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        Welcome to the Golden Age of User Hostility
        Charlie Warzel

        What happens when a smart TV becomes too smart for its own good? The answer, it seems, is more intrusive advertisements.Last week, Janko Roettgers, a technology and entertainment reporter, uncovered a dystopian patent filed last August by Roku, the television- and streaming-device manufacturer whose platform is used by tens of millions of people worldwide. The filing details plans for an "HDMI customized ad insertion," which would allow TVs made by Roku to monitor video signals through the HDMI p...

      

      
        Six Cult Classics You Have to Read
        Ilana Masad

        A book that earns the title of "cult classic" is one that combines two seemingly contradictory qualities: It has a passionate following of people who swear it's the best thing they've ever read, but also, outside this intense fan base, it's largely unknown. As word of mouth about such a book spreads, and the title's partisans become evangelists, it begins to spark with a distinct kind of electricity. Even if the book never goes mainstream, its reputation can be buoyed for years or decades by devo...

      

      
        The Golden Age of Dating Doesn't Exist
        Faith Hill

        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."I wish I knew some young men!" the writer Eliza Orne White declared in The Atlantic's July 1888 issue. "I am fully aware how heterodox this sentiment is considered, but I repeat it boldly, and even underline it--I should like to know some interesting men!"White, a fiction author, was writing in the voice of her 20-year-old protagonist M...

      

      
        What the Perma-bears Get Wrong About the Stock Market
        James Surowiecki

        War in the Middle East. War in Ukraine. Rising oil prices. Inflation still hovering above 3 percent, and mortgage rates above 6 percent. The possible reelection of Donald Trump, with the prospect of a trade war with China to follow. Investors in the stock market seemingly have plenty to worry about. But so far this year, they have shrugged off anxiety: The S&P 500 index had its best first-quarter performance since 2019, up more than 10 percent. And that's on the heels of a strong 2023, when the S...

      

      
        A Child's-Eye View of 1970s Debauchery
        Judith Shulevitz

        The Australian author Helen Garner's first novel, Monkey Grip, published in 1977, and her third, Children's Bach, published in 1984--both recently reissued in the United States--are considered classics in Australia, and they really are fantastic books. They're also likely to freak you out. This is not because they're full of sex and drugs--who worries about that anymore?--but because they seem nonchalant, even indifferent, to a truth we hold sacred today, which is that children should be shielded fro...

      

      
        Jung's Five Pillars of a Good Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.In the world of popular psychology, the work of one giant figure is hard to avoid: Carl Jung, the onetime associate of Sigmund Freud who died more than 60 years ago. If you think you have a complex about something, the Swiss psychiatrist invented that term. Are you an extrovert or an introvert? Those are his coinages, too. Persona, archetype, synchronicity: Jung, Jung, Jung.When it comes to happi...

      

      
        Money Can Buy You Everything, Except Maybe a Birkin Bag
        Hanna Rosin

        Earlier this year, two California residents filed a class-action lawsuit against the French luxury design company Hermes. Their grievance was that although they could afford a coveted Birkin bag made by the company, they could not buy one. The bags are genuinely rare, because they are still handmade by specially trained artisans. Wait lists are long. And the company, according to the lawsuit, gives wide discretion to salespeople at individual boutiques to determine who gets one next. This practic...

      

      
        Larry David Learned Nothing, and Neither Did We
        Paula Mejia

        On a recent flight from Auckland to Sydney, an unruly man reportedly urinated into a cup while sitting at his seat, much to the horror of his fellow passengers. The man later stood up, apparently so he could toss his waste into the toilet, then tripped and spilled the cup's contents onto a flight attendant. When the plane landed in Australia, the man was escorted off by police and fined.This appalling incident is devoid of any decorum, which is to say that it seems ripped from a Curb Your Enthusi...

      

      
        Matt Gaetz Is Winning
        Elaine Godfrey

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Usually, you need about 10 minutes to walk from the Rayburn House Office Building to the House Chamber. But if you're running from a reporter, it'll only take you five.When Matt Gaetz spotted me outside his office door one afternoon early last November, he popped in his AirPods and started speed walking down the hall. I took off after him, waving and smiling like the good-natured midwesterner I am. "Congressm...

      

      
        Why Tax Filing Is Such a Headache
        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.Yes, the American tax code is complicated. But a web of other forces makes the country's tax-filing system much trickier than it needs to be.First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
	Clash of the patriarchs
	Israeli rage reaches new levels.
	In MAGA world, everything happens for a reason.
	Th...

      

      
        The Wasteland Is Waiting for You
        Tom Nichols

        The first Fallout game was released in 1997. I was (and am) an avid gamer, and when I played the inaugural entry in what would become a decades-long series, I saw immediately that it was different from almost anything else I'd encountered on the market. Its subtitle labeled it "a post nuclear role playing game," but this was not the typical, fast-paced, "Radioactive Rambo" shoot-'em-up with an indestructible protagonist roaming a ravaged world to a pulsing electronic soundtrack.Instead, during th...

