was 18.

Rosin: How many more eclipses do you think you'll see?

Espenak: Boy, it depends on how well my health goes out here. I'm going to keep going to them for as long as I can. But realistically, will I live 'til 80? 90? Hard to say, but it becomes more and more clear to me each time I see a total eclipse that it's getting to the point where I'm going to see my last one.

And it's just like death: You don't know when the last one is. But it causes one to pause and wonder, Well, you know, here's another chance to see it. It might be the last time.

Rosin: Yeah, well, I hope not, for your sake.

Fred, thank you so much for joining us for this interview. We really appreciate it, and I hope this trip goes exactly the way you want it to.

Espenak: Thank you so much. Clear sky to everybody.

Rosin: Thanks. Bye-bye.

Espenak: Bye.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid and Andrea Valdez, fact-checked by Will Gordon, and engineered by Erica Huang. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening, and clear skies to all of you.
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A Great Day for <em>The Atlantic</em>

For the third consecutive year, the American Society of Magazine Editors has bestowed upon The Atlantic its top prize.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




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.


Pardon the interruption, but I'm breaking into our regular programming to share some good news about The Atlantic.

First, here are three new stories that are worth your time:

	The coming birth-control revolution
 	The politics of gun safety are changing.
 	There is more good than evil in this country.




Excellent News

For the third consecutive year, the American Society of Magazine Editors has bestowed upon The Atlantic its top prize, the National Magazine Award for General Excellence. This is a tremendous honor. Only one other magazine has been awarded this prize three times in a row, and that was more than 25 years ago. The competition was tough. We were up against a raft of excellent magazines: The New Yorker, New York magazine, The New York Times Magazine, and The Economist's 1843 magazine.

It is particularly gratifying to note that this was not the only award The Atlantic won last night. Three of our staff writers won National Magazine Awards for their stellar work: Tim Alberta, one of America's most gifted feature writers, received the top prize in profile writing, for his incisive and influential profile of Chris Licht, the now-former head of CNN. Sophie Gilbert, a critic of exceptional discernment and acuity, won the top prize in reviews and criticism, for her brilliant work on pop culture and feminism. And Jennifer Senior won the top prize in columns and essays for her beautifully elegiac story about her aunt Adele, who was institutionalized by her family as a toddler because of an intellectual disability and left to wither for decades in terrifying facilities before landing in a supportive group home in middle age. Tim and Sophie were first-time finalists for the National Magazine Award. For Jen, this was a repeat trip to the podium; she has been a finalist each of the past three years, and she won the National Magazine Award in Feature Writing two years ago, for her story on the aftermath of 9/11 (it's worth noting that she also won the Pulitzer Prize for that story). The general view across our industry, one that I endorse, is that Jen is doing some of the best writing in the English language today.

I'm also pleased to let you know that The Atlantic won the prize for best print illustration, for the portrait of our senior editor Jenisha Watts, by Didier Viode. Jenisha herself was a first-time finalist in feature writing. Her gorgeous and brave cover story, "Jenisha From Kentucky," is one of the best personal essays The Atlantic has ever published.

Our magazine's special issue on Reconstruction, edited by Vann R. Newkirk II and John Swansburg, was a finalist in the single-topic-issue category, the first time The Atlantic has been so recognized. This issue was extraordinary. If you missed it, now is a good time to visit its stories (and an original play, This Ghost of Slavery, by our contributing writer Anna Deavere Smith).

All in all (and I apologize for the unseemly bragging), The Atlantic brought home more National Magazine Awards than any other publication.

Last year, when we won the prize for general excellence for the second consecutive time, I assumed we wouldn't be able to keep up this streak. But my generally excellent colleagues keep outdoing themselves, and so the judges, though perhaps predisposed to grant this prize to a magazine with New York in its title, made what I consider to be the inevitably correct decision.

As some of you know, The Atlantic has had a run of positive news lately. The biggest development: We just recently crossed the 1-million-subscription threshold. This has never happened in our 167-year history. We are also, again, a profitable magazine company. This is important not merely because these developments allow us to pursue the most ambitious journalism possible but because we hope to show the world that it is possible to have an economically self-sustaining print-and-digital publication that is committed to producing only the best journalism. As I wrote last year, we realized that the way to differentiate The Atlantic in a crowded field is to make stories only of the highest quality and ambition. We sometimes fall short of our objective, but not for lack of trying.

Tomorrow, a return to your regular newsletter programming. For now, let me thank you, our readers and subscribers, for your loyalty and your commitment to the ideals of The Atlantic.

Read all of our National Magazine Award winners and finalists here.



Today's News

	A 7.4-magnitude earthquake hit Taiwan today, killing at least nine people and injuring more than 900 others. It is the strongest earthquake the country has experienced in the past 25 years.
 	The University of Texas at Austin laid off at least 60 employees who had worked in roles related to diversity, equity, and inclusion, the Austin American-Statesman reported yesterday. Texas passed an anti-DEI law last summer that went into effect in January.
 	To replenish its forces, Ukraine lowered its conscription age from 27 to 25 for men and removed some draft exemptions.




Dispatches

	Notes From the Editor in Chief: Republicans such as Rob Portman could have ended Donald Trump's political career, Jeffrey Goldberg writes. They chose not to.
 	Work in Progress: Millions of Americans stopped going to church in the past 25 years, Derek Thompson writes. They seem to have found no alternative method to build a sense of community.
 	The Weekly Planet: Rising temperatures could push millions of people north, Abrahm Lustgarten writes. These climate boomtowns could have lasting implications for America.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Apple TV+



If Teenage Girls Ran America

By Shirley Li

Early in the new documentary Girls State, one of the participants in the titular leadership program for high schoolers chuckles after learning the camp song. She feels silly practicing the flashy choreography and rousing lyrics when the weeklong intensive is meant for building a mock government with other civic-minded teenagers. "If the boys don't have to do this," she says, "I'm going to be pissed."
 As it turns out, the boys don't--and she's not the only one miffed about the disparity between the sibling programs run by the veterans association American Legion. Girls State, which begins streaming on Apple TV+ this Friday, is a follow-up to the acclaimed 2020 documentary Boys State ... But Girls State is much more than a gender-flipped version of the previous project. Instead, the film offers a sharp study of how a supposedly empowering environment can simultaneously inspire and limit aspiring female leaders.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Everything you know about killer whales is wrong.
 	Poem: "Helen of Troy Meets Her First Husband"




Culture Break


Parrish Lewis / Netflix



Don't look away. "Sometimes, the sexiest thing two people can do on-screen is simply look at each other," Sophie Gilbert wrote last year. What would we lose if Hollywood did away with intimate sex scenes?

Read. These seven books are best enjoyed while one relaxes at a park, a beach, or an open-air cafe on a sunny day.

Play our daily crossword.

Did someone forward you this email? Sign up here.

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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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s 2024 National Magazine Award Winners and Finalists

Read the stories that were recognized at this year's ASMEs.

by The Editors




For the third consecutive year, The Atlantic has won the top honor of General Excellence for a News, Sports, and Entertainment publication at the 2024 National Magazine Awards.

Below is a list of the stories that received recognition from the American Society of Magazine Editors:



Winner: Profile Writing

"Inside the Meltdown at CNN"




By Tim Alberta

CEO Chris Licht felt he was on a mission to restore the network's reputation for serious journalism. How did it all go wrong?



Winner: Columns and Essays

"The Ones We Sent Away"




By Jennifer Senior

For The Atlantic's September 2023 issue, Senior wrote about her aunt Adele, who was institutionalized as a toddler because of an intellectual disability, and the life she could have lived.



Winner: Reviews and Criticism

"The Death of the Sex Scene," "Porn Set Women Up From the Start," and "Madonna Forever"




By Sophie Gilbert

A collection of probing essays exploring womanhood in pop culture.



Finalist:  Feature Writing

"Jenisha From Kentucky"




By Jenisha Watts

When Watts moved to New York to pursue journalism, she hid her past. For The Atlantic's October 2023 cover story, she wrote about her tumultuous childhood in Kentucky, and the freedom that writing offered her.



Finalist: Single-Topic Issue:

"To Reconstruct the Nation"




The Atlantic's December 2023 issue was led by Vann R. Newkirk II and included pieces from Lonnie G. Bunch III, Drew Gilpin Faust, Eric Foner, Adam Harris, Peniel E. Joseph, Vann R. Newkirk II, and Jordan Virtue on America's most radical experiment. Plus: a new play by Anna Deavere Smith, David W. Blight annotates Frederick Douglass, and more.



Winner: Best Print Illustration

"Jenisha From Kentucky"




Illustration by Didier Viode
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Seven Books to Read in the Sunshine

Enjoying literature at a park, a beach, or an open-air cafe encourages a particular leisurely frame of mind.

by Chelsea Leu




As spring takes hold, the days arrive with a freshness that makes people want to linger outside; the balmy days almost feel wasted indoors. While you're taking in the warm air, you might as well also be reading. Enjoying a book at a park, a beach, or an open-air cafe encourages a particular leisurely frame of mind. It allows a reader to let their thoughts wander, reflecting on matters that for once aren't workaday or practical.

Reading outside also takes the particular pleasures of literature and heightens them. The proximity of trees or of other human beings, or the sight of a page illuminated by the sun, can make a character's search for connection, or a writer's emotion recollected in tranquility, feel more visceral and alive. And whether you're reading on a front stoop or on a train station's bench, being alone yet somehow with others creates a kind of openness to the world.

The books below will suit a variety of outdoor readers, including those who get distracted easily by the hustle and bustle around them and those who want meaty works to dive into. Each one, however, asks us to think about our place in the world or invites us to appreciate beauty, or sometimes both at once--the same sort of perspective we happen to gain outdoors.






The Art of the Wasted Day, by Patricia Hampl

To fully appreciate this book's defense of luxuriant time-wasting, might I suggest reading it while sprawled on a beach towel or suspended in a hammock? "Lolling," Hampl argues, is "tending to life's real business." She stumps against a particularly American obsession with striving and accomplishment in favor of leisure--a word that comes, by the end of the book, to encompass reading, writing, talking, eating, walking, gardening, boating, contemplative withdrawal, and ... lying in hammocks. Fittingly, her case is constructed as an associative meander through literature, her own memories, and the musings they kick up. An anecdote about daydreaming while practicing the piano at her Catholic girls' school shifts seamlessly into a riff on the true meaning of keeping a diary; she takes trips to Wales, Czechia, and France to see the homes of historical figures who sought lives of repose, particularly Montaigne, whose "sluggish, lax, drowsy" spirit haunts the book. There's nothing practical about the scraps of experience, passing thoughts, or remembered sensations that make up a life. And yet, Hampl writes, these idle moments we carry with us are "the only thing of value we possess."




An Immense World, by Ed Yong

The natural world is thrumming with signals--most of which we humans miss completely, as Yong's fascinating book on animal senses makes clear. Birds can discriminate among hundreds of millions of colors; bees pick out different flowers by sensing their electrical field; elephants communicate over long distances with infrasound rumbles; cows can perceive the entire horizon around them without moving their head. Yong, a former Atlantic staff writer, brings the complexity of animal perception and communication to life with an unmistakable giddiness, because evolution is wild. Catfish, which are covered with external taste buds, are in effect "swimming tongues": "If you lick one of them, you'll both simultaneously taste each other," he explains. But beyond its trove of genuinely fun facts, the book has a bigger project. "When we pay attention to other animals, our own world expands and deepens," Yong writes. Even parks and backyards become rich, fantastic worlds when we imagine, with the help of scientific research, what it's like to inhabit the body of a different creature. Take this book outside--its insights will make you see the animals whose world we share with a new precision and wonder.

Read: Please don't read at the beach






If Not, Winter: Fragments of Sappho, by Sappho, translated by Anne Carson

Hardly any of Sappho's work survives, and the fragments scholars have salvaged from tattered papyrus and other ancient texts can be collected in thin volumes easily tossed into tote bags. Still, Carson's translation immediately makes clear why those scholars went to so much effort. Sappho famously describes the devastation of seeing one's beloved, when "tongue breaks and thin / fire is racing under skin"; the god Eros, in another poem, is a "sweetbitter unmanageable creature who steals in." Other poems provide crisp images from the sixth century B.C.E.--one fragment reads, in its entirety: "the feet / by spangled straps covered / beautiful Lydian work." Taken together, the fragments are sensual and floral, reminiscent of springtime; they evoke soft pillows and sleepless nights, violets in women's laps, wedding celebrations--and desire, always desire. Because the poems are so brief, they're perfect for outdoor reading and its many distractions. Even the white space on the pages is thought-provoking. Carson includes brackets throughout to indicate destroyed papyrus or illegible letters in the original source, and the gaps they create allow space for rumination or moments of inattention while one lies on a blanket on a warm day.

Samarkand, by Amin Maalouf

No matter where you're sitting--a hard bench, a crowded park lawn--great historical fiction can whisk you away to a lush, utterly different place and time. Maalouf's novel tells two stories linked by a priceless book of poetry. The first follows the 11th-century astronomer and mathematician Omar Khayyam as he travels to the cities of Samarkand and Isfahan and records stray verses that will one day become his famous Rubaiyat. In the second, set in the late 19th century, an American named Benjamin Omar Lesage narrates his pursuit of this "Samarkand manuscript," a quest that takes him to Constantinople, Tehran, and Tabriz. Both men remain devoted to art and love despite the violent political turmoil around them--Omar must deal with power struggles in the imperial Seljuk court and the rise of a terrifying Order of the Assassins; Benjamin lives through Iran's Constitutional Revolution. Interwoven with this fascinating history are glimpses of bustling market squares and palace gardens, plus legends of conquerors and half-mad kings, all of which make Samarkand vivid enough to compete with the distractions of the world around you.

Read: To get out of your head, get out of your house






The Power Broker, by Robert Caro

Maybe you're feeling particularly motivated: You've found a prime spot on an underappreciated patio or a secluded beach, and you're ready to spend the summer there, immersed in a single monumental work sturdy enough for multiple outings. Why not tackle this classic biography of Robert Moses, the 20th-century urban planner and New York City political insider, whose more than 1,000 pages will last you the entire season? The Power Broker charts Moses's rise from an idealistic reformer of municipal government to a vindictive public official who was personally responsible for building hundreds of green spaces, roads, bridges, and housing projects that utterly changed New York's landscape--often to the detriment of its citizens. Caro organizes his book around a careful account of Moses's power: how he got it, kept it, and accumulated such stores of it that he became unanswerable even to the mayors and governors he ostensibly served. The book manages to make the dry business of an endless array of park councils and bridge authorities riveting, and it offers sobering lessons on how a single unelected official--particularly one as racist, classist, and arrogant as Moses--can wreak havoc on those without power.

Adele, by Leila Slimani

Adele, a story about a woman's insatiable appetites, is easy to devour. It's twisty, a little dark, and very absorbing, told in cool, inexorable prose stripped of ornament but full of psychological depth. It is, in other words, the perfect literary beach read--a book riveting enough to keep you turning pages when your brain is in vacation mode, and written with a care that adds to the story's pleasure. The novel's title character seems bent on destroying the trappings of her perfect life: Adele has sex with her boss at the newspaper where she performs her work half-heartedly, starts an affair with a friend of her solid but sexless gastroenterologist husband, and invites men to her large apartment in Paris's 18th arrondissement. But her dalliances are oddly unsatisfying. She recoils, during one episode, from "the banality of a zipper, the prosaic vulgarity of a pair of socks." The book's dramatic tension comes in part from the increasing untenability of her hidden life. Below the level of plot lurks the question of what Adele is really after, and one can't help but race through the book, mining each page for tantalizing clues. Is it "idleness or decadence" she wants? Or is her compulsion "the very thing that she thinks defines her, her true self"?

Read: Eight books that will take you somewhere new






O Pioneers!, by Willa Cather

This novel, set in the closing decades of the 19th century and suffused with the wide-open lushness of the Nebraska prairie, practically demands to be read in the open air. When her father dies, Alexandra Bergson is entrusted with the family farm and soon becomes prosperous, thanks to some canny risk-taking and her near-mystical identification with the land. Her happiest days, Cather writes, come when she's "close to the flat, fallow world about her" and feels "in her own body the joyous germination in the soil." That's a joy that pervades the book, despite a subplot involving an illicit romance that ends in tragedy. We're treated to intoxicating descriptions of cherry trees, their branches "glittering" after a night of rain, and the air "so clear that the eye could follow a hawk up and up, into the blazing blue depths of the sky." The book's short length is perfect for whiling away an afternoon, perhaps under a tree on a sun-drenched day--the better to appreciate a pivotal scene set in an orchard "riddled and shot with gold."
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There Is More Good Than Evil in This Country

In a new book, two sociologists reconstruct the lives of people who were abandoned in death.

by Alex Kotlowitz


Evergreen Cemetery in Los Angeles, which contains the city's potter's field (Barry King / Alamy)



When Upton Sinclair published his novel The Jungle, the reaction was different from what he'd imagined. He had hoped to expose the deplorable working conditions in Chicago's slaughterhouses, but most readers, instead of championing the workers, came away flinching at the depictions of all the unsanitary ways meat was produced. Of his readers' response, Upton famously said, "I aimed at the public's heart and by accident I hit it in the stomach." This reaction captures something of how I felt after reading The Unclaimed: Abandonment and Hope in the City of Angels, a deeply compelling, utterly original account of all those whose bodies lie unclaimed in a Los Angeles morgue. Written by two sociologists, Pamela Prickett and Stefan Timmermans, this book aims for outrage and instead left me feeling, well, pretty darn hopeful. I'm overstating a little here in comparing it to The Jungle, because the word hope is in the book's subtitle, but when I picked up The Unclaimed--which advertises itself as a book about death and abandonment--I didn't expect to come away feeling so sanguine about humanity.

A number of years back, Pricket and Timmermans took note of the large number of unclaimed bodies buried in potters' fields across the United States. By their estimate, that number has reached 114,000 people annually who don't have family to bury them. In Los Angeles County, the unclaimed used to make up 1.2 percent of adult deaths. By the turn of the century, the proportion was 3 percent; it spiked even more during the coronavirus pandemic. And so, these two sociologists set out to gather the stories of those who in death go unclaimed. "As we immersed ourselves in this world," the authors write near the beginning, "the book morphed into a quest to better understand what we owe one another in death and in life" (the italics are mine).

The authors focused on Los Angeles, where one of them teaches, and, in a moving opening scene, introduce us to a county employee named Albert Gaskin, whose job it is to cremate and bury the unclaimed, once referred to as "the indigent." He and his colleague are pouring 1,461 boxes and envelopes of ash into a mass grave, a year's worth. Gaskin is the first of many people we meet in this narrative, and we come to learn that although it is the county's policy to store ashes for three years just in case a loved one shows up to retrieve them, Gaskin sometimes holds them longer, hoping that someone will eventually emerge to claim the remains. "Albert thought lives should be remembered and death should be witnessed," the authors write. "It was the least a community could do."

Prickett and Timmermans teach, respectively, at the University of Amsterdam and at UCLA. They spent eight years conducting more than 200 interviews to profile four individuals whose bodies went unclaimed, who seem to have died alone. In impressive detail, Prickett and Timmermans tell these people's life stories so that we might come to learn "what the county's unclaimed meant for how some human deaths are valued less than others."

These intimate profiles read like short stories, the writing both deeply empathic and unflinchingly honest. There's Bobby Hanna, a Vietnam veteran, who enters a drug-rehab center and becomes a part of a choir that travels the country. Lena Brown is a recluse who doesn't have a lock on her door and so sleeps with a hammer by her pillow. David Grafton Spencer finds refuge in the Church of Scientology and, of the four, seems the most comfortable in his solitude. Midge Gonzales sleeps in her van, and claims not to have any family left. These four people make up the core of the book, and in unfurling their lives, the authors hope to help illuminate "the secret dead, invisible in life and forgotten in death."

Here's the thing: What is so remarkable about the lives of these people is how, despite their personal quirks and injuries, others took them in, embraced them, made them feel a part of a community. It's what I found most surprising about their stories. Indeed, although each struggled with personal demons and each struggled with the absence of immediate family in their life, each also found unexpected connections--connections that underscore how, at its best, this country is marked by decency and compassion for those who stagger by in the shadows of America's prosperity. When a woman reaches out to assist Lena, the recluse, Lena asks, "Why do you want to deal with an old lady like me?" The woman replies, "Because you're a human being."

As the authors interviewed people and sifted through records and personal writings, what they found were people who stepped forward, who opened up their hearts and homes. Consider the story of Midge Gonzales. When we meet Midge, who is 61, she's sleeping in her van with her two cats. She keeps the van in the parking lot of a small church she once belonged to. She has diabetes and eventually has to undergo dialysis at least once a week. She's quite generous, often giving her clothes to other unhoused individuals, but she can be difficult, stubborn, and argumentative. Nevertheless, the church secretary, Nora Spring, gives Midge a key to her apartment so she can come and go as she pleases; Midge stops by to watch television or help Nora's children with their homework. Then a couple in the church, Lynne and Mike Patti, convert half their garage so that Midge has a place to stay. At one point, Midge gets into an argument with Lynne and announces that she's leaving. "You can run away from us," Lynne tells her. "I will always stand on the front step and wait for you to come back."

Moments like this occur again and again in these pages. In fact, the people in this book go unclaimed in death not because they necessarily lacked friends or community but rather because, more often than not, they were estranged from their family--the county will turn bodies over only to immediate family members. The authors conclude that the rising numbers of unclaimed is the result of a singular factor: "social isolation caused by eroding family ties." This was the case for Midge, who had been adopted by a woman who mistreated her, locking her up or withholding food. At 16, Midge fled, riding off on a stolen motorcycle.

But in the absence of immediate relatives, others have stepped in. There are those we meet in these pages who organize funerals for the unclaimed. One woman raises money for a burial ground for the bodies of unclaimed children. A group of motorcyclists organize funerals for veterans. And, of course, there's Gaskin, who, speaking about the unclaimed bodies he buries, tells the authors, "I don't think I could sleep at night if I didn't honor these individuals."

I was particularly touched by the story of Bobby Hanna, an Air Force veteran in his 50s. Bobby grew up in Gary, Indiana, a classmate of Michael Jackson. Bobby always wanted to become a professional musician, and his ex-wife, Clara, helps get him off the street and into a treatment facility, where Bobby becomes a part of a choir that competes on America's Got Talent. Soon, his health declines precipitously; shortly before he succumbs to lung cancer, he connects with his long-lost son--too late to build a deep relationship, but enough time to forge a connection.

Read: There are no 'five stages' of grief

When Bobby dies, New Directions, the treatment center, holds a memorial service to which, somewhat astonishingly, a few hundred people show up. Prickett and Timmermans write that veterans stood to share their memories of Bobby: "More than one of the men disclosed that when they threatened to leave the program, usually after an altercation that bruised their egos, Bobby would seek them out. He wouldn't tell them they shouldn't go. Instead, he would sit on their bed and watch them pack ... He would remind them why they joined the program. 'You came here for one thing and somebody hurts your feelings and now you going to show them you're going to hurt yourself more?' ... Many of them decided it might not be bad to stay a little longer." Clara learns that Bobby had given his guitars to a young man at New Directions who also held ambitions of becoming a professional musician. In Bobby's death, we come to know his full and rich and complicated life. The very act of telling the story of someone like Bobby feels like an act of affirmation.

This is a book that speaks to the power of narrative. Hearing stories makes us feel less alone. Hearing stories pushes us to ask hard questions of ourselves. This book has landed at just the right moment, when much of the country has lost its way. The ugliness and hate and scorn is despair-inducing. I don't want to be Pollyannaish here, but goodness, I would argue, is our default mode. It takes real effort--soul-killing effort--to be unkind, to be unforgiving, to be vengeful. That belief may be painfully naive, but I need to hold on to it if I'm to move forward. Otherwise, why tell stories of people like Bobby Hanna and Midge Gonzales?  

While I digested their stories, and those of Lena and David--and of all those, including the two authors, who extended a hand, who acknowledged their humanity--I found myself humming Mavis Staples's affecting song "You Are Not Alone," which was written by Jeff Tweedy. The chorus goes like this:

A broken home
 A broken heart
 Isolated and afraid
 Open up this is a raid
 I wanna get it through to you
 You're not alone
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The Coming Birth-Control Revolution

An abundance of new methods for men could transform women's contraception too.

by Katherine J. Wu




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


Within the next couple of decades, a new generation of contraceptives could hit the American market. One, a pill that blocks certain cells from accessing vitamin A, might be able to limit fertility without flooding the body with hormones; another is an injection that temporarily blocks up the reproductive plumbing. The method that's furthest along in trials is a topical gel that promises to induce temporary infertility when smeared daily on the shoulders and upper arms--without affecting mood or libido. "Overall, we don't have any serious adverse events at all," Christina Wang, a contraceptive researcher at the Lundquist Institute in California, and one of the developers of the gel, told me.



This coming slew of treatments will be notable not only for their imaginative delivery methods, but for their target audience: men. For decades, men hoping to manage their fertility have been limited to just two imperfect options--condoms or vasectomies. But in recent years, researchers have taken massive steps toward developing simple, convenient, and effective contraceptive options for men with virtually zero side effects. Soon, women may not be forced to bear nearly the entire burden of preventing pregnancy.



But the coming innovations won't just be about expanding the menu of options for men. Better male contraception wouldn't be on the way if not for the many scientific paths that female contraception has paved. Now women's birth control--much of which still comes with plenty of irksome, sometimes risky, side effects--seems due for some kickbacks. True, the logistics of keeping an egg from exiting an ovary don't completely overlap with the mechanics of keeping sperm out of the female reproductive tract. But in principle, "there are a lot of similarities," Diana Blithe, the chief of the NIH's Contraceptive Development Program, told me, which means one can easily inform the other. With an eye on what's now being accomplished for male contraception, researchers may soon be able to deliver to women new forms of birth control that aren't just more tolerable, but also more on-demand, less invasive, or even usable on male and female reproductive systems alike.



In the six-plus decades since the debut of the birth-control pill, the list of contraceptive choices for women has lengthened impressively. People can opt for barrier methods, or choose among pills, patches, and implants; they can receive injections a few times a year, or select an intrauterine device that can last up to 10 years. "We have so many options, it's almost like you're in a cereal aisle," Amy Alspaugh, a nurse and reproductive-health researcher at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville, told me.



Read: The calendar of human fertility is changing



Many methods are also ever-improving: IUDs, implants, and injections now have longer lifespans and are easier to insert and remove; doses of hormonal contraception have dramatically decreased. "We used to give basically like a horse dose of estrogen and progestin," Alspaugh told me. "Now we give the lowest dose that we know we can give and still have it be effective," in order to minimize side effects. Some researchers have been exploring new ways to deliver contraception--microneedles, for instance, or even microchip technology that might allow women to remotely tune their birth control. (The latter idea has raised privacy concerns galore.) The Population Council, an NGO based in New York, has been working on a multipurpose vaginal ring that will, in addition to preventing pregnancy, release an antiviral to protect women against HIV, Regine Sitruk-Ware, a reproductive endocrinologist and contraception researcher at the nonprofit, told me.



By and large, though, the changes to female contraception have been incremental--more ingredient swaps than whole new recipes. Categorically, "we've had the same offerings for pretty much 30 years now," Heather Vahdat, the executive director of the Male Contraceptive Initiative, told me. And plenty of women remain dissatisfied with the inconveniences and risks that come with the choices at hand. Some experience weight gain, acne, or nasty mood swings, or worry about the risk of stroke that can come with hormone-based pills. Others balk at the often-painful placement process for IUDs. Manually inserting a device into the lower abdomen probably wouldn't be acceptable in other contexts without anesthesia, and yet, for women's contraception, "we've socialized that into something acceptable," Brian Nguyen, an ob-gyn and contraception researcher at the University of Southern California, told me. Nonhormonal methods such as condoms, diaphragms, and spermicide are easy to come by, but generally less effective than hormonal ones. They can also come with their own side effects. And women could certainly benefit from a greater variety of on-demand methods, Vahdat told me--contraception for when you have sex, "not just in case you have sex"--that would save them the trouble of weathering side effects all month, year, or decade long.



Over the years, some researchers have argued that significant inconveniences and side effects are acceptable for female contraception. Women, after all, are weighing those costs against pregnancy, itself a risky condition that can come with life-threatening complications; men, meanwhile, take contraception to prevent pregnancy in someone else. I asked Vahdat whether the typical side-effect profile of currently available female contraceptives would pass muster in any of the male methods in trials. "Based on history," she told me, "I think that it would not." Several other experts agreed. In 2011, a worldwide trial for an injectable hormonal contraceptive for men was halted when an independent safety-review committee determined that the drug's side effects "outweighed the potential benefits." The side effects in question included mood swings and depression, both of which are frequently experienced by women on birth control. And yet, most of the participants who stuck with the study said that they wanted to keep using the injection. In recent years, Nguyen has heard more and more of the men in contraceptive trials cite their female partners' negative experiences with birth control as reason for their participation. "Many think of risk to their partner as a risk themselves," he said.



Read: The different stakes of male and female birth control



Still, the strict standards for the tolerability of male birth control could raise the floor for female methods too. Such crossover advances are already in the works. Researchers took care to formulate the topical contraceptive for men with a dose of natural testosterone, alongside progestin, the active ingredient that halts sperm production; the idea, experts told me, is to better recapitulate what's naturally seen in men's bodies, to minimize unnecessary side effects. Many female hormonal contraceptives, meanwhile, rely on a synthetic compound called ethinylestradiol that incompletely mimics the estrogen women's bodies make--and appears to raise the risk of blood clots. The Population Council is now working on another vaginal ring that replaces ethinylestradiol with hormones better matched to female biology.



Other conveniences may be trickier to translate. For example, researchers hope to someday offer men a more easily reversible vasectomy, in which a dissolvable or removable hydrogel is inserted into the vas deferens. But experts told me that temporarily stopping up the fallopian tubes is simply harder. Plus, whereas sperm are churned out constantly, eggs are released for fertilization on a cycle that can be tricky to measure and predict--which can make side effects frustratingly tough to control too, Nguyen told me. Targeted interventions are also more easily delivered to the testes than the ovaries. And their success is easier to verify: Men have long been able to check their own sperm count with a device that's similar to an at-home COVID test, but no parallel exists for women, Wang told me. And because sperm take months to produce, male hormonal contraceptives might be more forgiving to users who miss a day of treatment--unlike many pills designed for women, which tend to be less flexible, Mitchell Creinin, a contraceptive researcher at UC Davis Health, told me.



Read: A vaccine for birth control?



The difficulty of wrangling eggs, though, doesn't have to mean limiting options for women. Conception can't happen unless egg and sperm actually meet--which means that just about any drug designed to waylay the functionality or motility of sperm could play a role in the female reproductive tract. The options go way beyond spermicide: The Population Council is working on a product that will modify the vagina's acidity to stop sperm from swimming properly, Sitruk-Ware told me. And Deborah Anderson, an immunologist and reproductive-health researcher at Boston University, has been working on a dissolvable film imbued with sperm-blocking antibodies that can be placed into the vagina before sex, and seems to persist at high enough levels to provide contraception for 24 to 48 hours, she told me. A couple of drugs being trialed for men could even someday be marketed to women in some form--among them, a sperm-motility-blocking drug that, experts told me, might be deployable in the female reproductive tract too.



With all the attention now being paid to men's contraceptive preferences, some researchers worry that women's needs will fall even further to the wayside. Jeffrey Jensen, a contraception researcher at Oregon Health & Science University, told me that even as grants for male methods continue to be green-lighted, his team has had to pause work on some female-contraceptive projects because of lack of funding in recent years. "Policy makers think that we've checked the box and that we can move on," he said. And Sitruk-Ware said that, although researchers had at one point started developing a topical contraceptive gel for women, "donors were more interested in the gel for men."



Still, the arrival of male contraception is unlikely to dampen women's enthusiasm for using their own methods, Allison Merz, an ob-gyn at UC San Francisco, told me. If anything, when those ultrasafe, ultra-effective products for men come to market, they'll ignite more discussions over female contraception--and inspire more questions about why convenience and tolerability weren't prioritized for women from the start.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/04/birth-control-male-contraception-revolution/677954/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



If Teenage Girls Ran America

<em>Girls State</em> is a sharp study of how a well-meaning civics program can simultaneously inspire and limit young women.

by Shirley Li




Early in the new documentary Girls State, one of the participants in the titular leadership program for high schoolers chuckles after learning the camp song. She feels silly practicing the flashy choreography and rousing lyrics when the weeklong intensive is meant for building a mock government with other civic-minded teenagers. "If the boys don't have to do this," she says, "I'm going to be pissed."

As it turns out, the boys don't--and she's not the only one miffed about the disparity between the sibling programs run by the veterans association American Legion. Girls State, which begins streaming on Apple TV+ this Friday, is a follow-up to the acclaimed 2020 documentary Boys State; both are directed by Jesse Moss and Amanda McBaine. (Laurene Powell Jobs, the president of Emerson Collective, which is the majority owner of The Atlantic, is an executive producer for both movies.) The filmmakers have once again embedded themselves with ambitious teenagers to track how young people's politics reflect their background and mirror national debates. But Girls State is much more than a gender-flipped version of the previous project. Instead, the film offers a sharp study of how a supposedly empowering environment can simultaneously inspire and limit aspiring female leaders.

Filmed in June 2022 in Missouri, where the Boys State and Girls State programs were held on the same campus for the first time, Girls State shows the stark contrast between the camps both in their funding and in their expectations of their respective attendees. The boys immediately dive into policy debates; the girls have to learn a song first. The boys roam outside alone; the girls have to follow a buddy system. When we spoke at the Sundance Film Festival in January before the film's premiere, Moss and McBaine told me they didn't initially intend for their documentary to compare the camps so directly. "We wanted to give the girls' program its due," Moss said. Besides, McBaine added, focusing on the well-documented inequalities between the genders could come off as didactic. "To tell the story of sexism in any way is tricky ... because people don't like to think about it," she said.

But the girl attendees themselves kept asking one another why their experience differed so much from the boys', so Moss and McBaine followed their lead, observing how the female campers were repeatedly reminded about, well, being female. Sometimes, participants seem to enjoy the rah-rah-girl-power messaging, including the camp song. Other times, they bristle when counselors inform them of the strict dress code and set up frivolous bonding activities such as cupcake-making.


A scene from Boys State, a documentary about the sibling program to Girls State (Apple TV+)



The result is a program full of girls overly preoccupied with how to present themselves as potential leaders while still figuring out what feminine strength really looks like. Take, for example, the race for governor, the highest office in the mock government, which quickly becomes a popularity contest. One camper, Faith, who's proud of being known for her opinionated personality, laments how her outspokenness can work against her. "My brother's argumentative in the exact same way that I am," she says. "[But I'm] expected to be a little more docile, a little more submissive." Another participant, Emily, confidently tells the filmmakers about her involvement in what sounds like every club at her school--"I'm kind of known as that kid," she says--but her assuredness wavers when she realizes how much public speaking the election demands. Even those not running campaigns feel the need to charm everyone else. Nisha, who applies to become a justice on the all-girls Supreme Court, arrives at the camp most concerned about her social skills. She watches Legally Blonde to study how to be more outgoing. "We all work very hard on the image of ourselves that we want to show to the world," she says. "It's exhausting."

From behind the camera, Moss and McBaine also saw girls juggling their ambitions with the pressure to be liked. McBaine told me she noticed that their subjects were polite and guarded, nowhere near as tribal as the boys she and Moss had filmed. The girls also seemed keen on being competitive without appearing too emotional or aggressive: When friends vie for the same seat on the Supreme Court, they hold hands before their final round of interviews. When a governor hopeful fails to make her case the way she'd rehearsed, she holds back her tears and insists that she's fine. "There is sort of internal self-censure, and that is behavioral, societal," Moss said. "And then there's the external programmatic structure that is keeping them down, that is saying, We have different expectations for you, because you're young women as opposed to ... young boys."

Read: What happens when you let 1,000 teenage boys run a government

Though the documentary resembles Boys State in style--a mix of montages, talking-head interviews, and fly-on-the-wall footage--Girls State's structure makes a clear point. The teenagers of Boys State become thoroughly, almost terrifyingly immersed in politicking; the narrative is simple, following the handful of candidates for governor. In Girls State, the camera trails its subjects into spaces beyond the classroom and follows a larger ensemble of participants, revealing how many of the girls can't help but dwell on the double standards they plainly observe. In one of the most striking scenes, a group of girls vents about how they're expected to be amiable and agreeable all the time, even in debate. Camp counselors advise girls to run their campaigns on largely bipartisan, uncontroversial topics, whereas the Boys State program has notoriously engaged in far thornier subjects. "I'm a little sick of the fluff," one of the girls says. "Everybody says that they want to represent their people; everybody says that they want to be friends with everyone and have everyone's voices heard. Okay, let's have a real conversation." She confesses all this while another girl braids her hair.

Essentially, Girls State presents the impossible question the campers come to realize they're facing: What is true female empowerment? Even the prestigious program they're in offers no easy answer, only vague rules to follow and arbitrary standards to meet.

Still, the film does show what happens when the girls are taken more seriously. Moss and McBaine caught them only weeks after the initial draft of the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision on abortion leaked; the issue became part of a major case for the Girls State's version of the Supreme Court to decide. In a fantastic scene following the teenage justices as they convene, each participant considers the issue with remarkable gravity and sincerity. It's a glimpse into how these girls, still forming their beliefs, grow their confidence and clarify their positions when given space to actually do what they came to the camp for: talk about America's social and political concerns. In moments such as these, there's nothing performative about their power. "This is why we make films with these teenagers," McBaine said. "They are idealistic. They do bounce back from disappointment. They are hard on themselves--[the girls] maybe harder than the boys." Perhaps. Or maybe they don't yet know another way to be.
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Helen of Troy Meets Her First Husband

A poem for Wednesday

by Maria Zoccola




as in the dampest part of winter, when rain
                              flushes down from a sky
 with spring growing in its eye like a cataract
 not yet thick enough to film,
 wetting branches already spongy with snowmelt
 and too old to bargain another year's sap
                                   from the mother trunk,
 and the wind blows with sudden exclamation
 against the topmost bough,
                           and that bough tumbles down,
 knocking here and there and falling square against  
 a second limb, snapping it from the tree,
 and both limbs
                        --sopped with rot and soft with death--
 drop together to the pine-needle core of the forest floor
 and lie one atop the other, unmoving and jointly locked,
 decomposing by turns--just so
 did i first lay eyes on him. just so did we begin.
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The True Cost of the Churchgoing Bust

Many Americans seem to have found no alternative method to build a sense of community.

by Derek Thompson




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

As an agnostic, I have spent most of my life thinking about the decline of faith in America in mostly positive terms. Organized religion seemed, to me, beset by scandal and entangled in noxious politics. So, I thought, what is there really to mourn? Only in the past few years have I come around to a different view. Maybe religion, for all of its faults, works a bit like a retaining wall to hold back the destabilizing pressure of American hyper-individualism, which threatens to swell and spill over in its absence.

More than one-quarter of Americans now identify as atheists, agnostics, or religiously "unaffiliated," according to a new survey of 5,600 U.S. adults by the Public Religion Research Institute. This is the highest level of non-religiosity in the poll's history. Two-thirds of nonbelievers were brought up in at least nominally religious households, like me. (I grew up in a Reform Jewish home that I would describe as haphazardly religious. In kindergarten, my parents encouraged my sister and me to enthusiastically celebrate Hanukkah--and, just as fervently, to believe in Santa Claus.) But more Americans today have "converted" out of religion than have converted to all forms of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam combined. No faith's evangelism has been as successful in this century as religious skepticism.

Secularization is old news. The scientific revolution that pitted the Church against stargazers like Galileo comes from the 1600s, and Nietzsche famously declared "God is dead" in the 1880s. But even as secularism surged throughout the developed world in the 20th century, America's religiosity remained exceptional. Seven in 10 Americans told Gallup that they belonged to a church in 1937, and even by the 1980s, roughly 70 percent said they still belonged to a church, synagogue, or mosque.

Suddenly, in the 1990s, the ranks of nonbelievers surged. An estimated 40 million people--one in eight Americans--stopped going to church in the past 25 years, making it the "largest concentrated change in church attendance in American history," according to the religion writer Jake Meador. In 2021, membership in houses of worship fell below a majority for the first time on record.

The sudden decline of religion likely relates to changes in both politics and family life. In the 1970s and '80s, the religious right became a formidable fundraising machine for the Republican Party. As the GOP consolidated its advantage among conservative Christians, religion seemed less appealing to liberal young people, especially if they or their parents already had a tenuous relationship with the Church. In the late 1980s, only one in 10 liberals said they didn't belong to any religion; 30 years later, that figure was about four in 10. Meanwhile, the decline of marriage, especially among low-income Americans, accompanied their move away from the Church.

That relationship with organized religion provided many things at once: not only a connection to the divine, but also a historical narrative of identity, a set of rituals to organize the week and year, and a community of families. PRRI found that the most important feature of religion for the dwindling number of Americans who still attend services a few times a year included "experiencing religion in a community" and "instilling values in their children."

When I read the PRRI survey, this emphasis on community is what caught my eye. As I recently reported, the United States is in the midst of a historically unprecedented decline in face-to-face socializing. The social collapse is steepest for some of the groups with the largest declines in religiosity.

For example, young people, who are fleeing religion faster than older Americans, have also seen the largest decline in socializing. Boys and girls ages 15 to 19 have reduced their hangouts by more than three hours a week, according to the American Time Use Survey. There is no statistical record of any period in U.S. history where young people were less likely to attend religious services, and also no period when young people have spent more time on their own.

A similar story holds for working-class Americans. In 2019, a team of researchers published a survey based on long interviews conducted from 2000 to 2013 with older, low-income men without a college degree in working-class neighborhoods around the country. They found that, since the 1970s, church attendance among white men without a college degree had fallen even more than among white college graduates. For many of these men, the loss of religion went hand in hand with the retreat from marriage. "As marriage declined," the authors wrote, "men's church attendance might have fallen in tandem." Today, low-income and unmarried men have more alone time than almost any other group, according to time-use data.

Did the decline of religion cut some people off from a crucial gateway to civic engagement, or is religion just one part of a broader retreat from associations and memberships in America? "It's hard to know what the causal story is here," Eric Klinenberg, a sociologist at NYU, told me. But what's undeniable is that nonreligious Americans are also less civically engaged. This year, the Pew Research Center reported that religiously unaffiliated Americans are less likely to volunteer, less likely to feel satisfied with their community and social life, and more likely to say they feel lonely. "Clearly more Americans are spending Sunday mornings on their couches, and it's affected the quality of our collective life," he said.

Klinenberg doesn't blame individual Americans for these changes. He sees our civic retreat as a story about place. In his book Palaces for the People, Klinenberg reported that Americans today have fewer shared spaces where connections are formed. "People today say they just have fewer places to go for collective life," he said. "Places that used to anchor community life, like libraries and school gyms and union halls, have become less accessible or shuttered altogether." Many people, having lost the scaffolding of organized religion, seem to have found no alternative method to build a sense of community.

Imagine, by analogy, a parallel universe where Americans suddenly gave up on sit-down restaurants. In surveys, they named many reasonable motivations for their abstinence: the expense, the overuse of salt and sugar and butter, the temptation to drink alcohol. As restaurants disappeared by the hundreds, some mourned their closure, while others said it simply didn't matter. After all, there were still plenty of ways for people to feed themselves. Over time, however, Americans as a group never found another social activity to replace their dining-out time. They saw less of one another with each passing decade. Sociologists noted that the demise of restaurants had correlated with a rise in aloneness, just as the CDC noticed an increase in anxiety and depression.

I've come to believe that something like this story is happening, except with organized religion playing the role of restaurants. On an individual basis, people can give any number of valid-sounding reasons for not frequenting a house of worship. But a behavioral shift that is fully understandable on the individual level has coincided with, and even partly exacerbated, a great rewiring of our social relations.

And America didn't simply lose its religion without finding a communal replacement. Just as America's churches were depopulated, Americans developed a new relationship with a technology that, in many ways, is the diabolical opposite of a religious ritual: the smartphone. As the social psychologist Jonathan Haidt writes in his new book, The Anxious Generation, to stare into a piece of glass in our hands is to be removed from our bodies, to float placelessly in a content cosmos, to skim our attention from one piece of ephemera to the next. The internet is timeless in the best and worst of ways--an everything store with no opening or closing times. "In the virtual world, there is no daily, weekly, or annual calendar that structures when people can and cannot do things," Haidt writes. In other words, digital life is disembodied, asynchronous, shallow, and solitary.

Religious rituals are the opposite in almost every respect. They put us in our body, Haidt writes, many of them requiring "some kind of movement that marks the activity as devotional." Christians kneel, Muslims prostrate, and Jews daven. Religious ritual also fixes us in time, forcing us to set aside an hour or day for prayer, reflection, or separation from daily habit. (It's no surprise that people describe a scheduled break from their digital devices as a "Sabbath.") Finally, religious ritual often requires that we make contact with the sacred in the presence of other people, whether in a church, mosque, synagogue, or over a dinner-table prayer. In other words, the religious ritual is typically embodied, synchronous, deep, and collective.

I'm not advocating that every atheist and agnostic in America immediately choose a world religion and commit themselves to weekly church (or synagogue, or mosque) attendance. But I wonder if, in forgoing organized religion, an isolated country has discarded an old and proven source of ritual at a time when we most need it. Making friends as an adult can be hard; it's especially hard without a scheduled weekly reunion of congregants. Finding meaning in the world is hard too; it's especially difficult if the oldest systems of meaning-making hold less and less appeal. It took decades for Americans to lose religion. It might take decades to understand the entirety of what we lost.
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A Study in Senate Cowardice

Republicans like Rob Portman could have ended Donald Trump's political career. They chose not to.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




In late June of 2022, Cassidy Hutchinson, a former Trump-administration aide, provided testimony to the congressional committee investigating the January 6 attack on the Capitol. This testimony was unnerving, even compared with previous revelations concerning Donald Trump's malignant behavior that day. Hutchinson testified that the president, when told that some of his supporters were carrying weapons, said, "I don't fucking care that they have weapons. They're not here to hurt me. Take the fucking mags away." He was referring to the metal detectors meant to screen protesters joining his rally on the Ellipse, near the White House.

Hutchinson also testified that Trump became so frantic in his desire to join the march to the Capitol that at one point he tried to grab the steering wheel of his SUV. This assertion has subsequently been disputed by Secret Service agents, but what has not been disputed is an exchange, reported by Hutchinson, between White House Counsel Pat Cipollone and Mark Meadows, the president's chief of staff. In this conversation, which took place as Trump supporters were breaching the Capitol, Cipollone told Meadows, "We need to do something more--they're literally calling for [Vice President Mike Pence] to be fucking hung." Hutchinson reported that Meadows answered: "You heard [Trump], Pat. He thinks Mike deserves it. He doesn't think they're doing anything wrong."

David A. Graham: The most damning January 6 testimony yet

Hutchinson seemed like a credible witness, and she was obviously quite brave for testifying. This very young person--she was 25 at the time of her testimony--went against the interests of her political tribe, and her own career advancement, to make a stand for truth and for the norms of democratic behavior. Washington is not overpopulated with such people, and so the discovery of a new one is always reassuring.

As it happened, I watched the hearing while waiting to interview then-Senator Rob Portman, a grandee of the pre-Trump Republican establishment, before an audience of 2,000 or so at the Aspen Ideas Festival. The session would also feature Mitch Landrieu, the former mayor of New Orleans, who was serving at the time as President Joe Biden's infrastructure coordinator. Portman's appearance was considered to be a coup for the festival (for which The Atlantic was once, but was by this time no longer, a sponsor).

If 10 additional Republican senators had voted for conviction, Trump would not today be the party's presumptive nominee.

Republican elected officials in the age of Trump don't often show up at these sorts of events, and I found out later that the leaders of the Aspen Institute, the convener of this festival, hoped that I would give Portman, a two-term senator from Ohio, a stress-free ride. The declared subject of our discussion was national infrastructure spending, so the chance of comity-disturbing outbursts was low. But I did believe it to be my professional responsibility to ask Portman about Hutchinson's testimony, and, more broadly, about his current views of Donald Trump. In 2016, during Trump's first campaign for president, Portman withdrew his support for him after the release of the Access Hollywood tape, in which Trump bragged about sexually assaulting women. But Portman endorsed Trump in 2020 and voted to acquit him in the second impeachment trial, and I wanted to ask him if Hutchinson's testimony, or anything else he had heard in the 18 months since the violent attack on the Capitol, had made him regret his decision.

Portman was one of 43 Republican senators who voted against conviction. Sixty-seven votes were required to convict. If 10 additional Republican senators had joined the 50 Democrats and seven Republicans who voted for conviction, Trump would not today be the party's presumptive nominee for president, and the country would not be one election away from a constitutional crisis and a possibly irreversible slide into authoritarianism. (Technically, a second vote after conviction would have been required to ban Trump from holding public office, but presumably this second vote would have followed naturally from the first.)

Adam Serwer: Don't forget that 43 Senate Republicans let Trump get away with it

It would be unfair to blame Portman disproportionately for the devastating reality that Donald Trump, who is currently free on bail but could be a convicted felon by November, is once again a candidate for president. The Republican leader in the Senate, Mitch McConnell, denounced Trump for his actions on January 6, and yet still voted to acquit him. Trump's continued political viability is as much McConnell's fault as anyone's.

But I was interested in pressing Portman because, unlike some of his dimmer colleagues, he clearly understood the threat Trump posed to constitutional order, and he was clearly, by virtue of his sterling reputation, in a position to influence his colleagues. Some senators in the group of 43 are true believers, men like Ron Johnson of Wisconsin, who, in the words of Mitt Romney (as reported by the Atlantic staff writer McKay Coppins), never met a conspiracy theory he didn't believe. But Portman wasn't a know-nothing. He was one of the most accomplished and respected members of the Senate. He had been a high-ranking official in the White House of George H. W. Bush, then a hardworking member of the House of Representatives. In George W. Bush's administration, he served as the U.S. trade representative and later as the director of the Office of Management and Budget. He was well known for his cerebral qualities and his mastery of the federal budget. He was also known to loathe Donald Trump. In other words, Portman knew better.

From the November 2023 issue: McKay Coppins on what Mitt Romney saw in the Senate

"I do want to ask you directly," I said, when we sat onstage, "given what you know now about what happened on January 6, do you regret your vote to acquit in impeachment?"

Portman immediately expressed his unhappiness with what he took to be an outre question. "You have just surprised me," he said, complaining that I hadn't told him beforehand that I would ask him about Trump. (American journalists generally do not warn government officials of their questions ahead of time.) He went on to say, "You know that I spoke out in the strongest possible terms on January 6."

Indeed he had. This is what Portman said on the Senate floor once the Capitol had been secured: "I want the American people, particularly my constituents in Ohio, to see that we will not be intimidated, that we will not be disrupted from our work, that here in the citadel of democracy, we will continue to do the work of the people. Mob rule is not going to prevail here."

Onstage, Portman reminded me of his comments. "On the night it happened, I took to the Senate floor and gave an impassioned speech about democracy and the need to protect it. So that's who I am."

But this is incorrect. This is not who he is. Portman showed the people of Ohio who he is five weeks later, on February 13, when he voted to acquit Trump, the man he knew to have fomented a violent, antidemocratic insurrection meant to overturn the results of a fair election.

His argument during impeachment, and later, onstage with me, was that voting to convict an ex-president would have violated constitutional norms, and would have further politicized the impeachment process. "Do you think it would be a good idea for President Obama to be impeached by the new Republican Congress?" he asked. He went on, "Well, he's a former president, and I think he should be out of reach. And Donald Trump was a former president. If you start that precedent, trust me, Republicans will do the same thing. They will."

I surmised that Portman, like others, felt a certain degree of shame about his continued excuse-making for the authoritarian hijacker of his beloved party.

It was an interesting, and also pathetic, point to make: Portman was arguing that his Republican colleagues are so corrupt that they would impeach a president who had committed no impeachable offenses simply out of spite.

I eventually pivoted the discussion to the topic of bridges in Ohio, but Portman remained upset, rushing offstage at the end of the conversation to confront the leaders of the festival, who tried to placate him.

Initially, I found his defensive behavior odd. A senator should not be so flustered by a straightforward question about one of his most consequential and historic votes. But I surmised, from subsequent conversations with members of the Republican Senate caucus, that he, like others, felt a certain degree of shame about his continued excuse-making for the authoritarian hijacker of his beloved party.

The Atlantic's Anne Applebaum, one of the world's leading experts on authoritarianism, wrote in 2020 that complicity, rather than dissent, is the norm for humans, and especially for status-and-relevance-seeking politicians. There are many explanations for complicity, Applebaum argued. A potent one is fear. Many Republican elected officials, she wrote, "don't know that similar waves of fear have helped transform other democracies into dictatorships."

From the July/August 2020 issue: Anne Applebaum on why Republican leaders continue to enable Trump

None of the 43 senators who allowed Donald Trump to escape conviction made fear their argument, of course. Not publicly anyway. The excuses ranged widely. Here are the stirring and angry words of Dan Sullivan, the junior senator from Alaska, explaining his vote to acquit: "Make no mistake: I condemn the horrific violence that engulfed the Capitol on January 6. I also condemn former President Trump's poor judgment in calling a rally on that day, and his actions and inactions when it turned into a riot. His blatant disregard for his own vice president, Mike Pence, who was fulfilling his constitutional duty at the Capitol, infuriates me."

Sullivan voted to acquit, he said, because he didn't think it right to impeach a former president. Kevin Cramer, of North Dakota, argued that "the January 6 attacks on the Capitol were appalling, and President Trump's remarks were reckless." But Cramer went on to say that, "based on the evidence presented in the trial, he did not commit an impeachable offense." Chuck Grassley of Iowa said, in explaining his vote, "Undoubtedly, then-President Trump displayed poor leadership in his words and actions. I do not defend those actions, and my vote should not be read as a defense of those actions." He continued, "Just because President Trump did not meet the definition of inciting insurrection does not mean that I think he behaved well."

From the January/February 2024 issue: If Trump wins

Now contrast this run of greasy and sad excuse-making with Mitt Romney's explanation for his vote to convict: "The president's conduct represented an unprecedented violation of his oath of office and of the public trust. There is a thin line that separates our democratic republic from an autocracy: It is a free and fair election and the peaceful transfer of power that follows it. President Trump attempted to breach that line, again. What he attempted is what was most feared by the Founders. It is the reason they invested Congress with the power to impeach. Accordingly, I voted to convict President Trump."

On February 13, 2021, Romney was joined by six other Republicans--North Carolina's Richard Burr, Louisiana's Bill Cassidy, Alaska's Lisa Murkowski, Maine's Susan Collins, Nebraska's Ben Sasse, and Pennsylvania's Pat Toomey--in voting to convict. If the United States and its Constitution survive the coming challenge from Trump and Trumpism, statues will one day be raised to these seven. As for Rob Portman and his colleagues, they should hope that they will merely be forgotten.



*Lead image sources: (left to right from top) Douglas Christian / ZUMA Press / Alamy; MediaPunch / Alamy; Tasos Katopodis / Getty; Hum Images / Alamy; Danita Delimont / Alamy; Anna Moneymaker / Getty; Samuel Corum / Getty; Anna Moneymaker / Getty; Al Drago / Bloomberg / Getty; Samuel Corum / Getty; Anna Moneymaker / Getty
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<em>The Atlantic </em>Wins Top Honor for Third Straight Year at 2024 National Magazine Awards

Tim Alberta, Sophie Gilbert, and Jennifer Senior win for reporting; Jenisha Watts and special issue, "To Reconstruct the Nation," were finalists




For the third consecutive year, The Atlantic was awarded the top honor of General Excellence for a News, Sports, and Entertainment publication at the 2024 National Magazine Awards, the most prestigious category in the annual honors from the American Society of Magazine Editors.
 
 The Atlantic also won reporting awards for "Inside the Meltdown at CNN," by staff writer Tim Alberta; "The Ones We Sent Away," the September cover by staff writer Jennifer Senior; and cultural reviews and criticism by staff writer Sophie Gilbert. It also was a finalist for "Jenisha From Kentucky," the October cover story by senior editor Jenisha Watts; and "To Reconstruct the Nation," a special issue in December that reexamined Reconstruction and the enduring consequences of its failure.
 
 Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg said: "Once again, our team has shown themselves to be the best in the business. It is deeply gratifying to receive this recognition again."
 
 More on the winners and finalists follows:

	 Staff writer Tim Alberta won in Profile Writing for "Inside the Meltdown at CNN," an in-depth profile of CNN's former CEO Chris Licht. Alberta had been meeting with Licht throughout the course of his tenure, and for this story spoke with nearly 100 CNN staffers. The report was explosive and dominated news cycles.
 
 	 In Reviews and Criticism, staff writer Sophie Gilbert won for three articles: "The Death of the Sex Scene," "Porn Set Women Up From the Start," and "Madonna Forever." Gilbert was also a finalist for the 2022 Pulitzer Prize in Criticism, and is the author of the recent Atlantic Edition title On Womanhood: Bodies, Literature, Choice, which is a timely, probing essay collection of her writings exploring womanhood in pop culture.
 
 	 Staff writer Jennifer Senior won in the Columns & Essays category for "The Ones We Sent Away," which was the cover of the September 2023 issue. Senior unraveled the story of her aunt Adele, who was born in 1951 with various intellectual disabilities and was sent away to an institution when she was younger than 2 years old. Senior then explored the ways in which the improved care and facilities in the latter part of Adele's life helped restore her humanity and identity--defying the expectations that were placed on her as a child.
 
 	 Staff writer Jenisha Watts was a finalist for Feature Writing. In "Jenisha From Kentucky," which was the cover of the October 2023 issue, Jenisha wrote with remarkable candor about growing up in a crack house, and how she survived it. Watts writes that she was always a "collector of words," and found solace and escape in her deep love of books; she eventually found her way to the literary and journalistic world of New York, where she tried to hide her past. It is, as Goldberg said in an editor's note, "one of the most heartbreaking, insightful, and emotionally resonant stories in recent memory."
 
 	 Nominated for Single-Topic Issue was "To Reconstruct the Nation," from December 2023. The centerpiece of the issue, which was led by senior editor Vann R. Newkirk II, was a new feature-length play by the actor, playwright, and Atlantic contributing writer Anna Deavere Smith, which appears along with essays by writers, historians, and scholars including Secretary of the Smithsonian Lonnie G. Bunch III, Jordan Virtue, Peniel E. Joseph, Drew Gilpin Faust, and Eric Foner.
 


For the second straight year, The Atlantic earned the honor for Best Print Illustration, this year for the October cover portrait of Jenisha Watts by Didier Viode.

In the past year, The Atlantic's journalistic excellence has driven growth across the company, including the recent announcement that the company surpassed 1 million subscriptions and is profitable. Last month, it published "The Great American Novels," an ambitious project collecting the most consequential novels of the past 100 years. The April cover story, "The Golden Age of American Jews Is Ending," by Franklin Foer, looks at how the rise of anti-Semitism on both the right and the left threatens to end an era of unprecedented safety and prosperity for Jewish Americans.

-END-

Press Contact:
 Anna Bross, SVP of Communications
 anna@theatlantic.com
 202.680.3848
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The Big Money of College Basketball

Major promotional deals and gambling are reshaping the economics of the game.

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.


My personal foray into college-basketball fandom comes at a transformational time for the sport, as players accept major promotional deals and gambling reshapes the economics of the game.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A deadly strike in Gaza
 	What the suburb haters don't understand
 	What's so bad about asking where humans came from?




More Money at Stake

The other day, something amazing happened to me: I opened my CBS Sports app and saw my March Madness bracket at the top of my pool. The high of victory was fleeting; it seemed that my first-round prowess was a result of pure luck. Even though I soon slid down the rankings, I was totally delighted, and hooked.

I am coming to the sport at a moment of transformation. In recent years, college basketball players and teams have questioned what it means to be a school athlete, and to what extent playing college ball is a career in itself. In 2021, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of college athletes in an antitrust case against the NCAA. That same month, the NCAA announced a name, image, and likeness policy that would allow college athletes to make money through social media and marketing deals. And earlier this year, the Dartmouth men's basketball team formed a union, arguing that they operated as employees of the college (the university disagrees).

As more states legalize sports gambling, the American Gaming Association estimates that $2.7 billion will be wagered legally on the men's and women's college basketball tournaments this year--a surge that the NCAA is reportedly not thrilled about. Ratings have been high in March Madness men's games so far this year, according to the NCAA, but it's really the women's games that are exploding in popularity. Last week, the game between the University of Iowa and West Virginia University broke the women's tournament record for pre-Final Four viewership, with nearly 5 million people tuning in on ESPN. This uptick is buoyed in part by the popularity of Iowa's star point guard, Caitlin Clark.

Clark's fame has even reached new fans like me: My pick to win the women's tournament is Iowa. A record 10 million people watched Iowa's championship game against Louisiana State University last year, a loss they soundly avenged yesterday. When Clark shattered the NCAA Division I women's-basketball scoring record earlier this year, Nike released a T-shirt that read: You break it, you own it. When she topped "Pistol" Pete Maravich's NCAA all-time scoring record just a few weeks later, she joined a short list of women who hold records across both men's and women's college basketball. That event cemented her place among the collegiate greats. And, as Jemele Hill wrote in The Atlantic, the attention on Clark, who is white, has also prompted "a wider conversation about how many Black women ... have been marginalized in this sport despite their invaluable contributions."

Clark is the most visible, but far from the only, woman playing at an elite level this year. Angel Reese, who led Louisiana State to the NCAA championship last year, and JuJu Watkins, who was the No. 1 recruit in the nation in 2022 before committing to the University of Southern California, were among the other stars drawing more fans to the games this season.

They're playing in a different college-sports landscape after the recent league changes--one with more money at stake. Players can now receive compensation beyond just scholarships, and some people estimate that Clark's major earnings beyond the court are in the range of millions of dollars. Her face is on cereal boxes in Iowa grocery stores, and she's secured deals with Nike and Gatorade. Her games even reportedly boost local economies when fans dine and book lodgings nearby. As Alex Kirshner wrote in The Atlantic last month, "Clark's singular level of stardom obscures an even bigger shift taking place in college sports: After decades of treatment as second-class citizens, women are surpassing men in popularity, interest, and financial potential."

Part of the fun of the tournaments, I have learned, is that wild things can happen. Small teams overtake titans; solid teams are felled by underdogs having a great day. I have found learning even the basics of bracketology rewarding, and I understand why so many other fans are obsessed this time of year. (So obsessed, in fact, that March Madness could cost employers more than $9 billion in lost productivity, according to a career-coaching firm.) Even though my bracket is cooked, I've left March with a greater appreciation for the game.

Related:

	Caitlin Clark is just the beginning.
 	Sports betting won.




Today's News

	The Israel Defense Forces confirmed yesterday that they have withdrawn from Al-Shifa, Gaza's largest hospital, after a 14-day siege. At least 300 bodies were found on the hospital grounds, according to Gaza's Civil Defense.
 	Wisconsin Governor Tony Evers vetoed a bill that would have required transgender students to compete on sports teams based on their sex assigned at birth.
 	Last night, Donald Trump posted a $175 million bond, underwritten by the billionaire Don Hankey's Knight Specialty Insurance Co., in his New York civil fraud case.




Evening Read


Larry Towell / Magnum



A 600-Year-Old Blueprint for Weathering Climate Change

By Kathleen DuVal

Beginning in the 13th century, the Northern Hemisphere experienced a dramatic climatic shift. First came drought, then a period of cold, volatile weather known as the Little Ice Age. In its depths, the annual average temperature in the Northern Hemisphere may have been 5 degrees colder than in the preceding Medieval Warm Period. It snowed in Alabama and South Texas. Famine killed perhaps 1 million people around the world.
 Native North Americans and Western Europeans responded very differently to the changes ... It is true that, in the 1400s, the Indigenous people of what is now the United States and Canada generally lived more sustainably than Europeans, but this was no primitive or natural state. It was a purposeful response to the rapid transformation of their world--one that has implications for how we navigate climate change today.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why rich shoppers get so angry about Hermes
 	This whale has something to say.




Culture Break


Jeff Curry / Getty for Mastercard



Gaze. These images show people observing previous eclipses--annular, partial, and total--from around the world.

Listen. Beyonce isn't trying to stake her claim in country music with her latest album--"she's showing us what's possible within the borders we all share," Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I will leave you with this delightful exchange between Fran Lebowitz and a reporter, which appeared in a 2023 New York Times article about the widely beloved dancing-elephant mascot at the New York Liberty's WNBA games:

The author Fran Lebowitz said she was surprised to see the mascot when she and a friend went to see the Liberty ... at Barclays Center in Brooklyn this summer.
 "I fail to understand what the elephant has to do with Brooklyn," Ms. Lebowitz said. "Because to me, it's the Republicans that are symbolized by an elephant."
 Of Ellie's dance skills, she added: "She did seem to be, I guess, very good for an elephant."


-- Lora



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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        A Tour Through Solar Eclipses of the Past

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	April 2, 2024

            	24 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As much of North America prepares for the upcoming total solar eclipse next week, I thought it would be fun to share some images from the recent (and not-so-recent) past of previous eclipses--annular, partial, and total--from around the world. Also pictured are some of the many observers sharing this fleeting experience, "witnessing the planetary version of a lightning strike," together in stadiums, parks, and beaches.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two people sit on rocks overlooking water, with a partly-eclipsed sun setting in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young people watch the rare sight of a partial solar eclipse at sunset, as seen from Manila Bay, Philippines, on January 26, 2009.
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                [image: Several people stand on a small roundabout in a city street in 1921, looking up toward the sun, holding bits of dark glass over their eyes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On April 8, 1921, people gaze upward to view a partial solar eclipse in Paris.
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                [image: The bright corona of the sun radiates out from the black circle made by the moon as it passes in front of the sun, seen above a snowy mountain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A total solar eclipse, seen above Svalbard, Longyearbyen, Norway, on March 20, 2015
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                [image: Many people in a stadium, most wearing eclipse glasses, look upward.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch the solar eclipse at Saluki Stadium on the campus of Southern Illinois University on August 21, 2017, in Carbondale, Illinois.
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                [image: A bird, silhouetted in front of a partly-eclipsed sun]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph taken on October 25, 2022, shows a view of a partial solar eclipse visible behind a bird on a tree in Istanbul.
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                [image: A view of the entire Earth from space, with most of North America darkened by a shadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As the moon crossed between the Sun and Earth during the annular eclipse on October 14, 2023, its shadow darkened skies across North America, as seen from an orbiting NASA satellite.
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                [image: Several people hold up their phones to take pictures of an eclipse, the distant sun appearing like a bright ring, partly blocked by the passing moon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take photos with their smartphones as they watch an annular solar eclipse on Jabal Arba in Al Hufuf, in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, on December 26, 2019.
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                [image: A group of five park rangers wearing eclipse glasses look skyward and raise their arms playfully.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On August 21, 2017, Shenandoah National Park hosted the Night Sky Festival to watch as a partial solar eclipse was visible overhead.
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                [image: The sun, eclipsed by the moon, looking like a thin circle in a dark sky]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The "ring of fire" effect caused during the annular eclipse of the sun over Albuquerque, New Mexico, on October 14, 2023
                #
            

            
                
                
                Patrick T. Fallon / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Young people wearing eclipse glasses and paper-plate masks view an eclipse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Students of the Jennings School District view a solar eclipse on August 21, 2017, in St. Louis.
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                [image: A partly eclipsed sun, seen behind a temple at sunset, appearing somewhat like a pair of red horns on the horizon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A partial solar eclipse is seen behind the centuries-old Raghunath Hindu temple in Srinagar, Indian controlled Kashmir, on October 25, 2022.
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                [image: A partly-eclipsed sun, seen behind the Statue of Liberty.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises next to the Statue of Liberty during an annular eclipse on June 10, 2021, in New York City.
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                [image: Many small overlapping crescents of light, seen on a sidewalk beneath a tree, miniature images of the partly-eclipsed sun above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crescent-shaped shadows are pictured on a sidewalk as light passes through tree leaves during a partial solar eclipse in Oklahoma City on August 21, 2017.
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                [image: A person looks skyward while wearing a decorated welder's mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman observes an annular solar eclipse at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, in Mexico City, on October 14, 2023.
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                [image: Bright rays of light appear to radiate from a dark circle, as the passing moon darkens the entire sun, leaving only the outher rays of its corona visible.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun's corona becomes visible during a total solar eclipse.
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                [image: A small group of people lay across each other's laps on rocky ground, wearing eclipse glasses, looking up.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Friends watch an eclipse together on a Menan Butte in Menan, Idaho, on August 21, 2017.
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                [image: Light from a partly-eclipsed sun shines off the ocean's surface.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A partial solar eclipse is seen above Manama, Bahrain, on December 26, 2019.
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                [image: The shadow of a colander, displaying many overlapping crescents--images of a partly-eclipsed sun seen through its many holes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors to Shenandoah National Park look at images of the eclipsed sun seen through the holes of a colander on August 21, 2017. The tiny holes behave like pinhole lenses, showing the outline of the eclipsed sun on the ground.
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                [image: Hundreds of people stand and sit along a beach, looking toward the sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators line the beach to view a total solar eclipse on November 14, 2012, in Palm Cove, Australia.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Ian Hitchcock / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The tiny outline of the International Space Station is seen in silhouette in front of a partly-eclipsed sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The International Space Station is seen in silhouette as it transits the sun at roughly five miles a second during a partial solar eclipse, viewed from Ross Lake, Northern Cascades National Park, Washington, on August 21, 2017.
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                [image: Young people look up toward the sun, wearing eclipse glasses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch a total solar eclipse at Yonsei University in Seoul, on July 22, 2009.
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                [image: The eclipsed sun appears like a small circle in a darkened sky above a strip of clouds and the horizon, seen from an aircraft window.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the total solar eclipse from a commercial flight, seen while overflying La Serena, Chile, on July 2, 2019.
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                [image: The partly-eclipsed sun, shaped like a crescent, sets over the ocean, seen near a fishing boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon passes in front of the sun during a partial solar eclipse, as seen over Manila Bay, Philippines, on January 26, 2009.
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                [image: Two people stand on a rocky outcrop, looking up toward the eclipsed sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The enthusiasts Tanner Person (right) and Josh Bliek, both from Vacaville, California, watch a total solar eclipse while standing atop Carroll Rim Trail at Painted Hills, a unit of the John Day Fossil Beds National Monument, near Mitchell, Oregon, on August 21, 2017.
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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 600-Year-Old Blueprint for Weathering Climate Change

During the Little Ice Age, Native North Americans devised whole new economic, social, and political structures.

by Kathleen DuVal




Around the year 1300, the Huhugam great chief Siwani ruled over a mighty city near what is now Phoenix, Arizona. His domain included adobe-and-stone pyramids that towered several stories above the desert; an irrigation system that watered 15,000 acres of crops; and a large castle. The O'odham descendants of the Huhugam tell in their oral history that Siwani "reaped very large harvests with his two servants, the Wind and the Storm-cloud." By Siwani's time, Huhugam farms and cities had thrived in the Sonoran Desert for nearly 1,000 years. But then the weather refused to cooperate: Drought and flooding destroyed the city, and Siwani lost his awesome power, driven away by an angry mob.