      

      
        America Is Sick of Swiping
        Lora Kelley

        Modern dating can be severed into two eras: before the swipe, and after. When Tinder and other dating apps took off in the early 2010s, they unleashed a way to more easily access potential love interests than ever before. By 2017, about five years after Tinder introduced the swipe, more than a quarter of different-sex couples were meeting on apps and dating websites, according to a study led by the Stanford sociologist Michael Rosenfeld. Suddenly, saying "We met on Hinge" was as normal as saying ...

      

      
        The Crumbleys Are Being Scapegoated for America's Gun Failures
        Kimberly Wehle

        Yesterday, a Michigan judge sentenced James and Jennifer Crumbley to 10 to 15 years in prison for failing to stop their son Ethan from murdering four students in 2021. The cases grabbed headlines because prosecutors aggressively charged the parents with the actual killings, as though they had pulled the trigger themselves, rather than pressing lesser offenses such as child neglect and failure to comply with gun-safety laws. Separate juries had convicted them of manslaughter. The harsh sentences m...

      

      
        The 67-Hour Rule
        Derek Thompson

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter by about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.One of the hard-and-fast laws of economics is that people in rich countries work less than their peers in poorer countries. The rule holds across nations. British and Japanese people work less on average than those in Mexico and India. It's also true across history. Today, the typical American works about 1,200 fewer hours a year than he did in the late 19th century....

      

      
        Israeli Rage Reaches New Levels
        Graeme Wood

        This weekend, Israel withdrew all but one of its brigades of ground forces from Gaza. Israel announced that the withdrawal was happening but did not announce what it meant. Surely it was not due to the "total victory over Hamas" that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said was the primary criterion for a successful mission. After all, Israel was negotiating with Hamas in Cairo as recently as today, and there would be no point in negotiating with a defunct enemy. Last I checked, the Wikipedia entry...

      

      
        Arms Are Flying Off Their Hinges
        Devin Gordon

        The ulnar collateral ligament, or UCL, is a triangular set of bundles in the human elbow that looks like three crisscrossing strips of bacon--a marvel of physiology that functions as the crucial hinge between the humerus, in the upper arm, and the ulna, in the forearm. But as Jeff Passan memorably describes it in his 2016 book, The Arm: Inside the Billion-Dollar Mystery of the Most Valuable Commodity in Sports, the UCL is also "a finicky little bastard, ill-equipped to stand up long-term to the si...

      

      
        What I've Heard From Gaza
        Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib

        For the first time in more than a month, I recently had the chance to talk with my 11-year-old niece, who is sheltering with my surviving family members in the southern Gazan city of Rafah. She described her daily routine, which consists of little more than playing boring games on her mom's cellphone--which has no cell reception or internet access--and eating whatever food is sent through the Rafah crossing."It's all so salty from the cans, or really dry," she told me. A few days before, they had b...

      

      
        In MAGA World, Everything Happens for a Reason
        Brian Klaas

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.On March 26, in the middle of the night, an enormous container ship--the MV Dali--lost power. Slowly, excruciatingly, it drifted toward the towering steel piers of the Francis Scott Key Bridge in Baltimore, moving slightly faster than a brisk walking pace. But force is mass times acceleration, and the MV Dali weighed at least 220 million pounds--more than 50,000 cars. Even at a snail's pace, it was a wrecker. The bridge buck...

      

      
        A Rom-Com You Might Have Written
        Hannah Giorgis

        As far back as 1953's Roman Holiday, when Audrey Hepburn played a princess who falls for a reporter, Hollywood has drawn on the formula of an asymmetrical romantic union between a celebrity and a regular person. It's an appealing idea: Celebrities are meant to be pined after, and the prospect of being chosen by them must be uniquely validating. That's why much of the fan fiction on sites such as Archive of Our Own, where users write their own lengthy tales riffing on pop culture, falls squarely i...

      

      
        The Sober-Curious Movement Has Reached an Impasse
        Haley Weiss

        At Hopscotch, Daryl Collins's bottle shop in Baltimore, he happily sells wine to 18-year-olds. If a customer isn't sure what variety they like (and who is, at that age?), Collins might even pull a few bottles off the shelves and pop the corks for an impromptu tasting. No Maryland law keeps these teens away from the Tempranillo, because at this shop, none of the drinks contains alcohol.The number and variety of zero- and low-alcohol beverages, a once-lagging category that academics and the World H...

      

      
        When You Regret Starting a Rap Beef
        Spencer Kornhaber

        In what is currently the most popular song in the United States, Kendrick Lamar explains how he defines success. "Money, power, respect--the last one is better," he raps on the Future and Metro Boomin track "Like That," released last month.The line could be Lamar's motto. The 36-year-old Compton emcee is renowned not only for his popularity and influence but also for his renown itself. His lyrical dexterity, ambitious songwriting, and philosophical seriousness have made him the only rapper to ever...