Siwani was one of many leaders across North America in the 13th and 14th centuries who, in part because of climate change, faced destruction of the civilization they ruled. Beginning in the 13th century, the Northern Hemisphere experienced a dramatic climatic shift. First came drought, then a period of cold, volatile weather known as the Little Ice Age. In its depths, the annual average temperature in the Northern Hemisphere may have been 5 degrees colder than in the preceding Medieval Warm Period. It snowed in Alabama and South Texas. Famine killed perhaps 1 million people around the world.

Native North Americans and Western Europeans responded very differently to the changes. Western Europeans doubled down on their preexisting ways of living, whereas Native North Americans devised whole new economic, social, and political structures to fit the changing climate. A common stereotype of Native Americans is that, before 1492, they were primitive peoples who lived in tune with nature. It is true that, in the 1400s, the Indigenous people of what is now the United States and Canada generally lived more sustainably than Europeans, but this was no primitive or natural state. It was a purposeful response to the rapid transformation of their world--one that has implications for how we navigate climate change today.

Both Native North Americans and Western Europeans had taken advantage of the Medieval Warm Period, which began in the 10th century and ended in the 13th century, by farming more intensively. Compared with the preceding centuries, the era brought relatively predictable weather and a longer growing season that allowed new crops and large-scale agriculture to spread into colder climes: from central Mexico to what is now the United States, and from the Levant and Mesopotamia to Western Europe, Mongolia, and the Sahel region of Africa.

In both North America and Western Europe, agricultural expansion allowed population growth and urbanization. Native Americans built grand cities on the scale of those in Europe. Their ruins still stand across the continent: the stone structures of Chaco Canyon, in New Mexico; the complex irrigation systems of the Huhugam, in Arizona; the great mounds of Cahokia and other Mississippian cities on rivers across the eastern half of the United States. Many groups formed hierarchical class systems and were ruled by powerful leaders who claimed supernatural powers--not unlike kings who ruled by divine right in Europe.

But then the climate reversed itself. In response, Native North American societies developed a deep distrust of the centralization, hierarchy, and inequality of the previous era, which they blamed for the famines and disruptions that had hit cities hard. They turned away from omnipotent leaders and the cities they ruled, and built new, smaller-scale ways of living, probably based in part on how their distant ancestors lived.

From the May 2021 issue: Return the national parks to the tribes

The oral histories of many Native nations tell of revolutions against and flights from cities. Cherokee oral history recalls how "the people rose up" and destroyed "a hereditary secret society, since which time, no hereditary privileges have ever been tolerated among the Cherokees." Descendants of Chaco Canyon narrate how wizards corrupted some leaders, so their people fought against the rulers or simply left to establish more egalitarian societies. O'odham oral tradition tells that after their ancestors revolted, they built smaller settlements and less centralized irrigation systems throughout what today are the Phoenix and Tucson basins.

The cities that Native Americans left behind during the Little Ice Age--ruins such as those at Chaco Canyon and Cahokia--led European explorers and modern archaeologists alike to imagine societal collapse and the tragic loss of a golden age. But oral histories from the generations that followed the cities' demise generally described what came later as better. Smaller communities allowed for more sustainable economies. Determined not to depend on one source of sustenance, people supplemented their farming with increased hunting, fishing, and gathering. They expanded existing networks of trade, carrying large amounts of goods all across the continent in dugout canoes and on trading roads; these routes provided a variety of products in good times and a safety net when drought or other disasters stressed supplies. They developed societies that encouraged balance and consensus, in part to mitigate the problems caused by their changing climate.

To support their new economies, Native North Americans instituted decentralized governing structures with a variety of political checks and balances to prevent dictatorial leaders from taking power and to ensure that all members of a society had a say. Power and prestige lay not in amassing wealth but in assuring that wealth was shared wisely, and leaders earned support in part by being good providers and wise distributors. Many polities established councils of elders and balanced power by pairing leaders, such as the war chief and the peace chief; setting up male and female councils; and operating under family-based clans that had members in multiple towns. In the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Confederacy, for example, female clan leaders chose male representatives to the Confederacy Council and could replace them if they didn't do right by the people. In most societies across North America, all of the people--women as well as men--had some say in important decisions such as choosing a new leader, going to war, or making peace. As the Anishinaabe historian Cary Miller wrote in her book Ogimaag: Anishinaabeg Leadership, 1760-1845, Native American nonhierarchical political systems "were neither weak nor random but highly organized and deliberate."

Underlying the structural changes was an ideological shift toward reciprocity, an ideal of sharing and balance that undergirded economics, politics, and religion across much of the continent. The Sonoran Desert-living O'odham, for example, developed a himdag, or "way of life," that taught that people are supposed to share with one another according to what they have, especially the necessities of food, water, and shelter. Reciprocity is not merely generosity; giving away a surplus is an investment, insurance that others will help in your own time of need. "Connection to others improved the chances of overcoming some calamity or disaster that might befall the individual or group," the Lumbee legal scholar Robert A. Williams Jr. wrote in his book Linking Arms Together: American Indian Treaty Visions of Law and Peace, 1600-1800.

By the late 1400s, the civilizations of what today is the United States, Canada, and northern Mexico were more different from Western Europe than one would have predicted during the Medieval Warm Period. From Russia to England, Europe moved in the opposite direction in response to the changing climate. When the period of droughts and then the Little Ice Age hit, hundreds of thousands of Europeans starved to death, and the famines left people more susceptible to the Black Death, which hit especially hard in the cities. Western Europeans, like North Americans, searched for a ruling system that could best keep the people fed and safe, but they opted for the opposite approach.

In general, as Western Europe recovered from the devastation of the Black Death and the end of the Medieval Warm Period, it became more centralized under the rule of hereditary absolute monarchs. Rulers in Europe amassed military power at home and abroad, building large armies and investing in new military technologies, including firearms. Militarization decreased the status of women's labor, and unlike the complementary gender structures that developed in Native North America, patriarchy was the basis of power in Western Europe, from the pope and kings to lords and priests, down to husbands within households. Through mercantilism and colonization, Europeans sought natural resources abroad in order to increase their power at home. That impulse brought them into contact with Native North Americans, whose history of adaptation they could not see. Nor could they see how intentionally Native Americans had decentralized their systems of governance.

From the March 2002 issue: 1491

Native Americans who visited European cities or even colonial towns were shocked at the inequality and lack of freedom. The Muscogee Creek headman Tomochichi, for example, visited London in 1734 and expressed surprise that the British king lived in a palace with an unnecessarily large number of rooms. An Englishman recorded that Tomochichi observed that the English "knew many things his Country men did not" but "live worse than they." In turn, there were Europeans who wondered how North American societies could exist with dramatically fewer strictures--and have less poverty--than their own. They generally labeled Native American societies primitive rather than recognizing them as complicated adaptations. Yet human choices had created these striking contrasts in reaction to the same changed climate.

The descendants of North America's great cities came to see value in the very act of trying to get along better. What if, instead of doubling down on the ways we have been living, we were to do what 13th- and 14th-century Native North Americans did, and develop more balanced and inclusive economic, social, and political systems to fit our changing climate? What if we put our highest priority on spreading prosperity and distributing decision making more broadly? It sounds unprecedented, but it has happened before.



This article has been adapted from Kathleen DuVal's upcoming book, Native Nations: A Millennium in North America.
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        Crying Myself to Sleep on the Biggest Cruise Ship Ever
        Gary Shteyngart

        Photographs by Gary ShteyngartDay 1MY FIRST GLIMPSE of Royal Caribbean's Icon of the Seas, from the window of an approaching Miami cab, brings on a feeling of vertigo, nausea, amazement, and distress. I shut my eyes in defense, as my brain tells my optical nerve to try again.The ship makes no sense, vertically or horizontally. It makes no sense on sea, or on land, or in outer space. It looks like a hodgepodge of domes and minarets, tubes and canopies, like Istanbul had it been designed by idiots....

      

      
        The Trump Two-Step
        David A. Graham

        Is Donald Trump that clever, or are the media still just that unprepared? Whatever the reason, he continues to be just as adept as ever at running circles around the press and public.One of his most effective tools is what we might call the Trump Two-Step, in which the former president says something outrageous, backs away from it in the face of criticism, and then fully embraces it. The goal here is to create a veneer of deniability. It doesn't even need to be plausible; it just needs to muddy t...

      

      
        A Secret Code May Have Been Hiding in Classical Music for 200 Years
        S. I. Rosenbaum

        In the spring of 1825, Ludwig van Beethoven was struck by a gut ailment so severe that he thought he might die. That summer, after he recovered, he returned to the string quartet he'd been writing before his illness--Quartet No. 15 in A Minor, Op. 132--and added a new segment inspired by his survival. To this day, the piece is known for the slowly unfolding, baffled joy of its third movement, where the music seems to trace the shuffling steps of an invalid breathing fresh air for the first time in ...

      

      
        AI Has Lost Its Magic
        Ian Bogost

        I frequently ask ChatGPT to write poems in the style of the American modernist poet Hart Crane. It does an admirable job of delivering. But the other day, when I instructed the software to give the Crane treatment to a plate of ice-cream sandwiches, I felt bored before I even saw the answer. "The oozing cream, like time, escapes our grasp, / Each moment slipping with a silent gasp." This was fine. It was competent. I read the poem, Slacked part of it to a colleague, and closed the window. Whateve...

      

      
        Don't Let Trump Exhaust You
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The Trump campaign is trying to turn the electoral process into a moral swamp. Voters are going to have to pace themselves to get to November.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Joe Biden lowered drug prices. Does anyone care?
	The Trump two-step
	"Crying myself to sleep on the biggest...

      

      
        Solar Eclipses Are Always With Us
        Marina Koren

        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.Cosmically speaking, the alignment of Earth, the sun, and the moon is ordinary. But from our corner of the universe, the occurrence produces something wondrous: a total solar eclipse. On April 8, the moon will pass between the sun and Earth, casting a shadow along a narrow strip of the country, from Texas to Maine. Outside this path, th...

      

      
        The True Cost of the Churchgoing Bust
        Derek Thompson

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.As an agnostic, I have spent most of my life thinking about the decline of faith in America in mostly positive terms. Organized religion seemed, to me, beset by scandal and entangled in noxious politics. So, I thought, what is there really to mourn? Only in the past few years have I come around to a different view. Maybe religion, for all of its faults, works a bit like...

      

      
        A Vision of the City as a Live Organism
        Talya Zax

        Imagine a city of staggering, sometimes menacing beauty. Its history is bloody, but it carries on, becoming more mesmerizingly strange with each era.Now imagine that the city is sentient. It has agency and consciousness; it decides who gets to stay and who needs to leave. It's both a physical place and an ambient spirit that constantly inhabits different forms; it can seduce a visitor and twist time backwards. A talking, typing version of that city somehow ends up in a WhatsApp group for people w...

      

      
        A Study in Senate Cowardice
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        In late June of 2022, Cassidy Hutchinson, a former Trump-administration aide, provided testimony to the congressional committee investigating the January 6 attack on the Capitol. This testimony was unnerving, even compared with previous revelations concerning Donald Trump's malignant behavior that day. Hutchinson testified that the president, when told that some of his supporters were carrying weapons, said, "I don't fucking care that they have weapons. They're not here to hurt me. Take the fucki...

      

      
        The One Big Thing You Can Do for Your Kids
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.When one of my now-adult kids was in middle school, I had a small epiphany about parenting. I had been haranguing him constantly about his homework and grades, which were indeed a problem. One night, after an especially bad day, I was taking stock of the situation, and came to a realization: I didn't actually care very much about his grades. What I wanted was for him to grow up to become a respon...

      

      
        Do Voters Care About Policy Even a Little?
        Roge Karma

        Suppose the president asked you to design the ideal piece of legislation--the perfect mix of good politics and good policy. You'd probably want to pick something that saves people a lot of money. You'd want it to fix a problem that people have been mad about for a long time, in an area that voters say they care about a lot--such as, say, health care. You'd want it to appeal to voters across the political spectrum. And you'd want it to be a policy that polls well.You would, in other words, want some...

      

      
        Why Rich Shoppers Get So Angry About Hermes
        Amanda Mull

        Should you want to own an Hermes Birkin handbag, there are two main reasons that's probably not in the cards. The first limiting factor is that even in its smallest size and most basic format, the Birkin, which has been one of the luxury industry's ultimate brass rings for decades, has a starting price tag of more than $11,000--roughly what you'd currently pay for a gently used 2013 Honda Accord. The second is that even if you have the money, one does not simply waltz into one of the hundreds of H...

      

      
        The Coming Birth-Control Revolution
        Katherine J. Wu

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Within the next couple of decades, a new generation of contraceptives could hit the American market. One, a pill that blocks certain cells from accessing vitamin A, might be able to limit fertility without flooding the body with hormones; another is an injection that temporarily blocks up the reproductive plumbing. The method that's furthest along in trials is a topical gel that promises to induce temporary i...

      

      
        During the Eclipse, Don't Just Look Up
        Hanna Rosin

        There are people who have organized their lives around the appearance of a total eclipse. They're known as eclipse chasers, or more obscurely, "umbraphiles" (shadow lovers). They'll travel across continents for perfect weather, collect decades' worth of eclipse-related life stories, speak lovingly about the sun's corona. One example is the retired astrophysicist Fred Espenak, who earned a bit of celebrity when the United States Postal Service chose his photo of an eclipse for a 2017 stamp--an effi...

      

      
        A Deadly Strike in Gaza
        David A. Graham

        Seven people working for a humanitarian aid group led by the chef Jose Andres were killed in an Israeli air strike in the central Gaza Strip today. The strike is a black mark for the Israel Defense Forces, and likely to turn world opinion further against the Gaza campaign. But more than its geopolitical significance, the strike is a horrifying moment on a human level. Innocent people, doing good work to feed a starving population, have died for no reason at all.The group, World Central Kitchen, h...

      

      
        What the Suburb Haters Don't Understand
        Julie Beck

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.If you listen to the experts, much of the place I'm from is not a place at all. Suburban Michigan is full of winding roads dotted with identical houses, strip malls stuffed with chain restaurants and big-box stores, and thoroughfares designed for cars, with pedestrian walkways as an afterthought. The anthropologist Marc Auge coined the term non-places to describe interchangeable, impersonal spaces lacking in ...

      

      
        If Teenage Girls Ran America
        Shirley Li

        Early in the new documentary Girls State, one of the participants in the titular leadership program for high schoolers chuckles after learning the camp song. She feels silly practicing the flashy choreography and rousing lyrics when the weeklong intensive is meant for building a mock government with other civic-minded teenagers. "If the boys don't have to do this," she says, "I'm going to be pissed."As it turns out, the boys don't--and she's not the only one miffed about the disparity between the ...

      

      
        The Great Democratic Success Story That Wasn't
        Timothy McLaughlin

        The Obama administration seemed to take special pride in its policy toward Myanmar. American statecraft had coaxed the country's reclusive military dictatorship onto a path of democratic transformation, Kurt Campbell, who served as an assistant secretary of state at the time, wrote in his 2016 book, Pivot: "One of the world's most isolated, tragic, and magical lands had finally opened to the world because of intrepid American diplomacy, perhaps fundamentally changing the trajectory of Asia."Then,...

      

      
        A Great Day for <em>The Atlantic</em>
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        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.Pardon the interruption, but I'm breaking into our regular programming to share some good news about The Atlantic.First, here are three new stories that are worth your time:
	The coming birth-control revolution
	The politics of gun safety are changing.
	There is more good than evil in this country.
Exce...

      

      
        The Atlantic's 2024 National Magazine Award Winners and Finalists
        The Editors

        For the third consecutive year, The Atlantic has won the top honor of General Excellence for a News, Sports, and Entertainment publication at the 2024 National Magazine Awards.Below is a list of the stories that received recognition from the American Society of Magazine Editors:Winner: Profile Writing"Inside the Meltdown at CNN"
Mark Peterson / Redux for The Atlantic
By Tim AlbertaCEO Chris Licht felt he was on a mission to restore the network's reputation for serious journalism. How did it all g...

      

      
        Seven Books to Read in the Sunshine
        Chelsea Leu

        As spring takes hold, the days arrive with a freshness that makes people want to linger outside; the balmy days almost feel wasted indoors. While you're taking in the warm air, you might as well also be reading. Enjoying a book at a park, a beach, or an open-air cafe encourages a particular leisurely frame of mind. It allows a reader to let their thoughts wander, reflecting on matters that for once aren't workaday or practical.Reading outside also takes the particular pleasures of literature and ...

      

      
        There Is More Good Than Evil in This Country
        Alex Kotlowitz

        When Upton Sinclair published his novel The Jungle, the reaction was different from what he'd imagined. He had hoped to expose the deplorable working conditions in Chicago's slaughterhouses, but most readers, instead of championing the workers, came away flinching at the depictions of all the unsanitary ways meat was produced. Of his readers' response, Upton famously said, "I aimed at the public's heart and by accident I hit it in the stomach." This reaction captures something of how I felt after...

      

      
        The Atlantic Wins Top Honor for Third Straight Year at 2024 National Magazine Awards
        The Atlantic

        For the third consecutive year, The Atlantic was awarded the top honor of General Excellence for a News, Sports, and Entertainment publication at the 2024 National Magazine Awards, the most prestigious category in the annual honors from the American Society of Magazine Editors.

The Atlantic also won reporting awards for "Inside the Meltdown at CNN," by staff writer Tim Alberta; "The Ones We Sent Away," the September cover by staff writer Jennifer Senior; and cultural reviews and criticism by sta...

      

      
        The Big Money of College Basketball
        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.My personal foray into college-basketball fandom comes at a transformational time for the sport, as players accept major promotional deals and gambling reshapes the economics of the game.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	A deadly strike in Gaza
	What the suburb haters don't understan...
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Crying Myself to Sleep on the Biggest Cruise Ship Ever

Seven agonizing nights aboard the Icon of the Seas

by Gary Shteyngart




Day 1

MY FIRST GLIMPSE of Royal Caribbean's Icon of the Seas, from the window of an approaching Miami cab, brings on a feeling of vertigo, nausea, amazement, and distress. I shut my eyes in defense, as my brain tells my optical nerve to try again.

The ship makes no sense, vertically or horizontally. It makes no sense on sea, or on land, or in outer space. It looks like a hodgepodge of domes and minarets, tubes and canopies, like Istanbul had it been designed by idiots. Vibrant, oversignifying colors are stacked upon other such colors, decks perched over still more decks; the only comfort is a row of lifeboats ringing its perimeter. There is no imposed order, no cogent thought, and, for those who do not harbor a totalitarian sense of gigantomania, no visual mercy. This is the biggest cruise ship ever built, and I have been tasked with witnessing its inaugural voyage.

"Author embarks on their first cruise-ship voyage" has been a staple of American essay writing for almost three decades, beginning with David Foster Wallace's "A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again," which was first published in 1996 under the title "Shipping Out." Since then, many admirable writers have widened and diversified the genre. Usually the essayist commissioned to take to the sea is in their first or second flush of youth and is ready to sharpen their wit against the hull of the offending vessel. I am 51, old and tired, having seen much of the world as a former travel journalist, and mostly what I do in both life and prose is shrug while muttering to my imaginary dachshund, "This too shall pass." But the Icon of the Seas will not countenance a shrug. The Icon of the Seas is the Linda Loman of cruise ships, exclaiming that attention must be paid. And here I am in late January with my one piece of luggage and useless gray winter jacket and passport, zipping through the Port of Miami en route to the gangway that will separate me from the bulk of North America for more than seven days, ready to pay it in full.

The aforementioned gangway opens up directly onto a thriving mall (I will soon learn it is imperiously called the "Royal Promenade"), presently filled with yapping passengers beneath a ceiling studded with balloons ready to drop. Crew members from every part of the global South, as well as a few Balkans, are shepherding us along while pressing flutes of champagne into our hands. By a humming Starbucks, I drink as many of these as I can and prepare to find my cabin. I show my blue Suite Sky SeaPass Card (more on this later, much more) to a smiling woman from the Philippines, and she tells me to go "aft." Which is where, now? As someone who has rarely sailed on a vessel grander than the Staten Island Ferry, I am confused. It turns out that the aft is the stern of the ship, or, for those of us who don't know what a stern or an aft are, its ass. The nose of the ship, responsible for separating the waves before it, is also called a bow, and is marked for passengers as the FWD, or forward. The part of the contemporary sailing vessel where the malls are clustered is called the midship. I trust that you have enjoyed this nautical lesson.

I ascend via elevator to my suite on Deck 11. This is where I encounter my first terrible surprise. My suite windows and balcony do not face the ocean. Instead, they look out onto another shopping mall. This mall is the one that's called Central Park, perhaps in homage to the Olmsted-designed bit of greenery in the middle of my hometown. Although on land I would be delighted to own a suite with Central Park views, here I am deeply depressed. To sail on a ship and not wake up to a vast blue carpet of ocean? Unthinkable.

I naively thought that my meatball T-shirt would be suitable for conversation-starting.

Allow me a brief preamble here. The story you are reading was commissioned at a moment when most staterooms on the Icon were sold out. In fact, so enthralled by the prospect of this voyage were hard-core mariners that the ship's entire inventory of guest rooms (the Icon can accommodate up to 7,600 passengers, but its inaugural journey was reduced to 5,000 or so for a less crowded experience) was almost immediately sold out. Hence, this publication was faced with the shocking prospect of paying nearly $19,000 to procure for this solitary passenger an entire suite--not including drinking expenses--all for the privilege of bringing you this article. But the suite in question doesn't even have a view of the ocean! I sit down hard on my soft bed. Nineteen thousand dollars for this.


The author tries to make friends at the world's largest swim-up bar at sea. (Gary Shteyngart)



The viewless suite does have its pluses. In addition to all the Malin+Goetz products in my dual bathrooms, I am granted use of a dedicated Suite Deck lounge; access to Coastal Kitchen, a superior restaurant for Suites passengers; complimentary VOOMSM Surf & Stream ("the fastest Internet at Sea") "for one device per person for the whole cruise duration"; a pair of bathrobes (one of which comes prestained with what looks like a large expectoration by the greenest lizard on Earth); and use of the Grove Suite Sun, an area on Decks 18 and 19 with food and deck chairs reserved exclusively for Suite passengers. I also get reserved seating for a performance of The Wizard of Oz, an ice-skating tribute to the periodic table, and similar provocations. The very color of my Suite Sky SeaPass Card, an oceanic blue as opposed to the cloying royal purple of the standard non-Suite passenger, will soon provoke envy and admiration. But as high as my status may be, there are those on board who have much higher status still, and I will soon learn to bow before them.

In preparation for sailing, I have "priced in," as they say on Wall Street, the possibility that I may come from a somewhat different monde than many of the other cruisers. Without falling into stereotypes or preconceptions, I prepare myself for a friendly outspokenness on the part of my fellow seafarers that may not comply with modern DEI standards. I believe in meeting people halfway, and so the day before flying down to Miami, I visited what remains of Little Italy to purchase a popular T-shirt that reads DADDY'S LITTLE MEATBALL across the breast in the colors of the Italian flag. My wife recommended that I bring one of my many T-shirts featuring Snoopy and the Peanuts gang, as all Americans love the beagle and his friends. But I naively thought that my meatball T-shirt would be more suitable for conversation-starting. "Oh, and who is your 'daddy'?" some might ask upon seeing it. "And how long have you been his 'little meatball'?" And so on.

I put on my meatball T-shirt and head for one of the dining rooms to get a late lunch. In the elevator, I stick out my chest for all to read the funny legend upon it, but soon I realize that despite its burnished tricolor letters, no one takes note. More to the point, no one takes note of me. Despite my attempts at bridge building, the very sight of me (small, ethnic, without a cap bearing the name of a football team) elicits no reaction from other passengers. Most often, they will small-talk over me as if I don't exist. This brings to mind the travails of David Foster Wallace, who felt so ostracized by his fellow passengers that he retreated to his cabin for much of his voyage. And Wallace was raised primarily in the Midwest and was a much larger, more American-looking meatball than I am. If he couldn't talk to these people, how will I? What if I leave this ship without making any friends at all, despite my T-shirt? I am a social creature, and the prospect of seven days alone and apart is saddening. Wallace's stateroom, at least, had a view of the ocean, a kind of cheap eternity.

Worse awaits me in the dining room. This is a large, multichandeliered room where I attended my safety training (I was shown how to put on a flotation vest; it is a very simple procedure). But the maitre d' politely refuses me entry in an English that seems to verge on another language. "I'm sorry, this is only for pendejos," he seems to be saying. I push back politely and he repeats himself. Pendejos ? Piranhas? There's some kind of P-word to which I am not attuned. Meanwhile elderly passengers stream right past, powered by their limbs, walkers, and electric wheelchairs. "It is only pendejo dining today, sir." "But I have a suite!" I say, already starting to catch on to the ship's class system. He examines my card again. "But you are not a pendejo," he confirms. I am wearing a DADDY'S LITTLE MEATBALL T-shirt, I want to say to him. I am the essence of pendejo.

Eventually, I give up and head to the plebeian buffet on Deck 15, which has an aquatic-styled name I have now forgotten. Before gaining entry to this endless cornucopia of reheated food, one passes a washing station of many sinks and soap dispensers, and perhaps the most intriguing character on the entire ship. He is Mr. Washy Washy--or, according to his name tag, Nielbert of the Philippines--and he is dressed as a taco (on other occasions, I'll see him dressed as a burger). Mr. Washy Washy performs an eponymous song in spirited, indeed flamboyant English: "Washy, washy, wash your hands, WASHY WASHY!" The dangers of norovirus and COVID on a cruise ship this size (a giant fellow ship was stricken with the former right after my voyage) makes Mr. Washy Washy an essential member of the crew. The problem lies with the food at the end of Washy's rainbow. The buffet is groaning with what sounds like sophisticated dishes--marinated octopus, boiled egg with anchovy, chorizo, lobster claws--but every animal tastes tragically the same, as if there was only one creature available at the market, a "cruisipus" bred specifically for Royal Caribbean dining. The "vegetables" are no better. I pick up a tomato slice and look right through it. It tastes like cellophane. I sit alone, apart from the couples and parents with gaggles of children, as "We Are Family" echoes across the buffet space.

I may have failed to mention that all this time, the Icon of the Seas has not left port. As the fiery mango of the subtropical setting sun makes Miami's condo skyline even more apocalyptic, the ship shoves off beneath a perfunctory display of fireworks. After the sun sets, in the far, dark distance, another circus-lit cruise ship ruptures the waves before us. We glance at it with pity, because it is by definition a smaller ship than our own. I am on Deck 15, outside the buffet and overlooking a bunch of pools (the Icon has seven of them), drinking a frilly drink that I got from one of the bars (the Icon has 15 of them), still too shy to speak to anyone, despite Sister Sledge's assertion that all on the ship are somehow related.

Kim Brooks: On failing the family vacation

The ship's passage away from Ron DeSantis's Florida provides no frisson, no sense of developing "sea legs," as the ship is too large to register the presence of waves unless a mighty wind adds significant chop. It is time for me to register the presence of the 5,000 passengers around me, even if they refuse to register mine. My fellow travelers have prepared for this trip with personally decorated T-shirts celebrating the importance of this voyage. The simplest ones say ICON INAUGURAL '24 on the back and the family name on the front. Others attest to an over-the-top love of cruise ships: WARNING! MAY START TALKING ABOUT CRUISING. Still others are artisanally designed and celebrate lifetimes spent married while cruising (on ships, of course). A couple possibly in their 90s are wearing shirts whose backs feature a drawing of a cruise liner, two flamingos with ostensibly male and female characteristics, and the legend "HUSBAND AND WIFE Cruising Partners FOR LIFE WE MAY NOT HAVE IT All Together BUT TOGETHER WE HAVE IT ALL." (The words not in all caps have been written in cursive.) A real journalist or a more intrepid conversationalist would have gone up to the couple and asked them to explain the longevity of their marriage vis-a-vis their love of cruising. But instead I head to my mall suite, take off my meatball T-shirt, and allow the first tears of the cruise to roll down my cheeks slowly enough that I briefly fall asleep amid the moisture and salt.


The aquatic rides remind the author of his latest colonoscopy. (Gary Shteyngart)



Day 2

I WAKE UP with a hangover. Oh God. Right. I cannot believe all of that happened last night. A name floats into my cobwebbed, nauseated brain: "Ayn Rand." Jesus Christ.

I breakfast alone at the Coastal Kitchen. The coffee tastes fine and the eggs came out of a bird. The ship rolls slightly this morning; I can feel it in my thighs and my schlong, the parts of me that are most receptive to danger.

I had a dangerous conversation last night. After the sun set and we were at least 50 miles from shore (most modern cruise ships sail at about 23 miles an hour), I lay in bed softly hiccupping, my arms stretched out exactly like Jesus on the cross, the sound of the distant waves missing from my mall-facing suite, replaced by the hum of air-conditioning and children shouting in Spanish through the vents of my two bathrooms. I decided this passivity was unacceptable. As an immigrant, I feel duty-bound to complete the tasks I am paid for, which means reaching out and trying to understand my fellow cruisers. So I put on a normal James Perse T-shirt and headed for one of the bars on the Royal Promenade--the Schooner Bar, it was called, if memory serves correctly.

"Ayn Rand, she came here with nothing."

I sat at the bar for a martini and two Negronis. An old man with thick, hairy forearms drank next to me, very silent and Hemingwaylike, while a dreadlocked piano player tinkled out a series of excellent Elton John covers. To my right, a young white couple--he in floral shorts, she in a light, summery miniskirt with a fearsome diamond ring, neither of them in football regalia--chatted with an elderly couple. Do it, I commanded myself. Open your mouth. Speak! Speak without being spoken to. Initiate. A sentence fragment caught my ear from the young woman, "Cherry Hill." This is a suburb of Philadelphia in New Jersey, and I had once been there for a reading at a synagogue. "Excuse me," I said gently to her. "Did you just mention Cherry Hill? It's a lovely place."

As it turned out, the couple now lived in Fort Lauderdale (the number of Floridians on the cruise surprised me, given that Southern Florida is itself a kind of cruise ship, albeit one slowly sinking), but soon they were talking with me exclusively--the man potbellied, with a chin like a hard-boiled egg; the woman as svelte as if she were one of the many Ukrainian members of the crew--the elderly couple next to them forgotten. This felt as groundbreaking as the first time I dared to address an American in his native tongue, as a child on a bus in Queens ("On my foot you are standing, Mister").

"I don't want to talk politics," the man said. "But they're going to eighty-six Biden and put Michelle in."

I considered the contradictions of his opening conversational gambit, but decided to play along. "People like Michelle," I said, testing the waters. The husband sneered, but the wife charitably put forward that the former first lady was "more personable" than Joe Biden. "They're gonna eighty-six Biden," the husband repeated. "He can't put a sentence together."

After I mentioned that I was a writer--though I presented myself as a writer of teleplays instead of novels and articles such as this one--the husband told me his favorite writer was Ayn Rand. "Ayn Rand, she came here with nothing," the husband said. "I work with a lot of Cubans, so ..." I wondered if I should mention what I usually do to ingratiate myself with Republicans or libertarians: the fact that my finances improved after pass-through corporations were taxed differently under Donald Trump. Instead, I ordered another drink and the couple did the same, and I told him that Rand and I were born in the same city, St. Petersburg/Leningrad, and that my family also came here with nothing. Now the bonding and drinking began in earnest, and several more rounds appeared. Until it all fell apart.

Read: Gary Shteyngart on watching Russian television for five days straight

My new friend, whom I will refer to as Ayn, called out to a buddy of his across the bar, and suddenly a young couple, both covered in tattoos, appeared next to us. "He fucking punked me," Ayn's frat-boy-like friend called out as he put his arm around Ayn, while his sizable partner sizzled up to Mrs. Rand. Both of them had a look I have never seen on land--their eyes projecting absence and enmity in equal measure. In the '90s, I drank with Russian soldiers fresh from Chechnya and wandered the streets of wartime Zagreb, but I have never seen such undisguised hostility toward both me and perhaps the universe at large. I was briefly introduced to this psychopathic pair, but neither of them wanted to have anything to do with me, and the tattooed woman would not even reveal her Christian name to me (she pretended to have the same first name as Mrs. Rand). To impress his tattooed friends, Ayn made fun of the fact that as a television writer, I'd worked on the series Succession (which, it would turn out, practically nobody on the ship had watched), instead of the far more palatable, in his eyes, zombie drama of last year. And then my new friends drifted away from me into an angry private conversation--"He punked me!"--as I ordered another drink for myself, scared of the dead-eyed arrivals whose gaze never registered in the dim wattage of the Schooner Bar, whose terrifying voices and hollow laughs grated like unoiled gears against the crooning of "Goodbye Yellow Brick Road."

But today is a new day for me and my hangover. After breakfast, I explore the ship's so-called neighborhoods. There's the AquaDome, where one can find a food hall and an acrobatic sound-and-light aquatic show. Central Park has a premium steak house, a sushi joint, and a used Rolex that can be bought for $8,000 on land here proudly offered at $17,000. There's the aforementioned Royal Promenade, where I had drunk with the Rands, and where a pair of dueling pianos duel well into the night. There's Surfside, a kids' neighborhood full of sugary garbage, which looks out onto the frothy trail that the behemoth leaves behind itself. Thrill Island refers to the collection of tubes that clutter the ass of the ship and offer passengers six waterslides and a surfing simulation. There's the Hideaway, an adult zone that plays music from a vomit-slathered, Brit-filled Alicante nightclub circa 1996 and proves a big favorite with groups of young Latin American customers. And, most hurtfully, there's the Suite Neighborhood.


Left: The Icon leaves a giant wake in its path. Right: Docked at Royal Caribbean's own Bahamian island, known as the Perfect Day at CocoCay. (Gary Shteyngart)



I say hurtfully because as a Suite passenger I should be here, though my particular suite is far from the others. Whereas I am stuck amid the riffraff of Deck 11, this section is on the highborn Decks 16 and 17, and in passing, I peek into the spacious, tall-ceilinged staterooms from the hallway, dazzled by the glint of the waves and sun. For $75,000, one multifloor suite even comes with its own slide between floors, so that a family may enjoy this particular terror in private. There is a quiet splendor to the Suite Neighborhood. I see fewer stickers and signs and drawings than in my own neighborhood--for example, MIKE AND DIANA PROUDLY SERVED U.S. MARINE CORPS RETIRED. No one here needs to announce their branch of service or rank; they are simply Suites, and this is where they belong. Once again, despite my hard work and perseverance, I have been disallowed from the true American elite. Once again, I am "Not our class, dear." I am reminded of watching The Love Boat on my grandmother's Zenith, which either was given to her or we found in the trash (I get our many malfunctioning Zeniths confused) and whose tube got so hot, I would put little chunks of government cheese on a thin tissue atop it to give our welfare treat a pleasant, Reagan-era gooeyness. I could not understand English well enough then to catch the nuances of that seafaring program, but I knew that there were differences in the status of the passengers, and that sometimes those differences made them sad. Still, this ship, this plenty--every few steps, there are complimentary nachos or milkshakes or gyros on offer--was the fatty fuel of my childhood dreams. If only I had remained a child.

I walk around the outdoor decks looking for company. There is a middle-aged African American couple who always seem to be asleep in each other's arms, probably exhausted from the late capitalism they regularly encounter on land. There is far more diversity on this ship than I expected. Many couples are a testament to Loving v. Virginia, and there is a large group of folks whose T-shirts read MELANIN AT SEA / IT'S THE MELANIN FOR ME. I smile when I see them, but then some young kids from the group makes Mr. Washy Washy do a cruel, caricatured "Burger Dance" (today he is in his burger getup), and I think, Well, so much for intersectionality.

At the infinity pool on Deck 17, I spot some elderly women who could be ethnic and from my part of the world, and so I jump in. I am proved correct! Many of them seem to be originally from Queens ("Corona was still great when it was all Italian"), though they are now spread across the tristate area. We bond over the way "Ron-kon-koma" sounds when announced in Penn Station.

"Everyone is here for a different reason," one of them tells me. She and her ex-husband last sailed together four years ago to prove to themselves that their marriage was truly over. Her 15-year-old son lost his virginity to "an Irish young lady" while their ship was moored in Ravenna, Italy. The gaggle of old-timers competes to tell me their favorite cruising stories and tips. "A guy proposed in Central Park a couple of years ago"--many Royal Caribbean ships apparently have this ridiculous communal area--"and she ran away screaming!" "If you're diamond-class, you get four drinks for free." "A different kind of passenger sails out of Bayonne." (This, perhaps, is racially coded.) "Sometimes, if you tip the bartender $5, your next drink will be free."

"Everyone's here for a different reason," the woman whose marriage ended on a cruise tells me again. "Some people are here for bad reasons--the drinkers and the gamblers. Some people are here for medical reasons." I have seen more than a few oxygen tanks and at least one woman clearly undergoing very serious chemo. Some T-shirts celebrate good news about a cancer diagnosis. This might be someone's last cruise or week on Earth. For these women, who have spent months, if not years, at sea, cruising is a ritual as well as a life cycle: first love, last love, marriage, divorce, death.

Read: The last place on Earth any tourist should go

I have talked with these women for so long, tonight I promise myself that after a sad solitary dinner I will not try to seek out company at the bars in the mall or the adult-themed Hideaway. I have enough material to fulfill my duties to this publication. As I approach my orphaned suite, I run into the aggro young people who stole Mr. and Mrs. Rand away from me the night before. The tattooed apparitions pass me without a glance. She is singing something violent about "Stuttering Stanley" (a character in a popular horror movie, as I discover with my complimentary VOOMSM Surf & Stream Internet at Sea) and he's loudly shouting about "all the money I've lost," presumably at the casino in the bowels of the ship.

So these bent psychos out of a Cormac McCarthy novel are angrily inhabiting my deck. As I mewl myself to sleep, I envision a limited series for HBO or some other streamer, a kind of low-rent White Lotus, where several aggressive couples conspire to throw a shy intellectual interloper overboard. I type the scenario into my phone. As I fall asleep, I think of what the woman who recently divorced her husband and whose son became a man through the good offices of the Irish Republic told me while I was hoisting myself out of the infinity pool. "I'm here because I'm an explorer. I'm here because I'm trying something new." What if I allowed myself to believe in her fantasy?


Left: Seafood pizza. Right: The author's special T-shirt. (Gary Shteyngart)



Day 3

"YOU REALLY STARTED AT THE TOP," they tell me. I'm at the Coastal Kitchen for my eggs and corned-beef hash, and the maitre d' has slotted me in between two couples. Fueled by coffee or perhaps intrigued by my relative youth, they strike up a conversation with me. As always, people are shocked that this is my first cruise. They contrast the Icon favorably with all the preceding liners in the Royal Caribbean fleet, usually commenting on the efficiency of the elevators that hurl us from deck to deck (as in many large corporate buildings, the elevators ask you to choose a floor and then direct you to one of many lifts). The couple to my right, from Palo Alto--he refers to his "porn mustache" and calls his wife "my cougar" because she is two years older--tell me they are "Pandemic Pinnacles."

This is the day that my eyes will be opened. Pinnacles, it is explained to me over translucent cantaloupe, have sailed with Royal Caribbean for 700 ungodly nights. Pandemic Pinnacles took advantage of the two-for-one accrual rate of Pinnacle points during the pandemic, when sailing on a cruise ship was even more ill-advised, to catapult themselves into Pinnacle status.

Because of the importance of the inaugural voyage of the world's largest cruise liner, more than 200 Pinnacles are on this ship, a startling number, it seems. Mrs. Palo Alto takes out a golden badge that I have seen affixed over many a breast, which reads CROWN AND ANCHOR SOCIETY along with her name. This is the coveted badge of the Pinnacle. "You should hear all the whining in Guest Services," her husband tells me. Apparently, the Pinnacles who are not also Suites like us are all trying to use their status to get into Coastal Kitchen, our elite restaurant. Even a Pinnacle needs to be a Suite to access this level of corned-beef hash.

"We're just baby Pinnacles," Mrs. Palo Alto tells me, describing a kind of internal class struggle among the Pinnacle elite for ever higher status.

And now I understand what the maitre d' was saying to me on the first day of my cruise. He wasn't saying "pendejo." He was saying "Pinnacle." The dining room was for Pinnacles only, all those older people rolling in like the tide on their motorized scooters.

And now I understand something else: This whole thing is a cult. And like most cults, it can't help but mirror the endless American fight for status. Like Keith Raniere's NXIVM, where different-colored sashes were given out to connote rank among Raniere's branded acolytes, this is an endless competition among Pinnacles, Suites, Diamond-Plusers, and facing-the-mall, no-balcony purple SeaPass Card peasants, not to mention the many distinctions within each category. The more you cruise, the higher your status. No wonder a section of the Royal Promenade is devoted to getting passengers to book their next cruise during the one they should be enjoying now. No wonder desperate Royal Caribbean offers ("FINAL HOURS") crowded my email account weeks before I set sail. No wonder the ship's jewelry store, the Royal Bling, is selling a $100,000 golden chalice that will entitle its owner to drink free on Royal Caribbean cruises for life. (One passenger was already gaming out whether her 28-year-old son was young enough to "just about earn out" on the chalice or if that ship had sailed.) No wonder this ship was sold out months before departure, and we had to pay $19,000 for a horrid suite away from the Suite Neighborhood. No wonder the most mythical hero of Royal Caribbean lore is someone named Super Mario, who has cruised so often, he now has his own working desk on many ships. This whole experience is part cult, part nautical pyramid scheme.

From the June 2014 issue: Ship of wonks

"The toilets are amazing," the Palo Altos are telling me. "One flush and you're done." "They don't understand how energy-efficient these ships are," the husband of the other couple is telling me. "They got the LNG"--liquefied natural gas, which is supposed to make the Icon a boon to the environment (a concept widely disputed and sometimes ridiculed by environmentalists).

But I'm thinking along a different line of attack as I spear my last pallid slice of melon. For my streaming limited series, a Pinnacle would have to get killed by either an outright peasant or a Suite without an ocean view. I tell my breakfast companions my idea.

"Oh, for sure a Pinnacle would have to be killed," Mr. Palo Alto, the Pandemic Pinnacle, says, touching his porn mustache thoughtfully as his wife nods.

"THAT'S RIGHT, IT'S your time, buddy!" Hubert, my fun-loving Panamanian cabin attendant, shouts as I step out of my suite in a robe. "Take it easy, buddy!"

I have come up with a new dressing strategy. Instead of trying to impress with my choice of T-shirts, I have decided to start wearing a robe, as one does at a resort property on land, with a proper spa and hammam. The response among my fellow cruisers has been ecstatic. "Look at you in the robe!" Mr. Rand cries out as we pass each other by the Thrill Island aqua park. "You're living the cruise life! You know, you really drank me under the table that night." I laugh as we part ways, but my soul cries out, Please spend more time with me, Mr. and Mrs. Rand; I so need the company.

In my white robe, I am a stately presence, a refugee from a better limited series, a one-man crossover episode. (Only Suites are granted these robes to begin with.) Today, I will try many of the activities these ships have on offer to provide their clientele with a sense of never-ceasing motion. Because I am already at Thrill Island, I decide to climb the staircase to what looks like a mast on an old-fashioned ship (terrified, because I am afraid of heights) to try a ride called "Storm Chasers," which is part of the "Category 6" water park, named in honor of one of the storms that may someday do away with the Port of Miami entirely. Storm Chasers consists of falling from the "mast" down a long, twisting neon tube filled with water, like being the camera inside your own colonoscopy, as you hold on to the handles of a mat, hoping not to die. The tube then flops you down headfirst into a trough of water, a Royal Caribbean baptism. It both knocks my breath out and makes me sad.

In keeping with the aquatic theme, I attend a show at the AquaDome. To the sound of "Live and Let Die," a man in a harness gyrates to and fro in the sultry air. I saw something very similar in the back rooms of the famed Berghain club in early-aughts Berlin. Soon another harnessed man is gyrating next to the first. Ja, I think to myself, I know how this ends. Now will come the fisting, naturlich. But the show soon devolves into the usual Marvel-film-grade nonsense, with too much light and sound signifying nichts. If any fisting is happening, it is probably in the Suite Neighborhood, inside a cabin marked with an upside-down pineapple, which I understand means a couple are ready to swing, and I will see none of it.

I go to the ice show, which is a kind of homage--if that's possible--to the periodic table, done with the style and pomp and masterful precision that would please the likes of Kim Jong Un, if only he could afford Royal Caribbean talent. At one point, the dancers skate to the theme song of Succession. "See that!" I want to say to my fellow Suites--at "cultural" events, we have a special section reserved for us away from the commoners--"Succession! It's even better than the zombie show! Open your minds!"

Finally, I visit a comedy revue in an enormous and too brightly lit version of an "intimate," per Royal Caribbean literature, "Manhattan comedy club." Many of the jokes are about the cruising life. "I've lived on ships for 20 years," one of the middle-aged comedians says. "I can only see so many Filipino homosexuals dressed as a taco." He pauses while the audience laughs. "I am so fired tonight," he says. He segues into a Trump impression and then Biden falling asleep at the microphone, which gets the most laughs. "Anyone here from Fort Leonard Wood?" another comedian asks. Half the crowd seems to cheer. As I fall asleep that night, I realize another connection I have failed to make, and one that may explain some of the diversity on this vessel--many of its passengers have served in the military.

As a coddled passenger with a suite, I feel like I am starting to understand what it means to have a rank and be constantly reminded of it. There are many espresso makers, I think as I look across the expanse of my officer-grade quarters before closing my eyes, but this one is mine.


Two enormous cruise ships at the Perfect Day at CocoCay, a private island with many of the same amenities as the ship itself (Gary Shteyngart)



Day 4

A shocking sight greets me beyond the pools of Deck 17 as I saunter over to the Coastal Kitchen for my morning intake of slightly sour Americanos. A tiny city beneath a series of perfectly pressed green mountains. Land! We have docked for a brief respite in Basseterre, the capital of St. Kitts and Nevis. I wolf down my egg scramble to be one of the first passengers off the ship. Once past the gangway, I barely refrain from kissing the ground. I rush into the sights and sounds of this scruffy island city, sampling incredible conch curry and buckets of non-Starbucks coffee. How wonderful it is to be where God intended humans to be: on land. After all, I am neither a fish nor a mall rat. This is my natural environment. Basseterre may not be Havana, but there are signs of human ingenuity and desire everywhere you look. The Black Table Grill Has been Relocated to Soho Village, Market Street, Directly Behind of, Gary's Fruits and Flower Shop. Signed. THE PORK MAN reads a sign stuck to a wall. Now, that is how you write a sign. A real sign, not the come-ons for overpriced Rolexes that blink across the screens of the Royal Promenade.

"Hey, tie your shoestring!" a pair of laughing ladies shout to me across the street.

"Thank you!" I shout back. Shoestring! "Thank you very much."

A man in Independence Square Park comes by and asks if I want to play with his monkey. I haven't heard that pickup line since the Penn Station of the 1980s. But then he pulls a real monkey out of a bag. The monkey is wearing a diaper and looks insane. Wonderful, I think, just wonderful! There is so much life here. I email my editor asking if I can remain on St. Kitts and allow the Icon to sail off into the horizon without me. I have even priced a flight home at less than $300, and I have enough material from the first four days on the cruise to write the entire story. "It would be funny ..." my editor replies. "Now get on the boat."

As I slink back to the ship after my brief jailbreak, the locals stand under umbrellas to gaze at and photograph the boat that towers over their small capital city. The limousines of the prime minister and his lackeys are parked beside the gangway. St. Kitts, I've been told, is one of the few islands that would allow a ship of this size to dock.

"We hear about all the waterslides," a sweet young server in one of the cafes told me. "We wish we could go on the ship, but we have to work."

"I want to stay on your island," I replied. "I love it here."

But she didn't understand how I could possibly mean that.

Day 5

"WASHY, WASHY, so you don't get stinky, stinky!" kids are singing outside the AquaDome, while their adult minders look on in disapproval, perhaps worried that Mr. Washy Washy is grooming them into a life of gayness. I heard a southern couple skip the buffet entirely out of fear of Mr. Washy Washy.

Meanwhile, I have found a new watering hole for myself, the Swim & Tonic, the biggest swim-up bar on any cruise ship in the world. Drinking next to full-size, nearly naked Americans takes away one's own self-consciousness. The men have curvaceous mom bodies. The women are equally un-shy about their sprawling physiques.

Today I've befriended a bald man with many children who tells me that all of the little trinkets that Royal Caribbean has left us in our staterooms and suites are worth a fortune on eBay. "Eighty dollars for the water bottle, 60 for the lanyard," the man says. "This is a cult."

"Tell me about it," I say. There is, however, a clientele for whom this cruise makes perfect sense. For a large middle-class family (he works in "supply chains"), seven days in a lower-tier cabin--which starts at $1,800 a person--allow the parents to drop off their children in Surfside, where I imagine many young Filipina crew members will take care of them, while the parents are free to get drunk at a swim-up bar and maybe even get intimate in their cabin. Cruise ships have become, for a certain kind of hardworking family, a form of subsidized child care.

There is another man I would like to befriend at the Swim & Tonic, a tall, bald fellow who is perpetually inebriated and who wears a necklace studded with little rubber duckies in sunglasses, which, I am told, is a sort of secret handshake for cruise aficionados. Tomorrow, I will spend more time with him, but first the ship docks at St. Thomas, in the U.S. Virgin Islands. Charlotte Amalie, the capital, is more charming in name than in presence, but I still all but jump off the ship to score a juicy oxtail and plantains at the well-known Petite Pump Room, overlooking the harbor. From one of the highest points in the small city, the Icon of the Seas appears bigger than the surrounding hills.

I overhear the male member of a young couple whisper, "There goes that freak" as I saunter by in my robe.

I usually tan very evenly, but something about the discombobulation of life at sea makes me forget the regular application of sunscreen. As I walk down the streets of Charlotte Amalie in my fluorescent Icon of the Seas cap, an old Rastafarian stares me down. "Redneck," he hisses.

"No," I want to tell him, as I bring a hand up to my red neck, "that's not who I am at all. On my island, Mannahatta, as Whitman would have it, I am an interesting person living within an engaging artistic milieu. I do not wish to use the Caribbean as a dumping ground for the cruise-ship industry. I love the work of Derek Walcott. You don't understand. I am not a redneck. And if I am, they did this to me." They meaning Royal Caribbean? Its passengers? The Rands?

"They did this to me!"

Back on the Icon, some older matrons are muttering about a run-in with passengers from the Celebrity cruise ship docked next to us, the Celebrity Apex. Although Celebrity Cruises is also owned by Royal Caribbean, I am made to understand that there is a deep fratricidal beef between passengers of the two lines. "We met a woman from the Apex," one matron says, "and she says it was a small ship and there was nothing to do. Her face was as tight as a 19-year-old's, she had so much surgery." With those words, and beneath a cloudy sky, humidity shrouding our weathered faces and red necks, we set sail once again, hopefully in the direction of home.


Inside the AquaDome, one can find a food hall and an acrobatic sound-and-light aquatic show. (Gary Shteyngart)



Day 6

THERE ARE BARELY 48 HOURS LEFT to the cruise, and the Icon of the Seas' passengers are salty. They know how to work the elevators. They know the Washy Washy song by heart. They understand that the chicken gyro at "Feta Mediterranean," in the AquaDome Market, is the least problematic form of chicken on the ship.

The passengers have shed their INAUGURAL CRUISE T-shirts and are now starting to evince political opinions. There are caps pledging to make America great again and T-shirts that celebrate words sometimes attributed to Patrick Henry: "The Constitution is not an instrument for the government to restrain the people; it is an instrument for the people to restrain the government." With their preponderance of FAMILY FLAG FAITH FRIENDS FIREARMS T-shirts, the tables by the crepe station sometimes resemble the Capitol Rotunda on January 6. The Real Anthony Fauci, by Robert F. Kennedy Jr., appears to be a popular form of literature, especially among young men with very complicated versions of the American flag on their T-shirts. Other opinions blend the personal and the political. "Someone needs to kill Washy guy, right?" a well-dressed man in the elevator tells me, his gray eyes radiating nothing. "Just beat him to death. Am I right?" I overhear the male member of a young couple whisper, "There goes that freak" as I saunter by in my white spa robe, and I decide to retire it for the rest of the cruise.

I visit the Royal Bling to see up close the $100,000 golden chalice that entitles you to free drinks on Royal Caribbean forever. The pleasant Serbian saleslady explains that the chalice is actually gold-plated and covered in white zirconia instead of diamonds, as it would otherwise cost $1 million. "If you already have everything," she explains, "this is one more thing you can get."

I believe that anyone who works for Royal Caribbean should be entitled to immediate American citizenship. They already speak English better than most of the passengers and, per the Serbian lady's sales pitch above, better understand what America is as well. Crew members like my Panamanian cabin attendant seem to work 24 hours a day. A waiter from New Delhi tells me that his contract is six months and three weeks long. After a cruise ends, he says, "in a few hours, we start again for the next cruise." At the end of the half a year at sea, he is allowed a two-to-three-month stay at home with his family. As of 2019, the median income for crew members was somewhere in the vicinity of $20,000, according to a major business publication. Royal Caribbean would not share the current median salary for its crew members, but I am certain that it amounts to a fraction of the cost of a Royal Bling gold-plated, zirconia-studded chalice.

And because most of the Icon's hyper-sanitized spaces are just a frittata away from being a Delta lounge, one forgets that there are actual sailors on this ship, charged with the herculean task of docking it in port. "Having driven 100,000-ton aircraft carriers throughout my career," retired Admiral James G. Stavridis, the former NATO Supreme Allied Commander Europe, writes to me, "I'm not sure I would even know where to begin with trying to control a sea monster like this one nearly three times the size." (I first met Stavridis while touring Army bases in Germany more than a decade ago.)

Today, I decide to head to the hot tub near Swim & Tonic, where some of the ship's drunkest reprobates seem to gather (the other tubs are filled with families and couples). The talk here, like everywhere else on the ship, concerns football, a sport about which I know nothing. It is apparent that four teams have recently competed in some kind of finals for the year, and that two of them will now face off in the championship. Often when people on the Icon speak, I will try to repeat the last thing they said with a laugh or a nod of disbelief. "Yes, 20-yard line! Ha!" "Oh my God, of course, scrimmage."

Soon we are joined in the hot tub by the late-middle-age drunk guy with the duck necklace. He is wearing a bucket hat with the legend HAWKEYES, which, I soon gather, is yet another football team. "All right, who turned me in?" Duck Necklace says as he plops into the tub beside us. "I get a call in the morning," he says. "It's security. Can you come down to the dining room by 10 a.m.? You need to stay away from the members of this religious family." Apparently, the gregarious Duck Necklace had photobombed the wrong people. There are several families who present as evangelical Christians or practicing Muslims on the ship. One man, evidently, was not happy that Duck Necklace had made contact with his relatives. "It's because of religious stuff; he was offended. I put my arm around 20 people a day."

Everyone laughs. "They asked me three times if I needed medication," he says of the security people who apparently interrogated him in full view of others having breakfast.

Another hot-tub denizen suggests that he should have asked for fentanyl. After a few more drinks, Duck Necklace begins to muse about what it would be like to fall off the ship. "I'm 62 and I'm ready to go," he says. "I just don't want a shark to eat me. I'm a huge God guy. I'm a Bible guy. There's some Mayan theory squaring science stuff with religion. There is so much more to life on Earth." We all nod into our Red Stripes.

"I never get off the ship when we dock," he says. He tells us he lost $6,000 in the casino the other day. Later, I look him up, and it appears that on land, he's a financial adviser in a crisp gray suit, probably a pillar of his North Chicago community.


Despite the prevalence of ice cream, the author lost two pounds on the cruise. (Gary Shteyngart)



Day 7

THE OCEAN IS TEEMING with fascinating life, but on the surface it has little to teach us. The waves come and go. The horizon remains ever far away.

I am constantly told by my fellow passengers that "everybody here has a story." Yes, I want to reply, but everybody everywhere has a story. You, the reader of this essay, have a story, and yet you're not inclined to jump on a cruise ship and, like Duck Necklace, tell your story to others at great pitch and volume. Maybe what they're saying is that everybody on this ship wants to have a bigger, more coherent, more interesting story than the one they've been given. Maybe that's why there's so much signage on the doors around me attesting to marriages spent on the sea. Maybe that's why the Royal Caribbean newsletter slipped under my door tells me that "this isn't a vacation day spent--it's bragging rights earned." Maybe that's why I'm so lonely.

Today is a big day for Icon passengers. Today the ship docks at Royal Caribbean's own Bahamian island, the Perfect Day at CocoCay. (This appears to be the actual name of the island.) A comedian at the nightclub opined on what his perfect day at CocoCay would look like--receiving oral sex while learning that his ex-wife had been killed in a car crash (big laughter). But the reality of the island is far less humorous than that.

One of the ethnic tristate ladies in the infinity pool told me that she loved CocoCay because it had exactly the same things that could be found on the ship itself. This proves to be correct. It is like the Icon, but with sand. The same tired burgers, the same colorful tubes conveying children and water from Point A to B. The same swim-up bar at its Hideaway ($140 for admittance, no children allowed; Royal Caribbean must be printing money off its clientele). "There was almost a fight at The Wizard of Oz," I overhear an elderly woman tell her companion on a chaise lounge. Apparently one of the passengers began recording Royal Caribbean's intellectual property and "three guys came after him."

I walk down a pathway to the center of the island, where a sign reads DO NOT ENTER: YOU HAVE REACHED THE BOUNDARY OF ADVENTURE. I hear an animal scampering in the bushes. A Royal Caribbean worker in an enormous golf cart soon chases me down and takes me back to the Hideaway, where I run into Mrs. Rand in a bikini. She becomes livid telling me about an altercation she had the other day with a woman over a towel and a deck chair. We Suites have special towel privileges; we do not have to hand over our SeaPass Card to score a towel. But the Rands are not Suites. "People are so entitled here," Mrs. Rand says. "It's like the airport with all its classes." "You see," I want to say, "this is where your husband's love of Ayn Rand runs into the cruelties and arbitrary indignities of unbridled capitalism." Instead we make plans to meet for a final drink in the Schooner Bar tonight (the Rands will stand me up).

Back on the ship, I try to do laps, but the pool (the largest on any cruise ship, naturally) is fully trashed with the detritus of American life: candy wrappers, a slowly dissolving tortilla chip, napkins. I take an extra-long shower in my suite, then walk around the perimeter of the ship on a kind of exercise track, past all the alluring lifeboats in their yellow-and-white livery. Maybe there is a dystopian angle to the HBO series that I will surely end up pitching, one with shades of WALL-E or Snowpiercer. In a collapsed world, a Royal Caribbean-like cruise liner sails from port to port, collecting new shipmates and supplies in exchange for the precious energy it has on board. (The actual Icon features a new technology that converts passengers' poop into enough energy to power the waterslides. In the series, this shitty technology would be greatly expanded.) A very young woman (18? 19?), smart and lonely, who has only known life on the ship, walks along the same track as I do now, contemplating jumping off into the surf left by its wake. I picture reusing Duck Necklace's words in the opening shot of the pilot. The girl is walking around the track, her eyes on the horizon; maybe she's highborn--a Suite--and we hear the voice-over: "I'm 19 and I'm ready to go. I just don't want a shark to eat me."

Before the cruise is finished, I talk to Mr. Washy Washy, or Nielbert of the Philippines. He is a sweet, gentle man, and I thank him for the earworm of a song he has given me and for keeping us safe from the dreaded norovirus. "This is very important to me, getting people to wash their hands," he tells me in his burger getup. He has dreams, as an artist and a performer, but they are limited in scope. One day he wants to dress up as a piece of bacon for the morning shift.

Epilogue

THE MAIDEN VOYAGE OF THE TITANIC (the Icon of the Seas is five times as large as that doomed vessel) at least offered its passengers an exciting ending to their cruise, but when I wake up on the eighth day, all I see are the gray ghosts that populate Miami's condo skyline. Throughout my voyage, my writer friends wrote in to commiserate with me. Sloane Crosley, who once covered a three-day spa mini-cruise for Vogue, tells me she felt "so very alone ... I found it very untethering." Gideon Lewis-Kraus writes in an Instagram comment: "When Gary is done I think it's time this genre was taken out back and shot." And he is right. To badly paraphrase Adorno: After this, no more cruise stories. It is unfair to put a thinking person on a cruise ship. Writers typically have difficult childhoods, and it is cruel to remind them of the inherent loneliness that drove them to writing in the first place. It is also unseemly to write about the kind of people who go on cruises. Our country does not provide the education and upbringing that allow its citizens an interior life. For the creative class to point fingers at the large, breasty gentlemen adrift in tortilla-chip-laden pools of water is to gather a sour harvest of low-hanging fruit.

A day or two before I got off the ship, I decided to make use of my balcony, which I had avoided because I thought the view would only depress me further. What I found shocked me. My suite did not look out on Central Park after all. This entire time, I had been living in the ship's Disneyland, Surfside, the neighborhood full of screaming toddlers consuming milkshakes and candy. And as I leaned out over my balcony, I beheld a slight vista of the sea and surf that I thought I had been missing. It had been there all along. The sea was frothy and infinite and blue-green beneath the span of a seagull's wing. And though it had been trod hard by the world's largest cruise ship, it remained.



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "A Meatball at Sea." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Trump Two-Step

Once you recognize the pattern, you'll see it everywhere.

by David A. Graham




Is Donald Trump that clever, or are the media still just that unprepared? Whatever the reason, he continues to be just as adept as ever at running circles around the press and public.

One of his most effective tools is what we might call the Trump Two-Step, in which the former president says something outrageous, backs away from it in the face of criticism, and then fully embraces it. The goal here is to create a veneer of deniability. It doesn't even need to be plausible; it just needs to muddy the waters a bit.

That pattern is clear in his recent invocations of a "bloodbath" if he doesn't win the 2024 presidential election. During a March 16 speech in Ohio, Trump blasted President Joe Biden's push for electric vehicles. (Trump is angry that the United Auto Workers endorsed Biden, who walked on a picket line with striking employees, rather than Trump, who held a rally at a nonunion shop.) It's difficult to capture the full context of Trump's remarks because he meanders so much, but he was speaking about the auto industry when he warned about a "bloodbath." Here's a snippet from the full transcript:

We're going to put a 100 percent tariff on every single car that comes across the line, and you're not going to be able to sell those cars, if I get elected. Now, if I don't get elected, it's going to be a bloodbath for the whole ... That's going to be the least of it. It's going to be a bloodbath for the country. That'll be the least of it. But they're not going to sell those cars.


As Semafor's David Weigel laid out, the "bloodbath" remark went viral after it was snipped and circulated by liberal social-media influencers. Mainstream reporters, scrambling to catch up with the zeitgeist, wrote stories that covered the line out of context. This was somewhat understandable--Trump is, after all, the person who ranted about "American carnage" in his inaugural address--but also sloppy and wrong. Politico, for example, reported that "it was unclear what the former president meant exactly," leading a spokesperson for a pro-Trump super PAC to ask whether it is "standard practice for you to cover events you don't watch."

Adam Serwer: The U.S. media is completely unprepared to cover a Trump presidency

Trump and his allies leaped to portray the whole thing as evidence of the media's dishonesty. They said it was self-evident that he was speaking metaphorically. "The Fake News Media, and their Democrat Partners in the destruction of our Nation, pretended to be shocked at my use of the word BLOODBATH, even though they fully understood that I was simply referring to imports allowed by Crooked Joe Biden, which are killing the automobile industry," Trump wrote on Truth Social. Elon Musk posted on X, "Legacy media lies."

That was the end of it, right? Of course not. On Tuesday, Trump spoke in Michigan, where he once again used the word, this time literally. "I stand before you today to declare that Joe Biden's border bloodbath--and that's what it is; it's a bloodbath; they tried to use this term incorrectly on me two weeks ago ... but it's a border bloodbath, and it's destroying our country," he said. The Republican National Committee also launched a website called BidenBloodbath.com, which warns that "there is blood on Biden's hands." (In the same speech, Trump said that accused criminals are "not humans; they're animals," the sort of dehumanizing rhetoric that helps create conditions for violence.)

Trump ends up getting it both ways: He attacks the media for misrepresenting him as a prophet of violence, then turns around and blithely prophesies violence. Anyone who's willing to gamble that he won't be making even more explicit predictions of election-related bloodshed by this summer is either a political hack or a fool easily parted from his money (or perhaps both, like Musk).

Once you recognize the Trump Two-Step, you see it everywhere. The ur-example might be his plan for a registry of Muslims in the U.S., which emerged during his first campaign. Trump had been saying all manner of inflammatory things about Muslims when a reporter asked him whether he would consider a database tracking Muslims in the United States. Trump, who seems terrified of appearing conciliatory or caught off guard, replied, "I would certainly implement that. Absolutely." The backlash was immediate, and included comparisons to Nazi Germany. Trump backed away, tweeting, "I didn't suggest a database--a reporter did." But when it became apparent that anti-Muslim bigotry was popular with his supporters, he started pushing a plan to ban Muslims from entering the country.

David A. Graham: Trump says he'll be a dictator on 'day one'

As president, Trump followed the same pattern. In the fall of 2019, Trump was facing impeachment for trying to get Ukraine to interfere in the 2020 election on his behalf. He denied the charges, which he called a witch hunt. Meanwhile, he continued to do exactly the thing he said he hadn't done, publicly calling on China to investigate the Biden family to aid his own reelection.

And he has made the two-step a big part of his reelection strategy. In December, Sean Hannity teed Trump up with a softball question, asking him to affirm that he wouldn't abuse his power if elected. Trump declined, saying he wanted to be a dictator on day one, but only on day one. (Cold comfort!) When the remark drew horror, Trump said he'd just been kidding around, suggesting that people needed to lighten up. Then, a few days later, he once again said that he planned to be a dictator on his first day in office.

Trump's fans often say that what they admire about him is that, like it or not, he says what he means. So why are they so resistant to taking him at his word?
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A Secret Code May Have Been Hiding in Classical Music for 200 Years

A violinist believes he has discovered a previously unknown system of dynamics in Beethoven's original manuscripts.

by S. I. Rosenbaum




In the spring of 1825, Ludwig van Beethoven was struck by a gut ailment so severe that he thought he might die. That summer, after he recovered, he returned to the string quartet he'd been writing before his illness--Quartet No. 15 in A Minor, Op. 132--and added a new segment inspired by his survival. To this day, the piece is known for the slowly unfolding, baffled joy of its third movement, where the music seems to trace the shuffling steps of an invalid breathing fresh air for the first time in weeks. Beethoven would call it Heiliger Dankgesang, a "holy song of thanksgiving."

He wrote in the mornings when the light was good, on rag paper thick enough that he could scrape off mistakes with a knife. His handwriting was notoriously chaotic: He couldn't draw a set of parallel lines if his life depended on it. The maestro is said to have used his pencil not only to write with, but also to feel the vibrations of his piano, pressing one end of the wooden rod to the instrument while holding the other end between his teeth. He was by now profoundly deaf; in less than two years, he would be dead.

Once he finished a composition, Beethoven would hand off the manuscript to a copyist, who'd write it all out again, this time legibly. After Beethoven corrected any mistakes the copyist made--berating the man the whole time--the score would go to a publishing house where, after more last-minute changes from the composer, an engraver would trace it, backwards, onto a copper sheet. From there, the score would be published and republished, appearing in largely the same form on music stands across the world even to this day.

But even discounting those final revisions, the Opus 132 that the world came to know was not exactly the Opus 132 that Beethoven handed to his copyist. The composer littered his original score with unusual markings that the copyist simply ignored. Below one staff, for example, Beethoven jotted "ffmo"--a tag that wasn't a standard part of musical notation, and wasn't used by any other major composer. In another place, he drew an odd shape like an elongated diamond, also a nonstandard notation. None of these marks made it into even the first clean copy, let alone the published version. Almost no one would see those marks in the roughly 200 years after Beethoven first scribbled them down.

Then, one evening in 2013, the violinist Nicholas Kitchen was in New Mexico coaching a quartet through Opus 132. Kitchen is a man of obsessions; one of them is playing from a composer's original handwritten manuscripts, rather than printed music, so he had a facsimile edition on hand. The errant "ffmo" caught the eye of the quartet's cellist. "What's this?" she asked.