      

      
        Welcome to Kidulthood
        Valerie Trapp

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Stuffed animals have often been deemed one of the quirky conventions of childhood--an infantile love we should eventually let go of, along with imaginary friends and Capri-Suns. If that love lasts past adolescence, it can be seen as embarrassing. "Please," the actor Margot Robbie joked on The Late Late Show With James Corden, "no one psychoanalyze the fact that I'm 30 and I sleep with a bunny rabbit every nigh...

      

      
        Clash of the Patriarchs
        Robert F. Worth

        Photo-illustrations by Cristiana CouceiroIn late August of 2018, Patriarch Kirill, the leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, flew from Moscow to Istanbul on an urgent mission. He brought with him an entourage--a dozen clerics, diplomats, and bodyguards--that made its way in a convoy to the Phanar, the Orthodox world's equivalent of the Vatican, housed in a complex of buildings just off the Golden Horn waterway, on Istanbul's European side.Kirill was on his way to meet Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholo...

      

      
        The War Is Not Going Well for Ukraine
        Eliot A. Cohen

        Kyiv is, as ever, a lovely city, made more so by a brisk, sunny April. The church domes gleam, the cafes are open if not bustling, the streets are swept clean, the parks are trimmed, and the Dnipro flows majestically past the city to which it gave birth. But in the various memorials in public places, thousands of blue-and-yellow flags with the names of the fallen flutter. At Taras Shevchenko University, half of the students in the auditorium to hear a panel discussion I appear in about the war ar...

      

      
        The Federal Judges Speaking Out Against Trump
        Charles Sykes

        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 federal judiciary may turn out to be an endangered democracy's last line of defense.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	So you looked directly into the sun.
	The logical end point of college sports
	Do we really want a food cartel?
Pointed RhetoricFour decades ago, Neil Postman pro...
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Welcome to the Golden Age of User Hostility

They don't make 'em like they used to!

by Charlie Warzel




What happens when a smart TV becomes too smart for its own good? The answer, it seems, is more intrusive advertisements.



Last week, Janko Roettgers, a technology and entertainment reporter, uncovered a dystopian patent filed last August by Roku, the television- and streaming-device manufacturer whose platform is used by tens of millions of people worldwide. The filing details plans for an "HDMI customized ad insertion," which would allow TVs made by Roku to monitor video signals through the HDMI port--where users might connect a game console, a Blu-ray player, a cable box, or even another streaming device--and then inject targeted advertisements when content is paused. This would be a drastic extension of Roku's surveillance potential: The company currently has no ability to see what users might be doing when they switch away from its proprietary streaming platform. This is apparently a problem, in that Roku is missing monetization opportunities!



Although the patent may never come to fruition (a spokesperson for Roku told me that the company had no plans to put HDMI ad insertion into any products at this time), it speaks to a dispiriting recent trend in consumer hardware. Internet-connected products can transform after the point of purchase in ways that can feel intrusive or even hostile to users. Another example from Roku: Just last month, the company presented users with an update to its terms of service, asking them to enter a pre-arbitration process that would make it harder to sue the company. On one hand, this isn't so unusual--apps frequently force users to accept terms-of-service updates before proceeding. But on the other, it feels galling to be locked out of using your television altogether over a legal agreement: "Until I press 'Agree' my tv is essentially being held hostage and rendered useless," one Roku customer posted on Reddit. "I can't even change the HDMI input."



A Roku spokesperson confirmed that a user does have to agree to the latest terms in order to use the company's services but said that customers have the option to opt out, by sending a letter, in the actual mail, to the company's general counsel (though the window to do so closed on March 21). "Like many companies, Roku updates its terms of service from time to time," the spokesperson told me. "When we do, we take steps to make sure customers are informed of the change."



Back in the day, a TV was a TV, a commercial was a commercial, and a computer was a computer. They have now been mixed into an unholy brew by the internet and by opportunistic corporations, which have developed "automatic content recognition" systems. These collect granular data about individual watching habits and log them into databases, which are then used to serve ads or sold to interested parties, such as politicians. The slow surveillance colonization of everyday electronics was normalized by free internet services, which conditioned people to the mentality that our personal information is the actual cost of doing business: The TVs got cheaper, and now we pay with our data. Not only is this a bad deal; it fundamentally should not apply to hardware and software that people purchase with money. One Roku customer aptly summed up the frustration recently on X: "We gave up God's light (cathode rays and phosphorus) for this."



And this phenomenon has collided with another modern concern--what the writer and activist Cory Doctorow evocatively calls "enshittification." The term speaks to a pervasive cultural sense that things are getting worse, that the digital products we use are effectively being turned against us. For example: Apart from its ad-stuffed streaming devices, Roku also offers a remote-control app for smartphones. In a Reddit post last month, a user attached a screenshot of a subtle ad module that the company inserted into the app well after launch--gently enshittifying the simple act of navigating your television screen. "Just wait until we have to sit through a 1 minute video ad before we can use the remote," one commenter wrote. "Don't give them any ideas," another replied.



Cory Doctorow: This is what Netflix thinks your family is



Part of Doctorow's enshittification thesis involves a business-model bait and switch, where platforms attract people with nice, free features and then turn on the ad faucet. Roku fits into this framework. The company lost $44 million on its physical devices last year but made almost $1.6 billion with its ads and services products. It turns out that Roku is actually an advertising company much like, say, Google and Meta. And marketing depends on captive audiences: commercial breaks, billboards that you can't help but see on the highway, and so on.



Elsewhere, companies have infused their devices with "digital rights management" or DRM restrictions, which halt people's attempts to modify devices they own. I wrote last year about my HP inkjet printer, which the company remotely bricked after the credit card I used to purchase an ink-cartridge subscription expired. My printer had ink (that I'd paid for), but I couldn't use it. It felt like extortion. Restrictive rights usage happens everywhere--with songs, movies, and audiobooks that play only on specific platforms, and with big, expensive physical tech products, such as cars. The entire concept of ownership now feels muddied. If HP can disable my printer, if Roku can shut off my television, if Tesla can change the life of my car battery remotely, are the devices I own really mine?



Read: My printer is extorting me



The answer is: not really. Or not like they used to be. The loss of meaningful ownership over our devices, combined with the general degradation of products we use every day, creates a generally bad mood for consumers, one that has started to radiate beyond the digital realm. The mass production and Amazon-ification of cheap consumer goods is different from, say, Boeing's decline of quality in airline manufacturing allegedly in service of shareholder profits, which is different from televisions that blitz your eyeballs with jarring ads; yet these disparate things have started to feel linked--a problem that could be defined in general by mounting shamelessness from corporate entities. It is a feeling of decay, of disrespect.



In some areas, it means that quality goes down in service of higher margins; in others, it feels like being forced to expect and accept that whatever can be monetized will be, regardless of whether the consumer experience suffers. People feel this everywhere. They feel it in Hollywood, where, as the reporter Richard Rushfield recently put it, the entertainment industry is full of executives "who believe the deal is more important than the audience"--and that consumers ultimately "have no choice but to buy tickets for the latest Mission Impossible or Fast and Furious--because they always have and we own them so they'll see what we tell them to see." People feel it in unexpected places such as professional golf: Recently, I was surprised to read an issue of the Fried Egg Golf newsletter that compared NBC Sports' weak PGA Tour broadcasts to the ongoing debacle at Boeing. "Is there a general lack of morale amongst people right now?" the author wrote. "Does anyone take pride in their work? Or are we just letting quality suffer across all domains for the sake of cutting costs?"



These last two examples aren't Doctorowian per se: They are merely things that people feel have gotten worse because companies assume that consumers will accept inferior products, or that they have nowhere else to go. In this sense, Doctorow's enshittification may transcend its original, digital meaning. Like doomscrolling, it gives language to an epochal ethos. "The problem is that all of this is getting worse, not better," Doctorow told me last year when I interviewed him about my printer-extortion debacle. He was talking about companies locking consumers into frustrating ecosystems but also about consumer dismay at large. "The last thing we want is everything to be inkjet-ified," he said.



Doctorow's observation, I realize, is the actual reason I and so many others online are so worked up over a theoretical patent that might not come to fruition. Needing to do a hostage negotiation with your television is annoying--enraging, even--but it is only a small indignity. Much greater is the creeping sensation that it has become standard practice for the things we buy to fail us through subtle, technological betrayals. A little surveillance here, a little forced arbitration there. Add it up, and the real problem becomes existential. It sure feels like the inkjets are winning.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/04/roku-tv-ads-patent/678041/?utm_source=feed
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Six Cult Classics You Have to Read

As word of mouth about a book spreads, it begins to spark with a special kind of electricity.

by Ilana Masad




A book that earns the title of "cult classic" is one that combines two seemingly contradictory qualities: It has a passionate following of people who swear it's the best thing they've ever read, but also, outside this intense fan base, it's largely unknown. As word of mouth about such a book spreads, and the title's partisans become evangelists, it begins to spark with a distinct kind of electricity. Even if the book never goes mainstream, its reputation can be buoyed for years or decades by devotees.

But is there a specific kind of book that most often finds itself in this category? I'd argue that these titles are also frequently subversive, strange, and experimental--and that something about this eccentric quality resonates for members of a subculture, especially one that, willingly or not, remains unseen by the mainstream.

Of the six books below, one was assigned to me by a writing teacher; another I discovered while researching lesbian pulp novels of the 1950s; yet another I read for a paper on Weimar-era Germany. Each is considered special by a very particular subset of readers. Each is also outstanding, so I am virtually thrusting them into your hands in hopes that I'll finally have someone to talk to about them.