As soon as Kitchen saw Beethoven's mark, something in his brain shifted; later, he would tell people that it was as if someone had turned over a deck of cards to reveal the hidden faces behind the plain backs. Suddenly, he had a new obsession. Over the next several years, he would come to believe he had discovered Beethoven's secret code.



For most of the past two centuries, Beethoven's original handwritten manuscripts have been difficult, if not impossible, for musicians to access. Few could afford a trip to view them at archives in Vienna or Berlin, and facsimile editions were prohibitively expensive. Scholars hadn't bothered taking a look: By the time musicology arose as a discipline, Beethoven was seen as passe, says Lewis Lockwood, a Harvard professor emeritus and co-director of the Boston University Center for Beethoven Research. "There is no army of Beethoven scholars," Lockwood told me. "It's a tiny field ... terra incognita."

Kitchen is not a scholar. A boyish 57-year-old with a shock of bushy white hair, he's a working musician and a faculty member at New England Conservatory, where my parents also taught. The Boston classical-music world is a small one--almost everyone I interviewed for this story is friendly with my violist mother and pianist father--and Kitchen is well known and well respected in those circles. Prior to reporting this story, I'd heard him perform with his quartet many times, although I didn't know him personally.

That said, I was aware that Kitchen had a bit of a reputation as, if not an eccentric, at least an enthusiastic innovator. Around 2007 he persuaded the ensemble he co-founded, the Borromeo Quartet, to play from full scores instead of parts, because he felt it enriched the performance. A full score doesn't fit on a music stand, so the group was among the first to play from laptops, and later iPads, in performance.

Around the same time, scans of Beethoven manuscripts began to appear on a wiki site for musicians called the International Music Score Library Project. The only thing better than playing from a full score, Kitchen believed, was playing from a handwritten original full score--the closest glimpse possible of the composer's working mind. "Just by reading the manuscript, you are instantly exposed to an archaeology of ideas," Kitchen told me. "You're tracing what was crossed out--an option tried and not used, one tried and refused, then brought back--all these processes that are instantly visible."

The more Kitchen played directly from Beethoven's chaotic handwriting, the more anomalous notations he found. Initially, Kitchen didn't know what to make of them. "My first thought was, 'Well, it may be the equivalent of a doodle,'" he said. But once he began to study Beethoven's scores more systematically, he realized just how prevalent--and how consistent--many of these strange markings were across the composer's 25 years of work.

Kitchen began to develop a theory about what he was seeing. The marks mostly seemed to concern intensity. Some appeared to indicate extra forcefulness: Beethoven used the standard f and ff for forte, "loud," and fortissimo, "very loud," but also sometimes wrote ffmo or fff. He occasionally underlined the standard p or pp for piano and pianissimo, "soft" and "very soft," as if emphasizing them.





Kitchen would eventually identify 23 degrees of dynamics (and counting), from fff--thunderous--to ppp--a whisper. He found four kinds of staccato, two kinds of dynamic swells, marks to indicate different ways of grouping notes together, marks to reinforce crescendos and diminuendos. Taken together, Kitchen argued, these marks amount to "living instructions from one virtuoso performer to another," an elaborate hidden language conveying new levels of expression--and thus emotion--in Beethoven's music that had been lost for centuries.



Whenever people have tried to invent a way of writing music down, the solution has been imperfect. Jewish, Vedic, Buddhist, and Christian traditions all searched for ways to keep sacred melodies from mutating over time; each ended up inventing a set of symbols for different musical phrases, which worked as long as you already knew all the phrases. Other cultures evolved away from notation. In classical Indian music, for example, every soloist's performance is meant to be improvised and unrepeatable.

In Europe, however, musical values began to emphasize not spontaneity but polyphony: ever more complex harmony and counterpoint performed by ever larger ensembles. For these ensembles to play together, they needed some kind of visual graph to coordinate who plays what when. The result evolved into the notation system in global use today--an extraordinarily lossless information-compression technology, unique in its capacity to precisely record even music that has never been played, only imagined. Orchestras in Beethoven's time, as well as now, needed only the score to play something remarkably similar to what the composer heard in their mind. It's as close as humans have come, perhaps, to telepathy.

By Beethoven's time, composers had developed ways to communicate not just pitch, duration, and tempo, but the emotion they wanted their music to evoke. Dynamic markings shaped like hairpins indicated when the music should swell and when it should ebb. A corpus of Italian words such as andante, dolce, and vivace became technical terms to guide the musician's performance. The effect was a lot like the old religious systems: If you already knew how andante was supposed to sound, then you knew how to play something marked andante. But compared with the rest of the notation system, such descriptions are subjective. How passionate is appassionato, exactly?

Someone like Beethoven, a man of extreme moods, might very well have chafed against these restraints. It's not a stretch to conclude, as Kitchen has, that Beethoven would feel the need to invent a method of more perfectly conveying how he intended his music to be played.

But whether Kitchen is correct remains up for debate. Jonathan Del Mar, a Beethoven scholar who has worked extensively with the composer's manuscripts, told me in an email that any anomalous marks in Beethoven's manuscripts were merely "cosmetic variants" of standard notations. Beethoven was a stickler for precision, Del Mar explained, especially when it came to his music, and if he'd cared about these marks, he would have made sure they appeared in the published versions. "I am absolutely convinced that, indeed, no difference of meaning was intended," Del Mar wrote.

Jeremy Yudkin, Lockwood's co-director at the Center for Beethoven Studies, also initially viewed Kitchen with skepticism. "When I first talked to him, I thought he was nuts," Yudkin told me. But Kitchen's close and careful research won him over. Yudkin now believes that Kitchen has discovered a previously unknown layer of meaning in Beethoven's manuscripts: "There are gradations of expression, a vast spectrum of expression, that music scholars and performers ought to take into account," he said.

As to why the marks never made it into the composer's printed scores, Yudkin thinks Beethoven may have accepted that his large personal vocabulary of symbols and abbreviations wouldn't be easily deciphered by others. Perhaps, Yudkin suggested, he included the marks in his manuscripts simply for his own satisfaction. "You put things in a diary," Yudkin said, because it yields "a mental satisfaction and emotional satisfaction in being able to express what it is that you feel. And no one else has to see it."



Over the past few years, Kitchen and the Borromeo Quartet have presented a series of Beethoven concerts prefaced by brief lectures on his findings, but other than that, and his presentations at BU, he hasn't spent much time sharing his ideas with the world. Instead, he's been preparing his own set of Beethoven scores that will include all the marks left out of earlier editions. He wants other musicians to be able to see them easily, without needing to decipher Beethoven's scrawl. "And then," he said, "people can argue about all those things as much as they want."

As I was working on this story, I asked my father, the pianist, why he thought Western notation had developed to such specificity, even before Beethoven's time. He told me he thought it was because of a change in composers' perspective: Where before they'd been composing anonymously for the Church, as music became more secular, composers' names became more prominent. "They started to think about how people would play their work after their deaths," he said.

For Kitchen, that's precisely the point of studying Beethoven's markings. If written notation can encode music, he told me, music can encode human feelings. Therefore, written music can actually transplant "a living emotion" from one mind to another. It's not just telepathy: Music allows a sliver of immortality.

At this point, Kitchen believes he knows the code well enough that he can hear it in music. Once, at a concert in Hong Kong, he was listening to a performance of Beethoven's Piano Sonata No. 23 in F Minor, Op. 57--the "Appassionata." He noticed an unstable chord that seemed especially ominous and unsettling--the kind of quiet but emotionally powerful moment that Beethoven often noted with one of his bespoke abbreviations.

"I said, 'I bet you that's a two-line pianissimo,'" Kitchen recalled. After the performance, he checked. Sure enough: Scrawled below the disconcerting bass note troubling the otherwise serene chord, Beethoven had written a double-underlined pp. Two hundred years later, maybe Kitchen finally understood exactly what he'd meant.
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AI Has Lost Its Magic

That's how you know it's taking over.

by Ian Bogost




I frequently ask ChatGPT to write poems in the style of the American modernist poet Hart Crane. It does an admirable job of delivering. But the other day, when I instructed the software to give the Crane treatment to a plate of ice-cream sandwiches, I felt bored before I even saw the answer. "The oozing cream, like time, escapes our grasp, / Each moment slipping with a silent gasp." This was fine. It was competent. I read the poem, Slacked part of it to a colleague, and closed the window. Whatever.

A year and a half has passed since generative AI captured the public imagination and my own. For many months, the fees I paid to ChatGPT and Midjourney felt like money better spent than the cost of my Netflix subscription, even just for entertainment. I'd sit on the couch and generate cheeseburger kaiju while Bridgerton played, unwatched, before me. But now that time is over. The torpor that I felt in asking for Hart Crane's ode to an ice-cream sandwich seemed to mark the end point of a brief, glorious phase in the history of technology. Generative AI appeared as if from nowhere, bringing magic, both light and dark. If the curtain on that show has now been drawn, it's not because AI turned out to be a flop. Just the opposite: The tools that it enables have only slipped into the background, from where they will exert their greatest influence.

Looking back at my ChatGPT history, I used to ask for Hart Crane-ice-cream stuff all the time. An Emily Dickinson poem about Sizzler ("In Sizzler's embrace, we find our space / Where simple joys and flavors interlace"). Edna St. Vincent Millay on Beverly Hills, 90210 ("In sun-kissed land where palm trees sway / Jeans of stone-wash in a bygone day"). Biz Markie and then Eazy-E verses about the (real!) Snoop Dogg cereal Frosted Drizzlerz. A blurb about Rainbow Brite in the style of the philosopher Jacques Derrida. I asked for these things, at first, just to see what each model was capable of doing, to explore how it worked. I found that AI had the uncanny ability to blend concepts both precisely and creatively.

Read: The AI Mona Lisa explains everything

Last autumn, I wrote in The Atlantic that, at its best, generative AI could be used as a tool to supercharge your imagination. I'd been using DALL-E to give a real-ish form to almost any notion that popped into my head. One weekend, I spent most of a family outing stealing moments to build out the fictional, 120-year history of a pear-flavored French soft drink called P'Poire. Then there was Trotter, a cigarette made by and for pigs. I've spent so many hours on these sideline pranks that the products now feel real to me. They are real, at least in the way that any fiction--Popeye, Harry Potter--can be real.

But slowly, invisibly, the work of really using AI took over. While researching a story about lemon-lime flavor, I asked ChatGPT to give me an overview of the U.S. market for beverages with this ingredient, but had to do my own research to confirm the facts. In the course of working out new programs of study for my university department, I had the software assess and devise possible names. Neither task produced a fraction of the delight that I'd once derived from just a single AI-generated phrase, "jeans of stone-wash." But at least the latter gave me what I needed at the time: a workable mediocrity.

I still found some opportunities to supercharge my imagination, but those became less frequent over time. In their place, I assigned AI the mule-worthy burden of mere tasks. Faced with the question of which wait-listed students to admit into an overenrolled computer-science class, I used ChatGPT to apply the relevant and complicated criteria. (If a parent or my provost is reading this, I did not send any student's actual name or personal data to OpenAI.) In need of a project website on short order, I had the service create one far more quickly than I could have by hand. When I wanted to analyze the full corpus of Wordle solutions for a recent story on the New York Times games library, I asked for help from OpenAI's Data Analyst. Nobody had promised me any of this, so having something that kind of worked felt like a gift.

The more imaginative uses of AI were always bound to buckle under this actual utility. A year ago, university professors like me were already fretting over the technology's practical consequences, and we spent many weeks debating whether and how universities could control the use of large language models in assignments. Indeed, for students, generative AI seemed obviously and immediately productive: Right away, it could help them write college essays and do homework. (Teachers found lots of ways to use it, too.) The applications seemed to grow and grow. In November, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman said the ChatGPT service had 100 million weekly users. In January, the job-ratings website Glassdoor put out a survey finding that 62 percent of professionals, including 77 percent of those in marketing, were using ChatGPT at work. And last month, Pew Research Center reported that almost half of American adults believe they interact with AI, in one form or another, several times a week at least.

Read: Things get strange when AI starts training itself

The rapid adoption was in part a function of AI's novelty--without initial interest, nothing can catch on. But that user growth could be sustained only by the technology's transition into something unexciting. Inventions become important not when they offer a glimpse of some possible future--as, say, the Apple Vision Pro does right now--but when they're able to recede into the background, to become mundane. Of course you have a smartphone. Of course you have a refrigerator, a television, a microwave, an automobile. These technologies are not--which is to say, they are no longer--delightful.

Not all inventions lose their shimmer right away, but the ones that change the world won't take long to seem humdrum. I already miss the feeling of enchantment that came from making new Hart Crane poems or pear-soft-drink ad campaigns. I miss the joy of seeing any imaginable idea brought instantly to life. But whatever nostalgia one might have for the early days of ChatGPT and DALL-E will be no less fleeting in the end. First the magic fades, then the nostalgia. This is what happens to a technology that's taking over. This is a measure of its power.
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Don't Let Trump Exhaust You

This election is about fortitude and endurance.

by Tom Nichols




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


The Trump campaign is trying to turn the electoral process into a moral swamp. Voters are going to have to pace themselves to get to November.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Joe Biden lowered drug prices. Does anyone care?
 	The Trump two-step
 	"Crying myself to sleep on the biggest cruise ship ever"




Moral Zombies

The 2024 election has become a kind of waking nightmare in which many of us stare at Donald Trump as he unleashes some new attack on any number of targets: a judge's daughter, immigrants, the rule of law, American national security, the Constitution. And we blink and shake our heads, stunned to think that many of our fellow citizens are eager to put this autocratic ignoramus back in the White House.

In a more normal time in American life, people had to leave politics for having a nanogram of Trump's baggage. Think of the late Senator Thomas Eagleton, the 1972 Democratic vice-presidential pick who had to drop out of the race because he'd been treated for depression. The idea--how old-fashioned it seems now--was that America could not risk any possible mental-health issues not only in the president, but even in the person next in the line of succession. Today, however, we have a former president who exhibits all kinds of signs of a disordered personality--and yet the big worry among many voters (and too much of the media) is whether his opponent is missing a step because he's roughly 42 months older than Trump.

All of this is enervating and exhausting. But that's the point: Trump is succeeding because he is, to use Steve Bannon's infamous expression, seeking to "flood the zone with shit." Trump's opponents are flummoxed by how he provokes one new outrage on top of another, and each time they believe he's finally--finally--gone too far. Bombarding the public space with deranged statements and dangerous threats, however, is not a mistake; it's a strategy.

By overwhelming people with the sheer volume and vulgarity of his antics, Trump and his team are trying to burn out the part of our brains that can discern truth from fiction, right from wrong, good from evil. His campaign's goal is to turn voters into moral zombies who can no longer tell the difference between Stormy and Hunter or classified documents and personal laptops, who cannot parse what a "bloodbath" means, who no longer have the ability to be shocked when a political leader calls other human beings "animals" and "vermin."

Trump isn't worried that all of this will cause voters to have a kind of mental meltdown: He's counting on it. He needs ordinary citizens to become so mired in moral chaos and so cognitively paralyzed that they are unable to comprehend the disasters that would ensue if he returns to the White House.

So far, the Trump strategy is working. Every few weeks, polls indicate that the race between Trump and President Joe Biden is a toss-up. And millions of Americans are in that political fugue state called "undecided," immobilized as if the events of the past eight years never happened.

So what can an ordinary voter do to maintain engagement with the election while not turning their cerebral cortex into a wet, steaming mess of fused wiring? The way to withstand Trump's daily assaults on our senses is to regard them with fortitude, and even some stoicism. He's trying to shake our confidence in democracy and basic decency; remaining engaged in civic life, calmly and without stooping to such tactics and rhetoric, is the superpower of every citizen in a democracy.

I understand why people might flinch at this advice. My wife, like so many of our friends, now reflexively changes the channel whenever Trump appears. Human beings can endure only so much of his disjointed affect and singsongy taunts, especially while knowing that the voters might roll the dice again and give this offensive man direct control of hundreds of nuclear weapons along with one more chance to destroy the Constitution.

But to ignore Trump is a mistake. To dismiss him as an incompetent clown is dangerous. Voters who care about democracy, who care about the future of freedom in America and around the world, must steel themselves to stay in the political process. We do not need to explode over every attempt to bait and troll us. Instead, we can let every one of his manic outbursts increase our resolve to speak clearly and plainly in defense of our system of government and our democratic culture--especially to family and friends who might be treading water in the ever-filling Trump septic pool.

Some of you are probably saying that this is pretty easy advice for me to give, since my professional obligations require me to watch Trump day in and day out. I am not telling you to glue your eyes to the TV. (Indeed, I have some advice about balancing your news diet in today's PS.) Think of how previous generations engaged with politics: by reading a newspaper, watching an hour of news, and talking with friends and neighbors and other citizens in their community. When I was a boy, Americans managed to confront immense questions of national importance without withdrawing into comfort zones and information silos.

Now we face an existential threat to our democracy. Perhaps we might think about how to revive the civic practices and sensibilities--especially staying informed without becoming overwhelmed or falling into despair--that got us through those earlier crises.

You'll probably be even more chagrined that I'm giving this advice even as I'm ducking out of writing the Daily for the rest of the month. I promise, however, that I'm not going on hiatus or giving up and heading to the beach--especially since it's been so damn cold here on the East Coast. Instead, I've been put on some writing assignments that are going to take me away from the weekly rigor of this newsletter, and I need to do some research and travel. I think you'll be pleased with the folks who are coming in to temporarily replace me. (Let me just say that at least one of them will help supply your regular servings of curmudgeonly grousing.)

I'll be back in May, at which point we'll still have six months to go before Election Day. If we care about democracy, we need to be examples to our fellow citizens about staying focused and engaged in our political process. We must also think about how to serve as assured opponents--and maybe as just the smallest spur to the conscience--to those around us who have decided that cruelty, autocracy, and cultish tribalism are more important than our constitutional order.

Related:

	David Frum: The danger ahead
 	The 2024 election already isn't normal.




Today's News

	President Joe Biden told Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu that America's policy in Gaza "will be determined" by the United States' assessment of the steps Israel takes to address civilian and aid-worker harm, according to a White House summary of their call.
 	The No Labels group ended its plans for a third-party presidential campaign after failing to secure a high-profile centrist to challenge Trump and Biden.
 	According to police, burglars stole tens of millions of dollars from a Los Angeles money-storage facility in a cash heist on Easter Sunday.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: "Eclipses are an eternal echo," Marina Koren writes. These cosmic occurrences have inspired awe across history.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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A Secret Code May Have Been Hiding in Classical Music for 200 Years

By S. I. Rosenbaum

In the spring of 1825, Ludwig van Beethoven was struck by a gut ailment so severe that he thought he might die. That summer, after he recovered, he returned to the string quartet he'd been writing before his illness--Quartet No. 15 in A Minor, Op. 132--and added a new segment inspired by his survival ...
 The Opus 132 that the world came to know was not exactly the Opus 132 that Beethoven handed to his copyist. The composer littered his original score with unusual markings that the copyist simply ignored ... None of these marks made it into even the first clean copy, let alone the published version. Almost no one would see those marks in the roughly 200 years after Beethoven first scribbled them down.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	An utterly misleading book about rural America
 	The great democratic success story that wasn't
 	AI has lost its magic.
 	The one big thing you can do for your kids




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: John Lamparski / Getty.



Don't just look up. During an eclipse, the show isn't only in the sky. The latest episode of Radio Atlantic covers an eclipse's effect on your body, your sense of time, and the animals around you.

Read. In Helen Oyeyemi's new novel, Parasol Against the Axe, the city of Prague is imagined as a live organism.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Many people assume that folks like me who write about politics are news junkies. They think we dive into the cable shows in the morning and lull ourselves to sleep at night with the latest podcasts. Yes, I pay more attention to the news (and to books about politics, and other sources) than do most people, and sometimes--during a crisis or a big event when I know I'll have to write--I do, in fact, just stay glued to my TV and my laptop. But otherwise, that level of news consumption is not healthy. I don't do it, and neither should you.

You might think that, come 5 p.m., I am immersed in cable news. (Hey, sometimes I'm on those shows, and sure, there are days when I watch for hours.) But let me put in a word here for indulging in regular mental breaks. In my case, as many of you know, that means vintage television: Although I enjoy catching up on the news over dinner, more often you'll find me chuckling with my wife over the clipped, staccato dialogue of Adam-12 or having a laugh with a rerun of Cheers. ("Hey, what's happening, Norm?" "Well, it's a dog-eat-dog world, Sammy, and I'm wearing Milk-Bone underwear.")

If you're going to make it to November, stay up to date, but don't forget to unplug now and then. (Reading The Atlantic regularly, of course, is a great way to stay informed.) Few of us are required to have instantaneous knowledge of the day's events; we can catch up on the news in various ways once or twice a day. Give yourself a break. You're going to need it.

See you in May.

-- Tom



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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Solar Eclipses Are Always With Us

"In celestial spaces shadows cannot fail to fall, and the solid earth must now and then intercept them," Mabel Loomis Todd wrote in 1897.

by Marina Koren




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.


Cosmically speaking, the alignment of Earth, the sun, and the moon is ordinary. But from our corner of the universe, the occurrence produces something wondrous: a total solar eclipse. On April 8, the moon will pass between the sun and Earth, casting a shadow along a narrow strip of the country, from Texas to Maine. Outside this path, the sun will not disappear, and the best and safest way to observe the event is with eclipse glasses. Inside the path, the moon's shadow will blot out the sun so completely that, for a few minutes, it will be unrecognizable--a luminous ring in the suddenly darkened sky. You can stare right at it. The difference between a partial eclipse and a total one is, well, night and day.

More than 30 million Americans live inside the path of totality, and millions are expected to travel there for the celestial event. Many before them have been caught in the fleeting shadow of the moon. In 1897, The Atlantic published the writer Mabel Loomis Todd's account of a total solar eclipse that occurred the year before, in Japan. (Todd is best known for transcribing Emily Dickinson's original works after the poet's death and, controversially, making changes to the poems before publication.) By that time, heavenly beliefs about eclipses had given way to natural explanations; Todd witnessed the eclipse as part of a scientific expedition. Astronomers had traveled all this way, with all kinds of instruments with which to observe the spectacle, but they initially "could not bear to look at all the fine apparatus and the extensive preparations, with the prospect of cloud," Todd wrote.

In 2017, 120 years later, I was just as worried as Todd and her companions seemed to be about clouds obscuring the display. As I waited in a state park in Tennessee, the anticipation became uncomfortable; as Todd described it, "The nerve-tension of that Sunday morning was beyond what one would often be able to endure ... Something was being waited for, the very air was portentous."

When the moon slid over the sun, the sky above me turned a surreal deep purple; for Todd, "unearthly night enveloped all things." The corona, the outermost layer of the sun's atmosphere, looked to me like a radiant white ring, but no words felt enough. Todd put it better: "a celestial flame beyond description."

I remember feeling out of time, the world as I knew it on pause--but when the sun came roaring back, those two minutes of totality seemed like two milliseconds. Time felt scrambled for Todd too:

It might have been hours, for time seemed annihilated; and yet when the tiniest possible globule of sunlight, like a drop, a pin-hole, a needle-shaft, reappeared, the fair corona and all the color in sky and cloud flashed from sight, and a natural aspect of stormy twilight filled all the wide spaces of the day. Then the two minutes and a half in memory seemed but a few seconds--like a breath, a tale that is told.


Eclipses are an eternal echo. They remind us that although our little home is changing all the time, the universe marches on. Our understanding of the depths beyond Earth constantly evolves too: In 1863, a writer named M. D. Conway wrote an essay in The Atlantic about the 18th-century astronomer Benjamin Banneker and his talent for creating astronomical calendars. Banneker, a free Black man who lived in a slave state, correctly predicted a solar eclipse in 1789, contradicting the leading astronomers of the time. "To make an almanac was a very different thing then from what it would be now, when there is an abundance of accurate tables and rules," Conway wrote, referring to the methods available in the 19th century. Today, computers do the work of producing eclipse forecasts, the calculations buoyed by data from spacecraft that have orbited the moon.

Next week, I'll be in Niagara Falls, hoping, once again, that the clouds part just in time. When it's over, I'll try to imagine 2045, the next time the moon's shadow will fall across a large swath of the United States, changed in unknowable ways. But, in Todd's timeless words, "the heavens remain, and sun and moon still pursue their steady cycle. In celestial spaces shadows cannot fail to fall, and the solid earth must now and then intercept them."
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The True Cost of the Churchgoing Bust

Many Americans seem to have found no alternative method to build a sense of community.

by Derek Thompson




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

As an agnostic, I have spent most of my life thinking about the decline of faith in America in mostly positive terms. Organized religion seemed, to me, beset by scandal and entangled in noxious politics. So, I thought, what is there really to mourn? Only in the past few years have I come around to a different view. Maybe religion, for all of its faults, works a bit like a retaining wall to hold back the destabilizing pressure of American hyper-individualism, which threatens to swell and spill over in its absence.

More than one-quarter of Americans now identify as atheists, agnostics, or religiously "unaffiliated," according to a new survey of 5,600 U.S. adults by the Public Religion Research Institute. This is the highest level of non-religiosity in the poll's history. Two-thirds of nonbelievers were brought up in at least nominally religious households, like me. (I grew up in a Reform Jewish home that I would describe as haphazardly religious. In kindergarten, my parents encouraged my sister and me to enthusiastically celebrate Hanukkah--and, just as fervently, to believe in Santa Claus.) But more Americans today have "converted" out of religion than have converted to all forms of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam combined. No faith's evangelism has been as successful in this century as religious skepticism.

Secularization is old news. The scientific revolution that pitted the Church against stargazers like Galileo comes from the 1600s, and Nietzsche famously declared "God is dead" in the 1880s. But even as secularism surged throughout the developed world in the 20th century, America's religiosity remained exceptional. Seven in 10 Americans told Gallup that they belonged to a church in 1937, and even by the 1980s, roughly 70 percent said they still belonged to a church, synagogue, or mosque.

Suddenly, in the 1990s, the ranks of nonbelievers surged. An estimated 40 million people--one in eight Americans--stopped going to church in the past 25 years, making it the "largest concentrated change in church attendance in American history," according to the religion writer Jake Meador. In 2021, membership in houses of worship fell below a majority for the first time on record.

The sudden decline of religion likely relates to changes in both politics and family life. In the 1970s and '80s, the religious right became a formidable fundraising machine for the Republican Party. As the GOP consolidated its advantage among conservative Christians, religion seemed less appealing to liberal young people, especially if they or their parents already had a tenuous relationship with the Church. In the late 1980s, only one in 10 liberals said they didn't belong to any religion; 30 years later, that figure was about four in 10. Meanwhile, the decline of marriage, especially among low-income Americans, accompanied their move away from the Church.

That relationship with organized religion provided many things at once: not only a connection to the divine, but also a historical narrative of identity, a set of rituals to organize the week and year, and a community of families. PRRI found that the most important feature of religion for the dwindling number of Americans who still attend services a few times a year included "experiencing religion in a community" and "instilling values in their children."

When I read the PRRI survey, this emphasis on community is what caught my eye. As I recently reported, the United States is in the midst of a historically unprecedented decline in face-to-face socializing. The social collapse is steepest for some of the groups with the largest declines in religiosity.

For example, young people, who are fleeing religion faster than older Americans, have also seen the largest decline in socializing. Boys and girls ages 15 to 19 have reduced their hangouts by more than three hours a week, according to the American Time Use Survey. There is no statistical record of any period in U.S. history where young people were less likely to attend religious services, and also no period when young people have spent more time on their own.

A similar story holds for working-class Americans. In 2019, a team of researchers published a survey based on long interviews conducted from 2000 to 2013 with older, low-income men without a college degree in working-class neighborhoods around the country. They found that, since the 1970s, church attendance among white men without a college degree had fallen even more than among white college graduates. For many of these men, the loss of religion went hand in hand with the retreat from marriage. "As marriage declined," the authors wrote, "men's church attendance might have fallen in tandem." Today, low-income and unmarried men have more alone time than almost any other group, according to time-use data.

Did the decline of religion cut some people off from a crucial gateway to civic engagement, or is religion just one part of a broader retreat from associations and memberships in America? "It's hard to know what the causal story is here," Eric Klinenberg, a sociologist at NYU, told me. But what's undeniable is that nonreligious Americans are also less civically engaged. This year, the Pew Research Center reported that religiously unaffiliated Americans are less likely to volunteer, less likely to feel satisfied with their community and social life, and more likely to say they feel lonely. "Clearly more Americans are spending Sunday mornings on their couches, and it's affected the quality of our collective life," he said.

Klinenberg doesn't blame individual Americans for these changes. He sees our civic retreat as a story about place. In his book Palaces for the People, Klinenberg reported that Americans today have fewer shared spaces where connections are formed. "People today say they just have fewer places to go for collective life," he said. "Places that used to anchor community life, like libraries and school gyms and union halls, have become less accessible or shuttered altogether." Many people, having lost the scaffolding of organized religion, seem to have found no alternative method to build a sense of community.

Imagine, by analogy, a parallel universe where Americans suddenly gave up on sit-down restaurants. In surveys, they named many reasonable motivations for their abstinence: the expense, the overuse of salt and sugar and butter, the temptation to drink alcohol. As restaurants disappeared by the hundreds, some mourned their closure, while others said it simply didn't matter. After all, there were still plenty of ways for people to feed themselves. Over time, however, Americans as a group never found another social activity to replace their dining-out time. They saw less of one another with each passing decade. Sociologists noted that the demise of restaurants had correlated with a rise in aloneness, just as the CDC noticed an increase in anxiety and depression.

I've come to believe that something like this story is happening, except with organized religion playing the role of restaurants. On an individual basis, people can give any number of valid-sounding reasons for not frequenting a house of worship. But a behavioral shift that is fully understandable on the individual level has coincided with, and even partly exacerbated, a great rewiring of our social relations.

And America didn't simply lose its religion without finding a communal replacement. Just as America's churches were depopulated, Americans developed a new relationship with a technology that, in many ways, is the diabolical opposite of a religious ritual: the smartphone. As the social psychologist Jonathan Haidt writes in his new book, The Anxious Generation, to stare into a piece of glass in our hands is to be removed from our bodies, to float placelessly in a content cosmos, to skim our attention from one piece of ephemera to the next. The internet is timeless in the best and worst of ways--an everything store with no opening or closing times. "In the virtual world, there is no daily, weekly, or annual calendar that structures when people can and cannot do things," Haidt writes. In other words, digital life is disembodied, asynchronous, shallow, and solitary.

Religious rituals are the opposite in almost every respect. They put us in our body, Haidt writes, many of them requiring "some kind of movement that marks the activity as devotional." Christians kneel, Muslims prostrate, and Jews daven. Religious ritual also fixes us in time, forcing us to set aside an hour or day for prayer, reflection, or separation from daily habit. (It's no surprise that people describe a scheduled break from their digital devices as a "Sabbath.") Finally, religious ritual often requires that we make contact with the sacred in the presence of other people, whether in a church, mosque, synagogue, or over a dinner-table prayer. In other words, the religious ritual is typically embodied, synchronous, deep, and collective.

I'm not advocating that every atheist and agnostic in America immediately choose a world religion and commit themselves to weekly church (or synagogue, or mosque) attendance. But I wonder if, in forgoing organized religion, an isolated country has discarded an old and proven source of ritual at a time when we most need it. Making friends as an adult can be hard; it's especially hard without a scheduled weekly reunion of congregants. Finding meaning in the world is hard too; it's especially difficult if the oldest systems of meaning-making hold less and less appeal. It took decades for Americans to lose religion. It might take decades to understand the entirety of what we lost.
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A Vision of the City as a Live Organism

In this novel, Prague is impish, tyrannical--and alive.

by Talya Zax




Imagine a city of staggering, sometimes menacing beauty. Its history is bloody, but it carries on, becoming more mesmerizingly strange with each era.

Now imagine that the city is sentient. It has agency and consciousness; it decides who gets to stay and who needs to leave. It's both a physical place and an ambient spirit that constantly inhabits different forms; it can seduce a visitor and twist time backwards. A talking, typing version of that city somehow ends up in a WhatsApp group for people who have had a terrible time visiting it, where it responds to the influx of complaints: "COME ON, KIDS," it writes at one point. "Don't go to the city and then get all scandalized by city life."

In her new novel, Parasol Against the Axe, Helen Oyeyemi turns Prague, where the British writer has lived since 2014, into such a place. The novel is organized around the chaos that is unleashed when a trio of alienated friends--Hero, Thea, and Sofie--reunite in the city for Sofie's bachelorette party. The details of their friendship and its dissolution, kept hidden from the reader for most of the novel, have an unmistakable aura of fantasy. All that the reader knows for certain is that the three women used to share a house in Dublin, and that they once had a very close, bordering on obsessive, friendship. Since then, they have not been speaking.

Many of Oyeyemi's novels are adaptations of fairy tales: Snow White, in Boy, Snow, Bird; the English story of Mr. Fox, in Mr. Fox; Hansel and Gretel, in Gingerbread. Parasol Against the Axe shares a literary language with those folk stories. It features at least one prince charming, silkworms who feed on human hair, and clocks that serve as confidants. The novel seems to be arguing that the stories people tell about themselves and others form not just the ideas that shape the world, but sometimes the world itself. A city, for instance, is composed not just of buildings, roads, and bodies, but also of the impressions and observations of those who perceive it. This is what makes the people, places, and relationships that populate the book so entrancing, but also inevitably fragile. Stories can be made and just as easily unmade.

Read: When you crave some comforting strangeness

Oyeyemi's plot is layered and sometimes baffling, taking many seemingly nonsensical turns. In one of the novel's extended conceits, the city of Prague assumes the form of a book called Paradoxical Undressing, which appears to be a collection of short stories set throughout the city's history. The book's contents change depending on when it's opened, and by whom. It also, disconcertingly, makes frequent, personal demands of its readers.

Hero and Thea both spend much of the novel reading Paradoxical Undressing and pondering the messages it gives them. (These lengthy, strange, joyful passages are a highlight of Parasol Against the Axe; I could happily read dozens more.) As a vehicle of the city's impish, occasionally tyrannical character, Paradoxical Undressing doesn't stop at telling Prague's stories: It orchestrates them, too. For instance, the city seems determined to banish Thea, who was born there and left as a child. "That's all you're getting: now begone," one chapter she reads concludes. "Begone, I said."

Paradoxical Undressing also suggests that Prague exists only because people see it, perceive it, and tell stories about it--that if millions of eyes failed to see it in millions of different ways, it might detach itself from the ground on which it was built and take off in search of someone who would. In one brief and telling chapter featuring Kublai Khan, the Mongol emperor is approaching Prague when he's asked by a city astronomer to describe his surroundings. When he fails to provide an adequate answer, the entire city sails away.

The effect of this is mind-bending. Parasol Against the Axe is a book about a physical place, the stories that make up that place, and the disembodied plane on which those stories and that place meet--say, a strange church where Hero encounters a cohort of worshipful mice, a Latin-speaking woman accompanied everywhere by two goats, and a couple of ambulatory statues. The extent to which the church and its inhabitants are real, as opposed to a kind of lucid dream induced by the city, is entirely unclear. In fact, throughout the novel, there is little clarity or definition to be found, just an overwhelming sense of immersion in a completely bizarre, completely enthralling world--one in which the bonds that hold together things like cities or friendships are dangerously tenuous.

That's where the relationships among Hero, Thea, and Sofie come in. The three women don't seem to have ever had much in common. That is, aside from their excessive, inexplicable hunger to merge with one another, adopting the qualities they most admire in the others as their own: Hero, the portrait of reserved strength; Thea, the enigma; Sofie, the paragon of girlishness. Over time, their intimacy dissolved the boundaries among them, creating a codependent relationship as mesmerizing as it was violent.

For much of Parasol Against the Axe, the details of that original blending remain maddeningly out of reach. Early in the novel, Oyeyemi writes that their friendship began to break apart when Sofie "didn't dare to live under the name they'd chosen--the name they'd voted on, a single first name for all three of them." It's a deeply strange sentence that arrives out of the blue, and the history it touches, which involves a period in the women's lives when they engaged in some shared endeavors that were at best unethical and at worst fraudulent, won't be illuminated for a long time to come--and then only partially, because each member of the trio has different ideas as to why their friendship fell apart. But what's clear is that their overbearing drive to control one another remains so intense that it seems almost like a wish to obliterate--an "If I can't have you, no one can" kind of obsession.

Read: When history doesn't do what we wish it would

Prague shares something of that drive, seeking an active hand in almost everything that takes place within its boundaries. It's sometimes depicted as a spirit that lives within its residents, who are in turn expected to serve as something like ambassadors for the city. Their primary objective is to tell the city's stories. An example: One night, Jitka, a cheerful young resident, bullies Hero into paying for a ride back to her hotel in a wheelbarrow, during which Jitka tells her about the strange activities going on behind seemingly every door they pass. (At one address, a history professor fascinated by King Wenceslas makes custom chain-mail vests, "sexy as well as stabproof.") Jitka is exacting about stories: Learning them, relaying them, and above all understanding them. After witnessing a brutal run-in between Hero and Thea, in which Hero is left with a gruesome wound, Jitka is annoyed by Hero's inability to explain exactly why the two are so connected, and so dangerous, to each other. "Do you yourself know the fucking story of you and that woman?" she demands.

How strange to watch Hero, Thea, and Sofie, three damaged people, try to find a way to resolve the anguished love that draws them together. How sad it is to encounter the truth that no two (or three) people ever have the same tale to tell. And yet, how exciting Parasol Against the Axe makes that fact seem: not a sorrowful old saw, reminding readers to think carefully about perspective and take any heartfelt narrative with a grain of salt, but a prompt to be more curious about life. If no two people have the same story, well, how wonderful--that just means more stories.
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A Study in Senate Cowardice

Republicans like Rob Portman could have ended Donald Trump's political career. They chose not to.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




In late June of 2022, Cassidy Hutchinson, a former Trump-administration aide, provided testimony to the congressional committee investigating the January 6 attack on the Capitol. This testimony was unnerving, even compared with previous revelations concerning Donald Trump's malignant behavior that day. Hutchinson testified that the president, when told that some of his supporters were carrying weapons, said, "I don't fucking care that they have weapons. They're not here to hurt me. Take the fucking mags away." He was referring to the metal detectors meant to screen protesters joining his rally on the Ellipse, near the White House.

Hutchinson also testified that Trump became so frantic in his desire to join the march to the Capitol that at one point he tried to grab the steering wheel of his SUV. This assertion has subsequently been disputed by Secret Service agents, but what has not been disputed is an exchange, reported by Hutchinson, between White House Counsel Pat Cipollone and Mark Meadows, the president's chief of staff. In this conversation, which took place as Trump supporters were breaching the Capitol, Cipollone told Meadows, "We need to do something more--they're literally calling for [Vice President Mike Pence] to be fucking hung." Hutchinson reported that Meadows answered: "You heard [Trump], Pat. He thinks Mike deserves it. He doesn't think they're doing anything wrong."

David A. Graham: The most damning January 6 testimony yet

Hutchinson seemed like a credible witness, and she was obviously quite brave for testifying. This very young person--she was 25 at the time of her testimony--went against the interests of her political tribe, and her own career advancement, to make a stand for truth and for the norms of democratic behavior. Washington is not overpopulated with such people, and so the discovery of a new one is always reassuring.

As it happened, I watched the hearing while waiting to interview then-Senator Rob Portman, a grandee of the pre-Trump Republican establishment, before an audience of 2,000 or so at the Aspen Ideas Festival. The session would also feature Mitch Landrieu, the former mayor of New Orleans, who was serving at the time as President Joe Biden's infrastructure coordinator. Portman's appearance was considered to be a coup for the festival (for which The Atlantic was once, but was by this time no longer, a sponsor).

If 10 additional Republican senators had voted for conviction, Trump would not today be the party's presumptive nominee.

Republican elected officials in the age of Trump don't often show up at these sorts of events, and I found out later that the leaders of the Aspen Institute, the convener of this festival, hoped that I would give Portman, a two-term senator from Ohio, a stress-free ride. The declared subject of our discussion was national infrastructure spending, so the chance of comity-disturbing outbursts was low. But I did believe it to be my professional responsibility to ask Portman about Hutchinson's testimony, and, more broadly, about his current views of Donald Trump. In 2016, during Trump's first campaign for president, Portman withdrew his support for him after the release of the Access Hollywood tape, in which Trump bragged about sexually assaulting women. But Portman endorsed Trump in 2020 and voted to acquit him in the second impeachment trial, and I wanted to ask him if Hutchinson's testimony, or anything else he had heard in the 18 months since the violent attack on the Capitol, had made him regret his decision.

Portman was one of 43 Republican senators who voted against conviction. Sixty-seven votes were required to convict. If 10 additional Republican senators had joined the 50 Democrats and seven Republicans who voted for conviction, Trump would not today be the party's presumptive nominee for president, and the country would not be one election away from a constitutional crisis and a possibly irreversible slide into authoritarianism. (Technically, a second vote after conviction would have been required to ban Trump from holding public office, but presumably this second vote would have followed naturally from the first.)

Adam Serwer: Don't forget that 43 Senate Republicans let Trump get away with it

It would be unfair to blame Portman disproportionately for the devastating reality that Donald Trump, who is currently free on bail but could be a convicted felon by November, is once again a candidate for president. The Republican leader in the Senate, Mitch McConnell, denounced Trump for his actions on January 6, and yet still voted to acquit him. Trump's continued political viability is as much McConnell's fault as anyone's.

But I was interested in pressing Portman because, unlike some of his dimmer colleagues, he clearly understood the threat Trump posed to constitutional order, and he was clearly, by virtue of his sterling reputation, in a position to influence his colleagues. Some senators in the group of 43 are true believers, men like Ron Johnson of Wisconsin, who, in the words of Mitt Romney (as reported by the Atlantic staff writer McKay Coppins), never met a conspiracy theory he didn't believe. But Portman wasn't a know-nothing. He was one of the most accomplished and respected members of the Senate. He had been a high-ranking official in the White House of George H. W. Bush, then a hardworking member of the House of Representatives. In George W. Bush's administration, he served as the U.S. trade representative and later as the director of the Office of Management and Budget. He was well known for his cerebral qualities and his mastery of the federal budget. He was also known to loathe Donald Trump. In other words, Portman knew better.

From the November 2023 issue: McKay Coppins on what Mitt Romney saw in the Senate

"I do want to ask you directly," I said, when we sat onstage, "given what you know now about what happened on January 6, do you regret your vote to acquit in impeachment?"

Portman immediately expressed his unhappiness with what he took to be an outre question. "You have just surprised me," he said, complaining that I hadn't told him beforehand that I would ask him about Trump. (American journalists generally do not warn government officials of their questions ahead of time.) He went on to say, "You know that I spoke out in the strongest possible terms on January 6."

Indeed he had. This is what Portman said on the Senate floor once the Capitol had been secured: "I want the American people, particularly my constituents in Ohio, to see that we will not be intimidated, that we will not be disrupted from our work, that here in the citadel of democracy, we will continue to do the work of the people. Mob rule is not going to prevail here."

Onstage, Portman reminded me of his comments. "On the night it happened, I took to the Senate floor and gave an impassioned speech about democracy and the need to protect it. So that's who I am."

But this is incorrect. This is not who he is. Portman showed the people of Ohio who he is five weeks later, on February 13, when he voted to acquit Trump, the man he knew to have fomented a violent, antidemocratic insurrection meant to overturn the results of a fair election.

His argument during impeachment, and later, onstage with me, was that voting to convict an ex-president would have violated constitutional norms, and would have further politicized the impeachment process. "Do you think it would be a good idea for President Obama to be impeached by the new Republican Congress?" he asked. He went on, "Well, he's a former president, and I think he should be out of reach. And Donald Trump was a former president. If you start that precedent, trust me, Republicans will do the same thing. They will."

I surmised that Portman, like others, felt a certain degree of shame about his continued excuse-making for the authoritarian hijacker of his beloved party.

It was an interesting, and also pathetic, point to make: Portman was arguing that his Republican colleagues are so corrupt that they would impeach a president who had committed no impeachable offenses simply out of spite.

I eventually pivoted the discussion to the topic of bridges in Ohio, but Portman remained upset, rushing offstage at the end of the conversation to confront the leaders of the festival, who tried to placate him.

Initially, I found his defensive behavior odd. A senator should not be so flustered by a straightforward question about one of his most consequential and historic votes. But I surmised, from subsequent conversations with members of the Republican Senate caucus, that he, like others, felt a certain degree of shame about his continued excuse-making for the authoritarian hijacker of his beloved party.

The Atlantic's Anne Applebaum, one of the world's leading experts on authoritarianism, wrote in 2020 that complicity, rather than dissent, is the norm for humans, and especially for status-and-relevance-seeking politicians. There are many explanations for complicity, Applebaum argued. A potent one is fear. Many Republican elected officials, she wrote, "don't know that similar waves of fear have helped transform other democracies into dictatorships."

From the July/August 2020 issue: Anne Applebaum on why Republican leaders continue to enable Trump

None of the 43 senators who allowed Donald Trump to escape conviction made fear their argument, of course. Not publicly anyway. The excuses ranged widely. Here are the stirring and angry words of Dan Sullivan, the junior senator from Alaska, explaining his vote to acquit: "Make no mistake: I condemn the horrific violence that engulfed the Capitol on January 6. I also condemn former President Trump's poor judgment in calling a rally on that day, and his actions and inactions when it turned into a riot. His blatant disregard for his own vice president, Mike Pence, who was fulfilling his constitutional duty at the Capitol, infuriates me."

Sullivan voted to acquit, he said, because he didn't think it right to impeach a former president. Kevin Cramer, of North Dakota, argued that "the January 6 attacks on the Capitol were appalling, and President Trump's remarks were reckless." But Cramer went on to say that, "based on the evidence presented in the trial, he did not commit an impeachable offense." Chuck Grassley of Iowa said, in explaining his vote, "Undoubtedly, then-President Trump displayed poor leadership in his words and actions. I do not defend those actions, and my vote should not be read as a defense of those actions." He continued, "Just because President Trump did not meet the definition of inciting insurrection does not mean that I think he behaved well."

From the January/February 2024 issue: If Trump wins

Now contrast this run of greasy and sad excuse-making with Mitt Romney's explanation for his vote to convict: "The president's conduct represented an unprecedented violation of his oath of office and of the public trust. There is a thin line that separates our democratic republic from an autocracy: It is a free and fair election and the peaceful transfer of power that follows it. President Trump attempted to breach that line, again. What he attempted is what was most feared by the Founders. It is the reason they invested Congress with the power to impeach. Accordingly, I voted to convict President Trump."

On February 13, 2021, Romney was joined by six other Republicans--North Carolina's Richard Burr, Louisiana's Bill Cassidy, Alaska's Lisa Murkowski, Maine's Susan Collins, Nebraska's Ben Sasse, and Pennsylvania's Pat Toomey--in voting to convict. If the United States and its Constitution survive the coming challenge from Trump and Trumpism, statues will one day be raised to these seven. As for Rob Portman and his colleagues, they should hope that they will merely be forgotten.
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The One Big Thing You Can Do for Your Kids

The research shows that you probably have less effect on your kids than you think--with one big exception: Your love will make them happy.

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.

When one of my now-adult kids was in middle school, I had a small epiphany about parenting. I had been haranguing him constantly about his homework and grades, which were indeed a problem. One night, after an especially bad day, I was taking stock of the situation, and came to a realization: I didn't actually care very much about his grades. What I wanted was for him to grow up to become a responsible, ethical, faithful, well-adjusted man. From that day forward, I stopped talking about his grades and started talking about values. It was a relief for both of us.

But then I got to wondering: If bugging him about grades didn't change anything, why would talking about values make a difference? Did it really matter what I said about anything?

If you have children--or plan to have them--you probably share my concerns. According to a survey last year by the Pew Research Center, the No. 1 desire of parents for their children (which 94 percent of those surveyed say is extremely or very important) is that their kids turn out to be honest and ethical. Meanwhile, the No. 1 worry (which 76 percent of parents said was extremely-to-somewhat worrisome) is that their kids might struggle with depression or anxiety. In short, we want them above all to be good and happy people.

But just wanting these things isn't enough. How do we achieve these goals? This question is at least as ancient as human civilization. Should we talk about these things with our children a lot, or not? Be strict with them, or lax? Or perhaps everything is genetics anyway, so maybe we should just hope and pray for the best. Fortunately, recent research has offered ways to help answer some of these difficult questions--and make us better parents.

Arthur C. Brooks: The happy art of grandparenting

A foundational question about raising children revolves around nature versus nurture: how much of a child's development is due to their genes rather than their upbringing. When I was a child, nurture theories had the upper hand. The common belief was that kids are a blank slate, or are nearly so, and that parenting is what really matters to mold who they will become as adults. Latterly, however, this view has been turned upside down, after study upon study has shown that a huge amount of personality is biological and inherited. For example, one 1996 study involving 123 pairs of identical twins (who share 100 percent of their genes) and 127 pairs of fraternal twins (who, like any other pair of siblings, share about 50 percent) estimated that 41 percent of neuroticism may be inherited, as well as 53 percent of extroversion, 61 percent of openness to experience, 41 percent of agreeableness, and 44 percent of conscientiousness.

You might be thinking that parenting may make up the other half or so, but that's not seemingly the case. Researchers in 2021 examined over time the correlation between the personality traits of progeny and parenting measures, and found that, in most aspects, parenting mattered about as much as birth order--which is to say, its effect was little to none.

The exceptions were in two dimensions of personality: conscientiousness and agreeableness. Children were more conscientious when parents were more involved in their lives and worked to provide cultural stimulation (such as taking them to museums); and children were more agreeable when their parents raised them with more structure and goals.

Genetics also matter a great deal for children's happiness. One study of fraternal and identical twins found that the genetic component discernible from analyzing the subjects' various self-reported ratings of personality traits and life satisfaction was about 31 percent. In contrast with the possibly limited influence of parenting style on most personality traits, however, parental behavior does appear to significantly affect the roughly half of children's happiness that may not be genetically determined. Specifically, one factor--parental warmth and affection, with slightly more weight to that of fathers--has been shown to make up about a third of "psychological adjustment" differences in their children, a holistic measure that includes markers of happiness.

Parenting involves both words and actions. Even if parents like to say to their children, usually with little effect, "Do what I say," most parents come to notice that kids pay attention to everything their parents do, rather than what they say. And research backs up the idea that actions speak louder than words. For example, a 2001 study of parental religiosity among Catholics found that the behavior of a father (even more than the mother) who acts upon faith and is practicing will most affect the likelihood of his children growing up to be religious as well. Similarly, an investigation of substance use among adolescents discovered that among those who had tried alcohol, tobacco, or other drugs, 80 percent said their parents would say they disapproved of their teenager's behavior, but 100 percent did not say explicitly that their parents abstained from substances--suggesting that these children likely had at least one parent who used them to a lesser or greater extent.

Listen: The right choices in parenting

This tour through the research provides a set of parenting rules to act upon--one that I could very much have used when my kids were little. Better late than never, and I can still try to follow these rules now that I am a grandfather. Try them out and see if they make parenting easier and better for you. If your goal is virtue and happiness for your kids, keep these three things in mind.

1. Even a hot mess can be a good parent.
 It is easy to despair at being a parent--or to give yourself a pass--if you struggle with your own happiness or with a troublesome personality. I have heard many young adults say they're afraid to have kids because they don't want to pass on their own problems. True, much of your personality is transmitted to your offspring without your volition. As noted above, you may not be able to do much about their degree of extroversion, which seems largely a genetic given. But when it comes to conscientiousness and agreeableness (which, again, are what we really want for our children), parenting choices to be involved in their lives, and provide structure and goals, make a significant difference. And parenting does have a huge impact on their happiness.

2. When you don't know what to do, be warm and loving.
 For happiness, the parenting technique that truly matters is warmth and affection. As my wife used to say when we were at wit's end with our son, "I guess we should just love him." This might sound like a hippie recipe for disaster, but it isn't. Your kids don't need a drill sergeant, Santa Claus, or a helicopter mom; they need someone who loves them unconditionally, and shows it even when the brats deserve it the least. Especially when they're at their most brattish. Remember: That is what they will remember and give to your grandchildren (who will never be brats) when they themselves become parents.

3. Be the person you want your kids to become.
 The data don't lie, but as parents we do. Kids--who are walking BS-detectors--always notice when we say one thing and do another. Of course, deciding how to act to create the right example for them to follow isn't always easy. A good rule of thumb is to ask yourself how you'd like your son or daughter to behave as an adult in a given situation--and then do that yourself. When you're driving and get cut off in traffic, you would like it not to bother them--so don't let them see it bothering you. You would prefer they don't get drunk, so don't drink too much yourself. You'd like them to be generous to others, so be generous too.

Arthur C. Brooks: Don't teach your kids to fear the world

For young and future parents reading this, one last note: You will make a lot of mistakes, but mostly they won't matter. I can think of my selfishness and blunders as a father, and on some sleepless nights the instances roll around in my head and fill me with regret. But then I look at my son. So how did all my hectoring about grades and values work out?

He skipped college and joined the U.S. Marine Corps, in which he spent four years as a mortarman and sniper. Now 23, he is happily married and works in a job he loves as a manager at a construction company. He won't see this column because, well, he doesn't have time to read my stuff. But he loves me and I love him; we talk every single day; and despite all of my missteps, he turned out just fine. And most likely, so will your child.
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Do Voters Care About Policy Even a Little?

Joe Biden turned one of the highest-polling ideas in politics into reality. Few voters have even noticed.

by Roge Karma




Suppose the president asked you to design the ideal piece of legislation--the perfect mix of good politics and good policy. You'd probably want to pick something that saves people a lot of money. You'd want it to fix a problem that people have been mad about for a long time, in an area that voters say they care about a lot--such as, say, health care. You'd want it to appeal to voters across the political spectrum. And you'd want it to be a policy that polls well.

You would, in other words, want something like letting Medicare negotiate prescription-drug prices. This would make drugs much more affordable for senior citizens--who vote like crazy--and, depending on the poll, it draws support from 80 to 90 percent of voters. The idea has been championed by both Bernie Sanders and Joe Manchin. Turn it into reality, and surely you'd see parades in your honor in retirement communities across the country.

Except Joe Biden did turn that idea into reality, and he seems to have gotten approximately zero credit for it. Tucked into the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 was a series of measures to drastically lower prescription-drug costs for seniors, including by allowing Medicare to negotiate drug prices. And yet Biden trails Donald Trump in most election polls and has one of the lowest approval ratings of any president in modern American history.

In that respect, drug pricing is a microcosm of Biden's predicament--and a challenge to conventional theories of politics, in which voters reward politicians for successful legislation. Practically nothing is more popular than lowering drug prices, and yet the popularity hasn't materialized. Which raises an uncomfortable question: Politically speaking, does policy matter at all?

High drug prices are not a fact of nature. In 2018, the average list price of a month's worth of insulin was $12 in Canada, $11 in Germany, and $7 in Australia. In the U.S., it was $99. America today spends more than seven times per person on retail prescription drugs than it did in 1980, and more than one in four adults taking prescription drugs in the U.S. report difficulty affording them.

Short of direct price caps, the most obvious way to address the problem is to let Medicare--which, with 65 million members, is the nation's largest insurer--negotiate prices with drug manufacturers. Just about every other rich country does a version of this, which is partly why Americans pay nearly three times more for prescription drugs than Europeans and Canadians do. Price negotiation would slash costs for Medicare beneficiaries, while cutting annual federal spending by tens of billions of dollars.

The pharmaceutical industry argues that lower prices will leave companies with less money to invest in inventing new, life-saving medicines. But the Congressional Budget Office recently estimated that even if drug companies' profits dropped 15 to 25 percent as a result of price negotiation, that would prevent only 1 percent of all new drugs from coming to market over the next decade.

Ezekiel J. Emanuel: Big Pharma's go-to defense of soaring drug prices doesn't add up

Medicare drug-price negotiation has nonetheless had a tortured three-decade journey to becoming law. Bill Clinton made it a central plank of his push to overhaul the American health-care system, an effort that went down in flames after a massive opposition campaign by all corners of the health-care industry. Barack Obama campaigned on the idea but quickly abandoned it in order to win drug companies' support for the Affordable Care Act. In 2016, even Donald Trump promised to "negotiate like crazy" on drug prices, but he never did.

Joe Biden accomplished what none of his predecessors could. The Inflation Reduction Act is best known for its clean-energy investments, but it also empowered Medicare to negotiate prices for the drugs that seniors spend the most money on. In February of this year, negotiations began for the first 10 of those drugs, on which Medicare patients collectively spend $3.4 billion out of pocket every year--a number that will go down dramatically when the newly negotiated prices come into effect. The IRA will also cap Medicare patients' out-of-pocket costs for all drugs, including those not included on the negotiation list, at $2,000 a year, and the cost of insulin in particular at $35 a month. (In 2022, the top 10 anticancer drugs cost a Medicare patient $10,000 to $15,000 a year on average.) And it effectively prohibits drug companies from raising prices on other medications faster than inflation. "Right now, many people have to choose between getting the care they need and not going broke," Stacie Dusetzina, a cancer researcher at Vanderbilt University, told me. "These new policies change that."

Yet they don't seem to have caused voters to warm up to Biden. The president's approval rating has remained stuck at about 40 percent since before the IRA passed, lower than any other president at this point in their term since Harry Truman. A September AP/NORC poll found that even though more than three-quarters of Americans supported the drug-price negotiation, just 48 percent approved of how Biden was handling the issue of prescription-drug prices. A similar dynamic holds across other elements of the Biden agenda. In polls, more than two-thirds of voters say they support Biden's three major legislative accomplishments--the IRA, the CHIPS Act, and the bipartisan infrastructure bill--and many individual policies in those bills, including raising taxes on the wealthy and investing in domestic manufacturing, poll in the 70s and 80s.

All of this poses a particular challenge for the "popularism" theory. After Biden barely squeaked by Donald Trump in 2020, an influential group of pollsters, pundits, and political consultants began arguing that the Democratic Party had become associated with policies, such as "Defund the police," that alienated swing voters. If Democrats were serious about winning elections, the argument went, they would have to focus on popular "kitchen table" issues and shut up about their less mainstream views on race and immigration. Drug-price negotiation quickly became the go-to example; David Shor, a political consultant known for popularizing popularism, highlighted it as the single most popular of the nearly 200 policies his polling firm had tested in 2021.

One obvious possibility for why this has not translated into support for the president is that voters simply care more about other things, such as inflation. Another is that they are unaware of what Biden has done. A KFF poll from December found that less than a third of voters knows that the IRA allows Medicare to negotiate drug prices, and even fewer are aware of the bill's other drug-related provisions. Perhaps that's because these changes mostly haven't happened yet. The $2,000 cap on out-of-pocket costs doesn't come into effect until 2025, and the first batch of new negotiated prices won't kick in until 2026. Or perhaps, as some popularists argue, it's because Biden and his allies haven't talked about those things enough. "I'm concerned that Democrats are dramatically underperforming their potential in terms of talking about healthcare policy and making healthcare debates a salient issue in 2024," the blogger Matthew Yglesias wrote in October.

When I raised this critique with current and former members of the Biden administration, the sense of frustration was palpable. "The president is constantly talking about things like lowering drug prices and building roads and bridges," Bharat Ramamurti, a former deputy director for Biden's National Economic Council, told me. "We read the same polling as everyone else. We know those are popular." He pointed out that, for instance, Biden has spoken at length about lowering prescription-drug prices in every one of his State of the Union addresses.

The problem, Ramamurti argues, is that the press doesn't necessarily cover what the president says. Student-debt cancellation gets a lot of coverage because it generates a lot of conflict: progressives against moderates, activists against economists, young against old--which makes for juicy stories. The unfortunate paradox of super-popular policies is that, almost by definition, they fail to generate the kind of drama needed to get people to pay attention to them.

Both sides have a point here. It's true that Biden's drug-pricing policies have received relatively little media coverage, but it's also up to politicians and their campaigns to find creative ways to generate interest in the issues they want people to focus on. Simply listing policy accomplishments in a speech or releasing a fact sheet about how they will help people isn't enough. (The same problem applies to other issue areas. According to a Data for Progress poll, for example, only 41 percent of likely voters were aware as of early March that Biden had increased investments in infrastructure.)

Ronald Brownstein: Americans really don't like Trump's health-care plans

For the White House, the task of getting the word out may become easier in the coming months, as voters finally begin to feel the benefits of the administration's policies. The cap on annual out-of-pocket drug costs kicked in only at the beginning of the year (this year, it's about $3,500, and it will fall to $2,000 in 2025); presumably some Medicare-enrolled voters will notice as their medication costs hit that number. In September, just in time for the election, Biden will announce new prices for the 10 drugs currently being negotiated.

Another assist could come from efforts to stop the law from taking effect. Last year, multiple pharmaceutical companies and industry lobbying groups filed lawsuits, many in jurisdictions with Trump-appointed judges, to prevent Medicare from negotiating drug prices; meanwhile, congressional Republicans have publicly come out against the IRA overall and drug-price caps in particular. As the failed effort to repeal the Affordable Care Act in 2017 showed, few things rally support for a policy like the prospect of it being taken away.

The more pessimistic outlook is that voters' impressions of political candidates have little to do with the legislation those candidates pass or the policies they support. Patrick Ruffini, a co-founder of the polling firm Echelon Insights, pointed out to me that, in 2020, when voters were asked which presidential candidate was more competent, Biden had a nine-point advantage over Trump; today Trump has a 16-point advantage. "I don't know if there's any amount of passing popular policies that can overcome that," Ruffini said.

That doesn't make the policy stakes of the upcoming election any lower. If he's reelected, Biden wants to expand Medicare's drug negotiation to 50 drugs a year and extend the out-of-pocket spending caps to the general population. Trump, meanwhile, has said he is going to "totally kill" the Affordable Care Act and that he intends to dismantle the IRA. There's some drama for you. Whether it will get anyone's attention remains to be seen.
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Why Rich Shoppers Get So Angry About Hermes

This is what happens when wealthy consumers run headlong into actual scarcity.

by Amanda Mull




Should you want to own an Hermes Birkin handbag, there are two main reasons that's probably not in the cards. The first limiting factor is that even in its smallest size and most basic format, the Birkin, which has been one of the luxury industry's ultimate brass rings for decades, has a starting price tag of more than $11,000--roughly what you'd currently pay for a gently used 2013 Honda Accord. The second is that even if you have the money, one does not simply waltz into one of the hundreds of Hermes boutiques worldwide and walk out with their bag of choice, and certainly not a Birkin. There are too few of these bags--of most types of Hermes bags, at this point--to satisfy everyone willing to pay up, even at five-figure prices. And if they're in stock, they probably still aren't available to you.

For a chance at getting a Birkin, you have to play the "Hermes Game," according to aspirants who gather online to discuss what they've gleaned about its vague rules. Most agree that in order to increase your odds of being offered a Birkin or Hermes's similar (and similarly popular) Kelly bag, you need to build a purchase history at an Hermes store by buying products that are more readily available--shoes, home goods, silk scarves, jewelry. Nothing Hermes sells is affordable, so building such a history would cost, at a minimum, thousands of dollars. Prospective customers commonly report being told by sales associates, who are said to have broad authority over how coveted bags are meted out after arriving in stores, that priority for scarce products goes to loyal customers. How much one would have to buy in order to demonstrate loyalty, relative to your competition on any given boutique's client list, is anyone's guess. The overwhelming majority of people are going to be turned away when they ask for a Birkin, even if they pick up a pair of sandals and a few bangles here and there.

You can probably guess how this goes over. People with enough money for a frisky little Birkin purchase are generally not used to hearing the word no, and some of them react to it like their civil rights are being violated. According to a lawsuit filed in California last month by two people who recently had no luck buying a Birkin (though one of them already owned at least one of the bags), what has been violated is actually federal antitrust law. Hermes has a monopoly on Birkin bags, so the suit alleges, and the Hermes Game amounts to tying, a potentially anticompetitive practice in which buyers are required to purchase additional, unwanted goods as a precondition of receiving a desirable product.

Read: Something odd is happening with handbags

Hermes did not respond to a request for comment. So far, legal experts seem dubious on the suit's merits. Hermes does not control the robust secondhand market for its bags, and people sometimes do just walk into a boutique off the street, ask nicely, and get lucky. But the lawsuit's very existence is a glimpse inside the luxury industry's most precarious balancing act: How do you sell putatively rare things at corporate scale?

The most important thing to understand about why Hermes bags drive so many people wild is that they're actually pretty rare, compared with the products made by the brand's closest competitors. Hermes is a huge company--it has a bigger market cap than Nike--but it has mostly resisted modern, high-capacity manufacturing methods. Instead, it has trained an army of traditional leatherworkers and other tradespeople to do things the old way at a large scale. Birkins and Kellys are assembled by hand, beginning to end, by a single craftsman. According to a 2019 story in T, The New York Times' style magazine, the process for the Kelly takes 20 to 25 hours of work; for certain Birkins, some estimates put it at as high as 40 hours. Those practices put a hard limit on supply that can't be quickly or easily raised, and they also help Hermes and its fans spin a compelling tale about why its prices--high even among luxury brands, though not by as wide a margin as they once were--are justifiable. If anything, the lively resale market for Birkins, where pristine bags almost always sell for more than their retail price, suggests that the brand is undercharging relative to what customers will bear. Luxury is an industry built on hierarchy, and when it comes to handbags, Hermes is alone at the top among global brands.

All of this--the European workshops, the training academy for craftspeople, the plying of centuries-old trades--is the stuff that many of Hermes's competitors encourage you to assume that they, too, must be doing, by virtue of being based in France or Italy and selling very expensive things under an extremely old name. The reality is a little different. It's true that most of these brands do still operate ateliers and workshops where old-school craftsmen develop new designs or manufacture the company's most expensive tier of products. Even so, modern luxury is a high-volume business that has been modernized, scaled up, and made far more efficient, most prominently by LVMH, the corporate conglomerate that owns brands including Louis Vuitton, Dior, and Fendi. Many of the changes LVMH implemented are now standard operating procedure for major brands at large. Scale and efficiency mean less handwork and greater speed on a larger number of products. The biggest players have at their disposal a staggering array of material resources and mammoth capacity to produce goods, many of which are created by methods and available in quantities that are not especially distinct from other types of consumer goods.

This glut is the paradox at the heart of the luxury industry. These goods derive cultural and monetary value from scarcity, but there are relatively few situations in which demand genuinely outstrips supply. Luxury brands, then, must manufacture the illusion of scarcity, which is one reason that limited editions and collaborative releases have become so popular--they impose brief bouts of lack on top of industrial abundance. The regular stuff, which is what most people buy anyway, is still there waiting for you, no matter where you are, if you want to pony up.

Read: Make the collabs stop

Over the decades of growth that have turned the executives of these luxury conglomerates into some of the richest men in the world, their wealthy customers have settled into a routine that flatters a sense of exceptionalism: What the customers want is almost always available to them, and that availability still feels special and enticing because those products are theoretically not available to some unseen other, even as sales of those exact same products tick ever upward worldwide. Buying luxury goods isn't intoxicating to so many people because they all love fine craftsmanship, or even necessarily because they all want everyone to know exactly how much money they have. At least in part, it's because arriving at a velvet rope and being let inside is a thrill, and modern luxury businesses have found ways to preserve that feeling while raising the velvet rope for as many paying customers as humanly possible.

When customers groomed into this kind of acquisitive ease encounter actual, material scarcity from which they are not exempted--when, say, a Birkin isn't available to them even though they have $15,000 to spend--the effect can be combustible. The market's paradox, which brands are adept at keeping out of sight and out of mind, becomes just a little too visible. Luxury goods, at least in the truest sense of the term, aren't infinitely scalable--intense investments of resources, materials, skill, labor, and time are inherent to the enterprise, and their limitations cannot be fully mitigated.

But the luxury industry has changed since the days when handcraft dominated what was then a much smaller and far less efficient market. The term now refers less to the exceptional material attributes of an object and more to its price point, which was a trade-off made to turn the business into a fabulously profitable global juggernaut. Most of these goods aren't rare; they're merely expensive, which is sort of obvious if you think about it for too long. Which is why Hermes drives so many wealthy customers to distraction. Its velvet rope is one of the last that a single credit-card swipe isn't guaranteed to lift.
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The Coming Birth-Control Revolution

An abundance of new methods for men could transform women's contraception too.

by Katherine J. Wu




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


Within the next couple of decades, a new generation of contraceptives could hit the American market. One, a pill that blocks certain cells from accessing vitamin A, might be able to limit fertility without flooding the body with hormones; another is an injection that temporarily blocks up the reproductive plumbing. The method that's furthest along in trials is a topical gel that promises to induce temporary infertility when smeared daily on the shoulders and upper arms--without affecting mood or libido. "Overall, we don't have any serious adverse events at all," Christina Wang, a contraceptive researcher at the Lundquist Institute in California, and one of the developers of the gel, told me.



This coming slew of treatments will be notable not only for their imaginative delivery methods, but for their target audience: men. For decades, men hoping to manage their fertility have been limited to just two imperfect options--condoms or vasectomies. But in recent years, researchers have taken massive steps toward developing simple, convenient, and effective contraceptive options for men with virtually zero side effects. Soon, women may not be forced to bear nearly the entire burden of preventing pregnancy.



But the coming innovations won't just be about expanding the menu of options for men. Better male contraception wouldn't be on the way if not for the many scientific paths that female contraception has paved. Now women's birth control--much of which still comes with plenty of irksome, sometimes risky, side effects--seems due for some kickbacks. True, the logistics of keeping an egg from exiting an ovary don't completely overlap with the mechanics of keeping sperm out of the female reproductive tract. But in principle, "there are a lot of similarities," Diana Blithe, the chief of the NIH's Contraceptive Development Program, told me, which means one can easily inform the other. With an eye on what's now being accomplished for male contraception, researchers may soon be able to deliver to women new forms of birth control that aren't just more tolerable, but also more on-demand, less invasive, or even usable on male and female reproductive systems alike.



In the six-plus decades since the debut of the birth-control pill, the list of contraceptive choices for women has lengthened impressively. People can opt for barrier methods, or choose among pills, patches, and implants; they can receive injections a few times a year, or select an intrauterine device that can last up to 10 years. "We have so many options, it's almost like you're in a cereal aisle," Amy Alspaugh, a nurse and reproductive-health researcher at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville, told me.



Read: The calendar of human fertility is changing



Many methods are also ever-improving: IUDs, implants, and injections now have longer lifespans and are easier to insert and remove; doses of hormonal contraception have dramatically decreased. "We used to give basically like a horse dose of estrogen and progestin," Alspaugh told me. "Now we give the lowest dose that we know we can give and still have it be effective," in order to minimize side effects. Some researchers have been exploring new ways to deliver contraception--microneedles, for instance, or even microchip technology that might allow women to remotely tune their birth control. (The latter idea has raised privacy concerns galore.) The Population Council, an NGO based in New York, has been working on a multipurpose vaginal ring that will, in addition to preventing pregnancy, release an antiviral to protect women against HIV, Regine Sitruk-Ware, a reproductive endocrinologist and contraception researcher at the nonprofit, told me.



By and large, though, the changes to female contraception have been incremental--more ingredient swaps than whole new recipes. Categorically, "we've had the same offerings for pretty much 30 years now," Heather Vahdat, the executive director of the Male Contraceptive Initiative, told me. And plenty of women remain dissatisfied with the inconveniences and risks that come with the choices at hand. Some experience weight gain, acne, or nasty mood swings, or worry about the risk of stroke that can come with hormone-based pills. Others balk at the often-painful placement process for IUDs. Manually inserting a device into the lower abdomen probably wouldn't be acceptable in other contexts without anesthesia, and yet, for women's contraception, "we've socialized that into something acceptable," Brian Nguyen, an ob-gyn and contraception researcher at the University of Southern California, told me. Nonhormonal methods such as condoms, diaphragms, and spermicide are easy to come by, but generally less effective than hormonal ones. They can also come with their own side effects. And women could certainly benefit from a greater variety of on-demand methods, Vahdat told me--contraception for when you have sex, "not just in case you have sex"--that would save them the trouble of weathering side effects all month, year, or decade long.



Over the years, some researchers have argued that significant inconveniences and side effects are acceptable for female contraception. Women, after all, are weighing those costs against pregnancy, itself a risky condition that can come with life-threatening complications; men, meanwhile, take contraception to prevent pregnancy in someone else. I asked Vahdat whether the typical side-effect profile of currently available female contraceptives would pass muster in any of the male methods in trials. "Based on history," she told me, "I think that it would not." Several other experts agreed. In 2011, a worldwide trial for an injectable hormonal contraceptive for men was halted when an independent safety-review committee determined that the drug's side effects "outweighed the potential benefits." The side effects in question included mood swings and depression, both of which are frequently experienced by women on birth control. And yet, most of the participants who stuck with the study said that they wanted to keep using the injection. In recent years, Nguyen has heard more and more of the men in contraceptive trials cite their female partners' negative experiences with birth control as reason for their participation. "Many think of risk to their partner as a risk themselves," he said.



Read: The different stakes of male and female birth control



Still, the strict standards for the tolerability of male birth control could raise the floor for female methods too. Such crossover advances are already in the works. Researchers took care to formulate the topical contraceptive for men with a dose of natural testosterone, alongside progestin, the active ingredient that halts sperm production; the idea, experts told me, is to better recapitulate what's naturally seen in men's bodies, to minimize unnecessary side effects. Many female hormonal contraceptives, meanwhile, rely on a synthetic compound called ethinylestradiol that incompletely mimics the estrogen women's bodies make--and appears to raise the risk of blood clots. The Population Council is now working on another vaginal ring that replaces ethinylestradiol with hormones better matched to female biology.



Other conveniences may be trickier to translate. For example, researchers hope to someday offer men a more easily reversible vasectomy, in which a dissolvable or removable hydrogel is inserted into the vas deferens. But experts told me that temporarily stopping up the fallopian tubes is simply harder. Plus, whereas sperm are churned out constantly, eggs are released for fertilization on a cycle that can be tricky to measure and predict--which can make side effects frustratingly tough to control too, Nguyen told me. Targeted interventions are also more easily delivered to the testes than the ovaries. And their success is easier to verify: Men have long been able to check their own sperm count with a device that's similar to an at-home COVID test, but no parallel exists for women, Wang told me. And because sperm take months to produce, male hormonal contraceptives might be more forgiving to users who miss a day of treatment--unlike many pills designed for women, which tend to be less flexible, Mitchell Creinin, a contraceptive researcher at UC Davis Health, told me.



Read: A vaccine for birth control?



The difficulty of wrangling eggs, though, doesn't have to mean limiting options for women. Conception can't happen unless egg and sperm actually meet--which means that just about any drug designed to waylay the functionality or motility of sperm could play a role in the female reproductive tract. The options go way beyond spermicide: The Population Council is working on a product that will modify the vagina's acidity to stop sperm from swimming properly, Sitruk-Ware told me. And Deborah Anderson, an immunologist and reproductive-health researcher at Boston University, has been working on a dissolvable film imbued with sperm-blocking antibodies that can be placed into the vagina before sex, and seems to persist at high enough levels to provide contraception for 24 to 48 hours, she told me. A couple of drugs being trialed for men could even someday be marketed to women in some form--among them, a sperm-motility-blocking drug that, experts told me, might be deployable in the female reproductive tract too.



With all the attention now being paid to men's contraceptive preferences, some researchers worry that women's needs will fall even further to the wayside. Jeffrey Jensen, a contraception researcher at Oregon Health & Science University, told me that even as grants for male methods continue to be green-lighted, his team has had to pause work on some female-contraceptive projects because of lack of funding in recent years. "Policy makers think that we've checked the box and that we can move on," he said. And Sitruk-Ware said that, although researchers had at one point started developing a topical contraceptive gel for women, "donors were more interested in the gel for men."



Still, the arrival of male contraception is unlikely to dampen women's enthusiasm for using their own methods, Allison Merz, an ob-gyn at UC San Francisco, told me. If anything, when those ultrasafe, ultra-effective products for men come to market, they'll ignite more discussions over female contraception--and inspire more questions about why convenience and tolerability weren't prioritized for women from the start.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/04/birth-control-male-contraception-revolution/677954/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



During the Eclipse, Don't Just Look Up

There's so much more to experience.

by Hanna Rosin




There are people who have organized their lives around the appearance of a total eclipse. They're known as eclipse chasers, or more obscurely, "umbraphiles" (shadow lovers). They'll travel across continents for perfect weather, collect decades' worth of eclipse-related life stories, speak lovingly about the sun's corona. One example is the retired astrophysicist Fred Espenak, who earned a bit of celebrity when the United States Postal Service chose his photo of an eclipse for a 2017 stamp--an efficient way to spread the news that "a total eclipse of the sun is simply the most beautiful, stunning and awe-inspiring astronomical event you can see with the unaided eye," he once wrote.

Then there are other people (such as me) who need some convincing that it's as awesome as advertised. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, I talk with Espenak and Marina Koren, The Atlantic's self-proclaimed "outer-space bureau chief." Between them, we learn about the full-body experience of an eclipse, which, if not quite spiritual, is at least eerie, when you know what to tune into. How does an eclipse feel on your skin? What does it do to the animals? What does it do to your sense of time? And what are you waiting for?

Listen to the conversation here:

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



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Marina Koren: So in 2017, I was in a park in Tennessee, and it was having an eclipse event, and everyone had their eclipse glasses.

Hanna Rosin: This is Atlantic staff writer Marina Koren. On Slack, she goes by "outer space bureau chief."

Koren: And so you could put them on, and then you could see the moon eating away at the sun, kind of like a little Pac-Man. And then there was no sun. It was just this silver-milky-white ring that kind of looked like an engagement ring hanging in the sky. There was a tiny, little speck on the corner that looked like the diamond.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Koren: And inside the ring and outside of it, it was all the same color, the same deep-evening purple. And I remember looking at the grass beneath me, and the light was just shimmering.

Rosin: What do you mean shimmering?

Koren: I wish I knew. I've never seen anything like it before, but I think the very edges of the sun that were visible--and we could see this glowing ring--they were just doing something. The way they were radiating was creating these weird shimmering waves on the grass.

Rosin: Which you hadn't seen before.

Koren:  No. Or since. And I remember when the moon finally slid right in front of the sun, people screamed. And to hear people cheer and laugh and cry out, it was so weird to have that collective reaction. Obviously, we have those types of reactions regularly, but this felt different.

[Crowd shouting]

Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

In August 2017, Koren--and millions of other people--witnessed the Great American Eclipse. The path of totality touched 14 states, spanning from Oregon to South Carolina, and lasted all but a couple of minutes from the ground.

Koren: Those minutes go real, real fast.

Rosin: I wouldn't know, because I missed it. Now seven years later, I--and all of you--have another chance to see one. Lots of spots in the U.S. will fall in what's called the path of totality Monday, April 8.

An eclipse is many things, but one of them is a measure of time. During the last eclipse, my youngest kid was in elementary school. Now he's thinking about college. And in 2045, which is when we'll see the next total eclipse of this scope and scale in the U.S., he will be nearing 40, which is impossible to contemplate, so let's reel it back.

What is an eclipse?

Koren: That's a great question. It is a cosmic alignment, I guess you could say, of the Earth, the moon, and the sun. And total solar eclipses--and I'll get to what that means--actually happen quite a bit. About every 18 months or so, there is a spot on Earth where if you stood at the right place and the right time, the moon, from our perspective, would pass in front of the sun and block the sunlight reaching Earth. And so, all of a sudden, daytime would turn into night or kind of like a twilight, dusky color. And the only thing that you would see in the sky, if there's no clouds, of course, would be a ring of light. That's the edge of the sun that kind of escapes a little bit from the moon's shadow and is visible.

Rosin: Right. It's like an imperfect cover. Already that's interesting because celestially, it sounds like, Oh, it's just another Tuesday. It's not a particularly interesting orbital mechanical event. It's just amazing to us.

Koren: Yeah, I mean, there is a tiny bit of science to be done. So that little bit of sun that you still can see is called the corona, which is the outermost layer of the sun. And it's not visible really at any other time from Earth, except during an eclipse. So there's corona studies, but I think scientists have wrung out as much as they could from that.

Rosin: And is everyone looking at the same things? Is everyone's head swiveling? What's happening?

Koren: I think most people were looking up at the sky. People were taking pictures. But I remember I made sure not to take any pictures during those three minutes in 2017. And I don't plan on taking pictures now.

Rosin: Why?

Koren: Because no camera, unless you have a really, really good camera, it's not going to capture--your little iPhone camera is not going to capture it properly. I think actually experiencing it without a screen is more powerful because you can feel the temperature change on your skin, too, when the sun goes away. It gets a little bit cooler. And I think it's an experience for all the senses, and if you're trying to take pictures of it, you're kind of missing out on that experience. But I had talked to a lot of eclipse chasers in the lead-up to this event, and they had told me explicitly, Look around you. Take in your surroundings. See what you can hear, feel. So I was actively trying to do that.

Rosin: Because most people are just looking up and, actually, what you should be doing is seeing how your entire environment changes, not just looking at that one thing?

Koren: I think so, because the color is just so strange, and to see a second ago, everything around you was sunlit and bright and familiar, and now it is cast in these strange, shimmery colors. And you do have kind of a primal reaction to it. I think I could almost feel in my body that something was very strange, but intellectually I knew that it was exciting. It's like both sides of awe--the fearful kind and the wonder-and-astonishment kind.

Rosin: That is close to a spiritual experience, or at least it has all the ingredients of a spiritual experience.

Koren: It sticks, for me, as something beautiful that I will probably only experience twice in life. But it doesn't translate into, at least it hasn't for me, into the way I go about the world.

Rosin: An eclipse chaser?

Koren: Mm-hmm.

Rosin: What's an eclipse chaser?

[Phone ringing]

Koren: They are people who are so obsessed with eclipses that instead of waiting for totality to come to them, they chase after it.

[Phone ringing]

Fred Espenak: Hello. This is Fred.

Rosin: Fred, this is Hanna Rosin from The Atlantic.

Espenak: Hi, Hanna.

Rosin: Hi! Sorry about that.

Koren: So I've talked to people that have experienced, I think, 20-something total solar eclipses, and that meant they were in the path of totality for those few moments.

Rosin: Are you getting ready to travel?

Espenak: Yeah, next week we leave for Mexico.

Rosin: Oh, you do. You're going to Mexico? Where, exactly?

Espenak: To Mazatlan.

Rosin: To Mazatlan.

Koren: They just love it. They plan their lives around it.

Rosin: Wow.

Koren: If you have a friend's wedding on an eclipse day, these eclipse chasers, they're not gonna be at that wedding.

Rosin: Is there anything particular about this eclipse that you're looking forward to or talk to people about?

Espenak: Well, it's the next one.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Espenak: That's what's special about it.

Rosin: After the break: more total eclipses, including a total eclipse of the heart.

Espenak: Seeing a partial eclipse might be a three.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Espenak: And seeing a total eclipse is a million.

Rosin: Really? Wow.

Espenak: Yeah, yeah.

[Break]

Rosin: Could you characterize an eclipse chaser or talk about an individual one? Is there something they have in common? Do they talk about it in terms of logistics? Like, Oh, there was the 2017 one, and the other one, and the other one. Or is there something comes in their voice? What are they looking for? What are they chasing when they're chasing an eclipse?

Koren: I think the thrill of it, because it is a thrilling experience. And they say that it never gets old.

Espenak: Every time I see one, my heart is beating fast, the adrenaline is pumping, the hair on the back of my neck is standing up in anticipation for it. It is a spectacular event, and anyone who has not seen the total eclipse can't really appreciate how incredible it is.

Rosin: Wow.

Espenak: To see this thing in the sky, the closest thing I can compare it to is it seems supernatural.

Rosin: This is Fred Espenak. He's a retired astrophysicist and, of course, an eclipse chaser.

Rosin: And how do you rank among the other eclipse chasers? I mean, do you feel on par, mostly?

Espenak: I guess, I don't know how to say this without sounding like I'm bragging, but I'm somewhat of a celebrity when I go to these events.

Rosin: Oh, that's so nice! How does that manifest itself? Like everybody knows your name, or what?

Espenak: Well, because I doubt if there are any more than 10 or 20 people on the planet that have seen as many total eclipses as I have.

Rosin: How many eclipses have you seen?

Espenak: I've been to 30 and I've seen probably 24.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Espenak: Total eclipses.

Rosin: Total eclipses, yeah. How did you get started on this? Was it personal or a field of study?

Espenak: No, it was personal. I saw a partial eclipse as a kid and realized that a total eclipse was much more spectacular than a partial eclipse. And there was one passing through the eastern United States, and I thought that this was one chance in a lifetime to see a total eclipse.

And it occurred in 1970, and I thought I was pretty well prepared. I had a small telescope with me. I drove down to the eclipse path, had some good weather. I managed to see the eclipse, but what I was not prepared for was the impact that seeing totality had on me.

No descriptions come close to what it's actually like. It was my first close encounter with what I call awe, true awe, where you feel insignificant and part of something much greater that you don't completely understand.

Rosin: Was it a pleasant or an unpleasant feeling?

Espenak: Oh, very pleasant.

Rosin: Really? Why would it be pleasant to realize that you were insignificant?

Espenak: Well, insignificant and yet part of it, and somehow it suddenly put things in kind of a greater perspective. Academically, you know you're on this planet, and it's spherical, even though there's no evidence to your everyday experience that you're on a spinning ball whizzing through space. But all of a sudden that just seemed intuitively correct.

Koren: For me, my theory is that these people are not--and like the rest of us, we will live our lives out on this one planet, so we have to understand the universe and commune with the universe from this one single point on Earth.

So if you can hop on a plane and go and cover the Earth and commune with space in this way, then why not? And then you can say, I've been a part of some type of celestial alignment multiple times because this is the only place I could do it from, so why not try to experience it as much as possible?

Espenak: It's something I tell everybody should be on their bucket list. Everybody needs to see one at least once in their life.

Rosin: Yeah.

Espenak: Here is a golden opportunity where you don't really have to travel very far, and there are over 30 million Americans that live right in the path.

Rosin: Yeah. Does that make you feel good, that lots of people are going to get to share that experience?

Espenak: Yeah. I think we get too jaded with the artificial world that we live in, and this is reality. This is the real universe that we live in, and it's a chance to connect with that. And there's nothing in our power to stop this eclipse.

Rosin: Yeah.

Espenak: It's going to happen, and sometimes it's a good reminder that there are things beyond our control.

Rosin: You've written about the eclipse as a collapse of time. What do you mean by that? Or a colliding of your past and future self?

Koren: Yeah. I remember thinking in 2017 that 2024 felt so far away and that it would never come. And now here we are.

Rosin: Yeah. (Laughs.)

Koren: And I spoke to an illustrator named Andy Rash, who wrote a children's book called Eclipse based on his experience of seeing the 2017 eclipse with his son, who was 7. His son is 14 now.

And so Andy and I were talking about the way that eclipses mark time in our lives, and I asked him, Have you talked to your son about the fact that after this, you have to wait until 2045? And Andy said no because his kid's 14. He's living in the moment, and he's watching eclipses with his dad. He doesn't need to think that far into the future. And probably that span of time is just too abstract for him.

Rosin: What about for the dad? He's got to be thinking, How old am I going to be in 2045?

Koren: Oh yeah, he's really sentimental and sappy about it, for sure, because his hope is that he and his son will be together in 2045 to see this, but his hope is also tied up with his hopes for his child: What kind of adult will he grow into? What kind of man will he be? That will become apparent in 2045, and the eclipse will be there to meet that person.

Rosin: How old are you now?

Espenak: 72.

Rosin: And how old were you then?

Espenak: When I saw that first total eclipse, I was 18.

Rosin: How many more eclipses do you think you'll see?

Espenak: Boy, it depends on how well my health goes out here. I'm going to keep going to them for as long as I can. But realistically, will I live 'til 80? 90? Hard to say, but it becomes more and more clear to me each time I see a total eclipse that it's getting to the point where I'm going to see my last one.

And it's just like death: You don't know when the last one is. But it causes one to pause and wonder, Well, you know, here's another chance to see it. It might be the last time.

Rosin: Yeah, well, I hope not, for your sake.

Fred, thank you so much for joining us for this interview. We really appreciate it, and I hope this trip goes exactly the way you want it to.

Espenak: Thank you so much. Clear sky to everybody.

Rosin: Thanks. Bye-bye.

Espenak: Bye.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid and Andrea Valdez, fact-checked by Will Gordon, and engineered by Erica Huang. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening, and clear skies to all of you.
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A Deadly Strike in Gaza

Israel faces international condemnation after its forces targeted vehicles from the aid group World Central Kitchen.

by David A. Graham




Seven people working for a humanitarian aid group led by the chef Jose Andres were killed in an Israeli air strike in the central Gaza Strip today. The strike is a black mark for the Israel Defense Forces, and likely to turn world opinion further against the Gaza campaign. But more than its geopolitical significance, the strike is a horrifying moment on a human level. Innocent people, doing good work to feed a starving population, have died for no reason at all.

The group, World Central Kitchen, has been engaged for months in efforts to feed severely malnourished Palestinians in Gaza. WCK said that the workers were "traveling in a deconflicted zone in two armored cars branded with the WCK logo and a soft skin vehicle," and that the strike happened despite the group coordinating its movements with the IDF. Footage shows a puncture directly through the WCK emblem prominently displayed atop a vehicle.

Read: Why Chef Jose Andres set up a kitchen in Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu acknowledged the strike, which he described as an accident. "Unfortunately, there was a tragic incident in which our forces unintentionally hit innocent people in the Gaza Strip," he said. "As it happens in war, we are investigating the matter fully, we are in contact with the governments, and we will do everything possible to prevent this from happening again."

The Israeli newspaper Haaretz reported that the trucks were traveling along a route approved by the IDF when they were struck by an Israeli drone. Security forces believed that there was an armed Hamas member in the convoy, but the target was not actually traveling in any of the vehicles at the time of the strike. After each of the first two vehicles was struck, the passengers moved the wounded to a third, before another strike hit that one, killing the seven people. A Haaretz source inside the defense establishment blamed units in the field for acting rashly.

Writing on X, Andres mourned the deaths: "The Israeli government needs to stop this indiscriminate killing. It needs to stop restricting humanitarian aid, stop killing civilians and aid workers, and stop using food as a weapon. No more innocent lives lost. Peace starts with our shared humanity. It needs to start now."

Read: U.S.'s support for Israel's war has become indefensible

Andres, a Spanish-born chef, is a fixture in Washington, D.C., where his restaurants are critically acclaimed. He has also won praise for his humanitarian work around the world, and shown a willingness to take on governments. As my colleague Hannah Giorgis wrote in 2018, Andres was an outspoken critic of the U.S. government's work in Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria. Andres's group provided food to displaced Israelis in the weeks after October 7, and has worked in Gaza throughout the conflict. He had previously called for a cease-fire in Gaza.

The deaths are the latest senseless act of violence in a cycle that began with Hamas's October 7 attacks, which killed more than 1,000 Israelis. Tens of thousands of Palestinians have died in Israel's campaign in Gaza since. Netanyahu says the operation will destroy Hamas, though many commentators inside and outside Israel find that goal unrealistic. The IDF has blamed civilian casualties on Hamas, which has intertwined its operations with noncombatants. Many aid workers have died, as well as nearly 100 members of the media, according to the Committee to Protect Journalists.

Criticism of Israel has mounted over the past few months, not only from typical critics but also from the United States and other allies. "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," the novelist and veteran Phil Klay wrote in The Atlantic last week. Yesterday, disturbing images of the aftermath of IDF operations at a hospital in Gaza produced outrage. Israel said the site was being used as a Hamas base.

But the deaths of foreign nationals and aid workers tend to draw particular notice, and remonstration, from overseas governments and populations. The dead in this strike reportedly include an Australian, a Pole, and a Briton. Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese called the killing of WCK's Lalzawmi Frankcom "completely unacceptable." British Foreign Minister David Cameron described the strike as "deeply distressing." It's impossible to argue with that.
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What the Suburb Haters Don't Understand

The homogeneity of the suburbs has an upside: If strip malls and subdivisions remind you of home, you can feel nostalgic almost anywhere.

by Julie Beck




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


If you listen to the experts, much of the place I'm from is not a place at all. Suburban Michigan is full of winding roads dotted with identical houses, strip malls stuffed with chain restaurants and big-box stores, and thoroughfares designed for cars, with pedestrian walkways as an afterthought. The anthropologist Marc Auge coined the term non-places to describe interchangeable, impersonal spaces lacking in history and culture that people pass through quickly and anonymously. Non-places--such as shopping centers, gas stations, and highways--can be found everywhere but seem to particularly proliferate in suburbs like the one I grew up in. The writer James Howard Kunstler memorably called this sort of landscape "the geography of nowhere."

In his book of the same title, Kunstler traces the history of the suburbs from the Puritans' 17th-century conception of private property up to the early 1990s, when The Geography of Nowhere was published. He argues that, enamored with both automobiles and the sheer amount of space in this country, the U.S. built a sprawling empire of suburbs because, as he puts it, "it seemed like a good idea at the time." But this arrangement has proved to be "deeply demoralizing and psychologically punishing," he told me in an email--not only because the design of suburbia is unsightly but because it is at odds with human connection and flourishing. He doesn't mince words about what he sees as the consequences of this way of life, writing in his book that "the immersive ugliness of the built environment in the USA is entropy made visible," and suggesting that America has become "a nation of people conditioned to spend their lives in places not worth caring about."

This sort of dismissal is a common posture, though few have put it quite so colorfully. Perhaps because of the sometimes bland and homogenous built environment, many people assume the suburbs have a conformist culture too. These places have long been associated with boredom, with a vague, free-floating malaise. (Or, as one writer bluntly put it, "You know it sucks, but it's hard to say exactly why.") There is a Subreddit with 60,000 members called "Suburban Hell." All of this adds up to a popular conception of suburbs as indistinct and interchangeable--they are "no-man's-land," the "middle of nowhere." And this idea doesn't come only from city slickers sneering at "flyover country." Jason Diamond, the author of the book The Sprawl, said in an interview with Bloomberg that he's noticed a "self-hatred" among people who come from suburbia.

From the September 1996 issue: Home from nowhere

Yet the majority of Americans live in this "nowhere." Being precise about the proportion of the U.S. that is suburbia is difficult--the federal government, in much of its data, doesn't distinguish "suburban" as a category distinct from "rural" and "urban" (perhaps implying that it, too, considers these places not worth caring about). But in the 2017 American Housing Survey, the government asked people to describe their own neighborhoods, and 52 percent classified them as suburban. These neighborhoods aren't frozen 1950s stereotypes, either; they are evolving places. For instance, once synonymous with segregation, the suburbs are now more diverse than ever.

The point is: A lot of life happens in these places. Where there is life, there is connection and emotion. Where there is connection and emotion, nostalgia follows. And so, yes, decades of policy decisions and corporate development have led to what Kunstler calls the "depressing, brutal, ugly, unhealthy, and spiritually degrading" landscapes of the suburbs. But at the same time, many people who have called these places home still have a sentimental connection to them, any spiritual degradation notwithstanding. And a curious side effect of the ubiquity of suburban institutions is that I can feel that small spark of recognition--of, dare I say it, "home"--anywhere I encounter it.

To defend my hometown, in part, from the accusations of cultural blandness and lack of history: Ypsilanti, Michigan, is the home of Domino's Pizza! Of the world's most phallic building! We were once held in inexplicable thrall for several months to a turkey that camped out in an intersection! Most suburban places, I have to imagine, have their own quirks and unique histories if you care to look for them. But it is also true that for my hometown and many others, these charms are mixed in with, or even obscured by, a whole lot of nowhere.

Read: The turkey in the left turn lane

Much of my youth was spent in these non-places: celebrating birthdays at a strip-mall Red Lobster, my sisters and I shoving Cheddar Bay biscuits in our purses for later; looking out of car windows at beige subdivisions on one side, cornfields on the other; messing around in Target with my friends just for something to do; depending on automobiles to go anywhere or do anything. Would I have been happier, healthier, more independent in a more walkable city? Would my relationships have been richer if we had more intentionally designed public spaces? That's what macro-level arguments about urban design would seem to imply, but on an individual level, those questions are unanswerable. It was what it was. Sure, I once got lost trying to go for a walk in our subdivision, turned around by the endlessly looping streets. But we did have a lot of fun at Target.

I haven't lived in Ypsilanti since I was 17, decamping first to a college campus north of Chicago, then to Chicago proper, then to Washington, D.C., where I've lived for more than 10 years. Yet at the risk of being one of the "apologists for the ubiquitous highway crud" whom Kunstler derides in his book, I must say that even after all this time, I feel at home in a strip mall. It is familiar; it is my heritage. At least once a year, the winds blow in from the Midwest, and I cannot rest until I make a pilgrimage to an Olive Garden. If home is "nowhere," and nowhere has spread almost everywhere, then many places can remind you of home.

I know that I'm not the only one who feels a real emotional connection to the corporate trappings of suburbia. The food website Eater had a long-running series of essays called "Life in Chains," in which writers reflected on the ways chain restaurants had shaped them. One of my favorite icebreakers is to ask people to build the strip mall of their dreams using five chain establishments--and people get very passionate in their responses. (If you're wondering, mine are: Target, Barnes and Noble, Panera Bread, Ulta, and an AMC movie theater.) During the early pandemic, a writer for Vice found herself longing for the experience of wandering the aisles of a TJ Maxx--and the regular Sundays she spent there with her mother.

Read: Revenge of the suburbs

Of course, people do crave specificity in the places they're from, even in suburbia. I think the particular passion people have for those slightly more regional chains--Californians and In-N-Out Burger, southerners and Waffle House--is evidence of that. No one wants to feel like they're from nowhere. But life happens where you are, and if where you are is a strip mall by a highway on-ramp, well, you work with what you've got.

Admittedly, an aspect of this is sad. For some children of the suburbs, we can feel like our formative tastes and our earliest emotions were hijacked by consumer culture and decades of zoning law. But nostalgia isn't really a reflection of whether something is good or bad, researchers tell me; quality is essentially irrelevant. What matters is whether something holds meaning for you. And places are "easy for us to attach emotionality to," Krystine Batcho, a professor of psychology at Le Moyne College who studies nostalgia, told me. Although suburban nostalgia might be stronger for people like me who've moved away from the burbs, a place can be an active part of your life and still "cue those old memories" each time you visit, Clay Routledge, a psychologist who directs the Human Flourishing Lab at the nonprofit think tank Archbridge Institute, told me.

Is Taco Bell a gaudy restaurant that serves cheap sodium bombs that all taste basically the same and bear only a passing resemblance to actual Mexican cuisine? Definitely. But I'll always love it, not just because I think it's delicious but because that's where my high-school friends and I would go to pick up sacks of 99-cent bean burritos to bring back for dinner when drama rehearsal was scheduled to run late. So Taco Bell bean burritos, to me, taste like staying at school until 9 p.m. and trying to do homework on the side of the stage between scenes, like the intense friendships of a ragtag group of teens figuring out who they are by pretending to be other people.

"People make a place, and that's what nostalgia reveals," Routledge said. Research on what makes people attached to a place shows that the social ties associated with it are a huge factor. In a survey that Routledge did last year, he found that almost three-quarters of Americans reported that their nostalgic memories were associated with close friends and family, as opposed to experiences they had with strangers or alone. Nostalgia for place, it seems, is really nostalgia for people.

The case against suburbia's design is not just that it's ugly and repetitive and kind of basic--it's that it's actively bad for community. Third places--spots just for hanging out, aside from work or home--are in short supply; homes are clustered far from commercial zones, making it next to impossible to walk safely anywhere. "The only way to be in that public realm is to be in a car, often alone," Kunstler writes. "Where, then, are you going to have your public assembly? On the median strip of Interstate 87?" Some research suggests that people who live in more walkable neighborhoods are more likely to know their neighbors, and to feel a sense of community.

So this sense of nostalgia for "nowhere" represents, in a sense, the connections I made in a place that is hostile to connection by design. "In every corner of the nation we have built places unworthy of love," Kunstler writes, and perhaps he's right. But we love there nonetheless.

This tension is fitting, because nostalgia itself is a "conflicted and bittersweet" emotion, Batcho said. It tugs the homesick person between past and present, between how things were, how they are, and how they could be. Rachel Heiman, an associate professor of anthropology at the New School and the author of Driving After Class, told me that she fears the connection people have to the kinds of spaces they're familiar with could be a detriment to building new and better kinds of communities. "We can't just keep building our suburbs the way we are, even if some people are nostalgic for that," she said. She gave the example of someone who feels safer and more comfortable driving a car than riding public transit, even though public transit is objectively safer. Might they be resistant to supporting new bus or rail routes in their community?

But both Batcho and Routledge told me that contrary to its popular perception as an emotion that holds people back, nostalgia can also be fuel for progress. It can make people more creative, inspired, and motivated: Reflecting on cherished memories of the past can remind people of what they really value. And if there's a disconnect between what we loved about the past and the way things are now, "that discrepancy can easily remind us that we should move forward," Batcho said. "We should build better things."

The feeling that your past is coherently tied to your present and your future is called "self-continuity," and Routledge's research shows that nostalgia facilitates it. So feeling nostalgic for the landscapes of suburbia doesn't necessarily mean I think that's the best way to design a community--it's just part of my story. My soft spot for Olive Garden's huge portions of mediocre fettuccine alfredo is just the vessel for the things I actually value: the feeling of belonging to a place and its people, the comforts of accumulated memories that adhere to spaces.

In the end, whether the suburbs collapse or we build better ones, it's too late for me--the strip malls are already in my bones.
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If Teenage Girls Ran America

<em>Girls State</em> is a sharp study of how a well-meaning civics program can simultaneously inspire and limit young women.

by Shirley Li




Early in the new documentary Girls State, one of the participants in the titular leadership program for high schoolers chuckles after learning the camp song. She feels silly practicing the flashy choreography and rousing lyrics when the weeklong intensive is meant for building a mock government with other civic-minded teenagers. "If the boys don't have to do this," she says, "I'm going to be pissed."

As it turns out, the boys don't--and she's not the only one miffed about the disparity between the sibling programs run by the veterans association American Legion. Girls State, which begins streaming on Apple TV+ this Friday, is a follow-up to the acclaimed 2020 documentary Boys State; both are directed by Jesse Moss and Amanda McBaine. (Laurene Powell Jobs, the president of Emerson Collective, which is the majority owner of The Atlantic, is an executive producer for both movies.) The filmmakers have once again embedded themselves with ambitious teenagers to track how young people's politics reflect their background and mirror national debates. But Girls State is much more than a gender-flipped version of the previous project. Instead, the film offers a sharp study of how a supposedly empowering environment can simultaneously inspire and limit aspiring female leaders.

Filmed in June 2022 in Missouri, where the Boys State and Girls State programs were held on the same campus for the first time, Girls State shows the stark contrast between the camps both in their funding and in their expectations of their respective attendees. The boys immediately dive into policy debates; the girls have to learn a song first. The boys roam outside alone; the girls have to follow a buddy system. When we spoke at the Sundance Film Festival in January before the film's premiere, Moss and McBaine told me they didn't initially intend for their documentary to compare the camps so directly. "We wanted to give the girls' program its due," Moss said. Besides, McBaine added, focusing on the well-documented inequalities between the genders could come off as didactic. "To tell the story of sexism in any way is tricky ... because people don't like to think about it," she said.

But the girl attendees themselves kept asking one another why their experience differed so much from the boys', so Moss and McBaine followed their lead, observing how the female campers were repeatedly reminded about, well, being female. Sometimes, participants seem to enjoy the rah-rah-girl-power messaging, including the camp song. Other times, they bristle when counselors inform them of the strict dress code and set up frivolous bonding activities such as cupcake-making.


A scene from Boys State, a documentary about the sibling program to Girls State (Apple TV+)



The result is a program full of girls overly preoccupied with how to present themselves as potential leaders while still figuring out what feminine strength really looks like. Take, for example, the race for governor, the highest office in the mock government, which quickly becomes a popularity contest. One camper, Faith, who's proud of being known for her opinionated personality, laments how her outspokenness can work against her. "My brother's argumentative in the exact same way that I am," she says. "[But I'm] expected to be a little more docile, a little more submissive." Another participant, Emily, confidently tells the filmmakers about her involvement in what sounds like every club at her school--"I'm kind of known as that kid," she says--but her assuredness wavers when she realizes how much public speaking the election demands. Even those not running campaigns feel the need to charm everyone else. Nisha, who applies to become a justice on the all-girls Supreme Court, arrives at the camp most concerned about her social skills. She watches Legally Blonde to study how to be more outgoing. "We all work very hard on the image of ourselves that we want to show to the world," she says. "It's exhausting."

From behind the camera, Moss and McBaine also saw girls juggling their ambitions with the pressure to be liked. McBaine told me she noticed that their subjects were polite and guarded, nowhere near as tribal as the boys she and Moss had filmed. The girls also seemed keen on being competitive without appearing too emotional or aggressive: When friends vie for the same seat on the Supreme Court, they hold hands before their final round of interviews. When a governor hopeful fails to make her case the way she'd rehearsed, she holds back her tears and insists that she's fine. "There is sort of internal self-censure, and that is behavioral, societal," Moss said. "And then there's the external programmatic structure that is keeping them down, that is saying, We have different expectations for you, because you're young women as opposed to ... young boys."

Read: What happens when you let 1,000 teenage boys run a government

Though the documentary resembles Boys State in style--a mix of montages, talking-head interviews, and fly-on-the-wall footage--Girls State's structure makes a clear point. The teenagers of Boys State become thoroughly, almost terrifyingly immersed in politicking; the narrative is simple, following the handful of candidates for governor. In Girls State, the camera trails its subjects into spaces beyond the classroom and follows a larger ensemble of participants, revealing how many of the girls can't help but dwell on the double standards they plainly observe. In one of the most striking scenes, a group of girls vents about how they're expected to be amiable and agreeable all the time, even in debate. Camp counselors advise girls to run their campaigns on largely bipartisan, uncontroversial topics, whereas the Boys State program has notoriously engaged in far thornier subjects. "I'm a little sick of the fluff," one of the girls says. "Everybody says that they want to represent their people; everybody says that they want to be friends with everyone and have everyone's voices heard. Okay, let's have a real conversation." She confesses all this while another girl braids her hair.

Essentially, Girls State presents the impossible question the campers come to realize they're facing: What is true female empowerment? Even the prestigious program they're in offers no easy answer, only vague rules to follow and arbitrary standards to meet.

Still, the film does show what happens when the girls are taken more seriously. Moss and McBaine caught them only weeks after the initial draft of the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision on abortion leaked; the issue became part of a major case for the Girls State's version of the Supreme Court to decide. In a fantastic scene following the teenage justices as they convene, each participant considers the issue with remarkable gravity and sincerity. It's a glimpse into how these girls, still forming their beliefs, grow their confidence and clarify their positions when given space to actually do what they came to the camp for: talk about America's social and political concerns. In moments such as these, there's nothing performative about their power. "This is why we make films with these teenagers," McBaine said. "They are idealistic. They do bounce back from disappointment. They are hard on themselves--[the girls] maybe harder than the boys." Perhaps. Or maybe they don't yet know another way to be.
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The Great Democratic Success Story That Wasn't

America can't deliver Myanmar from its dictatorship, but it can do more than shift the burden and look away.

by Timothy McLaughlin




The Obama administration seemed to take special pride in its policy toward Myanmar. American statecraft had coaxed the country's reclusive military dictatorship onto a path of democratic transformation, Kurt Campbell, who served as an assistant secretary of state at the time, wrote in his 2016 book, Pivot: "One of the world's most isolated, tragic, and magical lands had finally opened to the world because of intrepid American diplomacy, perhaps fundamentally changing the trajectory of Asia."

Then, in February 2021, Myanmar's government fell to a military coup. The country had known little peace for decades, but now it was spiraling into untold violence: Protesters poured into the streets, the junta cracked down, and new armed groups joined those that had already been fighting the military. Campbell, serving in the White House under President Joe Biden as Asia czar, had precious little to say about Myanmar then, nor did lawmakers ask him about Myanmar during his recent confirmation as deputy secretary of state.

Myanmar was once the buzziest of foreign-policy causes. It commanded immense bipartisan support; lawmakers and officials clamored to take credit for its success. Then, in its hour of difficulty, it all but vanished from view in Washington. The limited U.S. response to the country's travails has "been sort of in the right direction, but lacking energy and commitment," Scot Marciel, who previously served as U.S. ambassador to Myanmar, told me.

Read: No one is saving Myanmar

Myanmar's crisis is growing and threatens to destabilize the region. The country's armed opposition has gathered strength in recent months. The military, facing its most serious battlefield test, has resorted to ever more brutal tactics. Waves of refugees are overflowing the country's borders. Myanmar's junta has reluctantly turned to China for support, and Beijing, initially displeased with the coup, has begun inserting itself into the conflict and country more forcefully than in the past.

Myanmar's trajectory was never as simple as Washington wanted to believe. But that doesn't mean that its long-term prospects for democracy are hopeless, or that the United States should leave the country to the tender mercies of warring factions and Chinese intervention. Myanmar is a good example of a country where the longevity of U.S. commitment matters, and where the most constructive measures call for patience and pragmatism, not declaring a victory for democracy and walking away.



In 2012, Barack Obama became the first sitting U.S. president to visit Myanmar, as the country's repressive military dictatorship cautiously, haltingly opened to the world. In 2015, during that brief flowering of diplomatic relations, Myanmar held its first freely contested election in a quarter century. The military-drafted constitution prevented Aung San Suu Kyi, the country's Nobel Prize-winning opposition leader, from serving as president, but her party, the National League for Democracy (NLD), won the vote handily and came to power. Suu Kyi created the role of state counselor to work around the military's obstruction and became the de facto head of state.

This seemingly golden moment lasted only a short time before the military cracked down on the ethnic Rohingya in Rakhine State, in the country's northwest, in a campaign that has been widely condemned as genocide. The civilian government sided with the military: At The Hague in 2019, Suu Kyi argued that Myanmar's armed forces had their own justice system that was capable of punishing those who may have committed crimes. The position perplexed her foreign admirers, given the military's history of impunity--and that it had specifically punished Suu Kyi in the past by locking her in her lakeside villa for 15 years. But Suu Kyi's defense of the campaign against the Rohingya didn't seem to taint her in the eyes of her most ardent Beltway supporters. Nor did it faze voters in Myanmar, where many endowed her with a saintlike stature. In the 2020 election, the NLD carried off an even more resounding victory than before.

But Suu Kyi's second electoral victory was apparently one too many for Min Aung Hlaing, the country's politically ambitious commander in chief. On the morning of February 1, 2021, military vehicles sped into the country's capital, and Min Aung Hlaing and his cadres supplanted the elected government. The coup "was, at its core, an immense act of political revenge," a former high-ranking government official, who asked not to be named out of fear of reprisal, told me. Suu Kyi was jailed in a hastily constructed prison designed for one, protests mushroomed across the country, and the country's armed forces responded with unrestrained violence.

Read: Joe Biden's challenge was Barack Obama's victory

Over the next two years, the junta and its proxies battled a sprawling patchwork of resistance forces, including some preexisting armed groups representing ethnic minorities. International bodies issued toothless statements of concern as Myanmar's military reportedly burned entire villages, dropped bombs indiscriminately, and raped civilians. The junta leaned into its relationships with old allies, most notably Russia, as it attempted to carry on the functions of the state.

Late last October, the conflict reached a head. A group called the Three Brotherhood Alliance, consisting of three armed ethnic groups, carried out coordinated attacks, including many along Myanmar's border with China, where Burmese organized-crime syndicates had set up compounds housing sophisticated cyberscam operations. Beijing tacitly approved the attacks because the scams were a nuisance to China.

The Three Brotherhood Alliance captured dozens of high-ranking officials and killed hundreds of soldiers. A few months later, in February, the junta announced a conscription drive to replenish its depleted ranks, setting off a rush for visas and the exits.

Myanmar has long been a problematic neighbor--now it's an outright disaster for the region. The country has largely lost control of its borders. Rake-thin, exhausted soldiers were filmed earlier this year fleeing Myanmar into Bangladesh. India has said it will begin constructing a border fence. Officials in Thailand have warned of a possible influx of 4 million undocumented migrants from Myanmar this year, with potentially "catastrophic effects" on Thailand's "economy, society, and security." And at least twice since the coup, errant bombs have landed inside China, which has become ever more frustrated with the instability and disruption in Myanmar.

Read: China is the Myanmar coup's 'biggest loser'

The effects of Myanmar's troubles extend even beyond the country's immediate neighbors. "Production of illicit drugs, not only opium but also methamphetamines, including ice, is soaring and reaching markets as far afield as Australia and Japan. Rohingya from both Bangladesh and Rakhine State are fleeing to third countries, particularly Malaysia and Indonesia," Thomas Kean, a Myanmar analyst for the International Crisis Group, told me. "The list goes on and on."

Which is to say that even if Myanmar isn't likely to be the next great democratization success story, its future matters. And if the United States can't bring itself to care about it, China will be the main power determining its course.



The American response to the coup in Myanmar and the turmoil that followed has been anemic, especially compared with its once full-throated championing of the short-lived civilian government.

Following the coup, Washington downgraded diplomatic relations with Myanmar and imposed sanctions meant to punish the junta's leaders and cut off its flow of funds and weapons. In 2022, the Biden administration declared the campaign against the Rohingya a genocide, a decision that the previous administration had pushed off for reasons of its own. And the Burma Act, a long-delayed piece of legislation promising aid to the country's people and stepping up pressure on the junta, was signed into law in 2023 as part of the National Defense Authorization Act.

But sanctions are not a substitute for a policy. They are merely a tool, and they come with limitations, particularly as Myanmar's economy has become more international, and its web of military bagmen adept at evading sanctions has grown. As for the Burma Act, it was originally devised in 2019 and passed only after being watered down significantly. Its measures, now, are little and late.

In fact, the Biden administration has outsourced much of the responsibility for Myanmar to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), a 10-country regional bloc of which Myanmar is a member. That group has achieved next to nothing and clings rather humiliatingly to a five-point plan that the junta has blatantly disregarded for the past three years. National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan continues to reiterate America's support for the all-but-dead five-point plan. Backing ASEAN's feckless approach is not just ineffectual; it further diminishes American credibility by tethering Washington to a bloc that much of Myanmar has come to loathe.

Many in Washington never quite got over Suu Kyi, whom they saw as Myanmar's sole avatar of democracy. With her gone and no replacement, the country lacks a visible champion. But it is transforming. The military's savagery, long known to ethnic minorities, is now broadcast daily to the wider public on social media, leading many Burmese to reevaluate the armed forces' role in society. The country's prodemocracy forces have formed a parallel civilian government in exile that has promised a more inclusive and equitable model of governance than Suu Kyi's party ever offered. Some members have even shown a bit of concern for the plight of the Rohingya.

The U.S. can't deliver Myanmar from its dictatorship. But it can do more than abdicate responsibility and shift the burden to unhelpful neighbors. Washington could, for example, provide technical assistance to local governments in areas controlled by resistance groups, and direct U.S. humanitarian aid to stranded communities through avenues not controlled by the junta.

Myanmar's new reality is complex and fractured, and engaging with it means engaging with democratic forces that fall outside official channels. Even a fraction of the high-level attention that Myanmar got during the Obama years would demonstrate to the country's rightly frustrated people that American interest is genuine, long-term, and not just a fleeting diplomatic vanity project.

The United States likes to reiterate its commitment to helping "restore Burma's path to democracy." That path is not visible at the moment. The military has proved itself as durable as it is brutal. But there could one day be another opening, and if the United States hopes to support the democratic development of Myanmar, it should not stand back and wait for that day but begin now to rebuild trust.

In his book, Campbell acknowledges that progress in Myanmar is very often paired with "heartbreaking setbacks." But, he writes, "the question for the country is not whether it will return to the past but how it will move into the future--and whether the United States will assist it as it does."
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A Great Day for <em>The Atlantic</em>

For the third consecutive year, the American Society of Magazine Editors has bestowed upon The Atlantic its top prize.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




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.


Pardon the interruption, but I'm breaking into our regular programming to share some good news about The Atlantic.

First, here are three new stories that are worth your time:

	The coming birth-control revolution
 	The politics of gun safety are changing.
 	There is more good than evil in this country.




Excellent News

For the third consecutive year, the American Society of Magazine Editors has bestowed upon The Atlantic its top prize, the National Magazine Award for General Excellence. This is a tremendous honor. Only one other magazine has been awarded this prize three times in a row, and that was more than 25 years ago. The competition was tough. We were up against a raft of excellent magazines: The New Yorker, New York magazine, The New York Times Magazine, and The Economist's 1843 magazine.

It is particularly gratifying to note that this was not the only award The Atlantic won last night. Three of our staff writers won National Magazine Awards for their stellar work: Tim Alberta, one of America's most gifted feature writers, received the top prize in profile writing, for his incisive and influential profile of Chris Licht, the now-former head of CNN. Sophie Gilbert, a critic of exceptional discernment and acuity, won the top prize in reviews and criticism, for her brilliant work on pop culture and feminism. And Jennifer Senior won the top prize in columns and essays for her beautifully elegiac story about her aunt Adele, who was institutionalized by her family as a toddler because of an intellectual disability and left to wither for decades in terrifying facilities before landing in a supportive group home in middle age. Tim and Sophie were first-time finalists for the National Magazine Award. For Jen, this was a repeat trip to the podium; she has been a finalist each of the past three years, and she won the National Magazine Award in Feature Writing two years ago, for her story on the aftermath of 9/11 (it's worth noting that she also won the Pulitzer Prize for that story). The general view across our industry, one that I endorse, is that Jen is doing some of the best writing in the English language today.

I'm also pleased to let you know that The Atlantic won the prize for best print illustration, for the portrait of our senior editor Jenisha Watts, by Didier Viode. Jenisha herself was a first-time finalist in feature writing. Her gorgeous and brave cover story, "Jenisha From Kentucky," is one of the best personal essays The Atlantic has ever published.

Our magazine's special issue on Reconstruction, edited by Vann R. Newkirk II and John Swansburg, was a finalist in the single-topic-issue category, the first time The Atlantic has been so recognized. This issue was extraordinary. If you missed it, now is a good time to visit its stories (and an original play, This Ghost of Slavery, by our contributing writer Anna Deavere Smith).

All in all (and I apologize for the unseemly bragging), The Atlantic brought home more National Magazine Awards than any other publication.

Last year, when we won the prize for general excellence for the second consecutive time, I assumed we wouldn't be able to keep up this streak. But my generally excellent colleagues keep outdoing themselves, and so the judges, though perhaps predisposed to grant this prize to a magazine with New York in its title, made what I consider to be the inevitably correct decision.

As some of you know, The Atlantic has had a run of positive news lately. The biggest development: We just recently crossed the 1-million-subscription threshold. This has never happened in our 167-year history. We are also, again, a profitable magazine company. This is important not merely because these developments allow us to pursue the most ambitious journalism possible but because we hope to show the world that it is possible to have an economically self-sustaining print-and-digital publication that is committed to producing only the best journalism. As I wrote last year, we realized that the way to differentiate The Atlantic in a crowded field is to make stories only of the highest quality and ambition. We sometimes fall short of our objective, but not for lack of trying.

Tomorrow, a return to your regular newsletter programming. For now, let me thank you, our readers and subscribers, for your loyalty and your commitment to the ideals of The Atlantic.

Read all of our National Magazine Award winners and finalists here.



Today's News

	A 7.4-magnitude earthquake hit Taiwan today, killing at least nine people and injuring more than 900 others. It is the strongest earthquake the country has experienced in the past 25 years.
 	The University of Texas at Austin laid off at least 60 employees who had worked in roles related to diversity, equity, and inclusion, the Austin American-Statesman reported yesterday. Texas passed an anti-DEI law last summer that went into effect in January.
 	To replenish its forces, Ukraine lowered its conscription age from 27 to 25 for men and removed some draft exemptions.




Dispatches

	Notes From the Editor in Chief: Republicans such as Rob Portman could have ended Donald Trump's political career, Jeffrey Goldberg writes. They chose not to.
 	Work in Progress: Millions of Americans stopped going to church in the past 25 years, Derek Thompson writes. They seem to have found no alternative method to build a sense of community.
 	The Weekly Planet: Rising temperatures could push millions of people north, Abrahm Lustgarten writes. These climate boomtowns could have lasting implications for America.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Apple TV+



If Teenage Girls Ran America

By Shirley Li

Early in the new documentary Girls State, one of the participants in the titular leadership program for high schoolers chuckles after learning the camp song. She feels silly practicing the flashy choreography and rousing lyrics when the weeklong intensive is meant for building a mock government with other civic-minded teenagers. "If the boys don't have to do this," she says, "I'm going to be pissed."
 As it turns out, the boys don't--and she's not the only one miffed about the disparity between the sibling programs run by the veterans association American Legion. Girls State, which begins streaming on Apple TV+ this Friday, is a follow-up to the acclaimed 2020 documentary Boys State ... But Girls State is much more than a gender-flipped version of the previous project. Instead, the film offers a sharp study of how a supposedly empowering environment can simultaneously inspire and limit aspiring female leaders.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Everything you know about killer whales is wrong.
 	Poem: "Helen of Troy Meets Her First Husband"




Culture Break


Parrish Lewis / Netflix



Don't look away. "Sometimes, the sexiest thing two people can do on-screen is simply look at each other," Sophie Gilbert wrote last year. What would we lose if Hollywood did away with intimate sex scenes?

Read. These seven books are best enjoyed while one relaxes at a park, a beach, or an open-air cafe on a sunny day.

Play our daily crossword.

Did someone forward you this email? Sign up here.

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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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s 2024 National Magazine Award Winners and Finalists

Read the stories that were recognized at this year's ASMEs.

by The Editors




For the third consecutive year, The Atlantic has won the top honor of General Excellence for a News, Sports, and Entertainment publication at the 2024 National Magazine Awards.

Below is a list of the stories that received recognition from the American Society of Magazine Editors:



Winner: Profile Writing

"Inside the Meltdown at CNN"




By Tim Alberta

CEO Chris Licht felt he was on a mission to restore the network's reputation for serious journalism. How did it all go wrong?



Winner: Columns and Essays

"The Ones We Sent Away"




By Jennifer Senior

For The Atlantic's September 2023 issue, Senior wrote about her aunt Adele, who was institutionalized as a toddler because of an intellectual disability, and the life she could have lived.



Winner: Reviews and Criticism

"The Death of the Sex Scene," "Porn Set Women Up From the Start," and "Madonna Forever"




By Sophie Gilbert

A collection of probing essays exploring womanhood in pop culture.



Finalist:  Feature Writing

"Jenisha From Kentucky"




By Jenisha Watts

When Watts moved to New York to pursue journalism, she hid her past. For The Atlantic's October 2023 cover story, she wrote about her tumultuous childhood in Kentucky, and the freedom that writing offered her.



Finalist: Single-Topic Issue:

"To Reconstruct the Nation"




The Atlantic's December 2023 issue was led by Vann R. Newkirk II and included pieces from Lonnie G. Bunch III, Drew Gilpin Faust, Eric Foner, Adam Harris, Peniel E. Joseph, Vann R. Newkirk II, and Jordan Virtue on America's most radical experiment. Plus: a new play by Anna Deavere Smith, David W. Blight annotates Frederick Douglass, and more.



Winner: Best Print Illustration

"Jenisha From Kentucky"




Illustration by Didier Viode
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Seven Books to Read in the Sunshine

Enjoying literature at a park, a beach, or an open-air cafe encourages a particular leisurely frame of mind.

by Chelsea Leu




As spring takes hold, the days arrive with a freshness that makes people want to linger outside; the balmy days almost feel wasted indoors. While you're taking in the warm air, you might as well also be reading. Enjoying a book at a park, a beach, or an open-air cafe encourages a particular leisurely frame of mind. It allows a reader to let their thoughts wander, reflecting on matters that for once aren't workaday or practical.

Reading outside also takes the particular pleasures of literature and heightens them. The proximity of trees or of other human beings, or the sight of a page illuminated by the sun, can make a character's search for connection, or a writer's emotion recollected in tranquility, feel more visceral and alive. And whether you're reading on a front stoop or on a train station's bench, being alone yet somehow with others creates a kind of openness to the world.

The books below will suit a variety of outdoor readers, including those who get distracted easily by the hustle and bustle around them and those who want meaty works to dive into. Each one, however, asks us to think about our place in the world or invites us to appreciate beauty, or sometimes both at once--the same sort of perspective we happen to gain outdoors.






The Art of the Wasted Day, by Patricia Hampl

To fully appreciate this book's defense of luxuriant time-wasting, might I suggest reading it while sprawled on a beach towel or suspended in a hammock? "Lolling," Hampl argues, is "tending to life's real business." She stumps against a particularly American obsession with striving and accomplishment in favor of leisure--a word that comes, by the end of the book, to encompass reading, writing, talking, eating, walking, gardening, boating, contemplative withdrawal, and ... lying in hammocks. Fittingly, her case is constructed as an associative meander through literature, her own memories, and the musings they kick up. An anecdote about daydreaming while practicing the piano at her Catholic girls' school shifts seamlessly into a riff on the true meaning of keeping a diary; she takes trips to Wales, Czechia, and France to see the homes of historical figures who sought lives of repose, particularly Montaigne, whose "sluggish, lax, drowsy" spirit haunts the book. There's nothing practical about the scraps of experience, passing thoughts, or remembered sensations that make up a life. And yet, Hampl writes, these idle moments we carry with us are "the only thing of value we possess."




An Immense World, by Ed Yong

The natural world is thrumming with signals--most of which we humans miss completely, as Yong's fascinating book on animal senses makes clear. Birds can discriminate among hundreds of millions of colors; bees pick out different flowers by sensing their electrical field; elephants communicate over long distances with infrasound rumbles; cows can perceive the entire horizon around them without moving their head. Yong, a former Atlantic staff writer, brings the complexity of animal perception and communication to life with an unmistakable giddiness, because evolution is wild. Catfish, which are covered with external taste buds, are in effect "swimming tongues": "If you lick one of them, you'll both simultaneously taste each other," he explains. But beyond its trove of genuinely fun facts, the book has a bigger project. "When we pay attention to other animals, our own world expands and deepens," Yong writes. Even parks and backyards become rich, fantastic worlds when we imagine, with the help of scientific research, what it's like to inhabit the body of a different creature. Take this book outside--its insights will make you see the animals whose world we share with a new precision and wonder.

Read: Please don't read at the beach






If Not, Winter: Fragments of Sappho, by Sappho, translated by Anne Carson

Hardly any of Sappho's work survives, and the fragments scholars have salvaged from tattered papyrus and other ancient texts can be collected in thin volumes easily tossed into tote bags. Still, Carson's translation immediately makes clear why those scholars went to so much effort. Sappho famously describes the devastation of seeing one's beloved, when "tongue breaks and thin / fire is racing under skin"; the god Eros, in another poem, is a "sweetbitter unmanageable creature who steals in." Other poems provide crisp images from the sixth century B.C.E.--one fragment reads, in its entirety: "the feet / by spangled straps covered / beautiful Lydian work." Taken together, the fragments are sensual and floral, reminiscent of springtime; they evoke soft pillows and sleepless nights, violets in women's laps, wedding celebrations--and desire, always desire. Because the poems are so brief, they're perfect for outdoor reading and its many distractions. Even the white space on the pages is thought-provoking. Carson includes brackets throughout to indicate destroyed papyrus or illegible letters in the original source, and the gaps they create allow space for rumination or moments of inattention while one lies on a blanket on a warm day.

Samarkand, by Amin Maalouf

No matter where you're sitting--a hard bench, a crowded park lawn--great historical fiction can whisk you away to a lush, utterly different place and time. Maalouf's novel tells two stories linked by a priceless book of poetry. The first follows the 11th-century astronomer and mathematician Omar Khayyam as he travels to the cities of Samarkand and Isfahan and records stray verses that will one day become his famous Rubaiyat. In the second, set in the late 19th century, an American named Benjamin Omar Lesage narrates his pursuit of this "Samarkand manuscript," a quest that takes him to Constantinople, Tehran, and Tabriz. Both men remain devoted to art and love despite the violent political turmoil around them--Omar must deal with power struggles in the imperial Seljuk court and the rise of a terrifying Order of the Assassins; Benjamin lives through Iran's Constitutional Revolution. Interwoven with this fascinating history are glimpses of bustling market squares and palace gardens, plus legends of conquerors and half-mad kings, all of which make Samarkand vivid enough to compete with the distractions of the world around you.

Read: To get out of your head, get out of your house






The Power Broker, by Robert Caro

Maybe you're feeling particularly motivated: You've found a prime spot on an underappreciated patio or a secluded beach, and you're ready to spend the summer there, immersed in a single monumental work sturdy enough for multiple outings. Why not tackle this classic biography of Robert Moses, the 20th-century urban planner and New York City political insider, whose more than 1,000 pages will last you the entire season? The Power Broker charts Moses's rise from an idealistic reformer of municipal government to a vindictive public official who was personally responsible for building hundreds of green spaces, roads, bridges, and housing projects that utterly changed New York's landscape--often to the detriment of its citizens. Caro organizes his book around a careful account of Moses's power: how he got it, kept it, and accumulated such stores of it that he became unanswerable even to the mayors and governors he ostensibly served. The book manages to make the dry business of an endless array of park councils and bridge authorities riveting, and it offers sobering lessons on how a single unelected official--particularly one as racist, classist, and arrogant as Moses--can wreak havoc on those without power.

Adele, by Leila Slimani

Adele, a story about a woman's insatiable appetites, is easy to devour. It's twisty, a little dark, and very absorbing, told in cool, inexorable prose stripped of ornament but full of psychological depth. It is, in other words, the perfect literary beach read--a book riveting enough to keep you turning pages when your brain is in vacation mode, and written with a care that adds to the story's pleasure. The novel's title character seems bent on destroying the trappings of her perfect life: Adele has sex with her boss at the newspaper where she performs her work half-heartedly, starts an affair with a friend of her solid but sexless gastroenterologist husband, and invites men to her large apartment in Paris's 18th arrondissement. But her dalliances are oddly unsatisfying. She recoils, during one episode, from "the banality of a zipper, the prosaic vulgarity of a pair of socks." The book's dramatic tension comes in part from the increasing untenability of her hidden life. Below the level of plot lurks the question of what Adele is really after, and one can't help but race through the book, mining each page for tantalizing clues. Is it "idleness or decadence" she wants? Or is her compulsion "the very thing that she thinks defines her, her true self"?

Read: Eight books that will take you somewhere new






O Pioneers!, by Willa Cather

This novel, set in the closing decades of the 19th century and suffused with the wide-open lushness of the Nebraska prairie, practically demands to be read in the open air. When her father dies, Alexandra Bergson is entrusted with the family farm and soon becomes prosperous, thanks to some canny risk-taking and her near-mystical identification with the land. Her happiest days, Cather writes, come when she's "close to the flat, fallow world about her" and feels "in her own body the joyous germination in the soil." That's a joy that pervades the book, despite a subplot involving an illicit romance that ends in tragedy. We're treated to intoxicating descriptions of cherry trees, their branches "glittering" after a night of rain, and the air "so clear that the eye could follow a hawk up and up, into the blazing blue depths of the sky." The book's short length is perfect for whiling away an afternoon, perhaps under a tree on a sun-drenched day--the better to appreciate a pivotal scene set in an orchard "riddled and shot with gold."
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There Is More Good Than Evil in This Country

In a new book, two sociologists reconstruct the lives of people who were abandoned in death.

by Alex Kotlowitz


Evergreen Cemetery in Los Angeles, which contains the city's potter's field (Barry King / Alamy)



When Upton Sinclair published his novel The Jungle, the reaction was different from what he'd imagined. He had hoped to expose the deplorable working conditions in Chicago's slaughterhouses, but most readers, instead of championing the workers, came away flinching at the depictions of all the unsanitary ways meat was produced. Of his readers' response, Upton famously said, "I aimed at the public's heart and by accident I hit it in the stomach." This reaction captures something of how I felt after reading The Unclaimed: Abandonment and Hope in the City of Angels, a deeply compelling, utterly original account of all those whose bodies lie unclaimed in a Los Angeles morgue. Written by two sociologists, Pamela Prickett and Stefan Timmermans, this book aims for outrage and instead left me feeling, well, pretty darn hopeful. I'm overstating a little here in comparing it to The Jungle, because the word hope is in the book's subtitle, but when I picked up The Unclaimed--which advertises itself as a book about death and abandonment--I didn't expect to come away feeling so sanguine about humanity.

A number of years back, Pricket and Timmermans took note of the large number of unclaimed bodies buried in potters' fields across the United States. By their estimate, that number has reached 114,000 people annually who don't have family to bury them. In Los Angeles County, the unclaimed used to make up 1.2 percent of adult deaths. By the turn of the century, the proportion was 3 percent; it spiked even more during the coronavirus pandemic. And so, these two sociologists set out to gather the stories of those who in death go unclaimed. "As we immersed ourselves in this world," the authors write near the beginning, "the book morphed into a quest to better understand what we owe one another in death and in life" (the italics are mine).

The authors focused on Los Angeles, where one of them teaches, and, in a moving opening scene, introduce us to a county employee named Albert Gaskin, whose job it is to cremate and bury the unclaimed, once referred to as "the indigent." He and his colleague are pouring 1,461 boxes and envelopes of ash into a mass grave, a year's worth. Gaskin is the first of many people we meet in this narrative, and we come to learn that although it is the county's policy to store ashes for three years just in case a loved one shows up to retrieve them, Gaskin sometimes holds them longer, hoping that someone will eventually emerge to claim the remains. "Albert thought lives should be remembered and death should be witnessed," the authors write. "It was the least a community could do."

Prickett and Timmermans teach, respectively, at the University of Amsterdam and at UCLA. They spent eight years conducting more than 200 interviews to profile four individuals whose bodies went unclaimed, who seem to have died alone. In impressive detail, Prickett and Timmermans tell these people's life stories so that we might come to learn "what the county's unclaimed meant for how some human deaths are valued less than others."

These intimate profiles read like short stories, the writing both deeply empathic and unflinchingly honest. There's Bobby Hanna, a Vietnam veteran, who enters a drug-rehab center and becomes a part of a choir that travels the country. Lena Brown is a recluse who doesn't have a lock on her door and so sleeps with a hammer by her pillow. David Grafton Spencer finds refuge in the Church of Scientology and, of the four, seems the most comfortable in his solitude. Midge Gonzales sleeps in her van, and claims not to have any family left. These four people make up the core of the book, and in unfurling their lives, the authors hope to help illuminate "the secret dead, invisible in life and forgotten in death."

Here's the thing: What is so remarkable about the lives of these people is how, despite their personal quirks and injuries, others took them in, embraced them, made them feel a part of a community. It's what I found most surprising about their stories. Indeed, although each struggled with personal demons and each struggled with the absence of immediate family in their life, each also found unexpected connections--connections that underscore how, at its best, this country is marked by decency and compassion for those who stagger by in the shadows of America's prosperity. When a woman reaches out to assist Lena, the recluse, Lena asks, "Why do you want to deal with an old lady like me?" The woman replies, "Because you're a human being."

As the authors interviewed people and sifted through records and personal writings, what they found were people who stepped forward, who opened up their hearts and homes. Consider the story of Midge Gonzales. When we meet Midge, who is 61, she's sleeping in her van with her two cats. She keeps the van in the parking lot of a small church she once belonged to. She has diabetes and eventually has to undergo dialysis at least once a week. She's quite generous, often giving her clothes to other unhoused individuals, but she can be difficult, stubborn, and argumentative. Nevertheless, the church secretary, Nora Spring, gives Midge a key to her apartment so she can come and go as she pleases; Midge stops by to watch television or help Nora's children with their homework. Then a couple in the church, Lynne and Mike Patti, convert half their garage so that Midge has a place to stay. At one point, Midge gets into an argument with Lynne and announces that she's leaving. "You can run away from us," Lynne tells her. "I will always stand on the front step and wait for you to come back."

Moments like this occur again and again in these pages. In fact, the people in this book go unclaimed in death not because they necessarily lacked friends or community but rather because, more often than not, they were estranged from their family--the county will turn bodies over only to immediate family members. The authors conclude that the rising numbers of unclaimed is the result of a singular factor: "social isolation caused by eroding family ties." This was the case for Midge, who had been adopted by a woman who mistreated her, locking her up or withholding food. At 16, Midge fled, riding off on a stolen motorcycle.

But in the absence of immediate relatives, others have stepped in. There are those we meet in these pages who organize funerals for the unclaimed. One woman raises money for a burial ground for the bodies of unclaimed children. A group of motorcyclists organize funerals for veterans. And, of course, there's Gaskin, who, speaking about the unclaimed bodies he buries, tells the authors, "I don't think I could sleep at night if I didn't honor these individuals."

I was particularly touched by the story of Bobby Hanna, an Air Force veteran in his 50s. Bobby grew up in Gary, Indiana, a classmate of Michael Jackson. Bobby always wanted to become a professional musician, and his ex-wife, Clara, helps get him off the street and into a treatment facility, where Bobby becomes a part of a choir that competes on America's Got Talent. Soon, his health declines precipitously; shortly before he succumbs to lung cancer, he connects with his long-lost son--too late to build a deep relationship, but enough time to forge a connection.

Read: There are no 'five stages' of grief

When Bobby dies, New Directions, the treatment center, holds a memorial service to which, somewhat astonishingly, a few hundred people show up. Prickett and Timmermans write that veterans stood to share their memories of Bobby: "More than one of the men disclosed that when they threatened to leave the program, usually after an altercation that bruised their egos, Bobby would seek them out. He wouldn't tell them they shouldn't go. Instead, he would sit on their bed and watch them pack ... He would remind them why they joined the program. 'You came here for one thing and somebody hurts your feelings and now you going to show them you're going to hurt yourself more?' ... Many of them decided it might not be bad to stay a little longer." Clara learns that Bobby had given his guitars to a young man at New Directions who also held ambitions of becoming a professional musician. In Bobby's death, we come to know his full and rich and complicated life. The very act of telling the story of someone like Bobby feels like an act of affirmation.

This is a book that speaks to the power of narrative. Hearing stories makes us feel less alone. Hearing stories pushes us to ask hard questions of ourselves. This book has landed at just the right moment, when much of the country has lost its way. The ugliness and hate and scorn is despair-inducing. I don't want to be Pollyannaish here, but goodness, I would argue, is our default mode. It takes real effort--soul-killing effort--to be unkind, to be unforgiving, to be vengeful. That belief may be painfully naive, but I need to hold on to it if I'm to move forward. Otherwise, why tell stories of people like Bobby Hanna and Midge Gonzales?  

While I digested their stories, and those of Lena and David--and of all those, including the two authors, who extended a hand, who acknowledged their humanity--I found myself humming Mavis Staples's affecting song "You Are Not Alone," which was written by Jeff Tweedy. The chorus goes like this:

A broken home
 A broken heart
 Isolated and afraid
 Open up this is a raid
 I wanna get it through to you
 You're not alone
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<em>The Atlantic </em>Wins Top Honor for Third Straight Year at 2024 National Magazine Awards

Tim Alberta, Sophie Gilbert, and Jennifer Senior win for reporting; Jenisha Watts and special issue, "To Reconstruct the Nation," were finalists




For the third consecutive year, The Atlantic was awarded the top honor of General Excellence for a News, Sports, and Entertainment publication at the 2024 National Magazine Awards, the most prestigious category in the annual honors from the American Society of Magazine Editors.
 