Dhalgren, by Samuel R. Delany

This massive novel by the science-fiction luminary Delany was a commercial success when it came out in 1975, and even though it has sold more than 1 million copies in the nearly five decades since, it's the sort of book that people may own for years without reading. The narrative shifts between first and third person, and Delaney's ecstatic love of language's many sounds, contours, and combinations can make the experience intimidating--but once you allow the rhythm to wash over you, it is so worth your dedicated time. Its protagonist, The Kid (also known as Kid or Kidd), is a bisexual man of indeterminate age who arrives alone at the fictional midwestern city of Bellona and tries to make a life there. The city was once densely inhabited, but after an undisclosed cataclysmic event that cut it off from the rest of the world, most of its population fled. This unique, uncanny setting serves as a kind of second protagonist; Bellona's streets occasionally reconfigure themselves, steam and smoke arise from unknown sources, and a second moon appears in the sky. The Kid finds lust, love, and intellectual fulfillment, but also witnesses and participates in violence, madness, and chaos--and Bellona encourages all of it.

Read: The cult classic that captures the stress of social alienation






Women's Barracks, by Tereska Torres

Considered not only the first lesbian pulp novel but the first paperback-original best seller in the United States, Women's Barracks, like Robinson Crusoe and Pamela, bills itself as a true account but is actually fictional. Based on the author's experiences serving in the U.K.-based Corps of French Female Volunteers during World War II, the story depicts the lives of a group of women living together in their assigned barracks in London during the Blitz. Torres's narrator acts primarily as an observer, describing the various dramas, personality clashes, and intra-corps romances taking place around her. While few of the women consider themselves lesbians or bisexuals, and the book does not seem to have been widely read among contemporary queer women, it is a foundational text within the genre of lesbian pulp fiction. Still, the novel is thoroughly enjoyable even without knowing its historical context. Its cast of characters is fascinating: The women come from all classes and life circumstances. Some are patriotic volunteers; others are just trying to survive. Though they take their jobs as secretaries, telephone operators, and typists seriously, they also find ways to relieve the stress of life during wartime. They throw parties and share their escapades with one another. Despite the narrator's occasional moralizing (added in at the insistence of the book's original publisher, the author has explained), the novel's relationships feel true to the complexity of both its characters and its era.




Blood and Guts in High School, by Kathy Acker

I confess--when I first started reading Blood and Guts, I was nearly certain I wouldn't finish it, because I was disturbed beyond measure. The opening pages depict a 10-year-old girl named Janey begging her father for love, affection, and sex. Even with this alarming premise, Acker's novel is widely beloved by artists, counterculture devotees, and avant-gardists; the author Lidia Yuknavitch has said that it saved her life, and notes that despite her early powerlessness, Janey "had more agency and voice than any girl I'd ever read or would read in my entire life." Questions of power, propriety, and respectability permeate the novel, and I began to consider Janey's relationship with her father as allegorical to some extent, Acker's way of--shockingly, yes--providing commentary on the sexual dynamics between men and women. The plot, such as it is, follows Janey through further trials and tribulations, and is interrupted by poems, illustrations, digressions into sexual fantasies and critiques of the U.S. government, unexplained drawings of genitalia, and sudden descriptions of places and scenes that have nothing to do with Janey or any of the characters she comes into contact with. It feels like a fever dream, maybe even a nightmare, but it's one you want to stick with.

Read: One of the best fantasy novels ever is nothing like The Lord of the Rings






Multiple Choice, by Alejandro Zambra, translated by Megan McDowell

If you've ever taken a standardized test in your life, you'll recognize the format of the Chilean writer Zambra's book immediately. The author grew up under the Pinochet dictatorship, and in this work, based on the structure of the Chilean Academic Aptitude Test, he uses multiple-choice questions, fill-in-the-blanks, and long sample texts to confront the authoritarian instincts that underlay his own education and that continue in many rigid, exam-based educational systems today. Its many questions begin to create a creeping sense of dread and nihilism, and that mood comes to a head in the last section, which is made up of three short stories and a series of questions about each. Yet even with these dark undertones, the book is both a quick read and hilarious. You may have thought that you never wanted to encounter fill-in-the-bubble-type tests again, but rest assured, Multiple Choice does all the work for you; it's brilliant, and well worth your time.




Little Man, What Now?, by Hans Fallada, translated by Susan Bennett

A product of Weimar Germany, Fallada's social realist novel focuses on a young couple, Johannes Pinneberg and Emma "Bunny" Morschel, who decide to marry when they learn that Bunny is pregnant. Although it starts about a year after the 1929 financial crash, Johannes and Bunny might as well be young Millennials struggling in a tanked economy: They move in and out of a series of apartments and their parents' homes, trying to afford basic necessities while working dull, unfulfilling jobs at companies newly obsessed with optimization. (A store called Mandel's even hires an "efficiency engineer" to help cut costs.) Depictions of Nazism in the book--published in 1932--feel painfully relevant as well; Fallada portrays Hitler's followers as laughably jingoistic and uses them as punch lines, and that sort of mockery echoes early American reactions to Donald Trump's resistance to a peaceful transfer of power or his conspiracy-mongering--before both proved to be deadly serious. Funny, heartbreaking, and somewhat Dickensian, Fallada's novel is truly a pleasure, and deserves to be more widely read.