 The Atlantic also won reporting awards for "Inside the Meltdown at CNN," by staff writer Tim Alberta; "The Ones We Sent Away," the September cover by staff writer Jennifer Senior; and cultural reviews and criticism by staff writer Sophie Gilbert. It also was a finalist for "Jenisha From Kentucky," the October cover story by senior editor Jenisha Watts; and "To Reconstruct the Nation," a special issue in December that reexamined Reconstruction and the enduring consequences of its failure.
 
 Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg said: "Once again, our team has shown themselves to be the best in the business. It is deeply gratifying to receive this recognition again."
 
 More on the winners and finalists follows:

	 Staff writer Tim Alberta won in Profile Writing for "Inside the Meltdown at CNN," an in-depth profile of CNN's former CEO Chris Licht. Alberta had been meeting with Licht throughout the course of his tenure, and for this story spoke with nearly 100 CNN staffers. The report was explosive and dominated news cycles.
 
 	 In Reviews and Criticism, staff writer Sophie Gilbert won for three articles: "The Death of the Sex Scene," "Porn Set Women Up From the Start," and "Madonna Forever." Gilbert was also a finalist for the 2022 Pulitzer Prize in Criticism, and is the author of the recent Atlantic Edition title On Womanhood: Bodies, Literature, Choice, which is a timely, probing essay collection of her writings exploring womanhood in pop culture.
 
 	 Staff writer Jennifer Senior won in the Columns & Essays category for "The Ones We Sent Away," which was the cover of the September 2023 issue. Senior unraveled the story of her aunt Adele, who was born in 1951 with various intellectual disabilities and was sent away to an institution when she was younger than 2 years old. Senior then explored the ways in which the improved care and facilities in the latter part of Adele's life helped restore her humanity and identity--defying the expectations that were placed on her as a child.
 
 	 Staff writer Jenisha Watts was a finalist for Feature Writing. In "Jenisha From Kentucky," which was the cover of the October 2023 issue, Jenisha wrote with remarkable candor about growing up in a crack house, and how she survived it. Watts writes that she was always a "collector of words," and found solace and escape in her deep love of books; she eventually found her way to the literary and journalistic world of New York, where she tried to hide her past. It is, as Goldberg said in an editor's note, "one of the most heartbreaking, insightful, and emotionally resonant stories in recent memory."
 
 	 Nominated for Single-Topic Issue was "To Reconstruct the Nation," from December 2023. The centerpiece of the issue, which was led by senior editor Vann R. Newkirk II, was a new feature-length play by the actor, playwright, and Atlantic contributing writer Anna Deavere Smith, which appears along with essays by writers, historians, and scholars including Secretary of the Smithsonian Lonnie G. Bunch III, Jordan Virtue, Peniel E. Joseph, Drew Gilpin Faust, and Eric Foner.
 


For the second straight year, The Atlantic earned the honor for Best Print Illustration, this year for the October cover portrait of Jenisha Watts by Didier Viode.

In the past year, The Atlantic's journalistic excellence has driven growth across the company, including the recent announcement that the company surpassed 1 million subscriptions and is profitable. Last month, it published "The Great American Novels," an ambitious project collecting the most consequential novels of the past 100 years. The April cover story, "The Golden Age of American Jews Is Ending," by Franklin Foer, looks at how the rise of anti-Semitism on both the right and the left threatens to end an era of unprecedented safety and prosperity for Jewish Americans.

-END-

Press Contact:
 Anna Bross, SVP of Communications
 anna@theatlantic.com
 202.680.3848
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The Big Money of College Basketball

Major promotional deals and gambling are reshaping the economics of the game.

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.


My personal foray into college-basketball fandom comes at a transformational time for the sport, as players accept major promotional deals and gambling reshapes the economics of the game.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A deadly strike in Gaza
 	What the suburb haters don't understand
 	What's so bad about asking where humans came from?




More Money at Stake

The other day, something amazing happened to me: I opened my CBS Sports app and saw my March Madness bracket at the top of my pool. The high of victory was fleeting; it seemed that my first-round prowess was a result of pure luck. Even though I soon slid down the rankings, I was totally delighted, and hooked.

I am coming to the sport at a moment of transformation. In recent years, college basketball players and teams have questioned what it means to be a school athlete, and to what extent playing college ball is a career in itself. In 2021, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of college athletes in an antitrust case against the NCAA. That same month, the NCAA announced a name, image, and likeness policy that would allow college athletes to make money through social media and marketing deals. And earlier this year, the Dartmouth men's basketball team formed a union, arguing that they operated as employees of the college (the university disagrees).

As more states legalize sports gambling, the American Gaming Association estimates that $2.7 billion will be wagered legally on the men's and women's college basketball tournaments this year--a surge that the NCAA is reportedly not thrilled about. Ratings have been high in March Madness men's games so far this year, according to the NCAA, but it's really the women's games that are exploding in popularity. Last week, the game between the University of Iowa and West Virginia University broke the women's tournament record for pre-Final Four viewership, with nearly 5 million people tuning in on ESPN. This uptick is buoyed in part by the popularity of Iowa's star point guard, Caitlin Clark.

Clark's fame has even reached new fans like me: My pick to win the women's tournament is Iowa. A record 10 million people watched Iowa's championship game against Louisiana State University last year, a loss they soundly avenged yesterday. When Clark shattered the NCAA Division I women's-basketball scoring record earlier this year, Nike released a T-shirt that read: You break it, you own it. When she topped "Pistol" Pete Maravich's NCAA all-time scoring record just a few weeks later, she joined a short list of women who hold records across both men's and women's college basketball. That event cemented her place among the collegiate greats. And, as Jemele Hill wrote in The Atlantic, the attention on Clark, who is white, has also prompted "a wider conversation about how many Black women ... have been marginalized in this sport despite their invaluable contributions."

Clark is the most visible, but far from the only, woman playing at an elite level this year. Angel Reese, who led Louisiana State to the NCAA championship last year, and JuJu Watkins, who was the No. 1 recruit in the nation in 2022 before committing to the University of Southern California, were among the other stars drawing more fans to the games this season.

They're playing in a different college-sports landscape after the recent league changes--one with more money at stake. Players can now receive compensation beyond just scholarships, and some people estimate that Clark's major earnings beyond the court are in the range of millions of dollars. Her face is on cereal boxes in Iowa grocery stores, and she's secured deals with Nike and Gatorade. Her games even reportedly boost local economies when fans dine and book lodgings nearby. As Alex Kirshner wrote in The Atlantic last month, "Clark's singular level of stardom obscures an even bigger shift taking place in college sports: After decades of treatment as second-class citizens, women are surpassing men in popularity, interest, and financial potential."

Part of the fun of the tournaments, I have learned, is that wild things can happen. Small teams overtake titans; solid teams are felled by underdogs having a great day. I have found learning even the basics of bracketology rewarding, and I understand why so many other fans are obsessed this time of year. (So obsessed, in fact, that March Madness could cost employers more than $9 billion in lost productivity, according to a career-coaching firm.) Even though my bracket is cooked, I've left March with a greater appreciation for the game.

Related:

	Caitlin Clark is just the beginning.
 	Sports betting won.




Today's News

	The Israel Defense Forces confirmed yesterday that they have withdrawn from Al-Shifa, Gaza's largest hospital, after a 14-day siege. At least 300 bodies were found on the hospital grounds, according to Gaza's Civil Defense.
 	Wisconsin Governor Tony Evers vetoed a bill that would have required transgender students to compete on sports teams based on their sex assigned at birth.
 	Last night, Donald Trump posted a $175 million bond, underwritten by the billionaire Don Hankey's Knight Specialty Insurance Co., in his New York civil fraud case.




Evening Read


Larry Towell / Magnum



A 600-Year-Old Blueprint for Weathering Climate Change

By Kathleen DuVal

Beginning in the 13th century, the Northern Hemisphere experienced a dramatic climatic shift. First came drought, then a period of cold, volatile weather known as the Little Ice Age. In its depths, the annual average temperature in the Northern Hemisphere may have been 5 degrees colder than in the preceding Medieval Warm Period. It snowed in Alabama and South Texas. Famine killed perhaps 1 million people around the world.
 Native North Americans and Western Europeans responded very differently to the changes ... It is true that, in the 1400s, the Indigenous people of what is now the United States and Canada generally lived more sustainably than Europeans, but this was no primitive or natural state. It was a purposeful response to the rapid transformation of their world--one that has implications for how we navigate climate change today.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why rich shoppers get so angry about Hermes
 	This whale has something to say.




Culture Break


Jeff Curry / Getty for Mastercard



Gaze. These images show people observing previous eclipses--annular, partial, and total--from around the world.

Listen. Beyonce isn't trying to stake her claim in country music with her latest album--"she's showing us what's possible within the borders we all share," Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I will leave you with this delightful exchange between Fran Lebowitz and a reporter, which appeared in a 2023 New York Times article about the widely beloved dancing-elephant mascot at the New York Liberty's WNBA games:

The author Fran Lebowitz said she was surprised to see the mascot when she and a friend went to see the Liberty ... at Barclays Center in Brooklyn this summer.
 "I fail to understand what the elephant has to do with Brooklyn," Ms. Lebowitz said. "Because to me, it's the Republicans that are symbolized by an elephant."
 Of Ellie's dance skills, she added: "She did seem to be, I guess, very good for an elephant."


-- Lora



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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

Once you recognize the pattern, you'll see it everywhere.

by David A. Graham




Is Donald Trump that clever, or are the media still just that unprepared? Whatever the reason, he continues to be just as adept as ever at running circles around the press and public.

One of his most effective tools is what we might call the Trump Two-Step, in which the former president says something outrageous, backs away from it in the face of criticism, and then fully embraces it. The goal here is to create a veneer of deniability. It doesn't even need to be plausible; it just needs to muddy the waters a bit.

That pattern is clear in his recent invocations of a "bloodbath" if he doesn't win the 2024 presidential election. During a March 16 speech in Ohio, Trump blasted President Joe Biden's push for electric vehicles. (Trump is angry that the United Auto Workers endorsed Biden, who walked on a picket line with striking employees, rather than Trump, who held a rally at a nonunion shop.) It's difficult to capture the full context of Trump's remarks because he meanders so much, but he was speaking about the auto industry when he warned about a "bloodbath." Here's a snippet from the full transcript:

We're going to put a 100 percent tariff on every single car that comes across the line, and you're not going to be able to sell those cars, if I get elected. Now, if I don't get elected, it's going to be a bloodbath for the whole ... That's going to be the least of it. It's going to be a bloodbath for the country. That'll be the least of it. But they're not going to sell those cars.


As Semafor's David Weigel laid out, the "bloodbath" remark went viral after it was snipped and circulated by liberal social-media influencers. Mainstream reporters, scrambling to catch up with the zeitgeist, wrote stories that covered the line out of context. This was somewhat understandable--Trump is, after all, the person who ranted about "American carnage" in his inaugural address--but also sloppy and wrong. Politico, for example, reported that "it was unclear what the former president meant exactly," leading a spokesperson for a pro-Trump super PAC to ask whether it is "standard practice for you to cover events you don't watch."

Adam Serwer: The U.S. media is completely unprepared to cover a Trump presidency

Trump and his allies leaped to portray the whole thing as evidence of the media's dishonesty. They said it was self-evident that he was speaking metaphorically. "The Fake News Media, and their Democrat Partners in the destruction of our Nation, pretended to be shocked at my use of the word BLOODBATH, even though they fully understood that I was simply referring to imports allowed by Crooked Joe Biden, which are killing the automobile industry," Trump wrote on Truth Social. Elon Musk posted on X, "Legacy media lies."

That was the end of it, right? Of course not. On Tuesday, Trump spoke in Michigan, where he once again used the word, this time literally. "I stand before you today to declare that Joe Biden's border bloodbath--and that's what it is; it's a bloodbath; they tried to use this term incorrectly on me two weeks ago ... but it's a border bloodbath, and it's destroying our country," he said. The Republican National Committee also launched a website called BidenBloodbath.com, which warns that "there is blood on Biden's hands." (In the same speech, Trump said that accused criminals are "not humans; they're animals," the sort of dehumanizing rhetoric that helps create conditions for violence.)

Trump ends up getting it both ways: He attacks the media for misrepresenting him as a prophet of violence, then turns around and blithely prophesies violence. Anyone who's willing to gamble that he won't be making even more explicit predictions of election-related bloodshed by this summer is either a political hack or a fool easily parted from his money (or perhaps both, like Musk).

Once you recognize the Trump Two-Step, you see it everywhere. The ur-example might be his plan for a registry of Muslims in the U.S., which emerged during his first campaign. Trump had been saying all manner of inflammatory things about Muslims when a reporter asked him whether he would consider a database tracking Muslims in the United States. Trump, who seems terrified of appearing conciliatory or caught off guard, replied, "I would certainly implement that. Absolutely." The backlash was immediate, and included comparisons to Nazi Germany. Trump backed away, tweeting, "I didn't suggest a database--a reporter did." But when it became apparent that anti-Muslim bigotry was popular with his supporters, he started pushing a plan to ban Muslims from entering the country.

David A. Graham: Trump says he'll be a dictator on 'day one'

As president, Trump followed the same pattern. In the fall of 2019, Trump was facing impeachment for trying to get Ukraine to interfere in the 2020 election on his behalf. He denied the charges, which he called a witch hunt. Meanwhile, he continued to do exactly the thing he said he hadn't done, publicly calling on China to investigate the Biden family to aid his own reelection.

And he has made the two-step a big part of his reelection strategy. In December, Sean Hannity teed Trump up with a softball question, asking him to affirm that he wouldn't abuse his power if elected. Trump declined, saying he wanted to be a dictator on day one, but only on day one. (Cold comfort!) When the remark drew horror, Trump said he'd just been kidding around, suggesting that people needed to lighten up. Then, a few days later, he once again said that he planned to be a dictator on his first day in office.

Trump's fans often say that what they admire about him is that, like it or not, he says what he means. So why are they so resistant to taking him at his word?
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Do Voters Care About Policy Even a Little?

Joe Biden turned one of the highest-polling ideas in politics into reality. Few voters have even noticed.

by Roge Karma




Suppose the president asked you to design the ideal piece of legislation--the perfect mix of good politics and good policy. You'd probably want to pick something that saves people a lot of money. You'd want it to fix a problem that people have been mad about for a long time, in an area that voters say they care about a lot--such as, say, health care. You'd want it to appeal to voters across the political spectrum. And you'd want it to be a policy that polls well.

You would, in other words, want something like letting Medicare negotiate prescription-drug prices. This would make drugs much more affordable for senior citizens--who vote like crazy--and, depending on the poll, it draws support from 80 to 90 percent of voters. The idea has been championed by both Bernie Sanders and Joe Manchin. Turn it into reality, and surely you'd see parades in your honor in retirement communities across the country.

Except Joe Biden did turn that idea into reality, and he seems to have gotten approximately zero credit for it. Tucked into the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 was a series of measures to drastically lower prescription-drug costs for seniors, including by allowing Medicare to negotiate drug prices. And yet Biden trails Donald Trump in most election polls and has one of the lowest approval ratings of any president in modern American history.

In that respect, drug pricing is a microcosm of Biden's predicament--and a challenge to conventional theories of politics, in which voters reward politicians for successful legislation. Practically nothing is more popular than lowering drug prices, and yet the popularity hasn't materialized. Which raises an uncomfortable question: Politically speaking, does policy matter at all?

High drug prices are not a fact of nature. In 2018, the average list price of a month's worth of insulin was $12 in Canada, $11 in Germany, and $7 in Australia. In the U.S., it was $99. America today spends more than seven times per person on retail prescription drugs than it did in 1980, and more than one in four adults taking prescription drugs in the U.S. report difficulty affording them.

Short of direct price caps, the most obvious way to address the problem is to let Medicare--which, with 65 million members, is the nation's largest insurer--negotiate prices with drug manufacturers. Just about every other rich country does a version of this, which is partly why Americans pay nearly three times more for prescription drugs than Europeans and Canadians do. Price negotiation would slash costs for Medicare beneficiaries, while cutting annual federal spending by tens of billions of dollars.

The pharmaceutical industry argues that lower prices will leave companies with less money to invest in inventing new, life-saving medicines. But the Congressional Budget Office recently estimated that even if drug companies' profits dropped 15 to 25 percent as a result of price negotiation, that would prevent only 1 percent of all new drugs from coming to market over the next decade.

Ezekiel J. Emanuel: Big Pharma's go-to defense of soaring drug prices doesn't add up

Medicare drug-price negotiation has nonetheless had a tortured three-decade journey to becoming law. Bill Clinton made it a central plank of his push to overhaul the American health-care system, an effort that went down in flames after a massive opposition campaign by all corners of the health-care industry. Barack Obama campaigned on the idea but quickly abandoned it in order to win drug companies' support for the Affordable Care Act. In 2016, even Donald Trump promised to "negotiate like crazy" on drug prices, but he never did.

Joe Biden accomplished what none of his predecessors could. The Inflation Reduction Act is best known for its clean-energy investments, but it also empowered Medicare to negotiate prices for the drugs that seniors spend the most money on. In February of this year, negotiations began for the first 10 of those drugs, on which Medicare patients collectively spend $3.4 billion out of pocket every year--a number that will go down dramatically when the newly negotiated prices come into effect. The IRA will also cap Medicare patients' out-of-pocket costs for all drugs, including those not included on the negotiation list, at $2,000 a year, and the cost of insulin in particular at $35 a month. (In 2022, the top 10 anticancer drugs cost a Medicare patient $10,000 to $15,000 a year on average.) And it effectively prohibits drug companies from raising prices on other medications faster than inflation. "Right now, many people have to choose between getting the care they need and not going broke," Stacie Dusetzina, a cancer researcher at Vanderbilt University, told me. "These new policies change that."

Yet they don't seem to have caused voters to warm up to Biden. The president's approval rating has remained stuck at about 40 percent since before the IRA passed, lower than any other president at this point in their term since Harry Truman. A September AP/NORC poll found that even though more than three-quarters of Americans supported the drug-price negotiation, just 48 percent approved of how Biden was handling the issue of prescription-drug prices. A similar dynamic holds across other elements of the Biden agenda. In polls, more than two-thirds of voters say they support Biden's three major legislative accomplishments--the IRA, the CHIPS Act, and the bipartisan infrastructure bill--and many individual policies in those bills, including raising taxes on the wealthy and investing in domestic manufacturing, poll in the 70s and 80s.

All of this poses a particular challenge for the "popularism" theory. After Biden barely squeaked by Donald Trump in 2020, an influential group of pollsters, pundits, and political consultants began arguing that the Democratic Party had become associated with policies, such as "Defund the police," that alienated swing voters. If Democrats were serious about winning elections, the argument went, they would have to focus on popular "kitchen table" issues and shut up about their less mainstream views on race and immigration. Drug-price negotiation quickly became the go-to example; David Shor, a political consultant known for popularizing popularism, highlighted it as the single most popular of the nearly 200 policies his polling firm had tested in 2021.

One obvious possibility for why this has not translated into support for the president is that voters simply care more about other things, such as inflation. Another is that they are unaware of what Biden has done. A KFF poll from December found that less than a third of voters knows that the IRA allows Medicare to negotiate drug prices, and even fewer are aware of the bill's other drug-related provisions. Perhaps that's because these changes mostly haven't happened yet. The $2,000 cap on out-of-pocket costs doesn't come into effect until 2025, and the first batch of new negotiated prices won't kick in until 2026. Or perhaps, as some popularists argue, it's because Biden and his allies haven't talked about those things enough. "I'm concerned that Democrats are dramatically underperforming their potential in terms of talking about healthcare policy and making healthcare debates a salient issue in 2024," the blogger Matthew Yglesias wrote in October.

When I raised this critique with current and former members of the Biden administration, the sense of frustration was palpable. "The president is constantly talking about things like lowering drug prices and building roads and bridges," Bharat Ramamurti, a former deputy director for Biden's National Economic Council, told me. "We read the same polling as everyone else. We know those are popular." He pointed out that, for instance, Biden has spoken at length about lowering prescription-drug prices in every one of his State of the Union addresses.

The problem, Ramamurti argues, is that the press doesn't necessarily cover what the president says. Student-debt cancellation gets a lot of coverage because it generates a lot of conflict: progressives against moderates, activists against economists, young against old--which makes for juicy stories. The unfortunate paradox of super-popular policies is that, almost by definition, they fail to generate the kind of drama needed to get people to pay attention to them.

Both sides have a point here. It's true that Biden's drug-pricing policies have received relatively little media coverage, but it's also up to politicians and their campaigns to find creative ways to generate interest in the issues they want people to focus on. Simply listing policy accomplishments in a speech or releasing a fact sheet about how they will help people isn't enough. (The same problem applies to other issue areas. According to a Data for Progress poll, for example, only 41 percent of likely voters were aware as of early March that Biden had increased investments in infrastructure.)

Ronald Brownstein: Americans really don't like Trump's health-care plans

For the White House, the task of getting the word out may become easier in the coming months, as voters finally begin to feel the benefits of the administration's policies. The cap on annual out-of-pocket drug costs kicked in only at the beginning of the year (this year, it's about $3,500, and it will fall to $2,000 in 2025); presumably some Medicare-enrolled voters will notice as their medication costs hit that number. In September, just in time for the election, Biden will announce new prices for the 10 drugs currently being negotiated.

Another assist could come from efforts to stop the law from taking effect. Last year, multiple pharmaceutical companies and industry lobbying groups filed lawsuits, many in jurisdictions with Trump-appointed judges, to prevent Medicare from negotiating drug prices; meanwhile, congressional Republicans have publicly come out against the IRA overall and drug-price caps in particular. As the failed effort to repeal the Affordable Care Act in 2017 showed, few things rally support for a policy like the prospect of it being taken away.

The more pessimistic outlook is that voters' impressions of political candidates have little to do with the legislation those candidates pass or the policies they support. Patrick Ruffini, a co-founder of the polling firm Echelon Insights, pointed out to me that, in 2020, when voters were asked which presidential candidate was more competent, Biden had a nine-point advantage over Trump; today Trump has a 16-point advantage. "I don't know if there's any amount of passing popular policies that can overcome that," Ruffini said.

That doesn't make the policy stakes of the upcoming election any lower. If he's reelected, Biden wants to expand Medicare's drug negotiation to 50 drugs a year and extend the out-of-pocket spending caps to the general population. Trump, meanwhile, has said he is going to "totally kill" the Affordable Care Act and that he intends to dismantle the IRA. There's some drama for you. Whether it will get anyone's attention remains to be seen.
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A Study in Senate Cowardice

Republicans like Rob Portman could have ended Donald Trump's political career. They chose not to.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




In late June of 2022, Cassidy Hutchinson, a former Trump-administration aide, provided testimony to the congressional committee investigating the January 6 attack on the Capitol. This testimony was unnerving, even compared with previous revelations concerning Donald Trump's malignant behavior that day. Hutchinson testified that the president, when told that some of his supporters were carrying weapons, said, "I don't fucking care that they have weapons. They're not here to hurt me. Take the fucking mags away." He was referring to the metal detectors meant to screen protesters joining his rally on the Ellipse, near the White House.

Hutchinson also testified that Trump became so frantic in his desire to join the march to the Capitol that at one point he tried to grab the steering wheel of his SUV. This assertion has subsequently been disputed by Secret Service agents, but what has not been disputed is an exchange, reported by Hutchinson, between White House Counsel Pat Cipollone and Mark Meadows, the president's chief of staff. In this conversation, which took place as Trump supporters were breaching the Capitol, Cipollone told Meadows, "We need to do something more--they're literally calling for [Vice President Mike Pence] to be fucking hung." Hutchinson reported that Meadows answered: "You heard [Trump], Pat. He thinks Mike deserves it. He doesn't think they're doing anything wrong."

David A. Graham: The most damning January 6 testimony yet

Hutchinson seemed like a credible witness, and she was obviously quite brave for testifying. This very young person--she was 25 at the time of her testimony--went against the interests of her political tribe, and her own career advancement, to make a stand for truth and for the norms of democratic behavior. Washington is not overpopulated with such people, and so the discovery of a new one is always reassuring.

As it happened, I watched the hearing while waiting to interview then-Senator Rob Portman, a grandee of the pre-Trump Republican establishment, before an audience of 2,000 or so at the Aspen Ideas Festival. The session would also feature Mitch Landrieu, the former mayor of New Orleans, who was serving at the time as President Joe Biden's infrastructure coordinator. Portman's appearance was considered to be a coup for the festival (for which The Atlantic was once, but was by this time no longer, a sponsor).

If 10 additional Republican senators had voted for conviction, Trump would not today be the party's presumptive nominee.

Republican elected officials in the age of Trump don't often show up at these sorts of events, and I found out later that the leaders of the Aspen Institute, the convener of this festival, hoped that I would give Portman, a two-term senator from Ohio, a stress-free ride. The declared subject of our discussion was national infrastructure spending, so the chance of comity-disturbing outbursts was low. But I did believe it to be my professional responsibility to ask Portman about Hutchinson's testimony, and, more broadly, about his current views of Donald Trump. In 2016, during Trump's first campaign for president, Portman withdrew his support for him after the release of the Access Hollywood tape, in which Trump bragged about sexually assaulting women. But Portman endorsed Trump in 2020 and voted to acquit him in the second impeachment trial, and I wanted to ask him if Hutchinson's testimony, or anything else he had heard in the 18 months since the violent attack on the Capitol, had made him regret his decision.

Portman was one of 43 Republican senators who voted against conviction. Sixty-seven votes were required to convict. If 10 additional Republican senators had joined the 50 Democrats and seven Republicans who voted for conviction, Trump would not today be the party's presumptive nominee for president, and the country would not be one election away from a constitutional crisis and a possibly irreversible slide into authoritarianism. (Technically, a second vote after conviction would have been required to ban Trump from holding public office, but presumably this second vote would have followed naturally from the first.)

Adam Serwer: Don't forget that 43 Senate Republicans let Trump get away with it

It would be unfair to blame Portman disproportionately for the devastating reality that Donald Trump, who is currently free on bail but could be a convicted felon by November, is once again a candidate for president. The Republican leader in the Senate, Mitch McConnell, denounced Trump for his actions on January 6, and yet still voted to acquit him. Trump's continued political viability is as much McConnell's fault as anyone's.

But I was interested in pressing Portman because, unlike some of his dimmer colleagues, he clearly understood the threat Trump posed to constitutional order, and he was clearly, by virtue of his sterling reputation, in a position to influence his colleagues. Some senators in the group of 43 are true believers, men like Ron Johnson of Wisconsin, who, in the words of Mitt Romney (as reported by the Atlantic staff writer McKay Coppins), never met a conspiracy theory he didn't believe. But Portman wasn't a know-nothing. He was one of the most accomplished and respected members of the Senate. He had been a high-ranking official in the White House of George H. W. Bush, then a hardworking member of the House of Representatives. In George W. Bush's administration, he served as the U.S. trade representative and later as the director of the Office of Management and Budget. He was well known for his cerebral qualities and his mastery of the federal budget. He was also known to loathe Donald Trump. In other words, Portman knew better.

From the November 2023 issue: McKay Coppins on what Mitt Romney saw in the Senate

"I do want to ask you directly," I said, when we sat onstage, "given what you know now about what happened on January 6, do you regret your vote to acquit in impeachment?"

Portman immediately expressed his unhappiness with what he took to be an outre question. "You have just surprised me," he said, complaining that I hadn't told him beforehand that I would ask him about Trump. (American journalists generally do not warn government officials of their questions ahead of time.) He went on to say, "You know that I spoke out in the strongest possible terms on January 6."

Indeed he had. This is what Portman said on the Senate floor once the Capitol had been secured: "I want the American people, particularly my constituents in Ohio, to see that we will not be intimidated, that we will not be disrupted from our work, that here in the citadel of democracy, we will continue to do the work of the people. Mob rule is not going to prevail here."

Onstage, Portman reminded me of his comments. "On the night it happened, I took to the Senate floor and gave an impassioned speech about democracy and the need to protect it. So that's who I am."

But this is incorrect. This is not who he is. Portman showed the people of Ohio who he is five weeks later, on February 13, when he voted to acquit Trump, the man he knew to have fomented a violent, antidemocratic insurrection meant to overturn the results of a fair election.

His argument during impeachment, and later, onstage with me, was that voting to convict an ex-president would have violated constitutional norms, and would have further politicized the impeachment process. "Do you think it would be a good idea for President Obama to be impeached by the new Republican Congress?" he asked. He went on, "Well, he's a former president, and I think he should be out of reach. And Donald Trump was a former president. If you start that precedent, trust me, Republicans will do the same thing. They will."

I surmised that Portman, like others, felt a certain degree of shame about his continued excuse-making for the authoritarian hijacker of his beloved party.

It was an interesting, and also pathetic, point to make: Portman was arguing that his Republican colleagues are so corrupt that they would impeach a president who had committed no impeachable offenses simply out of spite.

I eventually pivoted the discussion to the topic of bridges in Ohio, but Portman remained upset, rushing offstage at the end of the conversation to confront the leaders of the festival, who tried to placate him.

Initially, I found his defensive behavior odd. A senator should not be so flustered by a straightforward question about one of his most consequential and historic votes. But I surmised, from subsequent conversations with members of the Republican Senate caucus, that he, like others, felt a certain degree of shame about his continued excuse-making for the authoritarian hijacker of his beloved party.

The Atlantic's Anne Applebaum, one of the world's leading experts on authoritarianism, wrote in 2020 that complicity, rather than dissent, is the norm for humans, and especially for status-and-relevance-seeking politicians. There are many explanations for complicity, Applebaum argued. A potent one is fear. Many Republican elected officials, she wrote, "don't know that similar waves of fear have helped transform other democracies into dictatorships."

From the July/August 2020 issue: Anne Applebaum on why Republican leaders continue to enable Trump

None of the 43 senators who allowed Donald Trump to escape conviction made fear their argument, of course. Not publicly anyway. The excuses ranged widely. Here are the stirring and angry words of Dan Sullivan, the junior senator from Alaska, explaining his vote to acquit: "Make no mistake: I condemn the horrific violence that engulfed the Capitol on January 6. I also condemn former President Trump's poor judgment in calling a rally on that day, and his actions and inactions when it turned into a riot. His blatant disregard for his own vice president, Mike Pence, who was fulfilling his constitutional duty at the Capitol, infuriates me."

Sullivan voted to acquit, he said, because he didn't think it right to impeach a former president. Kevin Cramer, of North Dakota, argued that "the January 6 attacks on the Capitol were appalling, and President Trump's remarks were reckless." But Cramer went on to say that, "based on the evidence presented in the trial, he did not commit an impeachable offense." Chuck Grassley of Iowa said, in explaining his vote, "Undoubtedly, then-President Trump displayed poor leadership in his words and actions. I do not defend those actions, and my vote should not be read as a defense of those actions." He continued, "Just because President Trump did not meet the definition of inciting insurrection does not mean that I think he behaved well."

From the January/February 2024 issue: If Trump wins

Now contrast this run of greasy and sad excuse-making with Mitt Romney's explanation for his vote to convict: "The president's conduct represented an unprecedented violation of his oath of office and of the public trust. There is a thin line that separates our democratic republic from an autocracy: It is a free and fair election and the peaceful transfer of power that follows it. President Trump attempted to breach that line, again. What he attempted is what was most feared by the Founders. It is the reason they invested Congress with the power to impeach. Accordingly, I voted to convict President Trump."

On February 13, 2021, Romney was joined by six other Republicans--North Carolina's Richard Burr, Louisiana's Bill Cassidy, Alaska's Lisa Murkowski, Maine's Susan Collins, Nebraska's Ben Sasse, and Pennsylvania's Pat Toomey--in voting to convict. If the United States and its Constitution survive the coming challenge from Trump and Trumpism, statues will one day be raised to these seven. As for Rob Portman and his colleagues, they should hope that they will merely be forgotten.



*Lead image sources: (left to right from top) Douglas Christian / ZUMA Press / Alamy; MediaPunch / Alamy; Tasos Katopodis / Getty; Hum Images / Alamy; Danita Delimont / Alamy; Anna Moneymaker / Getty; Samuel Corum / Getty; Anna Moneymaker / Getty; Al Drago / Bloomberg / Getty; Samuel Corum / Getty; Anna Moneymaker / Getty


This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "A Study in Senate Cowardice."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2024/05/rob-portman-donald-trump-january-6-impeachment/677833/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Ro Khanna Wants to Be the Future of the Democratic Party

Khanna, a congressman who represents Silicon Valley, sees himself as a bridge between America's faded industrial might and its digital future.

by Russell Berman




Updated at 5:17 p.m. ET on April 3, 2024

In January, as the 2024 primary season got under way, Representative Ro Khanna stood in the middle of a spacious New Hampshire living room and marveled at the dozens of Democrats who had crammed in. "What enthusiasm for President Biden!" Khanna said as the crowd cheered. The California progressive wasn't in the land of would-be presidents to promote himself--at least not directly. He came here to boost his party's flagging 81-year-old incumbent.

Khanna represents Silicon Valley, but he's lost count of how many times he's been to New Hampshire; a local Democrat introduced him to the room as "the fifth member of our congressional delegation." He told me he initially felt "sheepish" about coming back after he stumped here for Bernie Sanders four years ago, worried that people would assume he wanted to run for president. He's gotten over that.

I spent a day driving across the state with Khanna as he made the case for Joe Biden as a write-in candidate. Before voters and the cameras, Khanna was a loyal surrogate, hailing Biden as a champion for the middle class, the climate, and abortion rights, while insisting that the president still has plenty of support. Back in the car, however, his worries and frustrations spilled out. Khanna is 47, three decades younger than the two men set to be on the ballot in November. He's waiting--not altogether patiently--for the decks to clear, for the Biden and Sanders generation to finally retire. "We haven't been driving a clear message," Khanna told me. "We have to have a better message on the economy, and we have to have a better message on immigration."

The proximate cause of Khanna's distress was the bipartisan southern-border compromise that was then emerging from the Senate--and which, at the behest of former President Donald Trump, Republicans promptly killed. Khanna wasn't a fan of the deal. He had wanted Biden to give a rousing speech about why immigration matters to America; instead, the president was about to give Republicans almost everything they wanted. "You've got no affirmative case," Khanna told me. "There's nothing. There's a void." What's missing, he said, is "an aspirational vision."

Here's Khanna's. He wants to marry the forward-looking spirit of the companies founded in and around his district--Google, Apple, Tesla--with the traditional middle-class values of his suburban upbringing in Bucks County, Pennsylvania. And he wants to inspire a "new economic patriotism" to rebuild America's industrial base with climate-friendly technology--a project that he hopes will bring manufacturing jobs back to the Rust Belt, and working-class voters back to the Democratic Party.

A representative from America's tech capital is an unlikely avatar of nostalgia, but Khanna speaks with as much longing for the country's past, and his own, as any politician. He sees himself as a bridge between the nation's faded industrial might and its digital future, appealing to a set of often-warring constituencies: progressives and pragmatists, tech capitalists and the working class, climate activists and coal country.

Khanna got his start in politics working for Barack Obama, who clearly serves as a model: a progressive who proposed transformative change without alienating too much of the country. The divide that Khanna wants to cross extends beyond the factions of the Democratic Party; it's geographic, economic, cultural, technological, generational. And it's wider than the one Obama faced. The nation that embraced the former president's message is now even more polarized and dug-in.

Sometimes Khanna's project seems naive, as though he's trying to be everything to everybody at a time when nobody agrees on anything. But he believes that to defeat Trump and build a coalition that can survive beyond November, Democrats must offer an agenda that can excite the voters who have soured on the president and their party. Khanna wants to run for president on his vision one day--as soon as 2028--but his more urgent quest is trying to get his party to adopt it now. "Do I think I have a compelling economic vision for this country, for the party? Yes," he said. "Do I mind if the president steals all of it? Absolutely not."


Congressman Ro Khanna of California greets a student at Council Rock North High School, in Newtown, Pennsylvania, where he also went to school.



If you recognize Khanna, you've probably seen him on cable news; he told me--and this was a point of pride--that he goes on Fox News more than nearly any other House Democrat. Early in his presidency, Biden was so impressed with Khanna's cable appearances that he asked Ron Klain, his chief of staff at the time, to schedule more TV hits for Khanna. "Well, Mr. President," Klain replied, "I think he does a pretty good job getting on TV all by himself."

Khanna's willingness to engage the right has gained him an audience that many Democrats have ignored--and the unofficial title of Congress's "ambassador of Silicon Valley." He frequently visits rural districts where GOP members of Congress seek investments from lucrative tech giants. (Khanna isn't shy about getting tech executives on the phone. "I joke sometimes that I'm going to try to discover the limits of Ro's Rolodex," Representative Mike Gallagher, a Wisconsin Republican who serves with Khanna on the House select committee on China, told me.)

McKay Coppins: The Kyrsten Sinema theory of American politics

Khanna is also more willing than other progressives to work on legislation with Republicans, having co-sponsored bills with staunch Trump supporters and lawmakers who voted to overturn the 2020 election. Two months after the January 6 assault on the Capitol, Khanna appeared on Fox News alongside Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida and bragged about their legislation to reduce money in politics and end U.S. involvement in "forever wars."

Khanna "has a risk tolerance that I think is rare for most members," Gallagher, who is resigning from the House this month, told me. He recounted a meeting that he and Khanna had with Elon Musk last year, in which Khanna got the billionaire to host a live event with them on his social-media platform. "I'm not sure how many Democratic members would be able to do" that, Gallagher said. Or be willing to.

Khanna occupies an ideological space to the left of Biden but just to the right of progressives like Sanders and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York, who identify as democratic socialists. He supports Medicare for All, tuition-free public college, and tax increases on high earners. But he also made plenty of money as a lawyer representing tech firms, and Khanna is not about to say that "billionaires should not exist," as Sanders has. He defines himself as a "progressive capitalist," and he believes progressives should frame wealth as a feature, not a bug, of the American system. "The progressive movement has to talk about a vision of production, a vision of wealth generation," Khanna said.

The policy that best exemplifies this is Khanna's push for federal investment in manufacturing technologies such as green steel and clean aluminum, which he sees as a way of reindustrializing the Rust Belt while minimizing carbon emissions and air pollution. After months of negotiations with environmental groups, labor unions, and manufacturers, Khanna is planning a trip later this spring to Johnstown, Pennsylvania, to unveil legislation that would spend billions to build steel plants in former industry hubs. (The bill will have at least one Republican co-sponsor from the region, he told me.) He thinks it will "capture the imagination"--a favorite Khanna-ism--of voters longing for America to reclaim its status from China as the world's great manufacturer.

"We're living in a time of big ideas, of big moments," Khanna told me. "And I think we need a big vision to meet the times." He's worried, though, that Biden's ambitions are only getting smaller. After two years of sweeping legislative accomplishments--a $1.9 trillion COVID-relief bill, $1.2 trillion for infrastructure, the most significant climate bill in American history--Biden has, in the face of a more hostile Congress, scaled back his domestic-policy goals. Among the objectives that the president dwelled on longest during his recent State of the Union address were fighting junk fees and restoring the number of chips in a snack bag--not exactly the stuff that captures imaginations.


Ro Khanna speaks to students at Council Rock North High School.



No issue has tested Khanna's ability to satisfy all of his party's factions more than Israel's military campaign in Gaza. Khanna called for a cease-fire seven weeks after the Hamas attack--much later than some of his progressive colleagues, and much earlier than Biden, who resisted that demand until last week, when the U.S. allowed a United Nations resolution backing a one-month cease-fire to pass.

Seven weeks was too long for many of Khanna's supporters. One of his top political staffers resigned in protest in mid-October, and when demonstrators staged a sit-in at his office near the Capitol, one of Khanna's interns joined them on the floor. By November, even his mother, Jyotsna, was getting on his case. "I wanted him to declare much sooner," she told me.

Khanna is still not as critical of Israel as some on the left; he doesn't describe its campaign in Gaza as "genocide" or "ethnic cleansing." But as Palestinian casualties have increased, he's called more forcefully for Biden to demand that the Netanyahu government halt its shelling of Gaza. "We have a lot of levers that we haven't used," Khanna told me.

In February, Khanna traveled to Michigan, trying to persuade the state's large Arab American population to support Biden despite his own reservations about the president's approach to Israel. A few days after Khanna's visit, more than 100,000 Michigan Democrats--about 13 percent of the primary electorate--marked "uncommitted" on their ballot in protest of Biden's Israel policy. Khanna urged the Biden campaign to take their message seriously. The party can't afford to have the war still going on during the Democratic convention, he told me. "You'd have mass protests."

The president's advisers insist that the White House has no problem with Khanna's critiques. They see him as exerting pressure in the right way--respectfully, not caustically--and serving as a conduit to younger, more progressive voters Biden needs to turn out in November. "The fact that Ro sees some issues differently than the president makes him an effective surrogate," Klain told me. "That gives him credibility."

Some progressives see Khanna differently, not as a bridge between generations but as an ambitious politician cozying up to power brokers. "He walks a fine line," one official with a prominent left-leaning group told me on condition of anonymity to avoid criticizing an ally. For now, Khanna's close ties with the Democratic establishment--Biden and Obama in particular--are politically useful. But soon, the official noted, many progressive voters will want a sharp break with the two men, and Khanna's proximity to his party's past could cost him.


Ro Khanna signs a copy of his book Dignity in a Digital Age for Gretchen Raab, his ninth-grade English teacher, at Jake's Eatery, in Newtown, Pennsylvania.



Khanna wasn't visiting early presidential-primary states solely to promote Biden. In between events in New Hampshire, Khanna met privately with leaders of the state's largest labor union and a Democratic candidate for governor, people whose endorsements he might seek in a few years. Democratic activists alluded to his candidacy in 2028 as if it were a certainty. Khanna isn't about to announce a campaign more than four years out--"Who knows what the future holds?" is his stock reply to questions about his plans--but he does nothing to dispel the assumptions that he'll run.

When I asked party activists which Democrats they were excited to see more of after this election, some of them mentioned Khanna. More often, however, they cited bigger names with bigger jobs, such as Governors Gretchen Whitmer of Michigan, Gavin Newsom of California, and Josh Shapiro of Pennsylvania, as well as Vice President Kamala Harris and Pete Buttigieg, the transportation secretary. In New Hampshire, a few Democrats even mentioned Representative Hakeem Jeffries of New York, the House minority leader. As a compelling speaker, Khanna would hold his own on a primary-debate stage, but could he make it into the top tier of candidates?

Damon Linker: Democrats should pick a new presidential candidate now

Only James Garfield went directly from the House to the White House, and that was 143 years ago. But Khanna seems undeterred. As he often notes, his district contains some $10 trillion in market value, giving him a bigger platform than most representatives. "There are a lot of very, very high-profile House members that I think have an equivalent impact on the national debate as the Senate," he said. "I think the rules of traditional politics have changed."

Among many progressives, the heir to the movement Sanders created--and the dream presidential candidate--is AOC. "She occupies her own space," says Joseph Geevarghese, the executive director of Our Revolution, the political group started by veterans of Sanders's 2016 campaign. "Ro is not quite there yet, but he could be."


Ro Khanna listens to his former social-studies teacher Derek Longo.



As Khanna tries to make a national name for himself, voters will hear as much about Bucks County, Pennsylvania, as they do about California. Khanna remains nostalgic for the America that welcomed his parents from India in the 1970s. After graduating from the University of Michigan, his father became a chemical engineer and settled in Pennsylvania. Aside from two years in India, Khanna spent his childhood in a town about 45 minutes north of Philadelphia that offered him a quintessential middle-class upbringing--Little League baseball, Eagles football games, well-funded public schools. Khanna was one of just a few Indian American students in a large, almost entirely white high school, but he doesn't remember experiencing any discrimination. "My faith in the country comes from here," Khanna told me.

He insisted on giving me a tour of the county, now one of America's most closely watched political bellwethers. His staff had arranged for him to speak at his alma mater, where he took an hour's worth of questions from some of the school's more politically informed students. They asked about steel manufacturing, the threat of China invading Taiwan, and how he reconciles his support for aid to Ukraine with his votes against defense spending. The exchanges were more substantive than many congressional hearings.

A couple of students pressed him on why the nation's leaders, and in particular its two likely presidential nominees, were so old. "There's a lot of frustration with the gerontocracy," he acknowledged. "There's a need for a new generation. I'm hopeful that will happen in the next cycle, that we will see very, very talented new voices emerge."

None of the people I met in Bucks County who knew Khanna as a teenager was surprised that he'd ended up in Congress. Two of his teachers presented him with papers and clippings from his school days that they had kept for more than 30 years. We met Gretchen Raab, who taught Khanna's ninth-grade English class, at a local diner, where she recalled thinking that he would become the first Indian American president. (Khanna seemed embarrassed by this disclosure, but only slightly.)

Khanna was civically engaged by the time he started high school, which he attributes at least partly to his family history. His maternal grandfather was active in Mahatma Gandhi's independence movement, serving time in jail before becoming a member of the Indian Parliament. Khanna joined his school's political-science club and once played then-Senator Joe Biden during a mock foreign-policy debate. His opposition to U.S. military adventurism started around this time: Raab raved about the op-ed that Khanna sent, as part of a class assignment in 1991, to the local newspaper arguing that President George H. W. Bush should not invade Iraq.

As an undergraduate at the University of Chicago, Khanna volunteered for the state-Senate campaign of a lecturer at the law school, a 35-year-old Democrat named Barack Obama. Several years later, when Khanna was contemplating his own first run for office in 2001, he emailed Obama, who advised him to avoid running in a big state. (Obama had just lost a congressional primary in Illinois.) Khanna ignored him and moved to California, where he challenged a 12-term incumbent in a 2004 House race. Like Obama, Khanna got crushed. He would go on to work for Obama's administration before finally winning a seat in Congress on his third try, in 2016.

After Khanna finished talking with the students, he and I squeezed into desk chairs inside a small classroom and spoke with Derek Longo, one of Khanna's history teachers. Longo described how a long-ago visit to the American cemetery in Normandy made him want to teach history. Khanna asked him what he thought about the rise of Trump.

Perhaps Khanna was expecting his teacher to talk about the threat Trump poses to democracy. Instead, he revealed something Khanna didn't know: Longo voted twice for Trump. He praised Trump's business background and told us that he worries about urban crime. In 2017, his daughter and son were struck by a driver under the influence of heroin as they were standing on a sidewalk in New Jersey. Longo's son spent 10 days in intensive care, and his daughter, who was seven months pregnant, didn't survive. Under state law, prosecutors couldn't charge the driver with a double homicide because Longo's granddaughter wasn't born. The driver pleaded guilty to a lesser charge of vehicular homicide. He's due to be released from prison next year.

The tragedy hardened Longo's views on crime and abortion. "I could not vote for President Biden," he said. Khanna sat quietly as Longo spoke. "One of the challenges we have as a country is we have a wrong stereotypical view of the Trump voter," Khanna said to us after the conversation had moved on. "The Trump voter includes possibly the teacher you most respect."

Longo spoke highly of Khanna, praising his slogan of "progressive capitalism" and his push to use technology to create economic opportunity. He even said he might be able to vote for Khanna one day. "A Trump-Khanna voter!" Khanna marveled.

That moment of exhilaration had faded by the time we got back to the car. Khanna conceded that Longo wouldn't consider voting for him if he hadn't been a former student. Yet he was exactly the kind of voter, Khanna said, that Democrats need to figure out how to reach--the Trump supporters who might respond to a progressive economic plan. That someone like Longo, so turned off by the Democrats now in power, will listen to his message--and even consider voting for him--seemed like an affirmation of Khanna's vision. That he still wasn't sold on his cherished former student, however, might be a sign of its limits.



This article previously misstated the amount of time that Derek Longo's son spent in intensive care.
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Joe Lieberman's Parting Gift

A serious policy debate with the late senator could veer sharply into a one-man Borscht Belt on the Potomac.

by Mark Leibovich




Say what you will about Joe Lieberman, the self-described "Independent Democrat" senator from Connecticut and onetime Democratic vice-presidential candidate. He was many things--honorable, devout, sanctimonious, maddening, and unfailingly warm and decent--all of which have been unpacked since his death yesterday, at 82. He elicited strong reactions, often from Democrats, over his various apostasies to liberal orthodoxy.

But what I'll miss and remember most about Lieberman was that the man loved to kibitz. It is something of a lost art, at least the in-person version, which has largely given over to quippy faceless mediums (text messages, Twitter). This has been especially true in politics in recent years, as public figures have rightly become hypercautious--or paranoid--about saying anything that could become an instant viral disaster.

I'm thankful that most of my encounters with Lieberman came before social media made politicians so suspicious and scared. I ran into him periodically on various campaign trails and Capitol Hill until he concluded his 24-year run in the Senate, in early 2013. He was a first-rate teller of stories and jokes, which, for an observant Jew, could be jarringly bawdy at times.

A serious policy debate with Lieberman could veer sharply into a one-man Borscht Belt on the Potomac. I remember chatting with him during his final weeks in the Senate, in November 2012. It was a few days before that year's election, between President Barack Obama and Mitt Romney. Lieberman, in that infuriating (to Democrats) way of his, had declined to endorse either candidate.

Read: Joe Lieberman weighs the Trump risk

This was no great surprise, given that he had endorsed his close friend, Republican John McCain, against Obama in 2008. Many Democrats had rid themselves of Lieberman, and the feeling was quite mutual. Connecticut Democrats had formalized the divorce in 2006, when they opted for liberal Ned Lamont over their incumbent senator in the primary before Lieberman managed to get reelected as an independent.

Lieberman told me that he had been invited to speak at both Obama's and Romney's conventions that summer. No thanks, he said. "I explained that I was taking a sabbatical from elective partisan politics," Lieberman told me in his sonorous, almost prayerful tone. "And it might be a sabbatical that will go on for the rest of my life."

That sounded final and a bit somber, but our chat rolled on in surprising and cheerful directions--the essence of a good kibitz. I had my tape recorder going. He didn't mind. I asked Lieberman if he would still get to use the Senate gym after he departed Congress. He wasn't sure, he said, adding that he'd set foot there only once, just after he was elected in 1988.

"Lo and behold, there was somebody getting a massage," he told me. Lo and behold, it was the late Senator Lloyd Bentsen of Texas, who, like Lieberman, had been a failed Democratic running mate. Was Bentsen dressed? I asked. "Let's say he was covered in part," Lieberman said.

"Here's a parting gift," he said to me to conclude our exchange. In my experience with Lieberman, that was usually a sign that he was ready to let loose a bit, sometimes after a few glasses of wine. Sure enough, he was:

"There's an older guy on the park bench, crying--tell me if you've heard this one," Lieberman said. Tell me if you've heard this one. You rarely hear those words anymore, especially from senators.

"Finally, a jogger stops, sees the guy sobbing," Lieberman proceeded. "'What's wrong?' 'My wife of 48 years died, and I was very lonely. I went on Jdate and met a younger Russian woman. We liked each other. So she's moved in with me, and she's wonderful. She's attractive, she cooks well, she takes care of me, and almost every night we have fabulous sex.' So the jogger says: 'Well, that's a wonderful story. Why are you crying?' The old guy says, 'I'm crying because I can't remember where I live.'"

Mark Leibovich: A politician who loved being courted

Lieberman left me--and his legions of kibitzees--with an abundance of these parting gifts, which I have been recounting to myself since his death. He loved telling stories punctuated by belly laughs. He, in turn, was the subject of many stories himself, often on the theme of his Judaism--and often offered up by McCain, another kibitzer of the highest order.

"Funny story about Lieberman," McCain said to me in 2013, when I was writing about him for The New York Times Magazine. He described an event where the Israeli ambassador in Washington had honored Lieberman after he left the Senate. "Everyone was saying Joe's the most wonderful guy, the usual crap you hear," McCain said. "So I got up--I was the last guy--and I say: 'I'm here to announce that I'm converting to Judaism. Because for all these years with Joe, I've had to eat that crappy salmon. I had to ride the damn Shabbat elevator. I've observed Shabbat to a point where I couldn't even ride in a goddamn car. I've had all of the bull associated with this religion, and I've gotten not a single benefit. So I'm converting to Judaism.'"

Lieberman got up and declared this provision to the room: In order to convert, McCain must first have a bris. As he finished his account, McCain was bent over in laughter, just as he had been when he'd told me the exact same story the week before.

Both Lieberman and McCain had an earthy wisdom born of their very different backgrounds: Lieberman was shaped by his deep Jewish faith, McCain by the five and a half years he spent as a prisoner of war in Vietnam. It allowed them to shrug off nuisances more easily, to cross boundaries (partisan and otherwise), and to see beyond the usual smallness of politics. They were social, rollicking beings who appreciated the fun of cavorting more than most.

Characters like this are missed in politics these days. May their memories be amusing.
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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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As much of North America prepares for the upcoming total solar eclipse next week, I thought it would be fun to share some images from the recent (and not-so-recent) past of previous eclipses--annular, partial, and total--from around the world. Also pictured are some of the many observers sharing th...
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The Great Democratic Success Story That Wasn't

America can't deliver Myanmar from its dictatorship, but it can do more than shift the burden and look away.

by Timothy McLaughlin




The Obama administration seemed to take special pride in its policy toward Myanmar. American statecraft had coaxed the country's reclusive military dictatorship onto a path of democratic transformation, Kurt Campbell, who served as an assistant secretary of state at the time, wrote in his 2016 book, Pivot: "One of the world's most isolated, tragic, and magical lands had finally opened to the world because of intrepid American diplomacy, perhaps fundamentally changing the trajectory of Asia."

Then, in February 2021, Myanmar's government fell to a military coup. The country had known little peace for decades, but now it was spiraling into untold violence: Protesters poured into the streets, the junta cracked down, and new armed groups joined those that had already been fighting the military. Campbell, serving in the White House under President Joe Biden as Asia czar, had precious little to say about Myanmar then, nor did lawmakers ask him about Myanmar during his recent confirmation as deputy secretary of state.

Myanmar was once the buzziest of foreign-policy causes. It commanded immense bipartisan support; lawmakers and officials clamored to take credit for its success. Then, in its hour of difficulty, it all but vanished from view in Washington. The limited U.S. response to the country's travails has "been sort of in the right direction, but lacking energy and commitment," Scot Marciel, who previously served as U.S. ambassador to Myanmar, told me.

Read: No one is saving Myanmar

Myanmar's crisis is growing and threatens to destabilize the region. The country's armed opposition has gathered strength in recent months. The military, facing its most serious battlefield test, has resorted to ever more brutal tactics. Waves of refugees are overflowing the country's borders. Myanmar's junta has reluctantly turned to China for support, and Beijing, initially displeased with the coup, has begun inserting itself into the conflict and country more forcefully than in the past.

Myanmar's trajectory was never as simple as Washington wanted to believe. But that doesn't mean that its long-term prospects for democracy are hopeless, or that the United States should leave the country to the tender mercies of warring factions and Chinese intervention. Myanmar is a good example of a country where the longevity of U.S. commitment matters, and where the most constructive measures call for patience and pragmatism, not declaring a victory for democracy and walking away.



In 2012, Barack Obama became the first sitting U.S. president to visit Myanmar, as the country's repressive military dictatorship cautiously, haltingly opened to the world. In 2015, during that brief flowering of diplomatic relations, Myanmar held its first freely contested election in a quarter century. The military-drafted constitution prevented Aung San Suu Kyi, the country's Nobel Prize-winning opposition leader, from serving as president, but her party, the National League for Democracy (NLD), won the vote handily and came to power. Suu Kyi created the role of state counselor to work around the military's obstruction and became the de facto head of state.

This seemingly golden moment lasted only a short time before the military cracked down on the ethnic Rohingya in Rakhine State, in the country's northwest, in a campaign that has been widely condemned as genocide. The civilian government sided with the military: At The Hague in 2019, Suu Kyi argued that Myanmar's armed forces had their own justice system that was capable of punishing those who may have committed crimes. The position perplexed her foreign admirers, given the military's history of impunity--and that it had specifically punished Suu Kyi in the past by locking her in her lakeside villa for 15 years. But Suu Kyi's defense of the campaign against the Rohingya didn't seem to taint her in the eyes of her most ardent Beltway supporters. Nor did it faze voters in Myanmar, where many endowed her with a saintlike stature. In the 2020 election, the NLD carried off an even more resounding victory than before.

But Suu Kyi's second electoral victory was apparently one too many for Min Aung Hlaing, the country's politically ambitious commander in chief. On the morning of February 1, 2021, military vehicles sped into the country's capital, and Min Aung Hlaing and his cadres supplanted the elected government. The coup "was, at its core, an immense act of political revenge," a former high-ranking government official, who asked not to be named out of fear of reprisal, told me. Suu Kyi was jailed in a hastily constructed prison designed for one, protests mushroomed across the country, and the country's armed forces responded with unrestrained violence.

Read: Joe Biden's challenge was Barack Obama's victory

Over the next two years, the junta and its proxies battled a sprawling patchwork of resistance forces, including some preexisting armed groups representing ethnic minorities. International bodies issued toothless statements of concern as Myanmar's military reportedly burned entire villages, dropped bombs indiscriminately, and raped civilians. The junta leaned into its relationships with old allies, most notably Russia, as it attempted to carry on the functions of the state.

Late last October, the conflict reached a head. A group called the Three Brotherhood Alliance, consisting of three armed ethnic groups, carried out coordinated attacks, including many along Myanmar's border with China, where Burmese organized-crime syndicates had set up compounds housing sophisticated cyberscam operations. Beijing tacitly approved the attacks because the scams were a nuisance to China.

The Three Brotherhood Alliance captured dozens of high-ranking officials and killed hundreds of soldiers. A few months later, in February, the junta announced a conscription drive to replenish its depleted ranks, setting off a rush for visas and the exits.

Myanmar has long been a problematic neighbor--now it's an outright disaster for the region. The country has largely lost control of its borders. Rake-thin, exhausted soldiers were filmed earlier this year fleeing Myanmar into Bangladesh. India has said it will begin constructing a border fence. Officials in Thailand have warned of a possible influx of 4 million undocumented migrants from Myanmar this year, with potentially "catastrophic effects" on Thailand's "economy, society, and security." And at least twice since the coup, errant bombs have landed inside China, which has become ever more frustrated with the instability and disruption in Myanmar.

Read: China is the Myanmar coup's 'biggest loser'

The effects of Myanmar's troubles extend even beyond the country's immediate neighbors. "Production of illicit drugs, not only opium but also methamphetamines, including ice, is soaring and reaching markets as far afield as Australia and Japan. Rohingya from both Bangladesh and Rakhine State are fleeing to third countries, particularly Malaysia and Indonesia," Thomas Kean, a Myanmar analyst for the International Crisis Group, told me. "The list goes on and on."

Which is to say that even if Myanmar isn't likely to be the next great democratization success story, its future matters. And if the United States can't bring itself to care about it, China will be the main power determining its course.



The American response to the coup in Myanmar and the turmoil that followed has been anemic, especially compared with its once full-throated championing of the short-lived civilian government.

Following the coup, Washington downgraded diplomatic relations with Myanmar and imposed sanctions meant to punish the junta's leaders and cut off its flow of funds and weapons. In 2022, the Biden administration declared the campaign against the Rohingya a genocide, a decision that the previous administration had pushed off for reasons of its own. And the Burma Act, a long-delayed piece of legislation promising aid to the country's people and stepping up pressure on the junta, was signed into law in 2023 as part of the National Defense Authorization Act.

But sanctions are not a substitute for a policy. They are merely a tool, and they come with limitations, particularly as Myanmar's economy has become more international, and its web of military bagmen adept at evading sanctions has grown. As for the Burma Act, it was originally devised in 2019 and passed only after being watered down significantly. Its measures, now, are little and late.

In fact, the Biden administration has outsourced much of the responsibility for Myanmar to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), a 10-country regional bloc of which Myanmar is a member. That group has achieved next to nothing and clings rather humiliatingly to a five-point plan that the junta has blatantly disregarded for the past three years. National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan continues to reiterate America's support for the all-but-dead five-point plan. Backing ASEAN's feckless approach is not just ineffectual; it further diminishes American credibility by tethering Washington to a bloc that much of Myanmar has come to loathe.

Many in Washington never quite got over Suu Kyi, whom they saw as Myanmar's sole avatar of democracy. With her gone and no replacement, the country lacks a visible champion. But it is transforming. The military's savagery, long known to ethnic minorities, is now broadcast daily to the wider public on social media, leading many Burmese to reevaluate the armed forces' role in society. The country's prodemocracy forces have formed a parallel civilian government in exile that has promised a more inclusive and equitable model of governance than Suu Kyi's party ever offered. Some members have even shown a bit of concern for the plight of the Rohingya.

The U.S. can't deliver Myanmar from its dictatorship. But it can do more than abdicate responsibility and shift the burden to unhelpful neighbors. Washington could, for example, provide technical assistance to local governments in areas controlled by resistance groups, and direct U.S. humanitarian aid to stranded communities through avenues not controlled by the junta.

Myanmar's new reality is complex and fractured, and engaging with it means engaging with democratic forces that fall outside official channels. Even a fraction of the high-level attention that Myanmar got during the Obama years would demonstrate to the country's rightly frustrated people that American interest is genuine, long-term, and not just a fleeting diplomatic vanity project.

The United States likes to reiterate its commitment to helping "restore Burma's path to democracy." That path is not visible at the moment. The military has proved itself as durable as it is brutal. But there could one day be another opening, and if the United States hopes to support the democratic development of Myanmar, it should not stand back and wait for that day but begin now to rebuild trust.

In his book, Campbell acknowledges that progress in Myanmar is very often paired with "heartbreaking setbacks." But, he writes, "the question for the country is not whether it will return to the past but how it will move into the future--and whether the United States will assist it as it does."
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            As much of North America prepares for the upcoming total solar eclipse next week, I thought it would be fun to share some images from the recent (and not-so-recent) past of previous eclipses--annular, partial, and total--from around the world. Also pictured are some of the many observers sharing this fleeting experience, "witnessing the planetary version of a lightning strike," together in stadiums, parks, and beaches.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two people sit on rocks overlooking water, with a partly-eclipsed sun setting in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young people watch the rare sight of a partial solar eclipse at sunset, as seen from Manila Bay, Philippines, on January 26, 2009.
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                [image: Several people stand on a small roundabout in a city street in 1921, looking up toward the sun, holding bits of dark glass over their eyes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On April 8, 1921, people gaze upward to view a partial solar eclipse in Paris.
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                [image: The bright corona of the sun radiates out from the black circle made by the moon as it passes in front of the sun, seen above a snowy mountain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A total solar eclipse, seen above Svalbard, Longyearbyen, Norway, on March 20, 2015
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                [image: Many people in a stadium, most wearing eclipse glasses, look upward.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch the solar eclipse at Saluki Stadium on the campus of Southern Illinois University on August 21, 2017, in Carbondale, Illinois.
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                [image: A bird, silhouetted in front of a partly-eclipsed sun]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph taken on October 25, 2022, shows a view of a partial solar eclipse visible behind a bird on a tree in Istanbul.
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                [image: A view of the entire Earth from space, with most of North America darkened by a shadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As the moon crossed between the Sun and Earth during the annular eclipse on October 14, 2023, its shadow darkened skies across North America, as seen from an orbiting NASA satellite.
                #
            

            
                
                
                DSCOVR EPIC team / NASA
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several people hold up their phones to take pictures of an eclipse, the distant sun appearing like a bright ring, partly blocked by the passing moon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take photos with their smartphones as they watch an annular solar eclipse on Jabal Arba in Al Hufuf, in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, on December 26, 2019.
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                [image: A group of five park rangers wearing eclipse glasses look skyward and raise their arms playfully.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On August 21, 2017, Shenandoah National Park hosted the Night Sky Festival to watch as a partial solar eclipse was visible overhead.
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                [image: The sun, eclipsed by the moon, looking like a thin circle in a dark sky]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The "ring of fire" effect caused during the annular eclipse of the sun over Albuquerque, New Mexico, on October 14, 2023
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                [image: Young people wearing eclipse glasses and paper-plate masks view an eclipse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Students of the Jennings School District view a solar eclipse on August 21, 2017, in St. Louis.
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                [image: A partly eclipsed sun, seen behind a temple at sunset, appearing somewhat like a pair of red horns on the horizon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A partial solar eclipse is seen behind the centuries-old Raghunath Hindu temple in Srinagar, Indian controlled Kashmir, on October 25, 2022.
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                [image: A partly-eclipsed sun, seen behind the Statue of Liberty.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises next to the Statue of Liberty during an annular eclipse on June 10, 2021, in New York City.
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                [image: Many small overlapping crescents of light, seen on a sidewalk beneath a tree, miniature images of the partly-eclipsed sun above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crescent-shaped shadows are pictured on a sidewalk as light passes through tree leaves during a partial solar eclipse in Oklahoma City on August 21, 2017.
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                [image: A person looks skyward while wearing a decorated welder's mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman observes an annular solar eclipse at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, in Mexico City, on October 14, 2023.
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                [image: Bright rays of light appear to radiate from a dark circle, as the passing moon darkens the entire sun, leaving only the outher rays of its corona visible.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun's corona becomes visible during a total solar eclipse.
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                [image: A small group of people lay across each other's laps on rocky ground, wearing eclipse glasses, looking up.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Friends watch an eclipse together on a Menan Butte in Menan, Idaho, on August 21, 2017.
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                [image: Light from a partly-eclipsed sun shines off the ocean's surface.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A partial solar eclipse is seen above Manama, Bahrain, on December 26, 2019.
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                [image: The shadow of a colander, displaying many overlapping crescents--images of a partly-eclipsed sun seen through its many holes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors to Shenandoah National Park look at images of the eclipsed sun seen through the holes of a colander on August 21, 2017. The tiny holes behave like pinhole lenses, showing the outline of the eclipsed sun on the ground.
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                [image: Hundreds of people stand and sit along a beach, looking toward the sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators line the beach to view a total solar eclipse on November 14, 2012, in Palm Cove, Australia.
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                [image: The tiny outline of the International Space Station is seen in silhouette in front of a partly-eclipsed sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The International Space Station is seen in silhouette as it transits the sun at roughly five miles a second during a partial solar eclipse, viewed from Ross Lake, Northern Cascades National Park, Washington, on August 21, 2017.
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                [image: Young people look up toward the sun, wearing eclipse glasses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch a total solar eclipse at Yonsei University in Seoul, on July 22, 2009.
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                [image: The eclipsed sun appears like a small circle in a darkened sky above a strip of clouds and the horizon, seen from an aircraft window.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the total solar eclipse from a commercial flight, seen while overflying La Serena, Chile, on July 2, 2019.
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                [image: The partly-eclipsed sun, shaped like a crescent, sets over the ocean, seen near a fishing boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon passes in front of the sun during a partial solar eclipse, as seen over Manila Bay, Philippines, on January 26, 2009.
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                [image: Two people stand on a rocky outcrop, looking up toward the eclipsed sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The enthusiasts Tanner Person (right) and Josh Bliek, both from Vacaville, California, watch a total solar eclipse while standing atop Carroll Rim Trail at Painted Hills, a unit of the John Day Fossil Beds National Monument, near Mitchell, Oregon, on August 21, 2017.
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            A wildfire in Venezuela, cherry blossoms in eastern China, a deadly terrorist attack in Russia, a surf competition in Australia, Holy Week processions in Spain, a full moon above Istanbul, a vast solar-power farm in Texas, and much more

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Wreckage of a collapsed highway bridge lies across the deck of a cargo ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the cargo vessel Dali, seen after it had crashed into the Francis Scott Key Bridge, causing it to collapse, in Baltimore, Maryland, on March 26, 2024
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                [image: Waves crash against a lighthouse during a storm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Waves crash against a lighthouse during a storm in Les Sables d'Olonne, France, on March 28, 2024.
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                [image: A glowing lava flow illuminates a plume of gas and steam, with the northern lights above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lava flows from a fissure, backdropped by the northern lights, near the town of Grindavik, Iceland, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighter walks in front of two houses as flames erupt in a narrow gap between them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters battle a four-alarm fire in two homes in Brooklyn on March 22, 2024, in New York City. The fast-moving fire took dozens of firefighters to contain.
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                [image: Fire erupts from the upper floors of a tall building at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fire rages inside the Crocus City Hall on March 22, 2024, in Krasnogorsk, Russia, following a terrorist attack on a concert hall that left at least 140 people dead and another 350 injured.
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                [image: Many lit candles in glass containers]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Candles are placed outside the Crocus City Hall concert venue on a day of mourning declared after the deadly attack, in the Moscow Region, Russia, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A line of people wearing white hooded robes and carrying torches walks down a steep and narrow street, surrounded by onlookers on either side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Penitents of the Cristo de la Buena Muerte brotherhood take part in a procession during Holy Week in the northwestern Spanish city of Zamora on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: Several people wear tall, white pointed hoods and robes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Penitents of the La Paz brotherhood take part in the Palm Sunday procession in Seville on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A double row of short, concrete, pyramid-shaped obstacles run across several fields.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pyramidal anti-tank obstacles, known as "dragon's teeth," are installed across a field as a part of a new fortification line, amid Russia's attack on Ukraine, in the Zaporizhzhia region of Ukraine, seen on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of many rows of solar panels set up on a broad and flat plain]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Oberon Solar O&M farm on March 24, 2024, in Ector County, Texas. In 2023, Texas led the nation in solar installations on its power grid, surpassing California for the second consecutive year.
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                [image: Many rows of new passenger vehicles sit in a lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                New electric cars for sale are parked at a distribution center of the Changan Automobile Company in southwestern China's Chongqing municipality on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A performer sings onstage in a stadium, surrounded by many lights and phone screens held up by audience members.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Karol G performs during her Manana Sera Bonito tour at the Monumental Stadium of Caracas Simon Bolivar in Caracas, Venezuela, on March 22, 2024.
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                [image: People take pictures of a sunset above the harbor and skyline of Hong Kong.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors view a sunset above Hong Kong on March 22, 2024.
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                [image: People in a city park gather around an art installation featuring many large egg-shaped objects lit from within.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An installation titled "Continuous" by Japanese art collective teamLab, featuring some 200 giant egg-shaped objects that change color to music as part of the Art@Harbour initiative, is seen at Tamar Park, near Hong Kong's Victoria Harbour, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A person in a traditional costume with a colorful veil prepares to perform.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of a folk-dance troupe prepare to perform during Ramadan in Iraq's southern city of Basra on March 22, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Hussein Faleh / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People dance and perform while covered in brightly colored water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Hindu devotee dances during the Huranga, a game played between men and women a day after Holi, at the Dauji temple, near the northern city of Mathura, India, on March 26, 2024.
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                [image: A surfer leaps above a wave, silhouetted against the sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer warms up at sunrise, ahead of the 2024 Rip Curl Pro Bells Beach surf competition on March 27, 2024, in Winkipop, Australia.
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                [image: A person sits shoulder-deep in a pool in a stream, beneath a small waterfall that splashes on their head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Giovanna Barbosa enjoys cold water in a stream in the Tijuca forest, during World Water Day in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on March 21, 2024.
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                [image: Three ballet dancers pose in front of a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Scottish Ballet dancers Seira Winning, Urara Takata, and Danila Marzilli pose on the banks of Loch Lomond ahead of the Swan Lake tour, near Glasgow, Scotland, on March 26, 2024.
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                [image: Two blooming daffodils poke out of a blanket of snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Daffodils bloom in the snow in Le Sepey, Switzerland, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A large iceberg with several pointed spires]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of a large iceberg floating off the coast of Antarctica on February 18, 2024 (photo released March 22, 2024)
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                [image: The full moon rises over a large historic mosque.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The full moon rises over the Fatih and Suleymaniye Mosques in Istanbul, Turkey, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of parachutes drop crates toward a shoreline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Humanitarian aid is air-dropped over the northern Gaza Strip, as seen from central Gaza, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A flock of pelicans flies above at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A flock of pelicans fly in the direction of Lake Manyas at sunset in Bursa, Turkey, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: Two people pose on a beach as a large passenger aircraft flies closely above, on its way to a landing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Russian tourists pose for a photo beneath an inbound airplane on Mai Khao Beach in Phuket, Thailand, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A handler runs beside a show horse in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Horses compete in the 21st Dubai International Arabian Horse Championship in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A table-tennis player leans forward to serve, a small white ball hanging just in front of their face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                France's Felix Lebrun serves to France's Alexis Lebrun (not pictured) during the men's table-tennis singles final match in the France 2024 Championship at FDI Stadium in Montpellier, France, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A person poses for a photo beneath blossoming trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person poses beneath cherry blossoms on a campus in Nanjing, in eastern China's Jiangsu province, on March 24, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Hundreds of demonstrators fill a city square, many holding a long banner bearing hundreds of portraits.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hundreds of demonstrators hold a large banner with portraits of people who disappeared during Argentina's military dictatorship (1976-83) in Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires on March 24, 2023. The march was held on the 48th anniversary of the 1976 coup d'etat, which led to a dictatorship responsible for tens of thousands of disappearances, exiles, and executions in clandestine centers.
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                [image: A young boy crawls through concertina wire toward an adult at the Mexico-U.S. border.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young boy crawls through concertina wire at the border as migrants cross from Mexico into El Paso, Texas, on March 22, 2024.
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                [image: A young mother holds her child, both wrapped in a blanket, sitting on the ground near a border fence.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jolimar, an 18-year-old migrant from Venezuela, shelters her 2-year-old son, Gail, from cold and blustery weather as they search for an entry point into the U.S. past a fortified fence along the bank of the Rio Grande in El Paso, Texas, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A lizard climbs on the trunk of a tree that is burning on its opposite side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A lizard climbs on a burning tree at El Cafe Hill, in the municipality of Naguanagua, Carabobo State, Venezuela, on March 27, 2024.
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                [image: Smoke and fire rise above several parts of a hydroelectric dam.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke and fire rise above the Dnipro hydroelectric-power plant after Russian attacks in Dnipro, Ukraine, on March 22, 2024.
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                [image: Rescue workers help a person walk through a debris-filled hillside following a landslide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Civil Defense help a man whose house was destroyed by heavy rains in Petropolis, Brazil, on March 23, 2024. A powerful storm claimed at least nine lives in southeastern Brazil.
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                [image: A ski jumper mid-jump, with a backdrop of steep mountains]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Austria's Daniel Tschofenig makes a jump during the men's individual HS240 at the FIS Ski Jumping World Cup in Planica, Slovenia, on March 24, 2024.
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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 other 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 the 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/03/benjamin-netanyahu-worst-prime-minister-israel-history/677887/?utm_source=feed
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AI Has Lost Its Magic

That's how you know it's taking over.

by Ian Bogost




I frequently ask ChatGPT to write poems in the style of the American modernist poet Hart Crane. It does an admirable job of delivering. But the other day, when I instructed the software to give the Crane treatment to a plate of ice-cream sandwiches, I felt bored before I even saw the answer. "The oozing cream, like time, escapes our grasp, / Each moment slipping with a silent gasp." This was fine. It was competent. I read the poem, Slacked part of it to a colleague, and closed the window. Whatever.

A year and a half has passed since generative AI captured the public imagination and my own. For many months, the fees I paid to ChatGPT and Midjourney felt like money better spent than the cost of my Netflix subscription, even just for entertainment. I'd sit on the couch and generate cheeseburger kaiju while Bridgerton played, unwatched, before me. But now that time is over. The torpor that I felt in asking for Hart Crane's ode to an ice-cream sandwich seemed to mark the end point of a brief, glorious phase in the history of technology. Generative AI appeared as if from nowhere, bringing magic, both light and dark. If the curtain on that show has now been drawn, it's not because AI turned out to be a flop. Just the opposite: The tools that it enables have only slipped into the background, from where they will exert their greatest influence.

Looking back at my ChatGPT history, I used to ask for Hart Crane-ice-cream stuff all the time. An Emily Dickinson poem about Sizzler ("In Sizzler's embrace, we find our space / Where simple joys and flavors interlace"). Edna St. Vincent Millay on Beverly Hills, 90210 ("In sun-kissed land where palm trees sway / Jeans of stone-wash in a bygone day"). Biz Markie and then Eazy-E verses about the (real!) Snoop Dogg cereal Frosted Drizzlerz. A blurb about Rainbow Brite in the style of the philosopher Jacques Derrida. I asked for these things, at first, just to see what each model was capable of doing, to explore how it worked. I found that AI had the uncanny ability to blend concepts both precisely and creatively.

Read: The AI Mona Lisa explains everything

Last autumn, I wrote in The Atlantic that, at its best, generative AI could be used as a tool to supercharge your imagination. I'd been using DALL-E to give a real-ish form to almost any notion that popped into my head. One weekend, I spent most of a family outing stealing moments to build out the fictional, 120-year history of a pear-flavored French soft drink called P'Poire. Then there was Trotter, a cigarette made by and for pigs. I've spent so many hours on these sideline pranks that the products now feel real to me. They are real, at least in the way that any fiction--Popeye, Harry Potter--can be real.

But slowly, invisibly, the work of really using AI took over. While researching a story about lemon-lime flavor, I asked ChatGPT to give me an overview of the U.S. market for beverages with this ingredient, but had to do my own research to confirm the facts. In the course of working out new programs of study for my university department, I had the software assess and devise possible names. Neither task produced a fraction of the delight that I'd once derived from just a single AI-generated phrase, "jeans of stone-wash." But at least the latter gave me what I needed at the time: a workable mediocrity.

I still found some opportunities to supercharge my imagination, but those became less frequent over time. In their place, I assigned AI the mule-worthy burden of mere tasks. Faced with the question of which wait-listed students to admit into an overenrolled computer-science class, I used ChatGPT to apply the relevant and complicated criteria. (If a parent or my provost is reading this, I did not send any student's actual name or personal data to OpenAI.) In need of a project website on short order, I had the service create one far more quickly than I could have by hand. When I wanted to analyze the full corpus of Wordle solutions for a recent story on the New York Times games library, I asked for help from OpenAI's Data Analyst. Nobody had promised me any of this, so having something that kind of worked felt like a gift.

The more imaginative uses of AI were always bound to buckle under this actual utility. A year ago, university professors like me were already fretting over the technology's practical consequences, and we spent many weeks debating whether and how universities could control the use of large language models in assignments. Indeed, for students, generative AI seemed obviously and immediately productive: Right away, it could help them write college essays and do homework. (Teachers found lots of ways to use it, too.) The applications seemed to grow and grow. In November, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman said the ChatGPT service had 100 million weekly users. In January, the job-ratings website Glassdoor put out a survey finding that 62 percent of professionals, including 77 percent of those in marketing, were using ChatGPT at work. And last month, Pew Research Center reported that almost half of American adults believe they interact with AI, in one form or another, several times a week at least.

Read: Things get strange when AI starts training itself

The rapid adoption was in part a function of AI's novelty--without initial interest, nothing can catch on. But that user growth could be sustained only by the technology's transition into something unexciting. Inventions become important not when they offer a glimpse of some possible future--as, say, the Apple Vision Pro does right now--but when they're able to recede into the background, to become mundane. Of course you have a smartphone. Of course you have a refrigerator, a television, a microwave, an automobile. These technologies are not--which is to say, they are no longer--delightful.

Not all inventions lose their shimmer right away, but the ones that change the world won't take long to seem humdrum. I already miss the feeling of enchantment that came from making new Hart Crane poems or pear-soft-drink ad campaigns. I miss the joy of seeing any imaginable idea brought instantly to life. But whatever nostalgia one might have for the early days of ChatGPT and DALL-E will be no less fleeting in the end. First the magic fades, then the nostalgia. This is what happens to a technology that's taking over. This is a measure of its power.
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Why Rich Shoppers Get So Angry About Hermes

This is what happens when wealthy consumers run headlong into actual scarcity.

by Amanda Mull




Should you want to own an Hermes Birkin handbag, there are two main reasons that's probably not in the cards. The first limiting factor is that even in its smallest size and most basic format, the Birkin, which has been one of the luxury industry's ultimate brass rings for decades, has a starting price tag of more than $11,000--roughly what you'd currently pay for a gently used 2013 Honda Accord. The second is that even if you have the money, one does not simply waltz into one of the hundreds of Hermes boutiques worldwide and walk out with their bag of choice, and certainly not a Birkin. There are too few of these bags--of most types of Hermes bags, at this point--to satisfy everyone willing to pay up, even at five-figure prices. And if they're in stock, they probably still aren't available to you.

For a chance at getting a Birkin, you have to play the "Hermes Game," according to aspirants who gather online to discuss what they've gleaned about its vague rules. Most agree that in order to increase your odds of being offered a Birkin or Hermes's similar (and similarly popular) Kelly bag, you need to build a purchase history at an Hermes store by buying products that are more readily available--shoes, home goods, silk scarves, jewelry. Nothing Hermes sells is affordable, so building such a history would cost, at a minimum, thousands of dollars. Prospective customers commonly report being told by sales associates, who are said to have broad authority over how coveted bags are meted out after arriving in stores, that priority for scarce products goes to loyal customers. How much one would have to buy in order to demonstrate loyalty, relative to your competition on any given boutique's client list, is anyone's guess. The overwhelming majority of people are going to be turned away when they ask for a Birkin, even if they pick up a pair of sandals and a few bangles here and there.

You can probably guess how this goes over. People with enough money for a frisky little Birkin purchase are generally not used to hearing the word no, and some of them react to it like their civil rights are being violated. According to a lawsuit filed in California last month by two people who recently had no luck buying a Birkin (though one of them already owned at least one of the bags), what has been violated is actually federal antitrust law. Hermes has a monopoly on Birkin bags, so the suit alleges, and the Hermes Game amounts to tying, a potentially anticompetitive practice in which buyers are required to purchase additional, unwanted goods as a precondition of receiving a desirable product.

Read: Something odd is happening with handbags

Hermes did not respond to a request for comment. So far, legal experts seem dubious on the suit's merits. Hermes does not control the robust secondhand market for its bags, and people sometimes do just walk into a boutique off the street, ask nicely, and get lucky. But the lawsuit's very existence is a glimpse inside the luxury industry's most precarious balancing act: How do you sell putatively rare things at corporate scale?

The most important thing to understand about why Hermes bags drive so many people wild is that they're actually pretty rare, compared with the products made by the brand's closest competitors. Hermes is a huge company--it has a bigger market cap than Nike--but it has mostly resisted modern, high-capacity manufacturing methods. Instead, it has trained an army of traditional leatherworkers and other tradespeople to do things the old way at a large scale. Birkins and Kellys are assembled by hand, beginning to end, by a single craftsman. According to a 2019 story in T, The New York Times' style magazine, the process for the Kelly takes 20 to 25 hours of work; for certain Birkins, some estimates put it at as high as 40 hours. Those practices put a hard limit on supply that can't be quickly or easily raised, and they also help Hermes and its fans spin a compelling tale about why its prices--high even among luxury brands, though not by as wide a margin as they once were--are justifiable. If anything, the lively resale market for Birkins, where pristine bags almost always sell for more than their retail price, suggests that the brand is undercharging relative to what customers will bear. Luxury is an industry built on hierarchy, and when it comes to handbags, Hermes is alone at the top among global brands.

All of this--the European workshops, the training academy for craftspeople, the plying of centuries-old trades--is the stuff that many of Hermes's competitors encourage you to assume that they, too, must be doing, by virtue of being based in France or Italy and selling very expensive things under an extremely old name. The reality is a little different. It's true that most of these brands do still operate ateliers and workshops where old-school craftsmen develop new designs or manufacture the company's most expensive tier of products. Even so, modern luxury is a high-volume business that has been modernized, scaled up, and made far more efficient, most prominently by LVMH, the corporate conglomerate that owns brands including Louis Vuitton, Dior, and Fendi. Many of the changes LVMH implemented are now standard operating procedure for major brands at large. Scale and efficiency mean less handwork and greater speed on a larger number of products. The biggest players have at their disposal a staggering array of material resources and mammoth capacity to produce goods, many of which are created by methods and available in quantities that are not especially distinct from other types of consumer goods.

This glut is the paradox at the heart of the luxury industry. These goods derive cultural and monetary value from scarcity, but there are relatively few situations in which demand genuinely outstrips supply. Luxury brands, then, must manufacture the illusion of scarcity, which is one reason that limited editions and collaborative releases have become so popular--they impose brief bouts of lack on top of industrial abundance. The regular stuff, which is what most people buy anyway, is still there waiting for you, no matter where you are, if you want to pony up.

Read: Make the collabs stop

Over the decades of growth that have turned the executives of these luxury conglomerates into some of the richest men in the world, their wealthy customers have settled into a routine that flatters a sense of exceptionalism: What the customers want is almost always available to them, and that availability still feels special and enticing because those products are theoretically not available to some unseen other, even as sales of those exact same products tick ever upward worldwide. Buying luxury goods isn't intoxicating to so many people because they all love fine craftsmanship, or even necessarily because they all want everyone to know exactly how much money they have. At least in part, it's because arriving at a velvet rope and being let inside is a thrill, and modern luxury businesses have found ways to preserve that feeling while raising the velvet rope for as many paying customers as humanly possible.

When customers groomed into this kind of acquisitive ease encounter actual, material scarcity from which they are not exempted--when, say, a Birkin isn't available to them even though they have $15,000 to spend--the effect can be combustible. The market's paradox, which brands are adept at keeping out of sight and out of mind, becomes just a little too visible. Luxury goods, at least in the truest sense of the term, aren't infinitely scalable--intense investments of resources, materials, skill, labor, and time are inherent to the enterprise, and their limitations cannot be fully mitigated.

But the luxury industry has changed since the days when handcraft dominated what was then a much smaller and far less efficient market. The term now refers less to the exceptional material attributes of an object and more to its price point, which was a trade-off made to turn the business into a fabulously profitable global juggernaut. Most of these goods aren't rare; they're merely expensive, which is sort of obvious if you think about it for too long. Which is why Hermes drives so many wealthy customers to distraction. Its velvet rope is one of the last that a single credit-card swipe isn't guaranteed to lift.
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Sam Bankman-Fried's Dream Came True

The crypto mogul, now sentenced to 25 years behind bars, is leaving behind an industry that has started to grow up.

by Will Gottsegen




If there's a single image that defines the crypto frenzy of 2021 and 2022, it's that of the actor Matt Damon, calm and muscled, delivering the immortal proverb "Fortune favors the brave." It was part of an ad for Crypto.com, yet it somehow captured the absurdity of what the crypto industry promised at the time: not just a digital asset, but a ludicrously magnified vision of the future.



Sam Bankman-Fried was the opposite of all that. The crypto mogul did not outwardly aspire to build futuristic crypto-powered cities or hype up ape-themed NFT video games. Even though he was a persistently disheveled Millennial who apparently slept on a bean bag, Bankman-Fried was the industry's rule-following adult in the room. Regulating crypto was a good idea, he often said, even if it came at the expense of his business.



SBF, it turns out, was not a rule follower. In November 2022, FTX--his $32 billion crypto exchange--was suddenly unable to pay out customer deposits and collapsed soon after. Almost exactly a year later, SBF was convicted of seven counts of fraud and conspiracy after a trial that led his own lawyer to call him "the worst person [he'd] ever seen do a cross-examination." This morning, Bankman-Fried was sentenced to 25 years in federal prison--a judgment that marks the end of a protracted legal saga, and one of the most striking downfalls in the history of American finance.



But in the interim, the crypto industry has ironically become more similar to the vision that SBF always said he had for it. SBF and many of his more explicitly anti-government competitors are out of the picture, the NFT-driven hype bubble has summarily popped, and more and more crypto-backed investment products are making their way into the mainstream. Maybe now crypto is finally ready to grow up.



SBF had always distinguished himself from other crypto CEOs with his relatively sober rhetoric around what these tokens could actually do for people. Crypto was invented at the height of the Great Recession as a decentralized alternative to the traditional financial system--a place explicitly beyond the purview of big banks and heedless regulators.



For executives like the Winklevoss twins, who run a crypto firm called Gemini, the appeal is at least partly ideological, a potential path to self-determination. "Bitcoin is your best defense against the Fed," Tyler Winklevoss wrote on X in 2021. The eccentric software magnate and crypto influencer Michael Saylor once famously described bitcoin as "a swarm of cyber hornets serving the goddess of wisdom, feeding on the fire of truth, exponentially growing ever smarter, faster, and stronger behind a wall of encrypted energy." (Don't think about it too hard.)



This sort of breathlessness is par for the course in crypto, but SBF signaled that he wanted to work within the established system, as opposed to building parallel rails. When he founded FTX, in 2019, bitcoin was a decade old but still closely associated with fraud and bubbles. As a businessman and trader, he tried to fast-track the process of bringing crypto mainstream, guiding this world of notoriously lawless, scam-ridden financial instruments into the full light of regulatory clarity and cultural maturity. When FTX bought the naming rights to the Miami Heat's basketball stadium's main sports arena, in 2021, and spent millions on a Super Bowl ad in a bid to make the company a household name, SBF claimed it was all part of a plan to build that legacy as a shepherd for the industry.



Of course, this was all downstream from SBF's carefully cultivated image--part of what built his reputation outside the finance world. His obsession with giving his money away (he once said he would spend more than $100 million to stop Donald Trump in 2024) underlay a mentality that crypto is simply a pathway to money, rather than a statement in and of itself. During the trial, SBF's lawyers quoted his father saying it explicitly: "Sam started FTX as a way to earn to give." His carefully cultivated image even made it to today's sentencing: According to one reporter, SBF's defense described him as a friend to animals and a charitable giver.



It's hard to say how much of that image was real; in one memo to himself, revealed during the trial, SBF apparently considered "com[ing] out as Republican." And where is crypto now? SBF is going away, and his onetime rival Changpeng Zhao was recently forced to resign from his position as CEO of the largest crypto exchange in the world after pleading guilty to violating money-laundering laws (the new venture he launched while awaiting sentencing, an education start-up called Giggle Academy, is decidedly not a crypto company). Do Kwon, who co-founded one of the projects responsible for the 2022 crypto crash, was arrested in Montenegro last year and is on trial for fraud.



Although it certainly helps that these rule breakers are out of the picture, crypto's subdued demeanor in 2024 has a lot to do with the fact that government regulators have made a point of nailing crypto cowboys such as SBF and Zhao to the wall. It goes beyond specific vendettas against bad actors. SEC Chairman Gary Gensler--seen by many as the crypto industry's biggest nemesis--recently described crypto as a "a field that's been rife with fraud and manipulation." Last year, mostly one of sobriety and recovery for crypto, was punctuated by the SEC's near-constant announcements of new fines for misbehaving companies in this industry.



Crypto's cultural profile remains low relative to the fever pitch of 2021, but the crypto industry is somehow on the road to recovery. Coins are up across the board. Bitcoin ETFs--long hailed as a kind of messianic vehicle for bringing the mainstream onboard the crypto train--are finally out in the world. And even blockchain-oriented venture-capital firms seem to be emerging from hibernation. Call it cautious optimism: Although crypto won't ever be the kind of buttoned-up, totally law-abiding industry the U.S. government would probably like it to be (look no further than the recent meme-coin frenzy to see this puerility in action), it now appears far more integrated into the existing financial system than it did just a few years ago.



One need only glance at the many dozens of pages of victim-impact statements now filed with the Southern District of New York to get a sense of the real harm caused by the FTX fraud. As the gap between crypto the industry and crypto the cypherpunk paradigm continues to widen, today's sentencing serves as a stark reminder of what crypto really is in practice. It turns out to be a lot like how SBF saw crypto in the first place. No more illusions, no more world-changing expressions of libertarian values. In a post-FTX world, maybe crypto is really just money.
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You Can't Even Rescue a Dog Without Being Bullied Online

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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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 eyestrain overcame your interest, when the virtual ocean failed to spawn a wave worth surfing. Now the internet goes on forever.
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Ro Khanna Wants to Be the Future of the Democratic Party

Khanna, a congressman who represents Silicon Valley, sees himself as a bridge between America's faded industrial might and its digital future.

by Russell Berman




Updated at 5:17 p.m. ET on April 3, 2024

In January, as the 2024 primary season got under way, Representative Ro Khanna stood in the middle of a spacious New Hampshire living room and marveled at the dozens of Democrats who had crammed in. "What enthusiasm for President Biden!" Khanna said as the crowd cheered. The California progressive wasn't in the land of would-be presidents to promote himself--at least not directly. He came here to boost his party's flagging 81-year-old incumbent.

Khanna represents Silicon Valley, but he's lost count of how many times he's been to New Hampshire; a local Democrat introduced him to the room as "the fifth member of our congressional delegation." He told me he initially felt "sheepish" about coming back after he stumped here for Bernie Sanders four years ago, worried that people would assume he wanted to run for president. He's gotten over that.

I spent a day driving across the state with Khanna as he made the case for Joe Biden as a write-in candidate. Before voters and the cameras, Khanna was a loyal surrogate, hailing Biden as a champion for the middle class, the climate, and abortion rights, while insisting that the president still has plenty of support. Back in the car, however, his worries and frustrations spilled out. Khanna is 47, three decades younger than the two men set to be on the ballot in November. He's waiting--not altogether patiently--for the decks to clear, for the Biden and Sanders generation to finally retire. "We haven't been driving a clear message," Khanna told me. "We have to have a better message on the economy, and we have to have a better message on immigration."

The proximate cause of Khanna's distress was the bipartisan southern-border compromise that was then emerging from the Senate--and which, at the behest of former President Donald Trump, Republicans promptly killed. Khanna wasn't a fan of the deal. He had wanted Biden to give a rousing speech about why immigration matters to America; instead, the president was about to give Republicans almost everything they wanted. "You've got no affirmative case," Khanna told me. "There's nothing. There's a void." What's missing, he said, is "an aspirational vision."

Here's Khanna's. He wants to marry the forward-looking spirit of the companies founded in and around his district--Google, Apple, Tesla--with the traditional middle-class values of his suburban upbringing in Bucks County, Pennsylvania. And he wants to inspire a "new economic patriotism" to rebuild America's industrial base with climate-friendly technology--a project that he hopes will bring manufacturing jobs back to the Rust Belt, and working-class voters back to the Democratic Party.

A representative from America's tech capital is an unlikely avatar of nostalgia, but Khanna speaks with as much longing for the country's past, and his own, as any politician. He sees himself as a bridge between the nation's faded industrial might and its digital future, appealing to a set of often-warring constituencies: progressives and pragmatists, tech capitalists and the working class, climate activists and coal country.

Khanna got his start in politics working for Barack Obama, who clearly serves as a model: a progressive who proposed transformative change without alienating too much of the country. The divide that Khanna wants to cross extends beyond the factions of the Democratic Party; it's geographic, economic, cultural, technological, generational. And it's wider than the one Obama faced. The nation that embraced the former president's message is now even more polarized and dug-in.

Sometimes Khanna's project seems naive, as though he's trying to be everything to everybody at a time when nobody agrees on anything. But he believes that to defeat Trump and build a coalition that can survive beyond November, Democrats must offer an agenda that can excite the voters who have soured on the president and their party. Khanna wants to run for president on his vision one day--as soon as 2028--but his more urgent quest is trying to get his party to adopt it now. "Do I think I have a compelling economic vision for this country, for the party? Yes," he said. "Do I mind if the president steals all of it? Absolutely not."


Congressman Ro Khanna of California greets a student at Council Rock North High School, in Newtown, Pennsylvania, where he also went to school.



If you recognize Khanna, you've probably seen him on cable news; he told me--and this was a point of pride--that he goes on Fox News more than nearly any other House Democrat. Early in his presidency, Biden was so impressed with Khanna's cable appearances that he asked Ron Klain, his chief of staff at the time, to schedule more TV hits for Khanna. "Well, Mr. President," Klain replied, "I think he does a pretty good job getting on TV all by himself."

Khanna's willingness to engage the right has gained him an audience that many Democrats have ignored--and the unofficial title of Congress's "ambassador of Silicon Valley." He frequently visits rural districts where GOP members of Congress seek investments from lucrative tech giants. (Khanna isn't shy about getting tech executives on the phone. "I joke sometimes that I'm going to try to discover the limits of Ro's Rolodex," Representative Mike Gallagher, a Wisconsin Republican who serves with Khanna on the House select committee on China, told me.)

McKay Coppins: The Kyrsten Sinema theory of American politics

Khanna is also more willing than other progressives to work on legislation with Republicans, having co-sponsored bills with staunch Trump supporters and lawmakers who voted to overturn the 2020 election. Two months after the January 6 assault on the Capitol, Khanna appeared on Fox News alongside Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida and bragged about their legislation to reduce money in politics and end U.S. involvement in "forever wars."

Khanna "has a risk tolerance that I think is rare for most members," Gallagher, who is resigning from the House this month, told me. He recounted a meeting that he and Khanna had with Elon Musk last year, in which Khanna got the billionaire to host a live event with them on his social-media platform. "I'm not sure how many Democratic members would be able to do" that, Gallagher said. Or be willing to.

Khanna occupies an ideological space to the left of Biden but just to the right of progressives like Sanders and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York, who identify as democratic socialists. He supports Medicare for All, tuition-free public college, and tax increases on high earners. But he also made plenty of money as a lawyer representing tech firms, and Khanna is not about to say that "billionaires should not exist," as Sanders has. He defines himself as a "progressive capitalist," and he believes progressives should frame wealth as a feature, not a bug, of the American system. "The progressive movement has to talk about a vision of production, a vision of wealth generation," Khanna said.

The policy that best exemplifies this is Khanna's push for federal investment in manufacturing technologies such as green steel and clean aluminum, which he sees as a way of reindustrializing the Rust Belt while minimizing carbon emissions and air pollution. After months of negotiations with environmental groups, labor unions, and manufacturers, Khanna is planning a trip later this spring to Johnstown, Pennsylvania, to unveil legislation that would spend billions to build steel plants in former industry hubs. (The bill will have at least one Republican co-sponsor from the region, he told me.) He thinks it will "capture the imagination"--a favorite Khanna-ism--of voters longing for America to reclaim its status from China as the world's great manufacturer.

"We're living in a time of big ideas, of big moments," Khanna told me. "And I think we need a big vision to meet the times." He's worried, though, that Biden's ambitions are only getting smaller. After two years of sweeping legislative accomplishments--a $1.9 trillion COVID-relief bill, $1.2 trillion for infrastructure, the most significant climate bill in American history--Biden has, in the face of a more hostile Congress, scaled back his domestic-policy goals. Among the objectives that the president dwelled on longest during his recent State of the Union address were fighting junk fees and restoring the number of chips in a snack bag--not exactly the stuff that captures imaginations.


Ro Khanna speaks to students at Council Rock North High School.



No issue has tested Khanna's ability to satisfy all of his party's factions more than Israel's military campaign in Gaza. Khanna called for a cease-fire seven weeks after the Hamas attack--much later than some of his progressive colleagues, and much earlier than Biden, who resisted that demand until last week, when the U.S. allowed a United Nations resolution backing a one-month cease-fire to pass.

Seven weeks was too long for many of Khanna's supporters. One of his top political staffers resigned in protest in mid-October, and when demonstrators staged a sit-in at his office near the Capitol, one of Khanna's interns joined them on the floor. By November, even his mother, Jyotsna, was getting on his case. "I wanted him to declare much sooner," she told me.

Khanna is still not as critical of Israel as some on the left; he doesn't describe its campaign in Gaza as "genocide" or "ethnic cleansing." But as Palestinian casualties have increased, he's called more forcefully for Biden to demand that the Netanyahu government halt its shelling of Gaza. "We have a lot of levers that we haven't used," Khanna told me.

In February, Khanna traveled to Michigan, trying to persuade the state's large Arab American population to support Biden despite his own reservations about the president's approach to Israel. A few days after Khanna's visit, more than 100,000 Michigan Democrats--about 13 percent of the primary electorate--marked "uncommitted" on their ballot in protest of Biden's Israel policy. Khanna urged the Biden campaign to take their message seriously. The party can't afford to have the war still going on during the Democratic convention, he told me. "You'd have mass protests."

The president's advisers insist that the White House has no problem with Khanna's critiques. They see him as exerting pressure in the right way--respectfully, not caustically--and serving as a conduit to younger, more progressive voters Biden needs to turn out in November. "The fact that Ro sees some issues differently than the president makes him an effective surrogate," Klain told me. "That gives him credibility."

Some progressives see Khanna differently, not as a bridge between generations but as an ambitious politician cozying up to power brokers. "He walks a fine line," one official with a prominent left-leaning group told me on condition of anonymity to avoid criticizing an ally. For now, Khanna's close ties with the Democratic establishment--Biden and Obama in particular--are politically useful. But soon, the official noted, many progressive voters will want a sharp break with the two men, and Khanna's proximity to his party's past could cost him.


Ro Khanna signs a copy of his book Dignity in a Digital Age for Gretchen Raab, his ninth-grade English teacher, at Jake's Eatery, in Newtown, Pennsylvania.



Khanna wasn't visiting early presidential-primary states solely to promote Biden. In between events in New Hampshire, Khanna met privately with leaders of the state's largest labor union and a Democratic candidate for governor, people whose endorsements he might seek in a few years. Democratic activists alluded to his candidacy in 2028 as if it were a certainty. Khanna isn't about to announce a campaign more than four years out--"Who knows what the future holds?" is his stock reply to questions about his plans--but he does nothing to dispel the assumptions that he'll run.

When I asked party activists which Democrats they were excited to see more of after this election, some of them mentioned Khanna. More often, however, they cited bigger names with bigger jobs, such as Governors Gretchen Whitmer of Michigan, Gavin Newsom of California, and Josh Shapiro of Pennsylvania, as well as Vice President Kamala Harris and Pete Buttigieg, the transportation secretary. In New Hampshire, a few Democrats even mentioned Representative Hakeem Jeffries of New York, the House minority leader. As a compelling speaker, Khanna would hold his own on a primary-debate stage, but could he make it into the top tier of candidates?

Damon Linker: Democrats should pick a new presidential candidate now

Only James Garfield went directly from the House to the White House, and that was 143 years ago. But Khanna seems undeterred. As he often notes, his district contains some $10 trillion in market value, giving him a bigger platform than most representatives. "There are a lot of very, very high-profile House members that I think have an equivalent impact on the national debate as the Senate," he said. "I think the rules of traditional politics have changed."

Among many progressives, the heir to the movement Sanders created--and the dream presidential candidate--is AOC. "She occupies her own space," says Joseph Geevarghese, the executive director of Our Revolution, the political group started by veterans of Sanders's 2016 campaign. "Ro is not quite there yet, but he could be."


Ro Khanna listens to his former social-studies teacher Derek Longo.



As Khanna tries to make a national name for himself, voters will hear as much about Bucks County, Pennsylvania, as they do about California. Khanna remains nostalgic for the America that welcomed his parents from India in the 1970s. After graduating from the University of Michigan, his father became a chemical engineer and settled in Pennsylvania. Aside from two years in India, Khanna spent his childhood in a town about 45 minutes north of Philadelphia that offered him a quintessential middle-class upbringing--Little League baseball, Eagles football games, well-funded public schools. Khanna was one of just a few Indian American students in a large, almost entirely white high school, but he doesn't remember experiencing any discrimination. "My faith in the country comes from here," Khanna told me.

He insisted on giving me a tour of the county, now one of America's most closely watched political bellwethers. His staff had arranged for him to speak at his alma mater, where he took an hour's worth of questions from some of the school's more politically informed students. They asked about steel manufacturing, the threat of China invading Taiwan, and how he reconciles his support for aid to Ukraine with his votes against defense spending. The exchanges were more substantive than many congressional hearings.

A couple of students pressed him on why the nation's leaders, and in particular its two likely presidential nominees, were so old. "There's a lot of frustration with the gerontocracy," he acknowledged. "There's a need for a new generation. I'm hopeful that will happen in the next cycle, that we will see very, very talented new voices emerge."

None of the people I met in Bucks County who knew Khanna as a teenager was surprised that he'd ended up in Congress. Two of his teachers presented him with papers and clippings from his school days that they had kept for more than 30 years. We met Gretchen Raab, who taught Khanna's ninth-grade English class, at a local diner, where she recalled thinking that he would become the first Indian American president. (Khanna seemed embarrassed by this disclosure, but only slightly.)

Khanna was civically engaged by the time he started high school, which he attributes at least partly to his family history. His maternal grandfather was active in Mahatma Gandhi's independence movement, serving time in jail before becoming a member of the Indian Parliament. Khanna joined his school's political-science club and once played then-Senator Joe Biden during a mock foreign-policy debate. His opposition to U.S. military adventurism started around this time: Raab raved about the op-ed that Khanna sent, as part of a class assignment in 1991, to the local newspaper arguing that President George H. W. Bush should not invade Iraq.

As an undergraduate at the University of Chicago, Khanna volunteered for the state-Senate campaign of a lecturer at the law school, a 35-year-old Democrat named Barack Obama. Several years later, when Khanna was contemplating his own first run for office in 2001, he emailed Obama, who advised him to avoid running in a big state. (Obama had just lost a congressional primary in Illinois.) Khanna ignored him and moved to California, where he challenged a 12-term incumbent in a 2004 House race. Like Obama, Khanna got crushed. He would go on to work for Obama's administration before finally winning a seat in Congress on his third try, in 2016.

After Khanna finished talking with the students, he and I squeezed into desk chairs inside a small classroom and spoke with Derek Longo, one of Khanna's history teachers. Longo described how a long-ago visit to the American cemetery in Normandy made him want to teach history. Khanna asked him what he thought about the rise of Trump.

Perhaps Khanna was expecting his teacher to talk about the threat Trump poses to democracy. Instead, he revealed something Khanna didn't know: Longo voted twice for Trump. He praised Trump's business background and told us that he worries about urban crime. In 2017, his daughter and son were struck by a driver under the influence of heroin as they were standing on a sidewalk in New Jersey. Longo's son spent 10 days in intensive care, and his daughter, who was seven months pregnant, didn't survive. Under state law, prosecutors couldn't charge the driver with a double homicide because Longo's granddaughter wasn't born. The driver pleaded guilty to a lesser charge of vehicular homicide. He's due to be released from prison next year.

The tragedy hardened Longo's views on crime and abortion. "I could not vote for President Biden," he said. Khanna sat quietly as Longo spoke. "One of the challenges we have as a country is we have a wrong stereotypical view of the Trump voter," Khanna said to us after the conversation had moved on. "The Trump voter includes possibly the teacher you most respect."

Longo spoke highly of Khanna, praising his slogan of "progressive capitalism" and his push to use technology to create economic opportunity. He even said he might be able to vote for Khanna one day. "A Trump-Khanna voter!" Khanna marveled.

That moment of exhilaration had faded by the time we got back to the car. Khanna conceded that Longo wouldn't consider voting for him if he hadn't been a former student. Yet he was exactly the kind of voter, Khanna said, that Democrats need to figure out how to reach--the Trump supporters who might respond to a progressive economic plan. That someone like Longo, so turned off by the Democrats now in power, will listen to his message--and even consider voting for him--seemed like an affirmation of Khanna's vision. That he still wasn't sold on his cherished former student, however, might be a sign of its limits.



This article previously misstated the amount of time that Derek Longo's son spent in intensive care.
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The State of the Biden-Trump Rematch

"The Biden people seem to be more scared of [RFK Jr.] than the Trump people are ... It's a real wild card partly because the anti-vaxxer vote is a pretty hard-core part of the Republican base."

by The Editors




With just six months to go until early voting begins in some states, the Biden-Trump rematch continues to take shape, underscoring contrasts between the two candidates. Panelists will discuss each candidate's approach to polling, fundraising, strategy, and messaging in this historic race for the White House.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic and moderator, Jeffrey Goldberg, this week to discuss this and more are Adam Harris, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Mark Leibovich, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Nia-Malika Henderson, a senior political analyst at CNN; and Jeff Mason, a White House correspondent for Reuters.

Watch the full episode here.
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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 and read the transcript here.
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The Wars That Divide Washington

"You don't see the president condemning Schumer's statements, criticizing it at all ... That does say a lot."

by The Editors




Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer set off a fierce debate in Washington on Thursday after criticizing Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and calling for Israel to hold new elections to replace him.

In Russia, where the presidential election is being held this weekend, Vladimir Putin is on track to win a fifth term, as he continues his war against Ukraine. The U.S. will send a small military aid package to Ukraine, the first in months, but the larger $60 billion aid package remains stalled in Congress.

Meanwhile, President Biden is campaigning in key battleground states, while Donald Trump, his Republican rival, contends with developments in his various legal battles.
 
 Joining guest moderator and White House Correspondent at PBS NewsHour, Laura Barron-Lopez, to discuss this and more are Zolan Kanno-Youngs, white house correspondent for The New York Times; Jim Scuitto, anchor and chief national-security analyst at CNN; and Scott MacFarlane, congressional correspondent for CBS News.

Watch the full episode and read the transcript here.
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        The Coming Birth-Control Revolution
        Katherine J. Wu

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Within the next couple of decades, a new generation of contraceptives could hit the American market. One, a pill that blocks certain cells from accessing vitamin A, might be able to limit fertility without flooding the body with hormones; another is an injection that temporarily blocks up the reproductive plumbing. The method that's furthest along in trials is a topical gel that promises to induce temporary i...

      

      
        The Doctor Will Ask About Your Gun Now
        Nancy Walecki

        Updated at 3:23 p.m. ET on April 3, 2024A man comes to Northwell Health's hospital on Staten Island with a sprained ankle. Any allergies? the doctor asks. How many alcoholic drinks do you have each week? Do you have access to firearms inside or outside the home? When the patient answers yes to that last question, someone from his care team explains that locking up the firearm can make his home safer. She offers him a gun lock and a pamphlet with information on secure storage and firearm-safety cl...
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        Jacob Stern

        For something that isn't candy, Zyn nicotine pouches sure look a lot like it. The packaging, a small metal can, looks more than a little like a tin of mints. The pouches come in a wide variety of flavors: citrus, cinnamon, "chill," "smooth." And they're consumed orally, more like jawbreakers or Warheads than cigarettes.America has found itself in the beginnings of a Zyn panic. As cigarette and vape use have trailed off in recent years, Zyn and other nicotine pouches are gaining traction. The abso...

      

      
        The CDC Is Squandering the Breakthrough RSV Vaccine
        Katherine J. Wu

        When a new RSV vaccine for pregnant people arrived last fall, Sarah Turner, a family-medicine physician at Lutheran Hospital, in Indiana, couldn't help but expect some pushback. At most, about half of her eligible pregnant patients opt to get a flu vaccine, she told me, and "very few" agree to the COVID shot.But to Turner's surprise, patients clamored for the RSV shot--some opting in even more eagerly than they did for Tdap, which protects newborns against pertussis and had previously been her eas...
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        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 ...
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        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...
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The Coming Birth-Control Revolution

An abundance of new methods for men could transform women's contraception too.

by Katherine J. Wu




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


Within the next couple of decades, a new generation of contraceptives could hit the American market. One, a pill that blocks certain cells from accessing vitamin A, might be able to limit fertility without flooding the body with hormones; another is an injection that temporarily blocks up the reproductive plumbing. The method that's furthest along in trials is a topical gel that promises to induce temporary infertility when smeared daily on the shoulders and upper arms--without affecting mood or libido. "Overall, we don't have any serious adverse events at all," Christina Wang, a contraceptive researcher at the Lundquist Institute in California, and one of the developers of the gel, told me.



This coming slew of treatments will be notable not only for their imaginative delivery methods, but for their target audience: men. For decades, men hoping to manage their fertility have been limited to just two imperfect options--condoms or vasectomies. But in recent years, researchers have taken massive steps toward developing simple, convenient, and effective contraceptive options for men with virtually zero side effects. Soon, women may not be forced to bear nearly the entire burden of preventing pregnancy.



But the coming innovations won't just be about expanding the menu of options for men. Better male contraception wouldn't be on the way if not for the many scientific paths that female contraception has paved. Now women's birth control--much of which still comes with plenty of irksome, sometimes risky, side effects--seems due for some kickbacks. True, the logistics of keeping an egg from exiting an ovary don't completely overlap with the mechanics of keeping sperm out of the female reproductive tract. But in principle, "there are a lot of similarities," Diana Blithe, the chief of the NIH's Contraceptive Development Program, told me, which means one can easily inform the other. With an eye on what's now being accomplished for male contraception, researchers may soon be able to deliver to women new forms of birth control that aren't just more tolerable, but also more on-demand, less invasive, or even usable on male and female reproductive systems alike.



In the six-plus decades since the debut of the birth-control pill, the list of contraceptive choices for women has lengthened impressively. People can opt for barrier methods, or choose among pills, patches, and implants; they can receive injections a few times a year, or select an intrauterine device that can last up to 10 years. "We have so many options, it's almost like you're in a cereal aisle," Amy Alspaugh, a nurse and reproductive-health researcher at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville, told me.



Read: The calendar of human fertility is changing



Many methods are also ever-improving: IUDs, implants, and injections now have longer lifespans and are easier to insert and remove; doses of hormonal contraception have dramatically decreased. "We used to give basically like a horse dose of estrogen and progestin," Alspaugh told me. "Now we give the lowest dose that we know we can give and still have it be effective," in order to minimize side effects. Some researchers have been exploring new ways to deliver contraception--microneedles, for instance, or even microchip technology that might allow women to remotely tune their birth control. (The latter idea has raised privacy concerns galore.) The Population Council, an NGO based in New York, has been working on a multipurpose vaginal ring that will, in addition to preventing pregnancy, release an antiviral to protect women against HIV, Regine Sitruk-Ware, a reproductive endocrinologist and contraception researcher at the nonprofit, told me.



By and large, though, the changes to female contraception have been incremental--more ingredient swaps than whole new recipes. Categorically, "we've had the same offerings for pretty much 30 years now," Heather Vahdat, the executive director of the Male Contraceptive Initiative, told me. And plenty of women remain dissatisfied with the inconveniences and risks that come with the choices at hand. Some experience weight gain, acne, or nasty mood swings, or worry about the risk of stroke that can come with hormone-based pills. Others balk at the often-painful placement process for IUDs. Manually inserting a device into the lower abdomen probably wouldn't be acceptable in other contexts without anesthesia, and yet, for women's contraception, "we've socialized that into something acceptable," Brian Nguyen, an ob-gyn and contraception researcher at the University of Southern California, told me. Nonhormonal methods such as condoms, diaphragms, and spermicide are easy to come by, but generally less effective than hormonal ones. They can also come with their own side effects. And women could certainly benefit from a greater variety of on-demand methods, Vahdat told me--contraception for when you have sex, "not just in case you have sex"--that would save them the trouble of weathering side effects all month, year, or decade long.



Over the years, some researchers have argued that significant inconveniences and side effects are acceptable for female contraception. Women, after all, are weighing those costs against pregnancy, itself a risky condition that can come with life-threatening complications; men, meanwhile, take contraception to prevent pregnancy in someone else. I asked Vahdat whether the typical side-effect profile of currently available female contraceptives would pass muster in any of the male methods in trials. "Based on history," she told me, "I think that it would not." Several other experts agreed. In 2011, a worldwide trial for an injectable hormonal contraceptive for men was halted when an independent safety-review committee determined that the drug's side effects "outweighed the potential benefits." The side effects in question included mood swings and depression, both of which are frequently experienced by women on birth control. And yet, most of the participants who stuck with the study said that they wanted to keep using the injection. In recent years, Nguyen has heard more and more of the men in contraceptive trials cite their female partners' negative experiences with birth control as reason for their participation. "Many think of risk to their partner as a risk themselves," he said.



Read: The different stakes of male and female birth control



Still, the strict standards for the tolerability of male birth control could raise the floor for female methods too. Such crossover advances are already in the works. Researchers took care to formulate the topical contraceptive for men with a dose of natural testosterone, alongside progestin, the active ingredient that halts sperm production; the idea, experts told me, is to better recapitulate what's naturally seen in men's bodies, to minimize unnecessary side effects. Many female hormonal contraceptives, meanwhile, rely on a synthetic compound called ethinylestradiol that incompletely mimics the estrogen women's bodies make--and appears to raise the risk of blood clots. The Population Council is now working on another vaginal ring that replaces ethinylestradiol with hormones better matched to female biology.



Other conveniences may be trickier to translate. For example, researchers hope to someday offer men a more easily reversible vasectomy, in which a dissolvable or removable hydrogel is inserted into the vas deferens. But experts told me that temporarily stopping up the fallopian tubes is simply harder. Plus, whereas sperm are churned out constantly, eggs are released for fertilization on a cycle that can be tricky to measure and predict--which can make side effects frustratingly tough to control too, Nguyen told me. Targeted interventions are also more easily delivered to the testes than the ovaries. And their success is easier to verify: Men have long been able to check their own sperm count with a device that's similar to an at-home COVID test, but no parallel exists for women, Wang told me. And because sperm take months to produce, male hormonal contraceptives might be more forgiving to users who miss a day of treatment--unlike many pills designed for women, which tend to be less flexible, Mitchell Creinin, a contraceptive researcher at UC Davis Health, told me.



Read: A vaccine for birth control?



The difficulty of wrangling eggs, though, doesn't have to mean limiting options for women. Conception can't happen unless egg and sperm actually meet--which means that just about any drug designed to waylay the functionality or motility of sperm could play a role in the female reproductive tract. The options go way beyond spermicide: The Population Council is working on a product that will modify the vagina's acidity to stop sperm from swimming properly, Sitruk-Ware told me. And Deborah Anderson, an immunologist and reproductive-health researcher at Boston University, has been working on a dissolvable film imbued with sperm-blocking antibodies that can be placed into the vagina before sex, and seems to persist at high enough levels to provide contraception for 24 to 48 hours, she told me. A couple of drugs being trialed for men could even someday be marketed to women in some form--among them, a sperm-motility-blocking drug that, experts told me, might be deployable in the female reproductive tract too.



With all the attention now being paid to men's contraceptive preferences, some researchers worry that women's needs will fall even further to the wayside. Jeffrey Jensen, a contraception researcher at Oregon Health & Science University, told me that even as grants for male methods continue to be green-lighted, his team has had to pause work on some female-contraceptive projects because of lack of funding in recent years. "Policy makers think that we've checked the box and that we can move on," he said. And Sitruk-Ware said that, although researchers had at one point started developing a topical contraceptive gel for women, "donors were more interested in the gel for men."



Still, the arrival of male contraception is unlikely to dampen women's enthusiasm for using their own methods, Allison Merz, an ob-gyn at UC San Francisco, told me. If anything, when those ultrasafe, ultra-effective products for men come to market, they'll ignite more discussions over female contraception--and inspire more questions about why convenience and tolerability weren't prioritized for women from the start.
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The Doctor Will Ask About Your Gun Now

More physicians are making gun safety part of routine visits. But should they be?

by Nancy Walecki




Updated at 3:23 p.m. ET on April 3, 2024

A man comes to Northwell Health's hospital on Staten Island with a sprained ankle. Any allergies? the doctor asks. How many alcoholic drinks do you have each week? Do you have access to firearms inside or outside the home? When the patient answers yes to that last question, someone from his care team explains that locking up the firearm can make his home safer. She offers him a gun lock and a pamphlet with information on secure storage and firearm-safety classes. And all of this happens during the visit about his ankle.



Northwell Health is part of a growing movement of health-care providers that want to talk with patients about guns like they would diet, exercise, or sex--treating firearm injury as a public-health issue. In the past few years, the White House has declared firearm injury an epidemic, and the CDC and National Institutes of Health have begun offering grants for prevention research. Meanwhile, dozens of medical societies agree that gun injury is a public-health crisis and that health-care providers have to help stop it.



Asking patients about access to firearms and counseling them toward responsible storage could be one part of that. "It's the same way that we encourage people to wear seat belts and not drive while intoxicated, to exercise," Emmy Betz, an emergency-medicine physician and the director of the University of Colorado's Firearm Injury Prevention Initiative, told me. An unsecured gun could be accessible to a child, someone with dementia, or a person with violent intent--and may increase the chance of suicide or accidental injury in the home. Securely storing a gun is fundamental to the National Rifle Association's safety rules, but as of 2016, only about half of firearm owners reported doing so for all of their guns.



Some evidence shows that when health-care workers counsel patients and give them a locking device, it leads to safer storage habits. Doctors are now trying to figure out the best way to broach the conversation. Physicians talk about sex, drugs, and even (if your earbuds are too loud) rock and roll. But to many firearm owners, guns are different.



Not so long ago, powerful physicians argued that if guns were causing so much harm, people should just quit them. In the 1990s, the director of the CDC's injury center said that a public-health approach to firearm injury would mean rebranding guns as a dangerous vice, like cigarettes. "It used to be that smoking was a glamor symbol--cool, sexy, macho," he told The New York Times in 1994. "Now it is dirty, deadly--and banned." In the 2010s, the American Academy of Pediatrics' advice was to "NEVER" have a gun in the home, because the presence of one increased a child's risk of suicide or injury so greatly. ("Do not purchase a gun," the group warned bluntly.) And when asked in 2016 whom they would go to for safe-storage advice, firearm owners ranked physicians second to last, above only celebrities.



In the past couple of decades, some states have toyed with laws that curtail doctors' ability to talk with patients about firearms and the information they can collect, to assuage gun owners' privacy concerns. Only in Florida did the most restrictive version--what physicians call a "gag law"--pass, in 2011; six years later, a federal court struck it down. But "I think the gag orders, even though they're not in effect now, really scared people," Amy Barnhorst, an emergency psychiatrist and firearm-injury-prevention researcher at UC Davis, told me. A smattering of studies have found that doctors--particularly pediatricians--generally think talking with their patients about firearm safety is important, but most of the time, they're not doing it. As of 2019, only 8 percent of firearm owners said their doctor had ever brought it up.



That year, in California, Barnhorst launched the state-funded BulletPoints Project, a free curriculum that teaches health-care workers how and when to talk about firearms with their patients. The program instructs them to keep politics and personal opinions out of the conversation, and to ask only those patients who have particular reasons for extra caution--including people with children, those experiencing domestic violence, or those living with someone with a cognitive impairment. It also suggests more realistic advice than "Do not purchase a gun." Maybe a patient has a firearm for self-defense (the most common reason to have one), so they'd balk at the idea of storing a gun unloaded and locked, with the ammunition separate. A health-care worker might recommend a quick-access lockbox instead.



Researchers are now testing whether these firearm conversations have the best outcome if doctors broach them only when there's a clear reason or if they do it with every patient. Johns Hopkins is trialing a targeted approach, talking about firearms and offering gun locks in cases where pediatric patients have traumatic injuries. Meanwhile, Northwell Health, which is New York State's largest health system, asks everyone who comes into select ERs about gun access and offers locks to those who might need them. Both of these efforts are federally funded studies testing whether doctors feel confident enough to actually talk with patients about this, and whether those conversations lead people to store their firearms more securely.



For doctors, universal screening means "there's no decision point of who you're going to ask or when you're going to ask," Sandeep Kapoor, an assistant professor of emergency medicine who is helping implement the program at Northwell Health, told me. So far, Northwell's trial has screened about 45,000 patients, which signals that the approach can be scaled up. Kapoor told me that with this strategy, gun-safety conversations could eventually become as routine for patients as having their blood pressure taken. When she was in primary pediatrics, Katherine Hoops, a core faculty member at Johns Hopkins's Center for Gun Violence Solutions, worked firearm safety into every checkup, as she would bike helmets and seat belts. (The American Academy of Pediatrics still maintains that the safest home for a child is one without a gun, but the organization now recommends that pediatricians talk about secure storage with every family, and offers a curriculum on how to have this conversation.) Universal screening can also find people whom a targeted approach might miss: The team at Northwell recently learned through screening questions that a 13-year-old who came in with appendicitis had been threatened with guns by bullies, and brought in his parents, a team of social workers, and the school to help.



But a patient in the ER for a sprained ankle may understandably wonder why a doctor is asking about firearms. "There's no context," says Chris Barsotti, an emergency-medicine physician and a co-founder of AFFIRM at the Aspen Institute, which aims to reduce firearm injuries through health-focused interventions. The firearm community, he said, remembers when "the CDC wanted to stigmatize gun ownership," so any movement for health care workers to raise these questions needs nuance. To his mind, these should be tailored conversations. Betz, of the University of Colorado, raises the question only when a patient is at risk, and believes that firearm safety can otherwise be in the background of a practice--for example, in a waiting room where secure-storage brochures are displayed alongside pamphlets on safe sex and posters on diabetes prevention.



About half of firearm-owning patients agree that it's sometimes appropriate for a doctor to talk with them about firearms, according to a 2016 study by Betz and her colleagues. They're even more okay with it if they have a child at home. The physicians I asked said that the majority of the time, these conversations go smoothly. But Betz's study also found that 45 percent of firearm-owning patients thought doctors should never bring up guns. Paul Hsieh, a radiologist and a co-founder of the group Freedom and Individual Rights in Medicine, wrote in an email that gun owners he's spoken with "find the question about firearms ownership intrusive in a different way than questions about substance use or sexual partners."



Chethan Sathya, a pediatric trauma surgeon and the director of Northwell Health's Center for Gun Violence Prevention, pointed out that those topics used to be contentious for physicians to talk about. To treat guns as a public-health issue, "we can't be uncomfortable having conversations," he told me. But doctors have more power in this situation than they do in others. They might tell someone with diabetes to stop having soda three times a day, but they can't literally take soda away from a patient. With guns, they might be able to. In states with extreme-risk laws, if a health-care provider believes that their patient poses an immediate threat to themselves or others, they can work with law enforcement to petition the court to temporarily remove someone's firearms; a handful of states allow medical professionals to file these petitions directly. There are many people "across America right now who own guns and won't come to counseling, because they don't want their rights taken away for real or imagined reasons," Jake Wiskerchen, a mental-health counselor in Nevada who advocates for such patients, told me. They worry that if their doctor includes gun-ownership status in their medical record, they could be added to a hypothetical national registry of firearm owners. And if questions about guns were to become truly routine in a doctor's office--such as on an intake form--he said owners might just lie or decide they "don't want to go to the doctor anymore."



Physicians accordingly choose their words carefully. They talk about preventing firearm injury instead of gun violence--both because the majority of gun deaths are suicides, not homicides, and because it's a less loaded term. Telling a diabetic patient to cut back on soda might work, but people "are not just going to throw their guns in the trash," Barnhorst, of UC Davis, told me. "There's a lot more psychological meaning behind firearms for people than there is for sodas."



Barsotti says a public-health approach to firearm safety requires more engagement with the upwards of 30 percent of American adults who own a firearm. Owners of shooting ranges and gun shops are already "practicing public health without the benefit of medical or public-health expertise," he told me. They're running their own storage programs for community members who don't want their guns around for whatever reason; they're bringing their friends for mental-health treatment when they might be at risk. Betz's team collaborated with gun shops, shooting ranges, and law-enforcement agencies in Colorado to create a firearms-storage map of sites willing to hold guns temporarily, and she counsels gun clubs on suicide prevention, as a co-founder of the Colorado Firearm Safety Coalition. Exam-room conversations can be lifesaving, but in curbing gun injury, Betz told me, health-care workers "have one role to play. We're not the solution."
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Zyn Was 100 Years in the Making

Nicotine has been on a long journey to become candy.

by Jacob Stern




For something that isn't candy, Zyn nicotine pouches sure look a lot like it. The packaging, a small metal can, looks more than a little like a tin of mints. The pouches come in a wide variety of flavors: citrus, cinnamon, "chill," "smooth." And they're consumed orally, more like jawbreakers or Warheads than cigarettes.



America has found itself in the beginnings of a Zyn panic. As cigarette and vape use have trailed off in recent years, Zyn and other nicotine pouches are gaining traction. The absolute pouch-usage numbers are still not that high, but sales have more than quadrupled from late 2019 to early 2022. Although only adults 21 and older can legally purchase them--a fact that the product's website directly points out--they are reportedly catching on with teens. "I'm delivering a warning to parents," Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer said in January, calling for a crackdown, "because these nicotine pouches seem to lock their sights on young kids." Earlier this month, a group of plaintiffs filed a class-action lawsuit accusing the tobacco giant Philip Morris International (PMI), which also makes Zyn, of purposefully targeting kids. ("We believe the complaints are without merit and will be vigorously defended," a PMI spokesperson told me over email, adding that Zyn offers "adult-orientated flavors.")



On their surface, nicotine pouches seem to be a fad like any other, but they are the end result of a century of nicotine marketing and development that began with cigarettes and has now moved beyond. "It's basically part of the long history of the candification of nicotine," Robert Proctor, a Stanford historian who has written multiple books on tobacco, told me. Over the years, the tobacco industry has gradually introduced more and more products flavored and packaged like sweet treats. Now, with Zyn, the industry has finally devised a near-perfect one.

Read: The easy way for Joe Biden to save lives

Once, nicotine wanted to be the opposite of candy. In the 1920s, weight loss--or "reducing," as it was then known--became a major craze, and the tobacco industry moved to market its products as a healthier alternative to candy. "Reach for a Lucky instead of a sweet!" read one ad. Candymakers were understandably aggrieved about this slight, but the industries made nice in 1930, when Lucky's maker dropped "instead of a sweet!" from its slogan. Candy and cigarettes had commonalities. Both relied on sugar--candy because, well, obviously, and cigarettes to cut the bitter taste of tobacco. Both were placed near the checkout register, to encourage impulse purchases. Soon, the makers of both products established joint trade journals and labor unions, at least one of which exists to this day. (Yes, some of the workers who make Ghirardelli chocolate and Marlboro cigarettes are represented by the same union.)



Around this time, tobacco companies warmed up to the potential of cigarettes made out of chocolate, bubblegum, or pure sugar. Candy cigarettes, they seem to have realized, were free advertising, a gateway for kids into the world of smoking. ("Just Like Daddy!" read the slogan on one brand's boxes.) The more similar the candy replicas looked to the real deal, the better. By the 1950s, most of the top cigarette brands--Lucky Strike, Chesterfield, Philip Morris--had their candy equivalent made by other companies, with packaging that very closely matched the real thing.



This was roughly the equivalent of a modern apple-juice maker packaging its product in a Jack Daniel's bottle. These tobacco companies claim never to have encouraged this, but as Proctor details in his 2011 book, Golden Holocaust, they did nothing to discourage it either. The goal, he writes, was to "create Philip Morris in the minds of our future smokers." (That Philip Morris and the current Philip Morris International are not technically the same company, having since rebranded and then split apart.)



Over time, cigarettes themselves became more and more candylike--and the government has responded by cracking down. Menthol cigarettes went big in the 1950s and '60s, and starting in the '70s, companies introduced a wider range of even more candylike flavors: chocolate, strawberry, Twista Lime, Warm Winter Toffee. Flavored cigarettes were eventually banned in 2009--with the exception of menthol--because of their disproportionate popularity among kids. But flavored e-cigarettes such as Juul took their place just a few years later and quickly became the most popular tobacco product among American youth--until they, too, were mostly banned in 2020.



Now, with products such as Zyn, the candification of nicotine is pretty much complete. Pouches don't just taste like candy; they're also packaged like candy and consumed like candy (don't swallow them, though). Proctor told me he's talked with people for hours before realizing they had a nicotine pouch in their mouth. "It's the ultimate merger of two of the leading hazards of modernity," he said. Other companies such as Velo and Lucy are selling nicotine pouches too. Lucy even calls one of its special pouch lines "Breakers" (which sounds suspiciously close to Icebreakers, though a spokesperson for the company told me in an email, "They are in no way intended to resemble ice breakers the mints or any other type of candy."). And it's not just pouches: Nicotine chewing gum and lozenges have become available in wide varieties of flavors and are packaged in candy-colored pastels. Nicotine gummies have been on the rise as well.

Read: Gummy vitamins are just candy

Unlike with cigarette-shaped candies or candy-flavored cigarettes, both of which were uncomplicatedly bad, there actually is a legitimate, good-faith argument to be had about the merits of Zyn and similar flavored products. On the one hand, they do not contain tobacco and are not smoked, which is largely what makes cigarettes so deadly. The tobacco industry has positioned these products as a way for adults to wean themselves off of cigarettes, and they sure seem to be much safer than cigarettes, which kill more than 480,000 Americans each year--more than the combined deaths from COVID and car-crash fatalities in 2021. So the more people popping flavored pouches or gummies rather than smoking cigarettes, the better. On the other hand, they are addictive, and flavored products have been shown to play a major role in hooking kids. The PMI spokesperson told me, "If you're worried about your health, the best thing is to never start using nicotine or"--if you already do--"stop using it."



Whether the increase in the number of kids using nicotine is worth the decrease in the number of adults using cigarettes is hotly debated. There's a dark irony to the fact we're having this debate at all. A hundred years ago, tobacco companies invoked the idea, if not the specific language, of harm reduction when they marketed their cigarettes as a healthy alternative to candy. Now they're making their own nicotine products more candylike and marketing them as a healthy alternative to cigarettes. The harm reducer has become the harm to be reduced.



After all this, flavored nicotine pouches might end up banned, just like flavored cigarettes and vapes before them. But in the cat-and-mouse game that the tobacco industry has been playing with regulators, Zyn may have a better chance of persisting than anything before it.
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The CDC Is Squandering the Breakthrough RSV Vaccine

New RSV shots could make winter much safer for infants, but experts think current guidelines may be too strict.

by Katherine J. Wu




When a new RSV vaccine for pregnant people arrived last fall, Sarah Turner, a family-medicine physician at Lutheran Hospital, in Indiana, couldn't help but expect some pushback. At most, about half of her eligible pregnant patients opt to get a flu vaccine, she told me, and "very few" agree to the COVID shot.



But to Turner's surprise, patients clamored for the RSV shot--some opting in even more eagerly than they did for Tdap, which protects newborns against pertussis and had previously been her easiest sell. For once, expectant parents were the ones starting conversations about immunizations.



Each year in the U.S., respiratory syncytial virus hospitalizes an estimated 58,000 to 80,000 kids under the age of 5; the risks are highest for infants, for whom the virus is "enemy No. 1," says Sallie Permar, an immunologist and pediatrician in chief at NewYork-Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center. But this past season marked the first time that the U.S. had two tools that could substantially shrink that toll: a vaccine for pregnant people, who can then pass antibodies to their child, and a monoclonal antibody, known as nirsevimab, that is given directly to infants. Their arrival feels akin "to the end of polio," Anne-Marie Rick, a pediatrician and clinical researcher at Children's Hospital of Pittsburgh, told me: With both shots in widespread use, the risks of winter illness could forever look different for the youngest Americans.



But some experts worry that these powerful shots are being squandered. The CDC's seasonal recommendations governing their use may simply be "too strict," Permar told me. In keeping with those guidelines, many practices stopped giving the maternal vaccine at the end of January; the main window for administering the monoclonal antibody is expected to close at the end of this week. The next eligibility windows won't open for months. The U.S. has two brand-new shots that protect extraordinarily well against a deadly respiratory virus--and that people actually want to take--and it is holding them back.



The guiding principle behind the CDC's recommendations has logic to it. RSV is a seasonal virus, and both injections are thought to offer protection for about six months. For the maternal vaccine, which is administered between 32 and 36 weeks of pregnancy, the clock on the baby's protection starts after birth. So if a pregnant person gets the vaccine in June--outside of the CDC's recommended window--and has their baby in July, their child may be vulnerable again come February, before RSV season typically ends. In theory, spring and summer infants might be better protected by getting nirsevimab starting in October, when RSV usually arrives. Current guidelines also require a choice between the two options: Most infants that benefit from maternal vaccination are not eligible to also receive nirsevimab.



Read: The worst pediatric-care crisis in decades



This past season, though, nirsevimab was in severely short supply--in large part because drug companies seem to have underestimated demand, William J. Muller, a pediatric-infectious-disease expert at Northwestern who helped trial the monoclonal antibody, told me. Many hospital systems also balked at the cost of the new drug, which is pricier than the maternal vaccine, wasn't yet bundled into the expense of delivering infants, and wasn't consistently covered by insurance. The shortfalls became so dire that Sanofi, nirsevimab's manufacturer, stopped taking new orders for certain doses of the monoclonal antibody as early as October. The CDC issued a health alert, calling on providers to restrict administration of those doses to only the highest-risk infants. "In our hospital system, we had some for the NICU babies, and that was literally it," Turner, of Lutheran Hospital, told me.



Nirsevimab should be more available this year: Spokespeople from AstraZeneca and Sanofi told me that the companies are "confident we will meet the global demand" for the antibody in 2024. But last year set quite a low bar. And when the window for administration opens in October--potentially already coinciding with RSV's rise--supplies could go fast, as parents who haven't been able to get shots for themselves or their babies rush to catch up, Grace Lee, a pediatrician at Stanford, who advised the CDC on its RSV guidance, told me. (The CDC did not respond to a request for comment.) Opening the administration window earlier for either the vaccine or the monoclonal antibody could ease that burden: The U.S. starts immunizing people against the flu well ahead of the season's start, Lee said, because "it's just not feasible to vaccinate the entire U.S. population in a week."



For several years, too, "RSV has been on the move," Permar told me, thanks in large part to pandemic mitigations. The virus was virtually absent in 2020, only to come roaring back for a bizarrely early season that began during the summer of 2021 and had mostly concluded by the end of January 2022. In the past two seasons, the virus has also arrived somewhat early, starting with a September rise. If that pattern holds, waiting until September to vaccinate pregnant people or until October to immunize infants might leave many newborns more vulnerable than they need to be for weeks or months.



Many experts do anticipate that RSV's pattern will quickly settle back to its norm. Over the decades, its consistency "has been remarkable," says Sarah Long, a pediatrician at Drexel University who advised the CDC on its guidelines for both new RSV interventions. But even in more predictable years, RSV transmission varies across regions--sometimes kick-starting during the summer in the South and lingering until spring further north. The recommendations "can't be a one-size-fits-all" across the U.S., says Shabir Madhi, a vaccinologist at the University of the Witwatersrand, in South Africa, who helped lead clinical trials of the maternal vaccine. These are judgment calls: France opens its nirsevimab window earlier than the U.S.; Belgium will allow some pregnant people to receive a vaccine as early as the spring. The U.K. is weighing whether to offer both injections at any time of year.



One argument for the current seasonal window is that giving a vaccine or a monoclonal antibody injection too early might mean recipients miss out on protection at the end of the season, Karen Acker, a pediatrician at Weill Cornell, told me. But Permar and others are hopeful that the effects of the new RSV interventions might last longer than five or six months, which is about when clinical trials stopped directly testing their effects. Early data for nirsevimab, for instance, suggests that a little bit of protection may even trickle into subsequent seasons, Muller told me.



Read: Fall's vaccination routine didn't have to be this hard



RSV is also of greatest threat to children within the first few months of life, when their respiratory tracts are still tiny and developing. Given the choice between offering the maternal vaccine a little early--which could leave an older infant a bit more vulnerable at the season's end--and waiting to administer nirsevimab to a young infant after RSV season has started, the former might actually be the safer strategy. Plus, summer babies who don't get nirsevimab at the hospital are less likely to get it later, especially if their parents aren't regularly taking them to see a pediatrician. Giving a shot on the early side is better than never giving one at all, Joshua Salomon, a health-policy researcher at Stanford, told me.



In theory, the CDC's guidelines do make room for adjustments in administration windows, in accordance with local RSV trends. But those decisions can be difficult to execute when providers have to place orders ahead of time and store vials in limited space. So far, many doctors' offices and hospitals have stuck to the months outlined by the CDC guidance. "The cutoff dates have been taken very dogmatically," Rick told me. At the start of the past season, infants just one day over the recommended dosing age of eight months or younger were denied nirsevimab, Turner told me. Then, a lot of providers stopped offering the maternal vaccine after January 31, or simply ran out.