Read: Nevada is the great bookseller novel






Dictee, by Theresa Hak Kyung Cha

Dictee is a genre-bending work that in my experience seems to be relatively known among poets but otherwise somewhat obscure to everyone else. It has no linear narrative, no obvious main characters, and is made up of poetry and fragmented prose, quoted or uncited works of history, untitled images, multiple languages--French, English, and occasionally Chinese and Korean--and even printed reproductions of handwritten drafts. Much of its content dwells on language: how it may be taken away and made illegal in one nation, forced upon migrants in another, coupled with restrictive religious practices, used to shape official histories. The book also plays with the audience's assumptions. Its epigraph is attributed to Sappho: "May I write words more naked than flesh, stronger than bone, more resilient than sinew, sensitive than nerve." Most readers would expect to find this quote somewhere in that famed poet's body of work. Yet Sappho apparently never wrote these lines; they were invented by Cha. You can take little for granted in a text like Dictee; no path through the book allows for complete comprehension.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/04/cult-classic-book-recommendations/678037/?utm_source=feed
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The Golden Age of Dating Doesn't Exist

Romance in America has never been easy.

by Faith Hill




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.


"I wish I knew some young men!" the writer Eliza Orne White declared in The Atlantic's July 1888 issue. "I am fully aware how heterodox this sentiment is considered, but I repeat it boldly, and even underline it--I should like to know some interesting men!"

White, a fiction author, was writing in the voice of her 20-year-old protagonist May, but her story had plenty to do with the romantic truths of the day. A 19th-century woman couldn't just make a Tinder account and message a strapping stonemason two towns over. If she wanted a suitor, she had to choose one from a limited supply of options and then charm him--just enough to encourage interest but not so much that she'd seem like she was trying. When I spoke with Beth Bailey, the author of From Front Porch to Back Seat: Courtship in Twentieth-Century America, she told me that this had long been the classic tale of American courtship: Because women couldn't conventionally initiate or steer a relationship themselves, all they could hope for was to subtly influence men to act in a certain way. (Even if they weren't straight, they probably had few options besides marrying a man.) Poor May had to pretend she enjoyed reading Robert Browning's poetry to catch the attention of her crush, who was leading a club on the poet's oeuvre; after going through all that trouble, she was deemed a "flirt" by the haughty ladies of the neighborhood.

When you're struggling in love, it's easy to feel like you were simply born at the wrong time. Today, media outlets have amply covered "dating-app fatigue"; some polls have found that the majority of online daters say they experience "burnout" from all that swiping. But courtship has always been hard. Moira Weigel, the author of Labor of Love: The Invention of Dating, told me that for much of early American history, your relatives likely arranged or at least surveilled your budding relationships. Before the Industrial Revolution, the point of marriage was often to unite families so they could share agricultural work, so your dating life was, in fact, their business. That meant little freedom for your own personal canoodling.

Once young people started living and working in cities, it became more common for them to pair up on their own. But that presented its own challenges. As marriage became, more and more, an arrangement of love rather than of logistics, the pressure to find the perfect mate was cranked up and up. "Marriage was not designed as a mechanism for providing friendship, erotic experience, romantic love, personal fulfillment, continuous lay psychotherapy, or recreation," the sociologist Mervyn Cadwallader argued in a 1966 Atlantic article titled "Marriage as a Wretched Institution." (Please, Cadwallader, tell us how you really feel.) Perhaps a mere practical contract was enough when people could lean on their family and their neighbors. But in a fractured, urbanized nation, the stakes were higher. "Cut off from the support and satisfactions that flow from community," Cadwallader wrote, "the confused and searching young American can do little but place all of his bets on creating a community in microcosm, his own marriage."

For decades, it was hard to know where to even start looking for such a bond. Once more women began attending college in the early 20th century, one clear answer emerged: Young couples more commonly met in school. (Perhaps if May had had that opportunity, she wouldn't have been so afraid of becoming one of the dreaded "maiden ladies"--single women--in her town, left wandering around with a "resigned expression" and meddling in the affairs of eligible bachelorettes like herself.) But academia wasn't possible for everyone, nor did it grant all who took part a soulmate. And as the world kept changing, courtship, and its inevitable frustrations, shifted yet again.

In her book, Why There Are No Good Men Left, the historian Barbara Dafoe Whitehead wrote that as women were encouraged more and more to develop their own career, many of them sought to settle down at a later age. But it was harder, by then, to find a partner. "The large pool of eligible young men to which they had access in college--with backgrounds and ambitions similar to their own--has disappeared," Sage Stossel wrote in a 2002 review of the book. Where were people meant to meet anymore?

In the years that followed, dating apps provided a solution to that problem and created another: the issue of too many options. It's fair that people feel exhausted by the labor of scrolling and swiping on repeat; I do too. But, of course, we're also lucky to have a way to access new possibilities--and the agency to pursue them at all.