When both the need and the enthusiasm for a vaccine or drug is strong, taking every opportunity for protection makes sense. Several experts I talked with supported wider windows; Permar thinks the U.S. should even consider offering the maternal vaccine year-round. To her mind, restrictions regarding both seasonality and gestational age too strongly limit the chances that a baby will be protected. Some providers also noted that, given all the uncertainties, they would recommend the maternal vaccine as primary defense, leaving nirsevimab as the backup--simply because the vaccine can be delivered first. A maternal shot can set babies up with protection from the moment of birth, a sort of insurance policy that can guard against nirsevimab supply or delivery issues. A wider window of vaccine eligibility might not be a perfect solution. But it could get more infants protected when they most need it--putting to best use a shot that people are actually willing to get.
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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 a 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 more than $2 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/03/functional-beverages-wellness-supplements/677909/?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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        In the spring of 1825, Ludwig van Beethoven was struck by a gut ailment so severe that he thought he might die. That summer, after he recovered, he returned to the string quartet he'd been writing before his illness--Quartet No. 15 in A Minor, Op. 132--and added a new segment inspired by his survival. To this day, the piece is known for the slowly unfolding, baffled joy of its third movement, where the music seems to trace the shuffling steps of an invalid breathing fresh air for the first time in ...
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A Secret Code May Have Been Hiding in Classical Music for 200 Years

A violinist believes he has discovered a previously unknown system of dynamics in Beethoven's original manuscripts.

by S. I. Rosenbaum




In the spring of 1825, Ludwig van Beethoven was struck by a gut ailment so severe that he thought he might die. That summer, after he recovered, he returned to the string quartet he'd been writing before his illness--Quartet No. 15 in A Minor, Op. 132--and added a new segment inspired by his survival. To this day, the piece is known for the slowly unfolding, baffled joy of its third movement, where the music seems to trace the shuffling steps of an invalid breathing fresh air for the first time in weeks. Beethoven would call it Heiliger Dankgesang, a "holy song of thanksgiving."

He wrote in the mornings when the light was good, on rag paper thick enough that he could scrape off mistakes with a knife. His handwriting was notoriously chaotic: He couldn't draw a set of parallel lines if his life depended on it. The maestro is said to have used his pencil not only to write with, but also to feel the vibrations of his piano, pressing one end of the wooden rod to the instrument while holding the other end between his teeth. He was by now profoundly deaf; in less than two years, he would be dead.

Once he finished a composition, Beethoven would hand off the manuscript to a copyist, who'd write it all out again, this time legibly. After Beethoven corrected any mistakes the copyist made--berating the man the whole time--the score would go to a publishing house where, after more last-minute changes from the composer, an engraver would trace it, backwards, onto a copper sheet. From there, the score would be published and republished, appearing in largely the same form on music stands across the world even to this day.

But even discounting those final revisions, the Opus 132 that the world came to know was not exactly the Opus 132 that Beethoven handed to his copyist. The composer littered his original score with unusual markings that the copyist simply ignored. Below one staff, for example, Beethoven jotted "ffmo"--a tag that wasn't a standard part of musical notation, and wasn't used by any other major composer. In another place, he drew an odd shape like an elongated diamond, also a nonstandard notation. None of these marks made it into even the first clean copy, let alone the published version. Almost no one would see those marks in the roughly 200 years after Beethoven first scribbled them down.

Then, one evening in 2013, the violinist Nicholas Kitchen was in New Mexico coaching a quartet through Opus 132. Kitchen is a man of obsessions; one of them is playing from a composer's original handwritten manuscripts, rather than printed music, so he had a facsimile edition on hand. The errant "ffmo" caught the eye of the quartet's cellist. "What's this?" she asked.

As soon as Kitchen saw Beethoven's mark, something in his brain shifted; later, he would tell people that it was as if someone had turned over a deck of cards to reveal the hidden faces behind the plain backs. Suddenly, he had a new obsession. Over the next several years, he would come to believe he had discovered Beethoven's secret code.



For most of the past two centuries, Beethoven's original handwritten manuscripts have been difficult, if not impossible, for musicians to access. Few could afford a trip to view them at archives in Vienna or Berlin, and facsimile editions were prohibitively expensive. Scholars hadn't bothered taking a look: By the time musicology arose as a discipline, Beethoven was seen as passe, says Lewis Lockwood, a Harvard professor emeritus and co-director of the Boston University Center for Beethoven Research. "There is no army of Beethoven scholars," Lockwood told me. "It's a tiny field ... terra incognita."

Kitchen is not a scholar. A boyish 57-year-old with a shock of bushy white hair, he's a working musician and a faculty member at New England Conservatory, where my parents also taught. The Boston classical-music world is a small one--almost everyone I interviewed for this story is friendly with my violist mother and pianist father--and Kitchen is well known and well respected in those circles. Prior to reporting this story, I'd heard him perform with his quartet many times, although I didn't know him personally.

That said, I was aware that Kitchen had a bit of a reputation as, if not an eccentric, at least an enthusiastic innovator. Around 2007 he persuaded the ensemble he co-founded, the Borromeo Quartet, to play from full scores instead of parts, because he felt it enriched the performance. A full score doesn't fit on a music stand, so the group was among the first to play from laptops, and later iPads, in performance.

Around the same time, scans of Beethoven manuscripts began to appear on a wiki site for musicians called the International Music Score Library Project. The only thing better than playing from a full score, Kitchen believed, was playing from a handwritten original full score--the closest glimpse possible of the composer's working mind. "Just by reading the manuscript, you are instantly exposed to an archaeology of ideas," Kitchen told me. "You're tracing what was crossed out--an option tried and not used, one tried and refused, then brought back--all these processes that are instantly visible."

The more Kitchen played directly from Beethoven's chaotic handwriting, the more anomalous notations he found. Initially, Kitchen didn't know what to make of them. "My first thought was, 'Well, it may be the equivalent of a doodle,'" he said. But once he began to study Beethoven's scores more systematically, he realized just how prevalent--and how consistent--many of these strange markings were across the composer's 25 years of work.

Kitchen began to develop a theory about what he was seeing. The marks mostly seemed to concern intensity. Some appeared to indicate extra forcefulness: Beethoven used the standard f and ff for forte, "loud," and fortissimo, "very loud," but also sometimes wrote ffmo or fff. He occasionally underlined the standard p or pp for piano and pianissimo, "soft" and "very soft," as if emphasizing them.





Kitchen would eventually identify 23 degrees of dynamics (and counting), from fff--thunderous--to ppp--a whisper. He found four kinds of staccato, two kinds of dynamic swells, marks to indicate different ways of grouping notes together, marks to reinforce crescendos and diminuendos. Taken together, Kitchen argued, these marks amount to "living instructions from one virtuoso performer to another," an elaborate hidden language conveying new levels of expression--and thus emotion--in Beethoven's music that had been lost for centuries.



Whenever people have tried to invent a way of writing music down, the solution has been imperfect. Jewish, Vedic, Buddhist, and Christian traditions all searched for ways to keep sacred melodies from mutating over time; each ended up inventing a set of symbols for different musical phrases, which worked as long as you already knew all the phrases. Other cultures evolved away from notation. In classical Indian music, for example, every soloist's performance is meant to be improvised and unrepeatable.

In Europe, however, musical values began to emphasize not spontaneity but polyphony: ever more complex harmony and counterpoint performed by ever larger ensembles. For these ensembles to play together, they needed some kind of visual graph to coordinate who plays what when. The result evolved into the notation system in global use today--an extraordinarily lossless information-compression technology, unique in its capacity to precisely record even music that has never been played, only imagined. Orchestras in Beethoven's time, as well as now, needed only the score to play something remarkably similar to what the composer heard in their mind. It's as close as humans have come, perhaps, to telepathy.

By Beethoven's time, composers had developed ways to communicate not just pitch, duration, and tempo, but the emotion they wanted their music to evoke. Dynamic markings shaped like hairpins indicated when the music should swell and when it should ebb. A corpus of Italian words such as andante, dolce, and vivace became technical terms to guide the musician's performance. The effect was a lot like the old religious systems: If you already knew how andante was supposed to sound, then you knew how to play something marked andante. But compared with the rest of the notation system, such descriptions are subjective. How passionate is appassionato, exactly?

Someone like Beethoven, a man of extreme moods, might very well have chafed against these restraints. It's not a stretch to conclude, as Kitchen has, that Beethoven would feel the need to invent a method of more perfectly conveying how he intended his music to be played.

But whether Kitchen is correct remains up for debate. Jonathan Del Mar, a Beethoven scholar who has worked extensively with the composer's manuscripts, told me in an email that any anomalous marks in Beethoven's manuscripts were merely "cosmetic variants" of standard notations. Beethoven was a stickler for precision, Del Mar explained, especially when it came to his music, and if he'd cared about these marks, he would have made sure they appeared in the published versions. "I am absolutely convinced that, indeed, no difference of meaning was intended," Del Mar wrote.

Jeremy Yudkin, Lockwood's co-director at the Center for Beethoven Studies, also initially viewed Kitchen with skepticism. "When I first talked to him, I thought he was nuts," Yudkin told me. But Kitchen's close and careful research won him over. Yudkin now believes that Kitchen has discovered a previously unknown layer of meaning in Beethoven's manuscripts: "There are gradations of expression, a vast spectrum of expression, that music scholars and performers ought to take into account," he said.

As to why the marks never made it into the composer's printed scores, Yudkin thinks Beethoven may have accepted that his large personal vocabulary of symbols and abbreviations wouldn't be easily deciphered by others. Perhaps, Yudkin suggested, he included the marks in his manuscripts simply for his own satisfaction. "You put things in a diary," Yudkin said, because it yields "a mental satisfaction and emotional satisfaction in being able to express what it is that you feel. And no one else has to see it."



Over the past few years, Kitchen and the Borromeo Quartet have presented a series of Beethoven concerts prefaced by brief lectures on his findings, but other than that, and his presentations at BU, he hasn't spent much time sharing his ideas with the world. Instead, he's been preparing his own set of Beethoven scores that will include all the marks left out of earlier editions. He wants other musicians to be able to see them easily, without needing to decipher Beethoven's scrawl. "And then," he said, "people can argue about all those things as much as they want."

As I was working on this story, I asked my father, the pianist, why he thought Western notation had developed to such specificity, even before Beethoven's time. He told me he thought it was because of a change in composers' perspective: Where before they'd been composing anonymously for the Church, as music became more secular, composers' names became more prominent. "They started to think about how people would play their work after their deaths," he said.

For Kitchen, that's precisely the point of studying Beethoven's markings. If written notation can encode music, he told me, music can encode human feelings. Therefore, written music can actually transplant "a living emotion" from one mind to another. It's not just telepathy: Music allows a sliver of immortality.

At this point, Kitchen believes he knows the code well enough that he can hear it in music. Once, at a concert in Hong Kong, he was listening to a performance of Beethoven's Piano Sonata No. 23 in F Minor, Op. 57--the "Appassionata." He noticed an unstable chord that seemed especially ominous and unsettling--the kind of quiet but emotionally powerful moment that Beethoven often noted with one of his bespoke abbreviations.

"I said, 'I bet you that's a two-line pianissimo,'" Kitchen recalled. After the performance, he checked. Sure enough: Scrawled below the disconcerting bass note troubling the otherwise serene chord, Beethoven had written a double-underlined pp. Two hundred years later, maybe Kitchen finally understood exactly what he'd meant.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/04/beethoven-code-dynamics-manuscript/677964/?utm_source=feed
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The Coming Birth-Control Revolution

An abundance of new methods for men could transform women's contraception too.

by Katherine J. Wu




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


Within the next couple of decades, a new generation of contraceptives could hit the American market. One, a pill that blocks certain cells from accessing vitamin A, might be able to limit fertility without flooding the body with hormones; another is an injection that temporarily blocks up the reproductive plumbing. The method that's furthest along in trials is a topical gel that promises to induce temporary infertility when smeared daily on the shoulders and upper arms--without affecting mood or libido. "Overall, we don't have any serious adverse events at all," Christina Wang, a contraceptive researcher at the Lundquist Institute in California, and one of the developers of the gel, told me.



This coming slew of treatments will be notable not only for their imaginative delivery methods, but for their target audience: men. For decades, men hoping to manage their fertility have been limited to just two imperfect options--condoms or vasectomies. But in recent years, researchers have taken massive steps toward developing simple, convenient, and effective contraceptive options for men with virtually zero side effects. Soon, women may not be forced to bear nearly the entire burden of preventing pregnancy.



But the coming innovations won't just be about expanding the menu of options for men. Better male contraception wouldn't be on the way if not for the many scientific paths that female contraception has paved. Now women's birth control--much of which still comes with plenty of irksome, sometimes risky, side effects--seems due for some kickbacks. True, the logistics of keeping an egg from exiting an ovary don't completely overlap with the mechanics of keeping sperm out of the female reproductive tract. But in principle, "there are a lot of similarities," Diana Blithe, the chief of the NIH's Contraceptive Development Program, told me, which means one can easily inform the other. With an eye on what's now being accomplished for male contraception, researchers may soon be able to deliver to women new forms of birth control that aren't just more tolerable, but also more on-demand, less invasive, or even usable on male and female reproductive systems alike.



In the six-plus decades since the debut of the birth-control pill, the list of contraceptive choices for women has lengthened impressively. People can opt for barrier methods, or choose among pills, patches, and implants; they can receive injections a few times a year, or select an intrauterine device that can last up to 10 years. "We have so many options, it's almost like you're in a cereal aisle," Amy Alspaugh, a nurse and reproductive-health researcher at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville, told me.



Read: The calendar of human fertility is changing



Many methods are also ever-improving: IUDs, implants, and injections now have longer lifespans and are easier to insert and remove; doses of hormonal contraception have dramatically decreased. "We used to give basically like a horse dose of estrogen and progestin," Alspaugh told me. "Now we give the lowest dose that we know we can give and still have it be effective," in order to minimize side effects. Some researchers have been exploring new ways to deliver contraception--microneedles, for instance, or even microchip technology that might allow women to remotely tune their birth control. (The latter idea has raised privacy concerns galore.) The Population Council, an NGO based in New York, has been working on a multipurpose vaginal ring that will, in addition to preventing pregnancy, release an antiviral to protect women against HIV, Regine Sitruk-Ware, a reproductive endocrinologist and contraception researcher at the nonprofit, told me.



By and large, though, the changes to female contraception have been incremental--more ingredient swaps than whole new recipes. Categorically, "we've had the same offerings for pretty much 30 years now," Heather Vahdat, the executive director of the Male Contraceptive Initiative, told me. And plenty of women remain dissatisfied with the inconveniences and risks that come with the choices at hand. Some experience weight gain, acne, or nasty mood swings, or worry about the risk of stroke that can come with hormone-based pills. Others balk at the often-painful placement process for IUDs. Manually inserting a device into the lower abdomen probably wouldn't be acceptable in other contexts without anesthesia, and yet, for women's contraception, "we've socialized that into something acceptable," Brian Nguyen, an ob-gyn and contraception researcher at the University of Southern California, told me. Nonhormonal methods such as condoms, diaphragms, and spermicide are easy to come by, but generally less effective than hormonal ones. They can also come with their own side effects. And women could certainly benefit from a greater variety of on-demand methods, Vahdat told me--contraception for when you have sex, "not just in case you have sex"--that would save them the trouble of weathering side effects all month, year, or decade long.



Over the years, some researchers have argued that significant inconveniences and side effects are acceptable for female contraception. Women, after all, are weighing those costs against pregnancy, itself a risky condition that can come with life-threatening complications; men, meanwhile, take contraception to prevent pregnancy in someone else. I asked Vahdat whether the typical side-effect profile of currently available female contraceptives would pass muster in any of the male methods in trials. "Based on history," she told me, "I think that it would not." Several other experts agreed. In 2011, a worldwide trial for an injectable hormonal contraceptive for men was halted when an independent safety-review committee determined that the drug's side effects "outweighed the potential benefits." The side effects in question included mood swings and depression, both of which are frequently experienced by women on birth control. And yet, most of the participants who stuck with the study said that they wanted to keep using the injection. In recent years, Nguyen has heard more and more of the men in contraceptive trials cite their female partners' negative experiences with birth control as reason for their participation. "Many think of risk to their partner as a risk themselves," he said.



Read: The different stakes of male and female birth control



Still, the strict standards for the tolerability of male birth control could raise the floor for female methods too. Such crossover advances are already in the works. Researchers took care to formulate the topical contraceptive for men with a dose of natural testosterone, alongside progestin, the active ingredient that halts sperm production; the idea, experts told me, is to better recapitulate what's naturally seen in men's bodies, to minimize unnecessary side effects. Many female hormonal contraceptives, meanwhile, rely on a synthetic compound called ethinylestradiol that incompletely mimics the estrogen women's bodies make--and appears to raise the risk of blood clots. The Population Council is now working on another vaginal ring that replaces ethinylestradiol with hormones better matched to female biology.



Other conveniences may be trickier to translate. For example, researchers hope to someday offer men a more easily reversible vasectomy, in which a dissolvable or removable hydrogel is inserted into the vas deferens. But experts told me that temporarily stopping up the fallopian tubes is simply harder. Plus, whereas sperm are churned out constantly, eggs are released for fertilization on a cycle that can be tricky to measure and predict--which can make side effects frustratingly tough to control too, Nguyen told me. Targeted interventions are also more easily delivered to the testes than the ovaries. And their success is easier to verify: Men have long been able to check their own sperm count with a device that's similar to an at-home COVID test, but no parallel exists for women, Wang told me. And because sperm take months to produce, male hormonal contraceptives might be more forgiving to users who miss a day of treatment--unlike many pills designed for women, which tend to be less flexible, Mitchell Creinin, a contraceptive researcher at UC Davis Health, told me.



Read: A vaccine for birth control?



The difficulty of wrangling eggs, though, doesn't have to mean limiting options for women. Conception can't happen unless egg and sperm actually meet--which means that just about any drug designed to waylay the functionality or motility of sperm could play a role in the female reproductive tract. The options go way beyond spermicide: The Population Council is working on a product that will modify the vagina's acidity to stop sperm from swimming properly, Sitruk-Ware told me. And Deborah Anderson, an immunologist and reproductive-health researcher at Boston University, has been working on a dissolvable film imbued with sperm-blocking antibodies that can be placed into the vagina before sex, and seems to persist at high enough levels to provide contraception for 24 to 48 hours, she told me. A couple of drugs being trialed for men could even someday be marketed to women in some form--among them, a sperm-motility-blocking drug that, experts told me, might be deployable in the female reproductive tract too.



With all the attention now being paid to men's contraceptive preferences, some researchers worry that women's needs will fall even further to the wayside. Jeffrey Jensen, a contraception researcher at Oregon Health & Science University, told me that even as grants for male methods continue to be green-lighted, his team has had to pause work on some female-contraceptive projects because of lack of funding in recent years. "Policy makers think that we've checked the box and that we can move on," he said. And Sitruk-Ware said that, although researchers had at one point started developing a topical contraceptive gel for women, "donors were more interested in the gel for men."



Still, the arrival of male contraception is unlikely to dampen women's enthusiasm for using their own methods, Allison Merz, an ob-gyn at UC San Francisco, told me. If anything, when those ultrasafe, ultra-effective products for men come to market, they'll ignite more discussions over female contraception--and inspire more questions about why convenience and tolerability weren't prioritized for women from the start.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/04/birth-control-male-contraception-revolution/677954/?utm_source=feed
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A 600-Year-Old Blueprint for Weathering Climate Change

During the Little Ice Age, Native North Americans devised whole new economic, social, and political structures.

by Kathleen DuVal




Around the year 1300, the Huhugam great chief Siwani ruled over a mighty city near what is now Phoenix, Arizona. His domain included adobe-and-stone pyramids that towered several stories above the desert; an irrigation system that watered 15,000 acres of crops; and a large castle. The O'odham descendants of the Huhugam tell in their oral history that Siwani "reaped very large harvests with his two servants, the Wind and the Storm-cloud." By Siwani's time, Huhugam farms and cities had thrived in the Sonoran Desert for nearly 1,000 years. But then the weather refused to cooperate: Drought and flooding destroyed the city, and Siwani lost his awesome power, driven away by an angry mob.

Siwani was one of many leaders across North America in the 13th and 14th centuries who, in part because of climate change, faced destruction of the civilization they ruled. Beginning in the 13th century, the Northern Hemisphere experienced a dramatic climatic shift. First came drought, then a period of cold, volatile weather known as the Little Ice Age. In its depths, the annual average temperature in the Northern Hemisphere may have been 5 degrees colder than in the preceding Medieval Warm Period. It snowed in Alabama and South Texas. Famine killed perhaps 1 million people around the world.

Native North Americans and Western Europeans responded very differently to the changes. Western Europeans doubled down on their preexisting ways of living, whereas Native North Americans devised whole new economic, social, and political structures to fit the changing climate. A common stereotype of Native Americans is that, before 1492, they were primitive peoples who lived in tune with nature. It is true that, in the 1400s, the Indigenous people of what is now the United States and Canada generally lived more sustainably than Europeans, but this was no primitive or natural state. It was a purposeful response to the rapid transformation of their world--one that has implications for how we navigate climate change today.

Both Native North Americans and Western Europeans had taken advantage of the Medieval Warm Period, which began in the 10th century and ended in the 13th century, by farming more intensively. Compared with the preceding centuries, the era brought relatively predictable weather and a longer growing season that allowed new crops and large-scale agriculture to spread into colder climes: from central Mexico to what is now the United States, and from the Levant and Mesopotamia to Western Europe, Mongolia, and the Sahel region of Africa.

In both North America and Western Europe, agricultural expansion allowed population growth and urbanization. Native Americans built grand cities on the scale of those in Europe. Their ruins still stand across the continent: the stone structures of Chaco Canyon, in New Mexico; the complex irrigation systems of the Huhugam, in Arizona; the great mounds of Cahokia and other Mississippian cities on rivers across the eastern half of the United States. Many groups formed hierarchical class systems and were ruled by powerful leaders who claimed supernatural powers--not unlike kings who ruled by divine right in Europe.

But then the climate reversed itself. In response, Native North American societies developed a deep distrust of the centralization, hierarchy, and inequality of the previous era, which they blamed for the famines and disruptions that had hit cities hard. They turned away from omnipotent leaders and the cities they ruled, and built new, smaller-scale ways of living, probably based in part on how their distant ancestors lived.

From the May 2021 issue: Return the national parks to the tribes

The oral histories of many Native nations tell of revolutions against and flights from cities. Cherokee oral history recalls how "the people rose up" and destroyed "a hereditary secret society, since which time, no hereditary privileges have ever been tolerated among the Cherokees." Descendants of Chaco Canyon narrate how wizards corrupted some leaders, so their people fought against the rulers or simply left to establish more egalitarian societies. O'odham oral tradition tells that after their ancestors revolted, they built smaller settlements and less centralized irrigation systems throughout what today are the Phoenix and Tucson basins.

The cities that Native Americans left behind during the Little Ice Age--ruins such as those at Chaco Canyon and Cahokia--led European explorers and modern archaeologists alike to imagine societal collapse and the tragic loss of a golden age. But oral histories from the generations that followed the cities' demise generally described what came later as better. Smaller communities allowed for more sustainable economies. Determined not to depend on one source of sustenance, people supplemented their farming with increased hunting, fishing, and gathering. They expanded existing networks of trade, carrying large amounts of goods all across the continent in dugout canoes and on trading roads; these routes provided a variety of products in good times and a safety net when drought or other disasters stressed supplies. They developed societies that encouraged balance and consensus, in part to mitigate the problems caused by their changing climate.

To support their new economies, Native North Americans instituted decentralized governing structures with a variety of political checks and balances to prevent dictatorial leaders from taking power and to ensure that all members of a society had a say. Power and prestige lay not in amassing wealth but in assuring that wealth was shared wisely, and leaders earned support in part by being good providers and wise distributors. Many polities established councils of elders and balanced power by pairing leaders, such as the war chief and the peace chief; setting up male and female councils; and operating under family-based clans that had members in multiple towns. In the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Confederacy, for example, female clan leaders chose male representatives to the Confederacy Council and could replace them if they didn't do right by the people. In most societies across North America, all of the people--women as well as men--had some say in important decisions such as choosing a new leader, going to war, or making peace. As the Anishinaabe historian Cary Miller wrote in her book Ogimaag: Anishinaabeg Leadership, 1760-1845, Native American nonhierarchical political systems "were neither weak nor random but highly organized and deliberate."

Underlying the structural changes was an ideological shift toward reciprocity, an ideal of sharing and balance that undergirded economics, politics, and religion across much of the continent. The Sonoran Desert-living O'odham, for example, developed a himdag, or "way of life," that taught that people are supposed to share with one another according to what they have, especially the necessities of food, water, and shelter. Reciprocity is not merely generosity; giving away a surplus is an investment, insurance that others will help in your own time of need. "Connection to others improved the chances of overcoming some calamity or disaster that might befall the individual or group," the Lumbee legal scholar Robert A. Williams Jr. wrote in his book Linking Arms Together: American Indian Treaty Visions of Law and Peace, 1600-1800.

By the late 1400s, the civilizations of what today is the United States, Canada, and northern Mexico were more different from Western Europe than one would have predicted during the Medieval Warm Period. From Russia to England, Europe moved in the opposite direction in response to the changing climate. When the period of droughts and then the Little Ice Age hit, hundreds of thousands of Europeans starved to death, and the famines left people more susceptible to the Black Death, which hit especially hard in the cities. Western Europeans, like North Americans, searched for a ruling system that could best keep the people fed and safe, but they opted for the opposite approach.

In general, as Western Europe recovered from the devastation of the Black Death and the end of the Medieval Warm Period, it became more centralized under the rule of hereditary absolute monarchs. Rulers in Europe amassed military power at home and abroad, building large armies and investing in new military technologies, including firearms. Militarization decreased the status of women's labor, and unlike the complementary gender structures that developed in Native North America, patriarchy was the basis of power in Western Europe, from the pope and kings to lords and priests, down to husbands within households. Through mercantilism and colonization, Europeans sought natural resources abroad in order to increase their power at home. That impulse brought them into contact with Native North Americans, whose history of adaptation they could not see. Nor could they see how intentionally Native Americans had decentralized their systems of governance.

From the March 2002 issue: 1491

Native Americans who visited European cities or even colonial towns were shocked at the inequality and lack of freedom. The Muscogee Creek headman Tomochichi, for example, visited London in 1734 and expressed surprise that the British king lived in a palace with an unnecessarily large number of rooms. An Englishman recorded that Tomochichi observed that the English "knew many things his Country men did not" but "live worse than they." In turn, there were Europeans who wondered how North American societies could exist with dramatically fewer strictures--and have less poverty--than their own. They generally labeled Native American societies primitive rather than recognizing them as complicated adaptations. Yet human choices had created these striking contrasts in reaction to the same changed climate.

The descendants of North America's great cities came to see value in the very act of trying to get along better. What if, instead of doubling down on the ways we have been living, we were to do what 13th- and 14th-century Native North Americans did, and develop more balanced and inclusive economic, social, and political systems to fit our changing climate? What if we put our highest priority on spreading prosperity and distributing decision making more broadly? It sounds unprecedented, but it has happened before.



This article has been adapted from Kathleen DuVal's upcoming book, Native Nations: A Millennium in North America.
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What's So Bad About Asking Where Humans Came From?

Human origin stories have often been used for nefarious purposes. That doesn't mean they are worthless.

by William Deresiewicz




Here is an origin story about origin stories. Once upon a time, we knew where we came from: Adam and Eve, the Garden of Eden, the Fall. Then came modern science, modern doubt. Geology, paleontology: The world grew older very fast. Skulls were discovered, and stone tools. Human origins became a problem and a fascination. Who are we? How did we emerge? And given who we think we may be, how should we live?

In The Invention of Prehistory: Empire, Violence, and Our Obsession With Human Origins, the intellectual historian Stefanos Geroulanos, who teaches at NYU, offers a compendium of the ideas--speculative, scientific, and somewhere in between--that have arisen in response to these and other questions. Beginning with Rousseau and his idyllic state of nature, we learn the genealogy of a familiar set of tropes: the "noble savage," the "lizard brain," the "killer ape," the goddess-worshipping matriarchy. Other concepts may be less familiar: the "primitive communism" of Engels and others, which allegedly existed prior to the rise of patriarchy, private property, and class struggle; Freud's "primal horde," commanded by a father whose murder (and ingestion) by his sons, the original band of brothers, inaugurated civilization and its discontents.

We learn about "stadial" schema, theories about the stages (usually three) through which humanity has passed: Stone/Bronze/Iron, savage/barbarian/civilized, magic/religion/science. About disputes as to where Homo sapiens emerged (China? Egypt?) and where the Indo-European peoples did (Germany? The Caucasus? Somewhere between Iran and India?). About the impact of the unearthing of the dinosaurs and other fossils, of Darwinian evolution, of geology's discovery of deep time. About questions that continue to engross us. Who were the Neanderthals? What do the cave paintings mean? Were early humans violent or peaceful?

From the November 2021 issue: William Deresiewicz on a brilliant new history of humanity

All of this is fascinating--or would be, but for major problems. For one thing, Geroulanos is not a congenial companion. Like a professor who's trying too hard to be cool, he sprinkles his language with clumsily modish locutions. "His prose was straight-up goth." "Rousseau amped up the device of 'nature' to the max." "Bataille vaporized history so as to teleport back to the very beginning." Worse is the snark, which is relentless, and mostly aimed at nothing worse than the routine careerism of intellectual life. "Jumped at the chance to take credit"; "did his best to show himself to be a good schoolboy"; "had the bad taste to go over his mentors' head"; "exudes an ambition worthy of Darwin." Some of it is aimed at exactly the kind of work that scholars are supposed to do. Darwin used "masses of tedious evidence to establish a position others would find hard to assail." "Other linguists insisted that thanks to their mind-numbingly dry comparative analysis of phonemes they could explain all these bigger issues." It's almost as if these people cared about the truth.

All of this points to deeper problems, ones that typify the drift of the contemporary academy. Geroulanos is the executive director of NYU's Remarque Institute, a prominent center for research on Europe; an executive editor of the Journal of the History of Ideas; the author or co-author of four previous books; and the co-editor or co-translator of a dozen--in short, a major figure in the history of thought. Yet instead of coming to his subject with a scholar's open-mindedness--this, alas, is no surprise these days--he does so with self-righteousness and an agenda. His purpose is to argue that the study of humanity's beginnings is and always must be evil. "The Euromodern search for origins began in and then contributed to a long, brutal history of conquest and empire," he writes. "It has been drunk on hierarchy. It is rooted in illusions--often murderous ones ... Its beautiful ideas have justified force against those deemed weak, different, ugly."

This is, of course, to a great extent true. It is also not surprising. We are well aware by now that scientific concepts--or, more often, pseudo- or at best proto-scientific ones--have been used to rationalize violence and domination (so, for that matter, have nonscientific concepts). That doesn't mean we don't still need to talk about this fact. To pronounce Indigenous people "savage," as Geroulanos explains, was to license one's attempts to "civilize" them. To designate them "fossil men," vestiges of ancient times, was to declare them fit to be displaced. Germany was the birthplace of Indo-European culture, the Nazis believed, so Germans really were the master race.

From the April 2019 issue: Adam Serwer on white nationalism's deep American roots

But can we have all this without the attitude, the knowing, smug superiority? This so often seems to be the way now on the left--in academia, in media. We are better than the past. Or the rest of you aren't better, but we are, my allies and I. But you aren't better than the past; you're just lucky enough not to live there. Nor are you better than everyone else; you're just readier to claim you are. Exposing the sources of Western prosperity does not in itself make you virtuous.

Besides, the picture, on Geroulanos's own evidence, is much more complicated than his politics will allow him to acknowledge. The study of human origins has not invariably been "rooted in illusions," nor has it always "served ferocious power," "justified force," or "rationalized colonial domination." Sometimes quite the opposite. Geroulanos shows this himself, yet he tends to downplay it, and in any case conveniently forgets it when making his general claims. Indeed, there is an entire through line in his book of figures who employed prehistory to criticize colonialism, capitalism, modern warfare, and modernity more broadly. Rousseau used his state of nature to attack the inequality and artificiality of 18th-century European society. Engels's primitive communism "offered a model ... for true socialist kinship." The year after Lord of the Flies, William Golding came out with The Inheritors, a book in which he "asked his reader to identify with Neanderthals" against their aggressive, deceitful rivals, the sapiens.

Concepts developed to promote the idea of Western superiority could be turned in the other direction, and were. It is not "they" who are savages, but we: we who exterminate entire populations, slaughter one another in the trenches, bomb cities from the air. Cultural diffusionism, the idea that civilization spread from a single source, often identified as white--Mesopotamia, Northern Europe--"also contributed to an opposing set of political claims: Pan-Africanism and decolonization."

Geroulanos presents these counterexamples as exceptions, never pausing to consider that, once you have enough of them, exceptions aren't exceptions so much as a new rule (the study of prehistory: sometimes good), one whose tension with his old rule (the study of prehistory: evil) needs to be worked through into a broader one (prehistory: It's complicated). So when he does mention someone who played a more positive role in Western relations with the nonwhite world, he often makes sure to undercut them, typically with little or no evidence.

"I do not much care if particular theories are true," Geroulanos writes. "I ask what work they do."

Lewis Henry Morgan, a lawyer and an early ethnographer, advocated on behalf of Native Americans in the years before the Civil War. "The Seneca had adopted him in thanks for his legal and political activism," Geroulanos tells us, "though today we would see Morgan's role as much more problematic." He doesn't say why. Claude Levi-Strauss, the great anthropologist, was relentless in his wholesale condemnation of the Western impact on Indigenous societies. Yet his arguments, Geroulanos insists, "had the peculiar quality of diminishing the effects of specific acts of colonial violence." No reason is given. Other anthropologists are blamed for having tried to preserve what they could of disappearing cultures, if only in the form of artifacts and records of traditions. For this, Geroulanos refers to them as "drivers of colonial violence," not bothering to explain what they were supposed to have done to stop the real drivers of colonial violence, the companies and states and armies.

This is the opposite of history, if the discipline of history is meant to help us better understand how people saw the world they lived in and the reasons they acted as they did. Instead of strutting through the past, wagging his finger and clucking his tongue, Geroulanos might have exercised a bit of generosity toward people who were trying to make sense of what they had, with the tools that they had. The theories he so gleefully belittles were responding, many of them, to developments that we've become accustomed to but that must have been incredibly destabilizing. What did it feel like to learn that the Earth was thousands of times older than we had ever suspected? That it contained remains of creatures more alien than anything we had ever dreamed? That among those creatures were some who looked remarkably like us, yet were somehow not us? There are flashes of this kind of sympathy, but, like the more progressive attitudes that Geroulanos keeps stumbling over, they are quickly overridden and forgotten.

Again, it's easy to mock the humanitarian impulses of a supposedly benighted past--the belief, for example, that we are all one human family, sharing similar sorrows and joys, which displaced ideas of racial hierarchy after World War II but which Geroulanos condemns for minimizing "difference" (that postmodern holy word). But not only did this represent a real advance; it was a step toward our more enlightened understanding. Yes, to paraphrase T. S. Eliot, we know more than those who came before us, and what we know is them.

But the worst of The Invention of Prehistory is right there in the title. "Invention," not investigation. Doesn't it matter if this or that theory is true: about where human beings first evolved, or our historical and genetic relationship to Neanderthals, or the degree of violence in ancient hunter-gatherer societies, or how patriarchy emerged? Apparently, it doesn't. "I do not much care if particular theories are true," Geroulanos writes. "I ask what work they do." It isn't clear, in fact, if he thinks that there is such a thing as truth. This is someone who can write about "the invention of deep time" and "the 'discovery' of the earth's past"--the scare quotes meaning not that the past was there all along, but that it isn't there at all, not in any external, empirically observable way. The nascent science of geology, he writes, "played midwife to the birth ... of a whole swarm of ostensibly ancient creatures" (that is, the dinosaurs). Ostensibly? So there's no reality beneath the theories? Geroulanos ducks the question. "The story of human origins has never really been about the past. It has never really been concerned with an accurate, precise depiction of humanity's emergence out of nature."

I wonder what his colleagues--the geneticists and archaeologists, the linguists and the neuroscientists--would say to that. This is social constructionism, the idea that there is no truth outside our agreed interpretations, taken to its logical, inane conclusion. And it points to a crucial distinction that Geroulanos's project denies: the difference between science and pseudo- or proto-science. We have theories about human origins now, and we had theories about them in the 19th century, but they are not the same kinds of theories. Yes, scientists can still have social biases, but contemporary scientific protocols, such as peer review, are meant to root them out. Is the system perfect? Of course not. But there is a qualitative difference between believing that humanity originated in China because (or in order to argue that) the Chinese are "backwards" and deducing that it originated in Africa because that is what genetics and paleontology suggest.

So if truth is irrelevant, what about that "work," as Geroulanos puts it, that contemporary theories "do"? Well, that's just the thing. For all his talk of "the new scientific ideologies," he doesn't turn up much, in recent decades, that's indictable. These hypotheses include the notion that the cave paintings show evidence of shamanism; that tools and human bodies shaped each other in a "feedback loop" akin to those we know from the world of computers; that we all descend from a single genetic ancestor, popularly dubbed "Mitochondrial Eve." All of this is pretty harmless, and certainly a distant cry from the "empire, violence" of his subtitle. Much of it, indeed, comes down on the progressive side of the ledger: goddesses and matriarchies, relatively peaceful tribes that existed before the invention of war, preagricultural egalitarianism. There are still plenty of ideologies running around that justify racism, militarism, and other evils, but they are not drawn from science, for the most part.

And insofar as they are, whose fault is that? "The archaeologists who dig up old bones and the biologists who study hominid genes," Geroulanos writes, "are seldom the vectors of violence." Seldom indeed. They also aren't responsible, to name some of his targets, for Yuval Noah Harari (the "reigning prophet of prehistory's future"), or 2001: A Space Odyssey (which popularized the idea of the "killer ape," our supposedly brutal australopithecine ancestor, a notion that Geroulanos presents as having been designed to create an image of violent Indigenous Africans and thus to serve as an argument against decolonization). Nor should they be blamed for the far right's appropriation of Neanderthals as the original white Europeans. If scientific findings are sensationalized by journalists, oversimplified by authors, and misused by political actors, what are scientists supposed to do? Stop doing science?

Geroulanos seems to imply that the answer is yes, at least for those who study human origins. The world of early humans, he insists, is "inconceivable," inaccessible. Almost anything we say about it is "a narcissistic fantasy," a myth. So he openly promotes the myths he likes, which are the ones that announce themselves as such. "I prefer [Georges] Bataille's and [Annette] Laming-Emperaire's myths" about the cave paintings--respectively, that the images reflect the moment at which humans became conscious of themselves as separate from nature (and thus conscious of death) and that they embody a complex symbolic system structured around gender (which Laming-Emperaire actually did not regard as a myth). Geroulanos writes admiringly about feminist imaginings that place the female at the center of human evolution. Elaine Morgan's popularization, in The Descent of Woman, of the "aquatic ape" hypothesis--the theory that hominins developed not on the savanna but in the shallow sea, where mothers could protect their babies from feline predators--was "proudly speculative." Susan Brownmiller's assertion, in Against Our Will, that hominin social organization began in fear of rape, was "a primal fiction" that refused to "be judged by crude verification." He even puts a word in for Wakanda as the "fluorescent triumph" of the Afrocentric view of human history.

This is what constructionism gets you. Geroulanos's ultimate targets are "humanism, which has always hidden violence," and the idea of human nature, along with the associated notion that studying the origin of the species can get us closer to understanding it. "In reality," he writes (reality?), "humans have almost nothing in common with our paleolithic forefathers." This is also a belief, an ideology, a myth. Human nature may be too, and so may humanism. But I'll take them over what Geroulanos is offering.



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "What's So Bad About Asking Where Humans Came From?" When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Most Dazzling Eclipse in the Universe

Anyone who watches the moon glide over the sun on April 8 will be witnessing the planetary version of a lightning strike.

by Adam Frank




Eclipses are not particularly rare in the universe. One occurs every time a planet, its orbiting moon, and its sun line up. Nearly every planet has a sun, and astronomers have reason to believe that many of them have moons, so shadows are bound to be cast on one world or another as the years pass.

But solar eclipses like the one that millions of Americans will watch on April 8--in which a blood-red ring and shimmering corona emerge to surround a blackened sun--are a cosmic fluke. They're an unlikely confluence of time, space, and planetary dynamics, the result of chance events that happened billions of years ago. And, as far as we know, Earth's magnificent eclipses are unique in their frequency, an extraordinary case of habitual stellar spectacle. On April 8, anyone who watches in wonder as the moon silently glides over the sun will be witnessing the planetary version of a lightning strike.

Seen from a planet, a solar eclipse can vary in nearly infinite ways. Everything depends on the apparent size of the star and the planet's orbiting body. Some eclipses, known as annular eclipses or transits, appear as nothing more than a small black dot crossing the solar disk. They occur when a moon looks much smaller than the sun in the sky, whether that's because it is especially small or especially distant (or the star is especially large or close). Mars, for example, has two wee, potato-shaped moons, each too small to block out the sun.

Read: What would the solar eclipse look like from the moon?

By contrast, if a moon appears much bigger in the sky than the sun, an eclipse would see the tiny solar disk entirely blotted out by the far larger moon, as is the case with many of Jupiter's and Saturn's biggest moons. Such an eclipse would mean a shocking change from light to darkness for sure, but hardly the celestial drama that's seen on Earth. The eerily perfect replacement of our sun's disk by an equal-size black orb, followed by the startling appearance of previously invisible and dramatic regions of illumination surrounding it--that kind of eclipse demands very particular conditions.

Our sun, like all stars, is a giant ball of superheated plasma. Close to its surface, giant fiery flares called prominences blast upward; beyond them extends the corona, the sun's outer atmosphere, which can measure in the millions of degrees on any temperature scale. Normally, we can't see either of these details because the sun itself is simply too bright. But during a total solar eclipse, we can: The prominences form an irregular ring of deep red just surrounding the sun, with the corona shimmering beyond them. That's because our moon appears to be almost exactly the same size as the sun from our vantage point on Earth's surface--big enough to block most of its light, but not so big that it blots out the sun's outer layers.

Relative to the diameter of the Earth, our moon is unusually big for a satellite, at least in our solar system. If you were an alien astronomer visiting our corner of space, you'd probably think the Earth-moon system was two planets orbiting each other. And yet, rotund as it may be, our moon is still 400 times smaller in diameter than the sun--but it also just so happens to be roughly 400 times closer to Earth. And even that coincidence of space and size is, in truth, an accident of time. Today, the moon orbits about 240,000 miles from Earth. But 4.5 billion years ago, when it was first born from an apocalyptic collision between Earth and a Mars-size planet, it was only 14,000 or so miles away, and therefore would have looked about 17 times bigger in the sky than it does today. Since then, the moon has been slowly drifting away from Earth; currently, it's moving at about 1.5 inches a year. As the size of its orbit increased, its apparent size in Earth's sky decreased. That means the eclipses we see today were likely not possible until about 1 billion years ago, and will no longer be possible 1 billion years from now. Humanity has the luck of living in the brief cosmic window of stunning eclipses.

Read: The moon is leaving us

Not every eclipse that's visible from Earth offers perfect views of the prominences and corona while also throwing the world into temporary night. The slightly noncircular shape of the moon's orbit means that it grows and shrinks in the sky. But near-perfect total eclipses account for about 27 percent of all sun-moon overlaps on Earth--often enough that they can be spotted by someone in any given region every generation or so. In contrast, eclipses on the other planets in our solar system are almost always either too small to cover the sun or so large that the ring of fire and corona are hidden. Perfect total eclipses are rare jewels for our neighbors, but common for us.

That special frequency has allowed eclipses to leave deep imprints in human myth and history. Total eclipses on Earth can last as little as a few seconds and as long as seven minutes, but for our ancestors, these brief moments were still descents into terror. "A great fear taketh them" reads an Aztec description of the public reaction to an eclipse. "The women weep aloud. And the men cry out ... eternal darkness will fall, and the demons will come down." One legend holds that, thousands of years ago, a Chinese emperor ordered the execution of two court astronomers who failed to predict an eclipse.

Eclipses were dramatic enough that they helped push our forebears, such as the residents of Babylon and China in the millennia before the Common Era, to pay close attention to the sky. They drove kings and emperors to provide the resources that priests needed to make and keep long-term astronomical records. They helped spark the invention of methods for tracking the motion of celestial objects over lifetimes, and in this way the clockwork of the heavens was first revealed. In that long process of observation and recordkeeping, something else happened too: Eclipses helped compel humans to both develop and reveal our inmost capacity for a new and precise kind of reasoning that could be applied to the world.

Read: Civilization owes its existence to the moon

I believe that the cosmic accident of Earth's perfect eclipses--with their high drama and hidden patterns, the panic they ignited in market squares, the danger they posed to those in power, the awe they inspired among the early priest-astronomers--may have served as a force driving humans to nothing less than science itself. And in building science, we gained the capacity to reshape the planet and ourselves. All of it might never have happened without the moon and sun appearing to be almost the same size from Earth. The lucky circumstances of our sky may well have been the gift that allowed us, eventually, to become its intimate.
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The Clock Is Running Out on Migratory Birds

Climate change is creating a mismatch between these travelers and their food supply.

by Natalia Mesa




This article was originally published by High Country News.

At a glance, the male western tanager looks like a little flame, its ruby head blending seamlessly into its bright, lemon-colored body. Females are less showy, a dusty yellow. The birds spend their winters in Central America and can be found in a variety of habitats, from central Costa Rica to the deserts of southeastern Sonora, in western Mexico. In the spring, they prepare to migrate thousands of miles to the conifer forests of the Mountain West, flying through grasslands, deserts, and occasionally, suburban yards.

To fuel them on their lengthy journey, western tanagers fill up on insects and berries. Like most migrating birds, they eat enormous amounts of food. But as global climate change causes spring to start earlier, birds such as western tanagers are arriving at their destination after what's known as "green-up," when flowers begin blooming and insects emerge. According to a study published in early March in the journal PNAS, this kind of timing mismatch between migrants and their food sources, which is happening across North America, could have dire consequences for migratory birds' survival. "In discussing climate change, we often focus on warming," says Scott Loss, a professor at Oklahoma State University and a co-author of the study. "But the length and timing of seasons--like when winter ends and spring begins--are some of the most dramatic effects of climate change."

Loss and his colleagues used satellite imagery from 2002 to 2021 to calculate the average start of spring green-up along the typical migration routes of 150 North American bird species, then compared that timing with the current green-up. They found that spring is indeed beginning earlier along birds' migration routes. The trend continued this year, when, following an unusually mild February, leaves and blooms emerged well ahead of schedule along the West Coast, making this year's green-up the earliest on record in some areas.

The authors then turned to a trove of citizen birders' observations from eBird to track bird migration. The analysis showed that, as spring shifted earlier, roughly 110 of 150 bird species failed to keep up by migrating in time. "A lot of these birds were tracking long-term averages of green-up more closely than they were current green-up," says Ellen Robertson, a co-author of the study who was a postdoctoral researcher at Oklahoma State when conducting this research. Other studies have found that many bird species are adapting to climate change by migrating earlier, but this study shows that it might not be early enough to keep up with the pace of climate change.

"The paper continues to build this picture of the extent and pervasiveness of an inability of birds to track the changing seasons caused by climate change," says Morgan Tingley, an ornithologist and associate professor at UCLA. Timing mismatches between birds and their food could affect whether birds survive the migration and how many chicks they have. A recent study from Tingley's lab showed that songbirds that reach their spring breeding grounds either earlier or later than plants emerge have fewer young than the ones that arrive on time with the start of spring, for example.

Previous studies have mainly focused on songbirds in Eastern North America, Tingley says, but this new investigation shows that bird species in the West and at different levels of the food web might be just as vulnerable. However, Tingley notes, some questions remain unanswered. For example, he says that although previous studies show that a timing mismatch could have grave consequences for herbivorous songbirds, it's unclear if the same is true for birds that feed on other animals, such as insects.

The awe-inspiring feat of migration has captivated humans for millennia, yet scientists have limited knowledge of how birds manage to fly as far as they do, up to tens of thousands of miles a trip, or why exactly they leave when they do. The migratory cues that birds rely on are myriad: temperature, day length, landforms, the stars, even the Earth's magnetic field, as well as the instructions coded in their genetics. Some of the environmental cues, such as temperature, are likely affected by climate change. But others, such as day length, are not. "That might be one reason some [migratory] birds are more affected by climate change" than others, Robertson says.

Birds that migrate longer distances had a greater mismatch between green-up and migration, the study found. The researchers suspect that's because even if birds are tracking temperature or other migration cues at their winter home, they can't know what conditions are like farther away--whether spring is arriving earlier along their migration route or at their destination than it did at their winter headquarters. Long-distance migrants also tend to rely more on their genetic encoding to tell them when to begin their journey.

Read: The quiet disappearance of birds in North America

Worldwide, bird populations are in decline. The number of birds in North America has dropped by roughly 30 percent since 1970. Even abundant species, such as crows, have suffered a population dip. Scott Loss says that the migration research could inform conservation efforts in the future. "Part of it is knowing which species are vulnerable to various threats," Loss says. "This adds to the knowledge about vulnerability of a wide range of bird species." And he hopes that the information will serve to highlight the urgent need to lower greenhouse-gas emissions as fast as possible: "It's really important, if we can't address climate change immediately, to try to stop habitat loss as much as we can."
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Everything You Know About Killer Whales Is Wrong

The predators might not be a single species, but three--or more.

by Craig Welch




This article was originally published in Hakai Magazine.

John Ford still recalls the first time he heard them. He'd been puttering around the Deserters Group archipelago, a smattering of spruce- and cedar-choked islands in Queen Charlotte Strait, between Vancouver Island and mainland British Columbia. He was piloting a small skiff and trailing a squad of six killer whales. Ford, then a graduate student, had been enamored of cetacean sounds since listening to belugas chirp while he worked part-time at the Vancouver Aquarium as a teenager. Now here he was, on August 12, 1980, tracking the underwater conversations of wild killer whales through a borrowed hydrophone.

Ford had spent the previous two summers painstakingly recording the sounds made by other groups of these black-and-white marine mammals, known as resident killer whales. In summer and fall, the residents traveled in noisy, tight-knit pods that often hugged the shorelines of British Columbia and Washington State, breaching in spectacular aerial displays that delighted tourists, scientists, and other bystanders. They emitted rapid overlapping clicks and thumps, along with squeals, honks, and bleats that could resemble seal barks or, occasionally, human flatulence.

Yet to Ford, the vocalizations he captured on his reel-to-reel that August day sounded nothing like the resident killer whales he'd recorded in previous years. They were coming from a gang of whales researchers had taken to calling "the oddballs," because they appeared to scientists to be social outcasts who had left or been driven out of the resident group. Their calls were tonal, more alien, and far louder, sometimes sounding like a rusty hinge on a closing gate. Clicks were infrequent, when they came at all. "I was amazed," Ford says now.

Although Ford spent the rest of his career studying whales, eventually leading the cetacean-research program for Fisheries and Oceans Canada's Pacific Biological Station before retiring in 2017, he never forgot his reaction that day: These must be different creatures.

More than 40 years later, science is poised to agree.

Read: How first contact with whale civilization could unfold

A new study published this past Wednesday in the journal Royal Society Open Science by a team of whale experts argues that across the North Pacific, resident killer whales and the oddballs--long since renamed transient, or Bigg's, killer whales--aren't just different ecotypes. They're entirely distinct species. The researchers contend that both are separate from a third species that encompasses the rest of the world's killer whales.

Ford, who was not involved in the study, calls the research thorough and definitive, drawing from data collected across disciplines and over decades. "They're just pieces of the story that have fit together to build, I think, a compelling case," he says.

By proposing to split Orcinus orca into three separate species--residents, transients, and everything else--scientists aren't only changing the taxonomic record to more accurately reflect what it means to be a killer whale. They're also acknowledging the ways that communication, behavior, and even culture can help shape speciation as surely as genetics and physiology do.

Killer whales traverse all the world's oceans, from polar waters to the tropics. They are the seas' apex predators, described in scientific literature in 1869 as "wolves of the ocean," who swim "in small companies" while "living by violence and plunder." That's true. Some killer whales eat birds or baby whales or balls of herring. Others prey on manta rays or sea turtles. In Antarctica, they work together to wash seals off ice by swamping floes with waves. In both hemispheres, killer whales have been seen surging onto beaches to pluck seals right off land.

There have long been signs that such hunting behaviors and dietary differences might be more than mere preference. In 1970, whale rustlers herded several killer whales into Pedder Bay, southwest of Victoria, British Columbia, with the intent of capturing them for marine theme parks. For more than 11 weeks, two of the whales refused to eat the fish that handlers served them, becoming more and more emaciated. What no one knew then was that these captives were transients, not the resident killer whales who were known to specialize in chinook salmon as prey. Scientists didn't yet understand that transients even existed, or that they'd eat seals, porpoises, dolphins, even humpback calves--but not fish.

"These prey specializations aren't just choices that orcas make on a daily basis--they are hardwired," Bob Pitman, a marine ecologist and an affiliate of Oregon State University's Marine Mammal Institute, says. In fact, both populations are so set in their ways that researchers have spied resident fish-eating whales slaughtering harbor porpoises for sport without consuming them.

For decades, scientists misunderstood these behaviors, which are consistent everywhere that residents and transients are found, from California, British Columbia, and Alaska to Japan, Russia, and beyond. "We didn't recognize that as being evolutionarily significant," says Phillip Morin, a marine-mammal geneticist with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Southwest Fisheries Science Center who co-authored the Royal Society Open Science study.

By 2003, the population of one subsection of residents--the southern residents, often spied in and around the Salish Sea, which stretches from British Columbia's Strait of Georgia to Washington's Budd Inlet--had plummeted to 83 individuals from estimates of more than 200 prior to the 20th century. Scientists in the United States trying to advise the government on how to offer federal protections to these particular whales struggled to describe how they fit in with the rest of the world's killer whales, and vice versa. Nor did scientists know how long members of a group struggling to survive had gone without breeding with other killer whale groups in the same area.

So Morin spent years coordinating with fellow experts, amassing evidence about the peculiarities of residents and transients across the North Pacific. Some elements had been known for decades. For instance, transients don't just eat differently from residents; they hunt differently too. Unlike their chatterbox neighbors, transients use stealth, and stalk meals in silence (likely because their prey use sound too). And although residents live in stable pods, transients travel in looser groups with shifting alliances.

Furthermore, many killer whales live in communities with their own rituals, which get passed down from one generation to the next through social learning. Even subgroups of resident whales that are genetically similar and overlap geographically can behave quite differently. Northern residents, for example, frequently zip into shallow waters to scratch their bellies on the gravelly seafloor. Southern residents, who frequent similar waters, have never been documented doing that. Instead, they hold multi-pod gatherings and occasionally push dead salmon with their snouts--neither of which is a popular pastime with northern residents.

Read: Killer whales are not our friends

Alone, none of these differences is enough to classify different communities or ecotypes as distinct species. But for some groups of killer whales, what started out as behavioral traits handed down through generations may have ultimately helped lead to something more. "Most people tend to think [something is] either a different species or it's not," Pitman says. But "you have to understand: Evolution is a slow change over time. It's not a black-and-white situation."

Over several decades, Morin's compilation of research helped illuminate differences both subtle and extraordinary, through methods as diverse as finding and studying whale skulls and using cameras attached to drones. Transients, compared with residents, are somewhat longer and fatter, with more triangular dorsal fins. Their jaws are more robust and curved--a necessity, perhaps, for wrangling a half-tonne dinner of Steller sea lion.

But some of the most compelling distinctions come from work by Morin and his colleague Kim Parsons, a research geneticist at NOAA's Northwest Fisheries Science Center. When studying tissue samples, Parsons found that whenever whales look, act, feed, and sound like transients, they have DNA that's noticeably distinct from residents. In fact, Morin's work showed that the two whale types, even when swimming in nearby waters, are so genetically removed from each other that they haven't interbred for at least several hundred thousand years. As Parsons puts it: "They've obviously been on very separate, very divergent, and independent paths of evolution for a very, very long time."

This pattern remains true across the North Pacific. Andrew Foote, an evolutionary biologist at the University of Oslo, in Norway, who has studied killer whales but wasn't part of this study, says that this speaks to how robust the barriers to gene flow are between residents and transients.

Morin's best guess is that as ice ages came and went, groups of whales became isolated by changing geography and were forced to specialize. "There was this physical separation, which is the normal way that speciation starts to occur, and the cultural variation was overlaid on top of that," Morin says. When the environment shifted again and whales came back together, "cultural differences reinforced the separation."

Other animals that separated for millennia and then reunited might not have a problem reintegrating, Morin adds. But killer whales have such cohesive family bonds and distinct dialects that "this cultural aspect helps drive their divergence--or at least helps maintain it."

For the moment, killer whales globally will remain a single species. The Society for Marine Mammalogy's taxonomy committee will debate the findings of Morin and his colleagues, maybe later this spring, and many experts suspect they will eventually accept the proposed partitioning of killer whales into three species: transients (Orcinus rectipinnus), residents (Orcinus ater), and everything else, including the offshore whales that also call the North Pacific home. All of those would still go by Orcinus orca--at least for now. This research may eventually pave the way for further divisions among the rest of the planet's killer whales.

In the meantime, Ford looks forward to being able to finally settle a long-standing argument. "What this paper is going to do is resolve a problem I've had for years," he says, chuckling. When he talks to the public highlighting differences between these whales, or tells someone at a dinner party how he spent his career, he invariably faces a question: "Why aren't they different species?"

Now he can say, "I think they will be soon."
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The CDC Is Squandering the Breakthrough RSV Vaccine

New RSV shots could make winter much safer for infants, but experts think current guidelines may be too strict.

by Katherine J. Wu




When a new RSV vaccine for pregnant people arrived last fall, Sarah Turner, a family-medicine physician at Lutheran Hospital, in Indiana, couldn't help but expect some pushback. At most, about half of her eligible pregnant patients opt to get a flu vaccine, she told me, and "very few" agree to the COVID shot.



But to Turner's surprise, patients clamored for the RSV shot--some opting in even more eagerly than they did for Tdap, which protects newborns against pertussis and had previously been her easiest sell. For once, expectant parents were the ones starting conversations about immunizations.



Each year in the U.S., respiratory syncytial virus hospitalizes an estimated 58,000 to 80,000 kids under the age of 5; the risks are highest for infants, for whom the virus is "enemy No. 1," says Sallie Permar, an immunologist and pediatrician in chief at NewYork-Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center. But this past season marked the first time that the U.S. had two tools that could substantially shrink that toll: a vaccine for pregnant people, who can then pass antibodies to their child, and a monoclonal antibody, known as nirsevimab, that is given directly to infants. Their arrival feels akin "to the end of polio," Anne-Marie Rick, a pediatrician and clinical researcher at Children's Hospital of Pittsburgh, told me: With both shots in widespread use, the risks of winter illness could forever look different for the youngest Americans.



But some experts worry that these powerful shots are being squandered. The CDC's seasonal recommendations governing their use may simply be "too strict," Permar told me. In keeping with those guidelines, many practices stopped giving the maternal vaccine at the end of January; the main window for administering the monoclonal antibody is expected to close at the end of this week. The next eligibility windows won't open for months. The U.S. has two brand-new shots that protect extraordinarily well against a deadly respiratory virus--and that people actually want to take--and it is holding them back.



The guiding principle behind the CDC's recommendations has logic to it. RSV is a seasonal virus, and both injections are thought to offer protection for about six months. For the maternal vaccine, which is administered between 32 and 36 weeks of pregnancy, the clock on the baby's protection starts after birth. So if a pregnant person gets the vaccine in June--outside of the CDC's recommended window--and has their baby in July, their child may be vulnerable again come February, before RSV season typically ends. In theory, spring and summer infants might be better protected by getting nirsevimab starting in October, when RSV usually arrives. Current guidelines also require a choice between the two options: Most infants that benefit from maternal vaccination are not eligible to also receive nirsevimab.



Read: The worst pediatric-care crisis in decades



This past season, though, nirsevimab was in severely short supply--in large part because drug companies seem to have underestimated demand, William J. Muller, a pediatric-infectious-disease expert at Northwestern who helped trial the monoclonal antibody, told me. Many hospital systems also balked at the cost of the new drug, which is pricier than the maternal vaccine, wasn't yet bundled into the expense of delivering infants, and wasn't consistently covered by insurance. The shortfalls became so dire that Sanofi, nirsevimab's manufacturer, stopped taking new orders for certain doses of the monoclonal antibody as early as October. The CDC issued a health alert, calling on providers to restrict administration of those doses to only the highest-risk infants. "In our hospital system, we had some for the NICU babies, and that was literally it," Turner, of Lutheran Hospital, told me.



Nirsevimab should be more available this year: Spokespeople from AstraZeneca and Sanofi told me that the companies are "confident we will meet the global demand" for the antibody in 2024. But last year set quite a low bar. And when the window for administration opens in October--potentially already coinciding with RSV's rise--supplies could go fast, as parents who haven't been able to get shots for themselves or their babies rush to catch up, Grace Lee, a pediatrician at Stanford, who advised the CDC on its RSV guidance, told me. (The CDC did not respond to a request for comment.) Opening the administration window earlier for either the vaccine or the monoclonal antibody could ease that burden: The U.S. starts immunizing people against the flu well ahead of the season's start, Lee said, because "it's just not feasible to vaccinate the entire U.S. population in a week."



For several years, too, "RSV has been on the move," Permar told me, thanks in large part to pandemic mitigations. The virus was virtually absent in 2020, only to come roaring back for a bizarrely early season that began during the summer of 2021 and had mostly concluded by the end of January 2022. In the past two seasons, the virus has also arrived somewhat early, starting with a September rise. If that pattern holds, waiting until September to vaccinate pregnant people or until October to immunize infants might leave many newborns more vulnerable than they need to be for weeks or months.



Many experts do anticipate that RSV's pattern will quickly settle back to its norm. Over the decades, its consistency "has been remarkable," says Sarah Long, a pediatrician at Drexel University who advised the CDC on its guidelines for both new RSV interventions. But even in more predictable years, RSV transmission varies across regions--sometimes kick-starting during the summer in the South and lingering until spring further north. The recommendations "can't be a one-size-fits-all" across the U.S., says Shabir Madhi, a vaccinologist at the University of the Witwatersrand, in South Africa, who helped lead clinical trials of the maternal vaccine. These are judgment calls: France opens its nirsevimab window earlier than the U.S.; Belgium will allow some pregnant people to receive a vaccine as early as the spring. The U.K. is weighing whether to offer both injections at any time of year.



One argument for the current seasonal window is that giving a vaccine or a monoclonal antibody injection too early might mean recipients miss out on protection at the end of the season, Karen Acker, a pediatrician at Weill Cornell, told me. But Permar and others are hopeful that the effects of the new RSV interventions might last longer than five or six months, which is about when clinical trials stopped directly testing their effects. Early data for nirsevimab, for instance, suggests that a little bit of protection may even trickle into subsequent seasons, Muller told me.



Read: Fall's vaccination routine didn't have to be this hard



RSV is also of greatest threat to children within the first few months of life, when their respiratory tracts are still tiny and developing. Given the choice between offering the maternal vaccine a little early--which could leave an older infant a bit more vulnerable at the season's end--and waiting to administer nirsevimab to a young infant after RSV season has started, the former might actually be the safer strategy. Plus, summer babies who don't get nirsevimab at the hospital are less likely to get it later, especially if their parents aren't regularly taking them to see a pediatrician. Giving a shot on the early side is better than never giving one at all, Joshua Salomon, a health-policy researcher at Stanford, told me.



In theory, the CDC's guidelines do make room for adjustments in administration windows, in accordance with local RSV trends. But those decisions can be difficult to execute when providers have to place orders ahead of time and store vials in limited space. So far, many doctors' offices and hospitals have stuck to the months outlined by the CDC guidance. "The cutoff dates have been taken very dogmatically," Rick told me. At the start of the past season, infants just one day over the recommended dosing age of eight months or younger were denied nirsevimab, Turner told me. Then, a lot of providers stopped offering the maternal vaccine after January 31, or simply ran out.



When both the need and the enthusiasm for a vaccine or drug is strong, taking every opportunity for protection makes sense. Several experts I talked with supported wider windows; Permar thinks the U.S. should even consider offering the maternal vaccine year-round. To her mind, restrictions regarding both seasonality and gestational age too strongly limit the chances that a baby will be protected. Some providers also noted that, given all the uncertainties, they would recommend the maternal vaccine as primary defense, leaving nirsevimab as the backup--simply because the vaccine can be delivered first. A maternal shot can set babies up with protection from the moment of birth, a sort of insurance policy that can guard against nirsevimab supply or delivery issues. A wider window of vaccine eligibility might not be a perfect solution. But it could get more infants protected when they most need it--putting to best use a shot that people are actually willing to get.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/03/cdc-rsv-vaccine-babies-eligible/677907/?utm_source=feed
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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 shift 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




Related Podcast



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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        The Atlantic Wins Top Honor for Third Straight Year at 2024 National Magazine Awards
        The Atlantic

        For the third consecutive year, The Atlantic was awarded the top honor of General Excellence for a News, Sports, and Entertainment publication at the 2024 National Magazine Awards, the most prestigious category in the annual honors from the American Society of Magazine Editors.

The Atlantic also won reporting awards for "Inside the Meltdown at CNN," by staff writer Tim Alberta; "The Ones We Sent Away," the September cover by staff writer Jennifer Senior; and cultural reviews and criticism by sta...
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<em>The Atlantic </em>Wins Top Honor for Third Straight Year at 2024 National Magazine Awards

Tim Alberta, Sophie Gilbert, and Jennifer Senior win for reporting; Jenisha Watts and special issue, "To Reconstruct the Nation," were finalists




For the third consecutive year, The Atlantic was awarded the top honor of General Excellence for a News, Sports, and Entertainment publication at the 2024 National Magazine Awards, the most prestigious category in the annual honors from the American Society of Magazine Editors.
 
 The Atlantic also won reporting awards for "Inside the Meltdown at CNN," by staff writer Tim Alberta; "The Ones We Sent Away," the September cover by staff writer Jennifer Senior; and cultural reviews and criticism by staff writer Sophie Gilbert. It also was a finalist for "Jenisha From Kentucky," the October cover story by senior editor Jenisha Watts; and "To Reconstruct the Nation," a special issue in December that reexamined Reconstruction and the enduring consequences of its failure.
 
 Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg said: "Once again, our team has shown themselves to be the best in the business. It is deeply gratifying to receive this recognition again."
 
 More on the winners and finalists follows:

	 Staff writer Tim Alberta won in Profile Writing for "Inside the Meltdown at CNN," an in-depth profile of CNN's former CEO Chris Licht. Alberta had been meeting with Licht throughout the course of his tenure, and for this story spoke with nearly 100 CNN staffers. The report was explosive and dominated news cycles.
 
 	 In Reviews and Criticism, staff writer Sophie Gilbert won for three articles: "The Death of the Sex Scene," "Porn Set Women Up From the Start," and "Madonna Forever." Gilbert was also a finalist for the 2022 Pulitzer Prize in Criticism, and is the author of the recent Atlantic Edition title On Womanhood: Bodies, Literature, Choice, which is a timely, probing essay collection of her writings exploring womanhood in pop culture.
 
 	 Staff writer Jennifer Senior won in the Columns & Essays category for "The Ones We Sent Away," which was the cover of the September 2023 issue. Senior unraveled the story of her aunt Adele, who was born in 1951 with various intellectual disabilities and was sent away to an institution when she was younger than 2 years old. Senior then explored the ways in which the improved care and facilities in the latter part of Adele's life helped restore her humanity and identity--defying the expectations that were placed on her as a child.
 
 	 Staff writer Jenisha Watts was a finalist for Feature Writing. In "Jenisha From Kentucky," which was the cover of the October 2023 issue, Jenisha wrote with remarkable candor about growing up in a crack house, and how she survived it. Watts writes that she was always a "collector of words," and found solace and escape in her deep love of books; she eventually found her way to the literary and journalistic world of New York, where she tried to hide her past. It is, as Goldberg said in an editor's note, "one of the most heartbreaking, insightful, and emotionally resonant stories in recent memory."
 
 	 Nominated for Single-Topic Issue was "To Reconstruct the Nation," from December 2023. The centerpiece of the issue, which was led by senior editor Vann R. Newkirk II, was a new feature-length play by the actor, playwright, and Atlantic contributing writer Anna Deavere Smith, which appears along with essays by writers, historians, and scholars including Secretary of the Smithsonian Lonnie G. Bunch III, Jordan Virtue, Peniel E. Joseph, Drew Gilpin Faust, and Eric Foner.
 


For the second straight year, The Atlantic earned the honor for Best Print Illustration, this year for the October cover portrait of Jenisha Watts by Didier Viode.

In the past year, The Atlantic's journalistic excellence has driven growth across the company, including the recent announcement that the company surpassed 1 million subscriptions and is profitable. Last month, it published "The Great American Novels," an ambitious project collecting the most consequential novels of the past 100 years. The April cover story, "The Golden Age of American Jews Is Ending," by Franklin Foer, looks at how the rise of anti-Semitism on both the right and the left threatens to end an era of unprecedented safety and prosperity for Jewish Americans.

-END-

Press Contact:
 Anna Bross, SVP of Communications
 anna@theatlantic.com
 202.680.3848
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        Don't Let Trump Exhaust You
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The Trump campaign is trying to turn the electoral process into a moral swamp. Voters are going to have to pace themselves to get to November.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Joe Biden lowered drug prices. Does anyone care?
	The Trump two-step
	"Crying myself to sleep on the biggest...