Love is trying not just because of historical circumstance but also because of human nature. People are complex; finding someone who brings out the best in you couldn't possibly be simple. In that sense, as much as times have changed, they've also stayed quite the same. We keep searching and hoping and failing, pleading and misreading, getting obsessed and getting hurt and getting the ick--and, eventually, starting all over again. Until, if we're very lucky, we don't have to.
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What the Perma-bears Get Wrong About the Stock Market

A sustained rally has led to fears of a tech bubble, but the doom-mongers are ignoring the economy's strong fundamentals.

by James Surowiecki




War in the Middle East. War in Ukraine. Rising oil prices. Inflation still hovering above 3 percent, and mortgage rates above 6 percent. The possible reelection of Donald Trump, with the prospect of a trade war with China to follow. Investors in the stock market seemingly have plenty to worry about. But so far this year, they have shrugged off anxiety: The S&P 500 index had its best first-quarter performance since 2019, up more than 10 percent. And that's on the heels of a strong 2023, when the S&P rose 24 percent.

Not surprisingly, this bull run has some market observers fretting. Jeremy Grantham--a perma-bear who seems never to have met a market rally he did not distrust--has warned that the market is at "illogical and dangerous" levels. Because a good chunk of the recent boom has been driven by tech stocks, particularly AI-connected stocks, some commentators have drawn parallels to the stock-market bubble of the late 1990s, dubbed the dot-com boom. Even the more restrained critics have argued that because the S&P's performance has been driven by big gains in a relatively small number of highly valued stocks, the market is at risk of tumbling if those stocks hit a speed bump. As an investment strategist at J.P. Morgan put it recently, extreme market concentration presents "a clear and present risk to equity markets in 2024."

The skepticism about the sustainability of this rally is unsurprising, given how much stocks have risen in just the past six months. And predictions about bubbles bursting are exciting and headline-grabbing. Understandably, too, when the stock market surges based seemingly on the good fortune of a few high-profile stocks, a lot of people get very nervous. But sometimes, stocks surge for a reason. The trick is to separate the signal from the noise.

The underlying reality is that this rally has been driven mainly by economic fundamentals, including the continued strength of the U.S. economy and corporate profit margins and profit growth, as well as some optimism about future interest-rate cuts by the Federal Reserve. Investors certainly have a good deal of uncertainty to wrestle with, but using the word bubble to describe this market is just a misnomer.

James Surowiecki: Don't read his lips

Take the concentration issue. True, much of the market's gains last year were driven by the so-called Magnificent Seven stocks: Apple, Microsoft, Meta, Amazon, Alphabet, Nvidia, and Tesla. And, depending on what standard you use, the concentration at the top of the market is high by historical standards. (The collective market capitalization of the leading 10 companies in the S&P 500, for instance, accounts for about a third of the total value of the index.) Compared with other major stock markets, however, America's is actually now less top-heavy than that of every country but Japan. In addition, concentration is more the norm than the exception in bull runs, as Ben Snider, a senior strategist at Goldman Sachs Research, noted in a recent report. Although a couple of those rallies--1973 and 2000--ended very badly, most did not.

The concentration in the market also reflects the concentration in the U.S. economy, which, particularly in the tech industry, is more and more a winner-take-most competition, in which the dominant players can earn enormously outsize profits and enjoy very high returns on invested capital. The chip maker Nvidia, for example, controls more than 95 percent of the market for specialized AI chips, which helps explain why it earned $33 billion in operating profit in its most recent fiscal year, up 681 percent from the year before. Likewise, Alphabet, Meta, and Amazon together vacuum up more than two-thirds of global digital-ad spending.

These companies' hefty valuations reflect, in other words, their hefty profits, as well as their continued prospects for earnings growth. Again, look at Nvidia. Its stock is up a remarkable 214 percent over the past year. But during that same period, its forward price-to-earnings ratio (a simple measure of valuation) has actually fallen, because its earnings growth has outpaced the increase in its stock price. Snider calculates that the S&P 500's top-10 stocks have a combined forward price-to-earnings ratio of about 25. That's relatively expensive but hardly in bubble territory. As Snider points out, stocks in the top 10 today have much lower price-to-earnings multiples than the top-10 stocks did in 2000, and the companies are far more profitable as well.

Beyond that, not all of the Magnificent Seven are so magnificent. Alphabet's stock has performed roughly on par with the market this year. Apple's stock, meanwhile, is down more than 10 percent year-to-date on concerns about stagnant earnings and the U.S. government's antitrust suit against the company. And Tesla's stock has been a big loser, with investor worry about slowing sales growth and increased competition from China sending it down more than 30 percent. The Mag Seven have become the Big Four. Even so, the stock market has continued to do well. This suggests that fears about the dangers of market concentration have been overblown.

Roge Karma: The great normalization

On top of which, the stock-market rally has broadened this year. In the first quarter, every sector of the market but real estate rose. In fact, if you look at all of the stocks in the S&P 500 except the Magnificent Seven, they were up 8 percent on average in the first quarter, a more than respectable return.