      

      
        Solar Eclipses Are Always With Us
        Marina Koren

        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.Cosmically speaking, the alignment of Earth, the sun, and the moon is ordinary. But from our corner of the universe, the occurrence produces something wondrous: a total solar eclipse. On April 8, the moon will pass between the sun and Earth, casting a shadow along a narrow strip of the country, from Texas to Maine. Outside this path, th...

      

      
        A Great Day for <em>The Atlantic</em>
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        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.Pardon the interruption, but I'm breaking into our regular programming to share some good news about The Atlantic.First, here are three new stories that are worth your time:
	The coming birth-control revolution
	The politics of gun safety are changing.
	There is more good than evil in this country.
Exce...

      

      
        The Atlantic's 2024 National Magazine Award Winners and Finalists
        The Editors

        For the third consecutive year, The Atlantic has won the top honor of General Excellence for a News, Sports, and Entertainment publication at the 2024 National Magazine Awards.Below is a list of the stories that received recognition from the American Society of Magazine Editors:Winner: Profile Writing"Inside the Meltdown at CNN"
Mark Peterson / Redux for The Atlantic
By Tim AlbertaCEO Chris Licht felt he was on a mission to restore the network's reputation for serious journalism. How did it all g...

      

      
        The Big Money of College Basketball
        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.My personal foray into college-basketball fandom comes at a transformational time for the sport, as players accept major promotional deals and gambling reshapes the economics of the game.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	A deadly strike in Gaza
	What the suburb haters don't understan...

      

      
        Supporting Trump Means Supporting a Culture of Violence
        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.Over the weekend, Donald Trump sent out a video with an image of Joe Biden bound like a hostage, and linked to an article with a photo of the daughter of the judge in his hush-money trial in New York. Voters need to confront the reality of what supporting Trump means.First, here are three new stories fr...

      

      
        An Unconventional Spy Show
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Sarah Zhang, a staff writer who has covered the life-changing impact of a major cystic-fibrosis breakthrough, the true prevalence of incest, and wh...

      

      
        What Restaurant Behavior Says About a Person
        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."How you behave in a restaurant is how you behave in life." Ever since I heard that observation from a friend years ago, I've wondered why it hasn't become a more common aphorism. Dining out can be an opportunity to see a person at their hungriest, their showiest, their most human. Do they yell at wai...

      

      
        How AI Is Reshaping Foreign-Language Education
        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.When I was a kid, I felt hypnotized by the shelves in my best friend's apartment. They contained, it seemed, endless volumes of Japanese-language books--including, most crucially to a child's eye, comics such as Dragon Ball and Urusei Yatsura. I was gazing at an impossibly distant world; I wanted so badly to comprehend the stories on th...

      

      
        Obama, the Protagonist
        Gal Beckerman

        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.Vinson Cunningham's new novel, Great Expectations, is a thinly veiled fictional account of his own experience as a young man ...

      

      
        Evan Gershkovich's Year in Captivity
        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.Evan Gershkovich, a reporter for The Wall Street Journal, has now been held in Russia's infamous Lefortovo prison for a year. It looks like he's going to be in Russia even longer: This week, a Russian court extended his pretrial detention by three more months, meaning that he will not have his case hear...
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Don't Let Trump Exhaust You

This election is about fortitude and endurance.

by Tom Nichols




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


The Trump campaign is trying to turn the electoral process into a moral swamp. Voters are going to have to pace themselves to get to November.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Joe Biden lowered drug prices. Does anyone care?
 	The Trump two-step
 	"Crying myself to sleep on the biggest cruise ship ever"




Moral Zombies

The 2024 election has become a kind of waking nightmare in which many of us stare at Donald Trump as he unleashes some new attack on any number of targets: a judge's daughter, immigrants, the rule of law, American national security, the Constitution. And we blink and shake our heads, stunned to think that many of our fellow citizens are eager to put this autocratic ignoramus back in the White House.

In a more normal time in American life, people had to leave politics for having a nanogram of Trump's baggage. Think of the late Senator Thomas Eagleton, the 1972 Democratic vice-presidential pick who had to drop out of the race because he'd been treated for depression. The idea--how old-fashioned it seems now--was that America could not risk any possible mental-health issues not only in the president, but even in the person next in the line of succession. Today, however, we have a former president who exhibits all kinds of signs of a disordered personality--and yet the big worry among many voters (and too much of the media) is whether his opponent is missing a step because he's roughly 42 months older than Trump.

All of this is enervating and exhausting. But that's the point: Trump is succeeding because he is, to use Steve Bannon's infamous expression, seeking to "flood the zone with shit." Trump's opponents are flummoxed by how he provokes one new outrage on top of another, and each time they believe he's finally--finally--gone too far. Bombarding the public space with deranged statements and dangerous threats, however, is not a mistake; it's a strategy.

By overwhelming people with the sheer volume and vulgarity of his antics, Trump and his team are trying to burn out the part of our brains that can discern truth from fiction, right from wrong, good from evil. His campaign's goal is to turn voters into moral zombies who can no longer tell the difference between Stormy and Hunter or classified documents and personal laptops, who cannot parse what a "bloodbath" means, who no longer have the ability to be shocked when a political leader calls other human beings "animals" and "vermin."

Trump isn't worried that all of this will cause voters to have a kind of mental meltdown: He's counting on it. He needs ordinary citizens to become so mired in moral chaos and so cognitively paralyzed that they are unable to comprehend the disasters that would ensue if he returns to the White House.

So far, the Trump strategy is working. Every few weeks, polls indicate that the race between Trump and President Joe Biden is a toss-up. And millions of Americans are in that political fugue state called "undecided," immobilized as if the events of the past eight years never happened.

So what can an ordinary voter do to maintain engagement with the election while not turning their cerebral cortex into a wet, steaming mess of fused wiring? The way to withstand Trump's daily assaults on our senses is to regard them with fortitude, and even some stoicism. He's trying to shake our confidence in democracy and basic decency; remaining engaged in civic life, calmly and without stooping to such tactics and rhetoric, is the superpower of every citizen in a democracy.

I understand why people might flinch at this advice. My wife, like so many of our friends, now reflexively changes the channel whenever Trump appears. Human beings can endure only so much of his disjointed affect and singsongy taunts, especially while knowing that the voters might roll the dice again and give this offensive man direct control of hundreds of nuclear weapons along with one more chance to destroy the Constitution.

But to ignore Trump is a mistake. To dismiss him as an incompetent clown is dangerous. Voters who care about democracy, who care about the future of freedom in America and around the world, must steel themselves to stay in the political process. We do not need to explode over every attempt to bait and troll us. Instead, we can let every one of his manic outbursts increase our resolve to speak clearly and plainly in defense of our system of government and our democratic culture--especially to family and friends who might be treading water in the ever-filling Trump septic pool.

Some of you are probably saying that this is pretty easy advice for me to give, since my professional obligations require me to watch Trump day in and day out. I am not telling you to glue your eyes to the TV. (Indeed, I have some advice about balancing your news diet in today's PS.) Think of how previous generations engaged with politics: by reading a newspaper, watching an hour of news, and talking with friends and neighbors and other citizens in their community. When I was a boy, Americans managed to confront immense questions of national importance without withdrawing into comfort zones and information silos.

Now we face an existential threat to our democracy. Perhaps we might think about how to revive the civic practices and sensibilities--especially staying informed without becoming overwhelmed or falling into despair--that got us through those earlier crises.

You'll probably be even more chagrined that I'm giving this advice even as I'm ducking out of writing the Daily for the rest of the month. I promise, however, that I'm not going on hiatus or giving up and heading to the beach--especially since it's been so damn cold here on the East Coast. Instead, I've been put on some writing assignments that are going to take me away from the weekly rigor of this newsletter, and I need to do some research and travel. I think you'll be pleased with the folks who are coming in to temporarily replace me. (Let me just say that at least one of them will help supply your regular servings of curmudgeonly grousing.)

I'll be back in May, at which point we'll still have six months to go before Election Day. If we care about democracy, we need to be examples to our fellow citizens about staying focused and engaged in our political process. We must also think about how to serve as assured opponents--and maybe as just the smallest spur to the conscience--to those around us who have decided that cruelty, autocracy, and cultish tribalism are more important than our constitutional order.

Related:

	David Frum: The danger ahead
 	The 2024 election already isn't normal.




Today's News

	President Joe Biden told Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu that America's policy in Gaza "will be determined" by the United States' assessment of the steps Israel takes to address civilian and aid-worker harm, according to a White House summary of their call.
 	The No Labels group ended its plans for a third-party presidential campaign after failing to secure a high-profile centrist to challenge Trump and Biden.
 	According to police, burglars stole tens of millions of dollars from a Los Angeles money-storage facility in a cash heist on Easter Sunday.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: "Eclipses are an eternal echo," Marina Koren writes. These cosmic occurrences have inspired awe across history.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Berlin State Library; Getty



A Secret Code May Have Been Hiding in Classical Music for 200 Years

By S. I. Rosenbaum

In the spring of 1825, Ludwig van Beethoven was struck by a gut ailment so severe that he thought he might die. That summer, after he recovered, he returned to the string quartet he'd been writing before his illness--Quartet No. 15 in A Minor, Op. 132--and added a new segment inspired by his survival ...
 The Opus 132 that the world came to know was not exactly the Opus 132 that Beethoven handed to his copyist. The composer littered his original score with unusual markings that the copyist simply ignored ... None of these marks made it into even the first clean copy, let alone the published version. Almost no one would see those marks in the roughly 200 years after Beethoven first scribbled them down.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	An utterly misleading book about rural America
 	The great democratic success story that wasn't
 	AI has lost its magic.
 	The one big thing you can do for your kids




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: John Lamparski / Getty.



Don't just look up. During an eclipse, the show isn't only in the sky. The latest episode of Radio Atlantic covers an eclipse's effect on your body, your sense of time, and the animals around you.

Read. In Helen Oyeyemi's new novel, Parasol Against the Axe, the city of Prague is imagined as a live organism.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Many people assume that folks like me who write about politics are news junkies. They think we dive into the cable shows in the morning and lull ourselves to sleep at night with the latest podcasts. Yes, I pay more attention to the news (and to books about politics, and other sources) than do most people, and sometimes--during a crisis or a big event when I know I'll have to write--I do, in fact, just stay glued to my TV and my laptop. But otherwise, that level of news consumption is not healthy. I don't do it, and neither should you.

You might think that, come 5 p.m., I am immersed in cable news. (Hey, sometimes I'm on those shows, and sure, there are days when I watch for hours.) But let me put in a word here for indulging in regular mental breaks. In my case, as many of you know, that means vintage television: Although I enjoy catching up on the news over dinner, more often you'll find me chuckling with my wife over the clipped, staccato dialogue of Adam-12 or having a laugh with a rerun of Cheers. ("Hey, what's happening, Norm?" "Well, it's a dog-eat-dog world, Sammy, and I'm wearing Milk-Bone underwear.")

If you're going to make it to November, stay up to date, but don't forget to unplug now and then. (Reading The Atlantic regularly, of course, is a great way to stay informed.) Few of us are required to have instantaneous knowledge of the day's events; we can catch up on the news in various ways once or twice a day. Give yourself a break. You're going to need it.

See you in May.

-- Tom



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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Solar Eclipses Are Always With Us

"In celestial spaces shadows cannot fail to fall, and the solid earth must now and then intercept them," Mabel Loomis Todd wrote in 1897.

by Marina Koren




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.


Cosmically speaking, the alignment of Earth, the sun, and the moon is ordinary. But from our corner of the universe, the occurrence produces something wondrous: a total solar eclipse. On April 8, the moon will pass between the sun and Earth, casting a shadow along a narrow strip of the country, from Texas to Maine. Outside this path, the sun will not disappear, and the best and safest way to observe the event is with eclipse glasses. Inside the path, the moon's shadow will blot out the sun so completely that, for a few minutes, it will be unrecognizable--a luminous ring in the suddenly darkened sky. You can stare right at it. The difference between a partial eclipse and a total one is, well, night and day.

More than 30 million Americans live inside the path of totality, and millions are expected to travel there for the celestial event. Many before them have been caught in the fleeting shadow of the moon. In 1897, The Atlantic published the writer Mabel Loomis Todd's account of a total solar eclipse that occurred the year before, in Japan. (Todd is best known for transcribing Emily Dickinson's original works after the poet's death and, controversially, making changes to the poems before publication.) By that time, heavenly beliefs about eclipses had given way to natural explanations; Todd witnessed the eclipse as part of a scientific expedition. Astronomers had traveled all this way, with all kinds of instruments with which to observe the spectacle, but they initially "could not bear to look at all the fine apparatus and the extensive preparations, with the prospect of cloud," Todd wrote.

In 2017, 120 years later, I was just as worried as Todd and her companions seemed to be about clouds obscuring the display. As I waited in a state park in Tennessee, the anticipation became uncomfortable; as Todd described it, "The nerve-tension of that Sunday morning was beyond what one would often be able to endure ... Something was being waited for, the very air was portentous."

When the moon slid over the sun, the sky above me turned a surreal deep purple; for Todd, "unearthly night enveloped all things." The corona, the outermost layer of the sun's atmosphere, looked to me like a radiant white ring, but no words felt enough. Todd put it better: "a celestial flame beyond description."

I remember feeling out of time, the world as I knew it on pause--but when the sun came roaring back, those two minutes of totality seemed like two milliseconds. Time felt scrambled for Todd too:

It might have been hours, for time seemed annihilated; and yet when the tiniest possible globule of sunlight, like a drop, a pin-hole, a needle-shaft, reappeared, the fair corona and all the color in sky and cloud flashed from sight, and a natural aspect of stormy twilight filled all the wide spaces of the day. Then the two minutes and a half in memory seemed but a few seconds--like a breath, a tale that is told.


Eclipses are an eternal echo. They remind us that although our little home is changing all the time, the universe marches on. Our understanding of the depths beyond Earth constantly evolves too: In 1863, a writer named M. D. Conway wrote an essay in The Atlantic about the 18th-century astronomer Benjamin Banneker and his talent for creating astronomical calendars. Banneker, a free Black man who lived in a slave state, correctly predicted a solar eclipse in 1789, contradicting the leading astronomers of the time. "To make an almanac was a very different thing then from what it would be now, when there is an abundance of accurate tables and rules," Conway wrote, referring to the methods available in the 19th century. Today, computers do the work of producing eclipse forecasts, the calculations buoyed by data from spacecraft that have orbited the moon.

Next week, I'll be in Niagara Falls, hoping, once again, that the clouds part just in time. When it's over, I'll try to imagine 2045, the next time the moon's shadow will fall across a large swath of the United States, changed in unknowable ways. But, in Todd's timeless words, "the heavens remain, and sun and moon still pursue their steady cycle. In celestial spaces shadows cannot fail to fall, and the solid earth must now and then intercept them."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/04/solar-eclipses-are-always-with-us/677969/?utm_source=feed
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A Great Day for <em>The Atlantic</em>

For the third consecutive year, the American Society of Magazine Editors has bestowed upon The Atlantic its top prize.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




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.


Pardon the interruption, but I'm breaking into our regular programming to share some good news about The Atlantic.

First, here are three new stories that are worth your time:

	The coming birth-control revolution
 	The politics of gun safety are changing.
 	There is more good than evil in this country.




Excellent News

For the third consecutive year, the American Society of Magazine Editors has bestowed upon The Atlantic its top prize, the National Magazine Award for General Excellence. This is a tremendous honor. Only one other magazine has been awarded this prize three times in a row, and that was more than 25 years ago. The competition was tough. We were up against a raft of excellent magazines: The New Yorker, New York magazine, The New York Times Magazine, and The Economist's 1843 magazine.

It is particularly gratifying to note that this was not the only award The Atlantic won last night. Three of our staff writers won National Magazine Awards for their stellar work: Tim Alberta, one of America's most gifted feature writers, received the top prize in profile writing, for his incisive and influential profile of Chris Licht, the now-former head of CNN. Sophie Gilbert, a critic of exceptional discernment and acuity, won the top prize in reviews and criticism, for her brilliant work on pop culture and feminism. And Jennifer Senior won the top prize in columns and essays for her beautifully elegiac story about her aunt Adele, who was institutionalized by her family as a toddler because of an intellectual disability and left to wither for decades in terrifying facilities before landing in a supportive group home in middle age. Tim and Sophie were first-time finalists for the National Magazine Award. For Jen, this was a repeat trip to the podium; she has been a finalist each of the past three years, and she won the National Magazine Award in Feature Writing two years ago, for her story on the aftermath of 9/11 (it's worth noting that she also won the Pulitzer Prize for that story). The general view across our industry, one that I endorse, is that Jen is doing some of the best writing in the English language today.

I'm also pleased to let you know that The Atlantic won the prize for best print illustration, for the portrait of our senior editor Jenisha Watts, by Didier Viode. Jenisha herself was a first-time finalist in feature writing. Her gorgeous and brave cover story, "Jenisha From Kentucky," is one of the best personal essays The Atlantic has ever published.

Our magazine's special issue on Reconstruction, edited by Vann R. Newkirk II and John Swansburg, was a finalist in the single-topic-issue category, the first time The Atlantic has been so recognized. This issue was extraordinary. If you missed it, now is a good time to visit its stories (and an original play, This Ghost of Slavery, by our contributing writer Anna Deavere Smith).

All in all (and I apologize for the unseemly bragging), The Atlantic brought home more National Magazine Awards than any other publication.

Last year, when we won the prize for general excellence for the second consecutive time, I assumed we wouldn't be able to keep up this streak. But my generally excellent colleagues keep outdoing themselves, and so the judges, though perhaps predisposed to grant this prize to a magazine with New York in its title, made what I consider to be the inevitably correct decision.

As some of you know, The Atlantic has had a run of positive news lately. The biggest development: We just recently crossed the 1-million-subscription threshold. This has never happened in our 167-year history. We are also, again, a profitable magazine company. This is important not merely because these developments allow us to pursue the most ambitious journalism possible but because we hope to show the world that it is possible to have an economically self-sustaining print-and-digital publication that is committed to producing only the best journalism. As I wrote last year, we realized that the way to differentiate The Atlantic in a crowded field is to make stories only of the highest quality and ambition. We sometimes fall short of our objective, but not for lack of trying.

Tomorrow, a return to your regular newsletter programming. For now, let me thank you, our readers and subscribers, for your loyalty and your commitment to the ideals of The Atlantic.

Read all of our National Magazine Award winners and finalists here.



Today's News

	A 7.4-magnitude earthquake hit Taiwan today, killing at least nine people and injuring more than 900 others. It is the strongest earthquake the country has experienced in the past 25 years.
 	The University of Texas at Austin laid off at least 60 employees who had worked in roles related to diversity, equity, and inclusion, the Austin American-Statesman reported yesterday. Texas passed an anti-DEI law last summer that went into effect in January.
 	To replenish its forces, Ukraine lowered its conscription age from 27 to 25 for men and removed some draft exemptions.




Dispatches

	Notes From the Editor in Chief: Republicans such as Rob Portman could have ended Donald Trump's political career, Jeffrey Goldberg writes. They chose not to.
 	Work in Progress: Millions of Americans stopped going to church in the past 25 years, Derek Thompson writes. They seem to have found no alternative method to build a sense of community.
 	The Weekly Planet: Rising temperatures could push millions of people north, Abrahm Lustgarten writes. These climate boomtowns could have lasting implications for America.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Apple TV+



If Teenage Girls Ran America

By Shirley Li

Early in the new documentary Girls State, one of the participants in the titular leadership program for high schoolers chuckles after learning the camp song. She feels silly practicing the flashy choreography and rousing lyrics when the weeklong intensive is meant for building a mock government with other civic-minded teenagers. "If the boys don't have to do this," she says, "I'm going to be pissed."
 As it turns out, the boys don't--and she's not the only one miffed about the disparity between the sibling programs run by the veterans association American Legion. Girls State, which begins streaming on Apple TV+ this Friday, is a follow-up to the acclaimed 2020 documentary Boys State ... But Girls State is much more than a gender-flipped version of the previous project. Instead, the film offers a sharp study of how a supposedly empowering environment can simultaneously inspire and limit aspiring female leaders.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Everything you know about killer whales is wrong.
 	Poem: "Helen of Troy Meets Her First Husband"




Culture Break


Parrish Lewis / Netflix



Don't look away. "Sometimes, the sexiest thing two people can do on-screen is simply look at each other," Sophie Gilbert wrote last year. What would we lose if Hollywood did away with intimate sex scenes?

Read. These seven books are best enjoyed while one relaxes at a park, a beach, or an open-air cafe on a sunny day.

Play our daily crossword.

Did someone forward you this email? Sign up here.

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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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s 2024 National Magazine Award Winners and Finalists

Read the stories that were recognized at this year's ASMEs.

by The Editors




For the third consecutive year, The Atlantic has won the top honor of General Excellence for a News, Sports, and Entertainment publication at the 2024 National Magazine Awards.

Below is a list of the stories that received recognition from the American Society of Magazine Editors:



Winner: Profile Writing

"Inside the Meltdown at CNN"




By Tim Alberta

CEO Chris Licht felt he was on a mission to restore the network's reputation for serious journalism. How did it all go wrong?



Winner: Columns and Essays

"The Ones We Sent Away"




By Jennifer Senior

For The Atlantic's September 2023 issue, Senior wrote about her aunt Adele, who was institutionalized as a toddler because of an intellectual disability, and the life she could have lived.



Winner: Reviews and Criticism

"The Death of the Sex Scene," "Porn Set Women Up From the Start," and "Madonna Forever"




By Sophie Gilbert

A collection of probing essays exploring womanhood in pop culture.



Finalist:  Feature Writing

"Jenisha From Kentucky"




By Jenisha Watts

When Watts moved to New York to pursue journalism, she hid her past. For The Atlantic's October 2023 cover story, she wrote about her tumultuous childhood in Kentucky, and the freedom that writing offered her.



Finalist: Single-Topic Issue:

"To Reconstruct the Nation"




The Atlantic's December 2023 issue was led by Vann R. Newkirk II and included pieces from Lonnie G. Bunch III, Drew Gilpin Faust, Eric Foner, Adam Harris, Peniel E. Joseph, Vann R. Newkirk II, and Jordan Virtue on America's most radical experiment. Plus: a new play by Anna Deavere Smith, David W. Blight annotates Frederick Douglass, and more.



Winner: Best Print Illustration

"Jenisha From Kentucky"




Illustration by Didier Viode




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/04/the-atlantics-2024-national-magazine-award-winners-and-finalists/677963/?utm_source=feed
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The Big Money of College Basketball

Major promotional deals and gambling are reshaping the economics of the game.

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.


My personal foray into college-basketball fandom comes at a transformational time for the sport, as players accept major promotional deals and gambling reshapes the economics of the game.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A deadly strike in Gaza
 	What the suburb haters don't understand
 	What's so bad about asking where humans came from?




More Money at Stake

The other day, something amazing happened to me: I opened my CBS Sports app and saw my March Madness bracket at the top of my pool. The high of victory was fleeting; it seemed that my first-round prowess was a result of pure luck. Even though I soon slid down the rankings, I was totally delighted, and hooked.

I am coming to the sport at a moment of transformation. In recent years, college basketball players and teams have questioned what it means to be a school athlete, and to what extent playing college ball is a career in itself. In 2021, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of college athletes in an antitrust case against the NCAA. That same month, the NCAA announced a name, image, and likeness policy that would allow college athletes to make money through social media and marketing deals. And earlier this year, the Dartmouth men's basketball team formed a union, arguing that they operated as employees of the college (the university disagrees).

As more states legalize sports gambling, the American Gaming Association estimates that $2.7 billion will be wagered legally on the men's and women's college basketball tournaments this year--a surge that the NCAA is reportedly not thrilled about. Ratings have been high in March Madness men's games so far this year, according to the NCAA, but it's really the women's games that are exploding in popularity. Last week, the game between the University of Iowa and West Virginia University broke the women's tournament record for pre-Final Four viewership, with nearly 5 million people tuning in on ESPN. This uptick is buoyed in part by the popularity of Iowa's star point guard, Caitlin Clark.

Clark's fame has even reached new fans like me: My pick to win the women's tournament is Iowa. A record 10 million people watched Iowa's championship game against Louisiana State University last year, a loss they soundly avenged yesterday. When Clark shattered the NCAA Division I women's-basketball scoring record earlier this year, Nike released a T-shirt that read: You break it, you own it. When she topped "Pistol" Pete Maravich's NCAA all-time scoring record just a few weeks later, she joined a short list of women who hold records across both men's and women's college basketball. That event cemented her place among the collegiate greats. And, as Jemele Hill wrote in The Atlantic, the attention on Clark, who is white, has also prompted "a wider conversation about how many Black women ... have been marginalized in this sport despite their invaluable contributions."

Clark is the most visible, but far from the only, woman playing at an elite level this year. Angel Reese, who led Louisiana State to the NCAA championship last year, and JuJu Watkins, who was the No. 1 recruit in the nation in 2022 before committing to the University of Southern California, were among the other stars drawing more fans to the games this season.

They're playing in a different college-sports landscape after the recent league changes--one with more money at stake. Players can now receive compensation beyond just scholarships, and some people estimate that Clark's major earnings beyond the court are in the range of millions of dollars. Her face is on cereal boxes in Iowa grocery stores, and she's secured deals with Nike and Gatorade. Her games even reportedly boost local economies when fans dine and book lodgings nearby. As Alex Kirshner wrote in The Atlantic last month, "Clark's singular level of stardom obscures an even bigger shift taking place in college sports: After decades of treatment as second-class citizens, women are surpassing men in popularity, interest, and financial potential."

Part of the fun of the tournaments, I have learned, is that wild things can happen. Small teams overtake titans; solid teams are felled by underdogs having a great day. I have found learning even the basics of bracketology rewarding, and I understand why so many other fans are obsessed this time of year. (So obsessed, in fact, that March Madness could cost employers more than $9 billion in lost productivity, according to a career-coaching firm.) Even though my bracket is cooked, I've left March with a greater appreciation for the game.

Related:

	Caitlin Clark is just the beginning.
 	Sports betting won.




Today's News

	The Israel Defense Forces confirmed yesterday that they have withdrawn from Al-Shifa, Gaza's largest hospital, after a 14-day siege. At least 300 bodies were found on the hospital grounds, according to Gaza's Civil Defense.
 	Wisconsin Governor Tony Evers vetoed a bill that would have required transgender students to compete on sports teams based on their sex assigned at birth.
 	Last night, Donald Trump posted a $175 million bond, underwritten by the billionaire Don Hankey's Knight Specialty Insurance Co., in his New York civil fraud case.




Evening Read


Larry Towell / Magnum



A 600-Year-Old Blueprint for Weathering Climate Change

By Kathleen DuVal

Beginning in the 13th century, the Northern Hemisphere experienced a dramatic climatic shift. First came drought, then a period of cold, volatile weather known as the Little Ice Age. In its depths, the annual average temperature in the Northern Hemisphere may have been 5 degrees colder than in the preceding Medieval Warm Period. It snowed in Alabama and South Texas. Famine killed perhaps 1 million people around the world.
 Native North Americans and Western Europeans responded very differently to the changes ... It is true that, in the 1400s, the Indigenous people of what is now the United States and Canada generally lived more sustainably than Europeans, but this was no primitive or natural state. It was a purposeful response to the rapid transformation of their world--one that has implications for how we navigate climate change today.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why rich shoppers get so angry about Hermes
 	This whale has something to say.




Culture Break


Jeff Curry / Getty for Mastercard



Gaze. These images show people observing previous eclipses--annular, partial, and total--from around the world.

Listen. Beyonce isn't trying to stake her claim in country music with her latest album--"she's showing us what's possible within the borders we all share," Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I will leave you with this delightful exchange between Fran Lebowitz and a reporter, which appeared in a 2023 New York Times article about the widely beloved dancing-elephant mascot at the New York Liberty's WNBA games:

The author Fran Lebowitz said she was surprised to see the mascot when she and a friend went to see the Liberty ... at Barclays Center in Brooklyn this summer.
 "I fail to understand what the elephant has to do with Brooklyn," Ms. Lebowitz said. "Because to me, it's the Republicans that are symbolized by an elephant."
 Of Ellie's dance skills, she added: "She did seem to be, I guess, very good for an elephant."


-- Lora



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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Supporting Trump Means Supporting a Culture of Violence

The former president is encouraging threats against his enemies--again.

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.


Over the weekend, Donald Trump sent out a video with an image of Joe Biden bound like a hostage, and linked to an article with a photo of the daughter of the judge in his hush-money trial in New York. Voters need to confront the reality of what supporting Trump means.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	What would society look like if extreme wealth were impossible?
 	The state that's trying to rein in DEI without becoming Florida
 	The doctor will ask about your gun now.




'Is This Who You Are?'

On Good Friday, Donald Trump shared a video that prominently featured a truck with a picture of a hog-tied Joe Biden on it. I've seen this art on a tailgate in person, and it looks like a kidnapped Biden is a captive in the truck bed.

The former president, running for his old office, knowingly transmitted a picture of the sitting president of the United States as a bound hostage.

Of course, Trump's spokesperson Steven Cheung quickly began the minimizing and what-abouting: "That picture," he said in a statement, "was on the back of a pick up truck that was traveling down the highway. Democrats and crazed lunatics have not only called for despicable violence against President Trump and his family, they are actually weaponizing the justice system against him."

I cannot recall prominent elected Democrats calling for hurting Trump or his family. The closest Biden got was when he once lost his temper six years ago and said that if he and Trump were in high school, he'd have wanted to beat him up behind the gym, a comment Biden later said he regretted. And there is certainly no evidence to suggest that Biden or his spokespeople ever promoted the idea that the 45th president should be taken hostage. Over the weekend, Trump's defenders took to social media to keep raising the 2017 picture in which the comedian Kathy Griffin held up an effigy of Trump's severed head. So let us all stipulate: Her stunt was ghastly. Griffin's comedy--or parody, or protest art--was in bad taste and potentially a risk to a sitting president. She paid for it: The Secret Service investigated her, and her career at CNN was torched.

But Griffin is not a former president seeking once again to become commander in chief of the armed forces and the top law-enforcement authority in the United States. And Griffin did not incite a mob of rioters--some of whom were bent on homicide--to attack the Capitol. Donald Trump is, and he did.

Meanwhile, Trump also had words last week for the people trying to hold him accountable--or, more accurately, for their children. The day before he promoted imagery depicting the torture of the sitting president, Trump fired off a Truth Social post in which he mentioned the daughter of Juan Merchan, the judge presiding over his hush-money criminal trial: "Judge Juan Merchan is totally compromised, and should be removed from this TRUMP Non-Case immediately," Trump wrote. "His Daughter, Loren, is a Rabid Trump Hater, who has admitted to having conversations with her father about me, and yet he gagged me."

Then, on Saturday, Trump blasted out a New York Post article that included Loren Merchan's picture to his followers.

Trump's fan base will shrug off its leader's condoning of violent fantasies and implied threats of violence as more harmless lib-owning. But what Trump is doing is dangerous, and the time is long past to stop treating support for his candidacy as just one of many ordinary political choices. As the historian of authoritarianism Ruth Ben-Ghiat posted on Friday on X: "This is an emergency. This is what authoritarian thugs and terrorists do. Trump is targeting the President of the United States."

Other Americans are well within their rights to wonder if this is what Trump supporters actually want to see in 2024.

Perhaps a thought experiment might help: Would today's Trump supporters think it hilarious, say, to see Ronald Reagan or Jimmy Carter bound in the same way that Biden was depicted? Perhaps Bill Clinton or the Bushes tied up like hostages? (We can only begin to imagine what kind of ugly end the truck Rembrandts might have portrayed for Barack Obama.)

After seeing Trump post this video, I found myself wanting to ask his voters the questions that always occur after one of his outrages: Is this okay with you? Is this something you'd want your children to see?

Trump's apologists--especially those who claim to be against Trump but are sympathetic to the movement he leads--will complain that such questions are un-American, and that we should not judge other citizens for their choices. This is disingenuous caviling: Every day, both in politics and in our daily lives, we reach moral conclusions about one another's choices. More to the point, tolerating and even celebrating violent images and despicable language is a perfectly legitimate cause for looking down on the people who engage in such behavior.

(The whining about judgment is particularly ironic coming from Trump adherents, who constantly judge others while cheering on Trump's descriptions of other Americans as "vermin" and "thugs"--all the while constantly complaining about how others are judging them.)

Another thought exercise might clarify the problem. Imagine someone who seems, in every way, like a perfectly good neighbor, but in a discussion he says that his favorite candidate for president would be the former Ku Klux Klan grand wizard David Duke. (He ran for the U.S. Senate and governor in Louisiana as a Republican in 1990 and 1991 and ran for the GOP presidential nomination in 1992.) Or, to take a more recent example, Ye (formerly known as Kanye West), another former presidential candidate whose career as a musical act has been eclipsed by his anti-Semitic and racist comments.

I doubt many of us, faced with a neighbor who supports a racist and former Klansman, or idolizes a rambling anti-Semite, would shrug and take comfort in how neat he keeps his lawn. We might start to suspect that such a neighbor is not a good citizen--and, given the hate that he supports, maybe not a good person, either.

Such thoughts are unpleasant--in part because of how many millions of Americans, including people we may know and care about, have repeatedly voted for Trump. But at some point, we have to decide when to levy a moral judgment that puts these choices beyond the realm of a normal political argument.

Unfortunately, we're not getting much help in making those determinations from some of the media. On Sunday morning, for example, Kristen Welker of Meet the Press noted that Trump had "stepped up his attacks on the judge and his family in the New York hush money case" and is "falsely calling the criminal proceedings 'election interference.'" Her verdict: "It is yet another reminder that we are covering this election against the backdrop of a deeply divided nation."

Well, sure, that's one way to put it. More accurately, however, we might say that a mostly coherent and decent nation is under electoral assault from a violent seditionist minority that has captured one of our two national parties, and its leader encourages and condones threats against officials at every level across the country, including threats of violence against the sitting president of the United States.

Every ardent Trump supporter should be asked when enough's enough. And every elected Republican, including the sad lot now abasing themselves for a spot on Trump's ticket or in his possible Cabinet, should be asked when they will risk their careers for the sake of the country, if not their souls. We have reached an important moment--one of many over the past years, if we are to be honest. After all we have learned and seen, and all of the questions we might ask of Trump supporters, perhaps only one simple and direct question truly matters now:

Is this who you are?

Related:

	Four forces bind Trump's supporters more tightly than ever.
 	If Trump wins




Today's News

	An air strike on the Iranian embassy in Damascus, Syria, killed at least seven people, including multiple top commanders from Iran's Quds Force, according to Iran's Revolutionary Guards Corps. The New York Times reported that Israeli and Iranian officials said that Israel was behind the attack.
 	The Florida Supreme Court upheld the state's current 15-week abortion ban, a decision that allows legislation outlawing abortion after six weeks to go into effect in 30 days. In a separate case, the court ruled that a constitutional amendment enshrining abortion rights can appear on ballots in November.
 	Texas's Department of State Health Services announced that a person in Texas had contracted bird flu after being exposed to dairy cattle that were presumably infected with the disease. The individual is the second person to be diagnosed with highly pathogenic avian influenza in the U.S.; the first case took place in 2022.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: Harold M. Lambert / Getty.



Colleges Are Facing an Enrollment Nightmare

By Rose Horowitch

For years, Senator Lamar Alexander was known for theatrically unfurling a paper document so long that he could hold it above his head and still see it drag along the chamber floor. It was the Free Application for Federal Student Aid, or FAFSA, a form that every college student and their family must complete to be eligible for federal grants and student loans. Detractors argued that its length (more than 100 questions) and complexity (experts joked that you needed a Ph.D. to complete it) deterred students from getting aid and attending college. In December 2020, on the eve of Alexander's retirement, Congress finally passed legislation to simplify the form, with implementation ultimately scheduled for the high-school class of 2024. It was a rare win for bipartisan, commonsense governance: less paperwork, more kids going to college.
 That was the idea, anyway. In practice, seemingly every phase of the implementation has gone wrong.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Ro Khanna wants to be the future of the Democratic Party.
 	The most dazzling eclipse in the universe
 	The clock is running out on migratory birds.




Culture Break


HG / Magnum



Watch (or skip). Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire (out now in theaters) is comfortingly irrelevant, David Sims writes.

Read. These five books are best read with somebody you love--a significant other, a friend, or a family member, Emma Sarappo 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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An Unconventional Spy Show

Culture and entertainment musts from Sarah Zhang

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Sarah Zhang, a staff writer who has covered the life-changing impact of a major cystic-fibrosis breakthrough, the true prevalence of incest, and why so many kids now need glasses.

Sarah is a converted fan of the new Mr. & Mrs. Smith remake, a show that toys with spy-movie tropes. She enjoys James Turrell's art installations, which play with light and dark; was recently engrossed by the curse of goiter in Switzerland; and takes breaks by playing High Rise, which she considers the "platonic ideal of phone games."

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Baltimore lost more than a bridge.
 	Too few Americans are eating a remarkable fruit.
 	The war at Stanford




The Culture Survey: Sarah Zhang

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: My first reaction to Amazon Prime's Mr. & Mrs. Smith remake was a smug eye roll about how nothing is new. But then I learned that the remake was co-created by Donald Glover, whose Atlanta is refreshingly weird. So is his new "spy" show. Mr. and Mrs. Smith are not particularly good at espionage or seduction or any of that spy-movie stuff, and the show sets up a fascinating game of subverted expectations. The cameos are so fun, as are the guest stars that make you go, Wait, is that supposed to be a cameo? The actor in the opening scene is a dead ringer for a young Angelina Jolie, and after what happens next--I won't spoil--I knew the show was in deft hands. [Related: How fake spies ruin real intelligence]

The last entertainment thing that made me snort with laughter: The dog scene in the second episode of Mr. & Mrs. Smith.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: In James Turrell's Hind Sight, you sit for 15 minutes in a dark room looking at nothing. Or is it nothing? Afterward, all is revealed in a stunning moment that renewed my appreciation for the miracle of sight. My husband, who says he actually saw nothing, was enraged.

The installation is part of the Turrell exhibition at the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art, which also includes a Ganzfeld light room--the concept of which Drake borrowed for his "Hotline Bling" music video--and one of his famous Skyspaces. I hope one day to make it to the Roden Crater, the inactive volcano that Turrell bought almost 50 years ago to turn into his still-unfinished magnum opus.

Something I recently revisited: I recently started playing Balatro, a poker-like card-based video game. I was intrigued to learn, however, that its creator--a single anonymous dude in Canada--says he was inspired not by poker but by Big Two, a Chinese card game he played with his friends. I knew it! I too spent many childhood afternoons playing a variation of Big Two with my friends. And when we weren't playing that, we were playing Spit, War, Gin Rummy, Egyptian Rat Screw, Zhao Pengyou, Hearts, or Spades, entertaining ourselves for hours with a pack of cards. Maybe I'm just nostalgic for a time when I had a lot of time, but I'm hoping to get a regular card game going in my life again. [Related: The secret to gaming in adulthood]

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: High Rise is my platonic ideal of phone games: small, beautiful, and elegant, with few rules but infinite variations. You add buildings to a tiny city block. Small buildings merge into bigger buildings, but you will eventually run out of room--so to keep playing, you must destroy. (I hear Balatro is also coming to mobile soon ...)

A piece of visual art that I cherish: Richard Serra, who died last week, made immense rust-colored sculptures that you can go inside and touch. I walked through one of his Torqued Ellipses for the first time a few years ago, and I walked through them again this past summer, after I'd just had a baby--meaning that my body had just grown and shrank and then sprouted a four-wheeled appendage, a.k.a. a stroller. The passages inside his Torqued Ellipses at the Dia Beacon museum are alternately wide and narrow; walking through them this most recent time, I felt overcome by how my relationship to time and space had so radically changed since I became a mother. The baby liked it too. Well, I think she liked being able to touch something in a museum.

A piece of journalism that recently changed my perspective on a topic: Jonah Goodman's story in the London Review of Books about the curse of the goiter in Switzerland blew my mind. I can't say I'd previously thought much about goiters, which are big lumps that appear in the neck, so I had never considered that the medical condition could be connected to the slow freezing and thawing of ice sheets in Europe 24,000 years ago. Goodman's article traces how doctors uncovered the connection and their efforts to end the "national evil" in Switzerland, which they did so successfully a century ago that the curse of the goiter is now long forgotten.



The Week Ahead

	Ripley, a drama-thriller series based on the Talented Mr. Ripley novels, starring Andrew Scott as the titular grifter who is enmeshed in a web of deceit and murder (premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	Monkey Man, an action film starring Dev Patel as a man bent on revenge against an Indian city's elites (in theaters Friday)
 	Choice, a novel by Neel Mukherjee that follows the London-based publisher Ayush, who is driven by the question: "How ought one to live?" (out Tuesday)




Essay
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Zyn Was 100 Years in the Making

By Jacob Stern

For something that isn't candy, Zyn nicotine pouches sure look a lot like it. The packaging, a small metal can, looks more than a little like a tin of mints. The pouches come in a wide variety of flavors: citrus, cinnamon, "chill," "smooth." And they're consumed orally, more like jawbreakers or Warheads than cigarettes.
 America has found itself in the beginnings of a Zyn panic.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The violence of Cowboy Carter
 	The real issue with Netflix's 3 Body Problem
 	Godzilla x Kong is one long tease.
 	The everyday indignity of dining out
 	A clear-eyed look at the early Obama years
 	The Rick Rubin guide to creativity
 	Photographing Black self-creation in the American South
 	The impossible fight to live the life you want
 	"Lunch at the Polo Club"
 	The patron saint of political violence




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Americans really don't like Trump's health-care plans.
 	Sam Bankman-Fried's dream came true.
 	Phil Klay: "U.S. support for Israel's war has become indefensible."




Photo Album


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



Check out these images from The Notion of Family, a series by the photographer and visual artist LaToya Ruby Frazier.



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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What Restaurant Behavior Says About a Person

Dining out can be an opportunity to see a human being at their hungriest, their showiest, or their most human.

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.


"How you behave in a restaurant is how you behave in life." Ever since I heard that observation from a friend years ago, I've wondered why it hasn't become a more common aphorism. Dining out can be an opportunity to see a person at their hungriest, their showiest, their most human. Do they yell at wait staff? Do they tip well? And then come the questions of food-sharing and chewing etiquette.

Many of these quandaries come up in Curb Your Enthusiasm, a show with a unique focus on the drama that can unfold when people join together to eat. Restaurants are "the ideal petri dish for [Larry David's] social experiments, which have everything to do with how people should conduct themselves in a shared world," Mac Schwerin writes in a new essay. "Ironically, the food itself is rarely addressed."

Today's newsletter is a collection of Atlantic articles about dining that are less about food than about the people eating it.



On Dining Out

The Everyday Indignity of Dining Out

By Mac Schwerin

On Curb Your Enthusiasm, anything can happen when Larry David walks into a restaurant.

Read the article.

What Home Cooking Does That Restaurants Can't

By Reem Kassis

When we eat, the social context matters perhaps even more than the food.

Read the article.

Do Yourself a Favor and Go Find a 'Third Place'

By Allie Conti

We need physical spaces for serendipitous, productivity-free conversation.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	How restaurants got so loud: Fashionable minimalism replaced plush opulence. That's a recipe for commotion, Kate Wagner wrote in 2017.
 	What you learn from eating alone: A personal pizza may seem sad, but it doesn't have to be.




Other Diversions

	Solving a century-old byline mystery
 	"I just want a normal drink."
 	Middle names reveal more than you think.




P.S.

Technology and the coronavirus pandemic have transformed the meaning of gratuity, my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote last year: "The new tipping culture is confusing at best."

-- Isabel




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/03/the-everyday-indignities-of-dining-out/677933/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How AI Is Reshaping Foreign-Language Education

A new generation of translation tools threatens to upend how people understand different cultures.

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.

When I was a kid, I felt hypnotized by the shelves in my best friend's apartment. They contained, it seemed, endless volumes of Japanese-language books--including, most crucially to a child's eye, comics such as Dragon Ball and Urusei Yatsura. I was gazing at an impossibly distant world; I wanted so badly to comprehend the stories on those pages, but translations wouldn't be published in the United States until years later.

Those early experiences motivated my study of Japanese in high school and college. But if I were a teenager today, I might be tempted to skip over the courses altogether. Translation programs powered by AI have become extraordinarily effective. In an article published by The Atlantic this week, the journalist Louise Matsakis explores what these advanced tools may augur for foreign-language education, which is already on the decline in America and elsewhere. The story gestures toward broader issues with AI: It is certainly a technology of convenience, but convenience can sometimes mean sacrifice. "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," Matsakis writes. "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."

I don't have any meaningful recollection of using my Japanese to understand manga, but I may never forget the feeling of speaking the language with new friends when I eventually traveled to Japan after years of study. AI translation certainly has wonderful applications--"these tools are great for getting a general sense of what's going on, like trying to figure out the basic facts of a news event in another country," Matsakis pointed out when I asked her about all of this--but it cannot replace deep, human understanding. At least not yet.

-- Damon Beres, senior editor




Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



The End of Foreign-Language Education

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.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	The flaw that could ruin generative AI: "A technical problem known as 'memorization' is at the heart of recent lawsuits that pose a significant threat to generative-AI companies," Alex Reisner writes.
 	Conscious AI is the second-scariest kind: "A cutting-edge theory of mind suggests a new type of doomsday scenario," Peter Watts writes.




P.S.

Matsakis's article reminded me of a recent story by Jeremy Klemin, which explores how AI functions in the world of literary translation. Here, machine-translation models "struggle because, at its core, literary translation is an act of approximation. The best option is sometimes not the correct one, but the least bad one."

-- Damon
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Obama, the Protagonist

Two literary accounts of the former president's rise

by Gal Beckerman




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.

Vinson Cunningham's new novel, Great Expectations, is a thinly veiled fictional account of his own experience as a young man working on Barack Obama's 2008 presidential campaign. Obama isn't mentioned once in the book, but in every way, the fount of charisma described as "the senator" or "the candidate" is him. And through the character of David Hammond, a college dropout who almost by accident finds himself in a fundraising job for the nascent campaign, Cunningham is able to give readers a close-up look at Obama's stratospheric rise. Mostly, as Danielle Amir Jackson writes in an essay this week, that is the story of how one man was imbued by his supporters with messiah-like qualities, creating an unsustainable cult of personality around him.

The book takes place at a time, Jackson writes, "when many thought Obama had an answer for every American ailment." Cunningham got a front-row seat to all of the projected hopes, and to the disillusionment in the years that followed. It turned out that Obama's instincts were actually moderate ones, and that, in any case, America's political system was not built for radical change--not through the force of one man's efforts. Cunningham's book put me in mind of another account of this vertiginous launch and return to Earth: Obama's own presidential memoir, A Promised Land.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Not everything is about gender
 	The patron saint of political violence
 	The impossible fight to live the life you want
 	The Rick Rubin guide to creativity


Unlike many other former presidents, Obama had the benefit of being a gifted writer (and had already produced two memoirs) before he sat down to work on A Promised Land. The book moves quickly through his early years and slows down in early 2007, when he declares his candidacy for president; it then spends more than 600 pages describing the next four years and ends with the killing of Osama bin Laden in 2011 (a second volume is planned). The ins and outs of pushing through health-care reform or responding to the Arab Spring aren't what stayed with me. Instead, what I remember most is Obama's own perspective on his changed status--exactly what Cunningham witnessed up close.

To Hammond, the character in Great Expectations, the Obamalike candidate seems composed to an otherworldly degree, and in command of his political powers at the start: "The Senator had begun, even then, at the outset of his campaign, to understand his supporters, however small their number at that point, as congregants, as members of a mystical body, their bonds invisible but real." But to hear the real Obama tell it, he felt like he was going to fail at every step: "From day one, it felt like the middle of Times Square, and under the glare of the spotlight, my inexperience showed." He is acutely aware of his weaknesses, like his wordiness: "When asked a question, I tended to offer circuitous and ponderous answers, my mind instinctively breaking up every issue into a pile of components and subcomponents."

No matter how much Obama the skilled politician may have wanted to avoid exposing his vulnerabilities, Obama the writer knows that for A Promised Land to be good, he needs to be as honest as possible about his insecurities and the tensions he experienced--and that's what I love about his account. During the campaign, he worked hard to avoid alienating white people, even though that meant his Black supporters sometimes felt like their specific concerns were overlooked; he writes candidly about how this left Black people "with a psychic burden, expected as they were to constantly swallow legitimate anger and frustration in the name of some far-off ideal." As his popularity grew and the rallies multiplied by tens of thousands of people, he also admits to becoming "increasingly lonely."

Obama writes, too, about intimate moments, such as sitting next to his mother-in-law on a couch, hand in hand, as he was declared the winner of the election. "This is kind of too much," she said to him. He is aware, in ways Cunningham is as well, of the distance between image and reality, especially for a man who came to represent so much for so many people. That distance even keeps Obama from recognizing his own authentic feelings at certain points. Of his victory speech as president-elect that November evening in Chicago: "I worry that my memories of that night, like so much else these past twelve years, are shaded by the images that I've seen, the footage of our family walking across the stage, the photographs of the crowds and lights and magnificent backdrops."

In Cunningham's book, Hammond is standing in the crowd that night, looking at the same scene from a very different perspective. His time in the campaign has been the ultimate education in "the language of signs," how a man can be made into a symbol, a repository of enormous collective emotion. In a way, both Hammond and Obama disdain this usurping of reality--though in Obama's case, there is nothing to do but embrace it. Hammond sees the new president as a "moving statue," and makes a very different choice for his own life. "I knew that I wanted to be more than a Rorschach, more legible than a symbol, more vivid and musical," Hammond says. "I wanted to be real in a way that history wasn't."






A Clear-Eyed Look at the Early Obama Years

By Danielle Amir Jackson

Vinson Cunningham's new novel takes the reader back to a time when many thought the nation's first Black president had an answer for every American ailment.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Postcards From the Edge, by Carrie Fisher

Fisher was royalty in two senses of the word: Her mother was the great Debbie Reynolds, known best for her appearance in Singin' in the Rain, and Fisher herself was perhaps most recognizable to millions (if not billions) of people for her role as Princess Leia in George Lucas's original Star Wars trilogy. Beyond her claim to the Hollywood throne, Fisher was known for her acerbic wit and frankness about the rough-and-tumble nature of the industry. Before her unexpected death in 2016, she was a prolific writer of fiction and nonfiction, but her debut novel, Postcards From the Edge, remains one of her most meaningful contributions. The semi-autobiographical plot follows an actor struggling with drug addiction and recovery (Fisher's own public battles are mirrored in those of the protagonist, Suzanne Vale), and the narration provides sharp, funny anecdotes--about how Vale's manager wants her to do a TV series to manage her manias, for example, and how she copes with being a product of, and within, Tinsel Town (or at least, which drugs she takes to cope). The book is a loving punch-up, dark and biting, about how the film industry makes and breaks its own, but there's nothing better than a comeback story. Upon finishing, you can enjoy Mike Nichols's fantastic 1990 adaptation, starring Meryl Streep and Shirley MacLaine.  -- Fran Hoepfner

From our list: Seven books that explain how Hollywood actually works



Out Next Week

? Choice, by Neel Mukherjee

? The Cemetery of Untold Stories, by Julia Alvarez


? All Things Are Too Small: Essays in Praise of Excess, by Becca Rothfeld




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Middle Names Reveal More Than You Think

By Michael Waters

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 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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Evan Gershkovich's Year in Captivity

The U.S. journalist is in prison because Vladimir Putin has made no pretense about using Americans as human bargaining chips.

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.


Evan Gershkovich, a reporter for The Wall Street Journal, has now been held in Russia's infamous Lefortovo prison for a year. It looks like he's going to be in Russia even longer: This week, a Russian court extended his pretrial detention by three more months, meaning that he will not have his case heard until July at the earliest. The Russian-speaking Gershkovich was accused of espionage, making him the first foreign journalist charged with that crime by the Kremlin since the end of the Cold War. Evan, the Journal, and the United States government all deny the Russian accusations.

The charges against Evan, of course, are nonsense, and even the Russians know it. Evan is in prison because Vladimir Putin has made no pretense about using Americans as human bargaining chips to be exchanged for Russians in Western jails.

During the Cold War, the Soviets would sometimes grab a prominent American for propaganda reasons or to force an exchange for one of their more valuable spies. Such events were rare: When I was young and studying the Soviet Union, for example, my classmates and I were told the cautionary tale of Frederick Barghoorn, a Yale professor who was framed in Moscow for spying in 1963 and whose case became a major Soviet-American issue for a few weeks. Likewise, when the American reporter Nicholas Daniloff was arrested in 1986--apparently in response to the FBI's arrest of a Soviet physicist in New York on charges of espionage--his detention sparked a diplomatic crisis that eventually drew in Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev.

Those events seem almost quaint now, stories from a bygone era when even the Cold War had rules. U.S. Ambassador to Russia Lynne Tracy said earlier this week that Evan's detention is "not about evidence, due process, or rule of law" but about "using American citizens as pawns to achieve political ends." The ambassador may be granting too much credit to Putin and his circle, however. Evan is not being held by an ideological superpower playing some great game of chess for diplomatic or propaganda purposes. He is being held by gangsters who consider hostage-taking a normal business practice.

As one of my Russia-watcher friends has observed rather darkly, dealing with Putin and his capos is not a job for Tony Blinken. It's a job for Tony Soprano.

Even in a time when every American who enters Russia is in danger, Evan's capture represents an escalation, and his continued imprisonment is likely meant to send multiple messages, including a warning to Western journalists working in Russia not to stray too far from Moscow. Evan was likely a tempting target for arrest because he'd traveled around Russia for years as a reporter for various outlets, telling the stories of ordinary Russians including migrant workers, fishermen, and young men who were shipped off to fight for Putin in Ukraine. (The day he was arrested, Evan was working in Yekaterinburg, some 900 miles from Moscow.) The Russian leadership knows it must tolerate the presence of at least a few actual journalists in its country, but it would much prefer that they stay close to the capital, where they can be watched, instead of talking with the Russian people.

Read: Russia escalates its war on reporters.

For the Kremlin, Westerners talking with Russians risks two-way contamination: Reporters and Russian citizens alike find out things that the regime would prefer to keep hidden. Publicly arresting a foreign journalist and then throwing him into the darkness of Lefortovo is not only a reminder of the reach of Putin's power but also a way of firing a shot over the heads of any Russians who might be inclined to talk with reporters.

Putin is also locking up people such as Evan Gershkovich merely to make the point to America and other nations that he can, and to emphasize that he has no intention of observing rules formed during the Cold War. The Soviet Union's leaders cared about diplomatic niceties not because they respected diplomacy but because the bosses of the Politburo tied Soviet actions to Soviet policy goals--often evil goals, but comprehensible goals nevertheless. Putin, like the mafia boss he is, cares only about himself, his cronies, and his survival in power. Incarcerating Evan (and others) serves those purposes.

The Biden administration might be able to bring Evan and other U.S. citizens home, but Americans should remember two things about negotiating with the Russians.

First, the State Department has issued a warning that Americans should not set foot in Russia, and people should take that warning seriously: Putin will continue to seize hostages as long as he has a ready supply of them.

Dual citizens should be especially careful, because they are exposed to particular risk in any repressive nation whose citizenship they hold. In October, the Russians arrested the Russian-American dual citizen Alsu Kurmasheva, an editor for Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty who lives in Prague, on a mishmash of charges that she and RFE/RL dispute. (The Kremlin, for many reasons, hates RFE/RL and prosecutors later tacked on a charge of spreading false information about the Russian military.) Much like in the Gershkovich case, Russian officials have extended the period of Kurmasheva's pretrial detention.

Second, prisoner-exchange deals might be ugly, but Americans should understand that such deals must get done anyway. In early 2022, the Russians grabbed the WNBA star Brittney Griner on a minor drug charge. The United States agreed to a prisoner swap, offering to release a notorious arms dealer, Viktor Bout, in exchange for Griner. The U.S. also wanted to free Paul Whelan, an American serving a 16-year sentence in Russia on trumped-up spying charges. The Kremlin tried to add a Russian contract killer, Vadim Krasikov, to that deal; Krasikov is serving a life sentence in Germany. (The United States could not immediately spring a stone killer from a German prison--America does not control the government of Germany, for one thing.) In the end, Griner and Bout were freed, but Whelan remains in Russia.

Read: How to support Evan Gershkovich

Similar deals may be required to get Evan and other Americans back home. Putin cannot be deterred from hostage-taking, and leaving innocent Americans in Russian prisons just to try to teach a 71-year-old dictator a lesson is pointless. Evan Gershkovich's imprisonment, like those of other Americans captured in Russia, is not about international relations or grand strategy. Mobsters care about power and money and personal security, and they will trade in human flesh to get them. If sending some Russian miscreants back to the Motherland brings home some Americans, we should do it--as distasteful and unfair as it would be.
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            As much of North America prepares for the upcoming total solar eclipse next week, I thought it would be fun to share some images from the recent (and not-so-recent) past of previous eclipses--annular, partial, and total--from around the world. Also pictured are some of the many observers sharing this fleeting experience, "witnessing the planetary version of a lightning strike," together in stadiums, parks, and beaches.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two people sit on rocks overlooking water, with a partly-eclipsed sun setting in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young people watch the rare sight of a partial solar eclipse at sunset, as seen from Manila Bay, Philippines, on January 26, 2009.
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                [image: Several people stand on a small roundabout in a city street in 1921, looking up toward the sun, holding bits of dark glass over their eyes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On April 8, 1921, people gaze upward to view a partial solar eclipse in Paris.
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                [image: The bright corona of the sun radiates out from the black circle made by the moon as it passes in front of the sun, seen above a snowy mountain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A total solar eclipse, seen above Svalbard, Longyearbyen, Norway, on March 20, 2015
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                [image: Many people in a stadium, most wearing eclipse glasses, look upward.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch the solar eclipse at Saluki Stadium on the campus of Southern Illinois University on August 21, 2017, in Carbondale, Illinois.
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                [image: A bird, silhouetted in front of a partly-eclipsed sun]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph taken on October 25, 2022, shows a view of a partial solar eclipse visible behind a bird on a tree in Istanbul.
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                [image: A view of the entire Earth from space, with most of North America darkened by a shadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As the moon crossed between the Sun and Earth during the annular eclipse on October 14, 2023, its shadow darkened skies across North America, as seen from an orbiting NASA satellite.
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                [image: Several people hold up their phones to take pictures of an eclipse, the distant sun appearing like a bright ring, partly blocked by the passing moon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take photos with their smartphones as they watch an annular solar eclipse on Jabal Arba in Al Hufuf, in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, on December 26, 2019.
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                [image: A group of five park rangers wearing eclipse glasses look skyward and raise their arms playfully.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On August 21, 2017, Shenandoah National Park hosted the Night Sky Festival to watch as a partial solar eclipse was visible overhead.
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                [image: The sun, eclipsed by the moon, looking like a thin circle in a dark sky]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The "ring of fire" effect caused during the annular eclipse of the sun over Albuquerque, New Mexico, on October 14, 2023
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                [image: Young people wearing eclipse glasses and paper-plate masks view an eclipse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Students of the Jennings School District view a solar eclipse on August 21, 2017, in St. Louis.
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                [image: A partly eclipsed sun, seen behind a temple at sunset, appearing somewhat like a pair of red horns on the horizon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A partial solar eclipse is seen behind the centuries-old Raghunath Hindu temple in Srinagar, Indian controlled Kashmir, on October 25, 2022.
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                [image: A partly-eclipsed sun, seen behind the Statue of Liberty.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises next to the Statue of Liberty during an annular eclipse on June 10, 2021, in New York City.
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                [image: Many small overlapping crescents of light, seen on a sidewalk beneath a tree, miniature images of the partly-eclipsed sun above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crescent-shaped shadows are pictured on a sidewalk as light passes through tree leaves during a partial solar eclipse in Oklahoma City on August 21, 2017.
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                [image: A person looks skyward while wearing a decorated welder's mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman observes an annular solar eclipse at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, in Mexico City, on October 14, 2023.
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                [image: Bright rays of light appear to radiate from a dark circle, as the passing moon darkens the entire sun, leaving only the outher rays of its corona visible.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun's corona becomes visible during a total solar eclipse.
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                [image: A small group of people lay across each other's laps on rocky ground, wearing eclipse glasses, looking up.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Friends watch an eclipse together on a Menan Butte in Menan, Idaho, on August 21, 2017.
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                [image: Light from a partly-eclipsed sun shines off the ocean's surface.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A partial solar eclipse is seen above Manama, Bahrain, on December 26, 2019.
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                [image: The shadow of a colander, displaying many overlapping crescents--images of a partly-eclipsed sun seen through its many holes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors to Shenandoah National Park look at images of the eclipsed sun seen through the holes of a colander on August 21, 2017. The tiny holes behave like pinhole lenses, showing the outline of the eclipsed sun on the ground.
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                [image: Hundreds of people stand and sit along a beach, looking toward the sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators line the beach to view a total solar eclipse on November 14, 2012, in Palm Cove, Australia.
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                [image: The tiny outline of the International Space Station is seen in silhouette in front of a partly-eclipsed sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The International Space Station is seen in silhouette as it transits the sun at roughly five miles a second during a partial solar eclipse, viewed from Ross Lake, Northern Cascades National Park, Washington, on August 21, 2017.
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                [image: Young people look up toward the sun, wearing eclipse glasses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch a total solar eclipse at Yonsei University in Seoul, on July 22, 2009.
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                [image: The eclipsed sun appears like a small circle in a darkened sky above a strip of clouds and the horizon, seen from an aircraft window.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the total solar eclipse from a commercial flight, seen while overflying La Serena, Chile, on July 2, 2019.
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                [image: The partly-eclipsed sun, shaped like a crescent, sets over the ocean, seen near a fishing boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon passes in front of the sun during a partial solar eclipse, as seen over Manila Bay, Philippines, on January 26, 2009.
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                [image: Two people stand on a rocky outcrop, looking up toward the eclipsed sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The enthusiasts Tanner Person (right) and Josh Bliek, both from Vacaville, California, watch a total solar eclipse while standing atop Carroll Rim Trail at Painted Hills, a unit of the John Day Fossil Beds National Monument, near Mitchell, Oregon, on August 21, 2017.
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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.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/04/photos-total-solar-eclipses-past/677947/



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Photos of the Week: Snow Blooms, Giant Eggs, Dragon's Teeth

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	March 29, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            A wildfire in Venezuela, cherry blossoms in eastern China, a deadly terrorist attack in Russia, a surf competition in Australia, Holy Week processions in Spain, a full moon above Istanbul, a vast solar-power farm in Texas, and much more

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Wreckage of a collapsed highway bridge lies across the deck of a cargo ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the cargo vessel Dali, seen after it had crashed into the Francis Scott Key Bridge, causing it to collapse, in Baltimore, Maryland, on March 26, 2024
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                [image: Waves crash against a lighthouse during a storm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Waves crash against a lighthouse during a storm in Les Sables d'Olonne, France, on March 28, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Stephane Mahe / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A glowing lava flow illuminates a plume of gas and steam, with the northern lights above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lava flows from a fissure, backdropped by the northern lights, near the town of Grindavik, Iceland, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighter walks in front of two houses as flames erupt in a narrow gap between them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters battle a four-alarm fire in two homes in Brooklyn on March 22, 2024, in New York City. The fast-moving fire took dozens of firefighters to contain.
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                [image: Fire erupts from the upper floors of a tall building at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fire rages inside the Crocus City Hall on March 22, 2024, in Krasnogorsk, Russia, following a terrorist attack on a concert hall that left at least 140 people dead and another 350 injured.
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                [image: Many lit candles in glass containers]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Candles are placed outside the Crocus City Hall concert venue on a day of mourning declared after the deadly attack, in the Moscow Region, Russia, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A line of people wearing white hooded robes and carrying torches walks down a steep and narrow street, surrounded by onlookers on either side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Penitents of the Cristo de la Buena Muerte brotherhood take part in a procession during Holy Week in the northwestern Spanish city of Zamora on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: Several people wear tall, white pointed hoods and robes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Penitents of the La Paz brotherhood take part in the Palm Sunday procession in Seville on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A double row of short, concrete, pyramid-shaped obstacles run across several fields.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pyramidal anti-tank obstacles, known as "dragon's teeth," are installed across a field as a part of a new fortification line, amid Russia's attack on Ukraine, in the Zaporizhzhia region of Ukraine, seen on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of many rows of solar panels set up on a broad and flat plain]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Oberon Solar O&M farm on March 24, 2024, in Ector County, Texas. In 2023, Texas led the nation in solar installations on its power grid, surpassing California for the second consecutive year.
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                [image: Many rows of new passenger vehicles sit in a lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                New electric cars for sale are parked at a distribution center of the Changan Automobile Company in southwestern China's Chongqing municipality on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A performer sings onstage in a stadium, surrounded by many lights and phone screens held up by audience members.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Karol G performs during her Manana Sera Bonito tour at the Monumental Stadium of Caracas Simon Bolivar in Caracas, Venezuela, on March 22, 2024.
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                [image: People take pictures of a sunset above the harbor and skyline of Hong Kong.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors view a sunset above Hong Kong on March 22, 2024.
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                [image: People in a city park gather around an art installation featuring many large egg-shaped objects lit from within.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An installation titled "Continuous" by Japanese art collective teamLab, featuring some 200 giant egg-shaped objects that change color to music as part of the Art@Harbour initiative, is seen at Tamar Park, near Hong Kong's Victoria Harbour, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A person in a traditional costume with a colorful veil prepares to perform.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of a folk-dance troupe prepare to perform during Ramadan in Iraq's southern city of Basra on March 22, 2024.
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                [image: People dance and perform while covered in brightly colored water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Hindu devotee dances during the Huranga, a game played between men and women a day after Holi, at the Dauji temple, near the northern city of Mathura, India, on March 26, 2024.
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                [image: A surfer leaps above a wave, silhouetted against the sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer warms up at sunrise, ahead of the 2024 Rip Curl Pro Bells Beach surf competition on March 27, 2024, in Winkipop, Australia.
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                [image: A person sits shoulder-deep in a pool in a stream, beneath a small waterfall that splashes on their head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Giovanna Barbosa enjoys cold water in a stream in the Tijuca forest, during World Water Day in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on March 21, 2024.
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                [image: Three ballet dancers pose in front of a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Scottish Ballet dancers Seira Winning, Urara Takata, and Danila Marzilli pose on the banks of Loch Lomond ahead of the Swan Lake tour, near Glasgow, Scotland, on March 26, 2024.
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                [image: Two blooming daffodils poke out of a blanket of snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Daffodils bloom in the snow in Le Sepey, Switzerland, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A large iceberg with several pointed spires]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of a large iceberg floating off the coast of Antarctica on February 18, 2024 (photo released March 22, 2024)
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                [image: The full moon rises over a large historic mosque.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The full moon rises over the Fatih and Suleymaniye Mosques in Istanbul, Turkey, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of parachutes drop crates toward a shoreline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Humanitarian aid is air-dropped over the northern Gaza Strip, as seen from central Gaza, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A flock of pelicans flies above at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A flock of pelicans fly in the direction of Lake Manyas at sunset in Bursa, Turkey, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: Two people pose on a beach as a large passenger aircraft flies closely above, on its way to a landing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Russian tourists pose for a photo beneath an inbound airplane on Mai Khao Beach in Phuket, Thailand, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A handler runs beside a show horse in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Horses compete in the 21st Dubai International Arabian Horse Championship in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A table-tennis player leans forward to serve, a small white ball hanging just in front of their face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                France's Felix Lebrun serves to France's Alexis Lebrun (not pictured) during the men's table-tennis singles final match in the France 2024 Championship at FDI Stadium in Montpellier, France, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: A person poses for a photo beneath blossoming trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person poses beneath cherry blossoms on a campus in Nanjing, in eastern China's Jiangsu province, on March 24, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of demonstrators fill a city square, many holding a long banner bearing hundreds of portraits.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hundreds of demonstrators hold a large banner with portraits of people who disappeared during Argentina's military dictatorship (1976-83) in Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires on March 24, 2023. The march was held on the 48th anniversary of the 1976 coup d'etat, which led to a dictatorship responsible for tens of thousands of disappearances, exiles, and executions in clandestine centers.
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                [image: A young boy crawls through concertina wire toward an adult at the Mexico-U.S. border.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young boy crawls through concertina wire at the border as migrants cross from Mexico into El Paso, Texas, on March 22, 2024.
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                [image: A young mother holds her child, both wrapped in a blanket, sitting on the ground near a border fence.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jolimar, an 18-year-old migrant from Venezuela, shelters her 2-year-old son, Gail, from cold and blustery weather as they search for an entry point into the U.S. past a fortified fence along the bank of the Rio Grande in El Paso, Texas, on March 25, 2024.
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                [image: A lizard climbs on the trunk of a tree that is burning on its opposite side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A lizard climbs on a burning tree at El Cafe Hill, in the municipality of Naguanagua, Carabobo State, Venezuela, on March 27, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Juan Carlos Hernandez / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Smoke and fire rise above several parts of a hydroelectric dam.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke and fire rise above the Dnipro hydroelectric-power plant after Russian attacks in Dnipro, Ukraine, on March 22, 2024.
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                [image: Rescue workers help a person walk through a debris-filled hillside following a landslide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Civil Defense help a man whose house was destroyed by heavy rains in Petropolis, Brazil, on March 23, 2024. A powerful storm claimed at least nine lives in southeastern Brazil.
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                [image: A ski jumper mid-jump, with a backdrop of steep mountains]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Austria's Daniel Tschofenig makes a jump during the men's individual HS240 at the FIS Ski Jumping World Cup in Planica, Slovenia, 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.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/03/photos-of-the-week-snow-blooms-giant-eggs-dragons-teeth/677918/
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