As the drops in Apple and Tesla shares show, investors are not simply buying across the board. They're actually distinguishing among companies based on their earnings prospects, a behavior that's generally not characteristic of bubbles. And few of the other signs of bubbles are present, either: American retail and institutional investors still have trillions of dollars in money-market funds (thanks to the high interest rates such funds now offer) rather than in the stock market. And instead of trying to cash in on their stock prices by issuing more stock, companies are continuing to buy it back.

Another indicator is that the market for initial public offerings has stayed relatively mellow, despite a few high-profile offerings such as Reddit and, of course, Donald Trump's meme-stock company. That's radically different from what you usually see in a bubblicious market. In 1999, for instance, there were 476 IPOs. This year, we're on track for about 120.

No question, current stock-market valuations are rich. And plenty of factors could derail the rally, including high oil prices and weaker-than-expected earnings. The most obvious source of concern is that investors have been assuming that the Federal Reserve will cut interest rates this year, which may be too optimistic with inflation continuing to rise at more than 3 percent, still well above the Fed's 2 percent target. If those rate cuts don't materialize, stock prices could take a hit (as we saw yesterday, when the market fell after the government reported that inflation was hotter than expected last month). But it won't be a bubble bursting--because there is no bubble to burst. Ignore the perma-bear noise, because the signal is in the fundamentals.
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A Child's-Eye View of 1970s Debauchery

The brilliant novels of Helen Garner depict her generation's embrace of freedom, but also the sad consequences.

by Judith Shulevitz




The Australian author Helen Garner's first novel, Monkey Grip, published in 1977, and her third, Children's Bach, published in 1984--both recently reissued in the United States--are considered classics in Australia, and they really are fantastic books. They're also likely to freak you out. This is not because they're full of sex and drugs--who worries about that anymore?--but because they seem nonchalant, even indifferent, to a truth we hold sacred today, which is that children should be shielded from the sordid doings of adults. Social media has made this conviction more morally urgent, even desperate.

What shocked people when the books came out, though, were the actual sex and drugs. Monkey Grip, a largely autobiographical novel distilled from Garner's diaries--autofiction avant la lettre--is the story of a divorced young feminist writer, raising her daughter in a quasi-commune. In the free-and-easy 1970s, the mandate was experimentation. Sexual norms and family structure were being broken and remade; illicit substances were regularly consumed. Young Australians seized on the book and within five years of publication, it had sold 100,000 copies, and today it's taught in schools. The critics, for their part, debated whether the book was immoral, perverse, or just rambling: It retained the open-ended quality of a diary, and felt just as uncensored. "What was to be made of a woman writing about the need for, and joy of, fucking?" is how Garner's biographer summarizes the novel's reception.

What stood out about Monkey Grip to me, however, when I read it recently, is that no one thinks twice about how the main character's lover, who's addicted to heroin, shoots up in the group home right in front of her little girl, a kindergartner. Indeed, at one point, everyone, including the child, stands around him in a semicircle watching him jab a needle in his behind. Meanwhile, Children's Bach glosses over what today most people would think of as statutory rape, or something close to it. The desiderata of that moment, in that generation, were joy and freedom--from monogamy, patriarchy, shame. The young were thought to be wiser than their elders, more in touch with their bodies and everything else that mattered. How could frank talk about, or even exposure to, sex, love, and life be bad for them? It would liberate them from hypocrisy. In short, Garner's early works demand of early-21st-century readers a level of forbearance that can be hard to muster.

The attempt is worth it, though, because these novels teach an important lesson about literature from the past, or near past: that its authors may understand the moral complexities of their age better than the inhabitants of the enlightened present are willing to admit. Garner in particular makes herself easy to underestimate. Her prose is plain, artless; her narrators don't give a lot away. They describe; they don't judge. But their author does. Garner has many harsh things to say about her protagonists and their louche mores. It's just that she offers her criticisms on the down-low, and a reader who dismisses her as out-of-date will miss them. Garner's preferred mode of distancing herself from her adult characters is dramatic irony, and the instruments of ironic reversal are, in fact, the children.

The master class in child-centered dramatic irony is Henry James's 1897 What Maisie Knew, and the comparison between that novel and Garner's is instructive. In What Maisie Knew, James restricts the point of view to that of Maisie, child of a nasty divorce. She sees a great deal more than we're comfortable having her see, registers it all, understands and doesn't understand it, is at constant risk of being corrupted. She seems too innocent to grasp the sexual and moral depravity of the scoundrels who surround her, but we aren't, so we can condemn them. Maisie will turn out to have been a better judge of character than the reader the whole time, an irony James layers on top of the first irony.

Garner doesn't filter the debauched worlds of Monkey Grip and Children's Bach through the eyes of the children; they're mostly to be found at the edges, rather than the center. The novels proceed from the perspective of adults. But she does occasionally switch to the child's perspective, unexpectedly, briefly, like a camera swinging around to catch the other half of a dialogue. And when she does, we glimpse the adults as the children see them--then we return to the status quo and may forget the whole thing, until the next time, and so on as we finally begin to see what she wants us to see.

Both novels pit the needs of the grown against those of the still-growing; it's a war of eros versus care. Nora, the narrator of Monkey Grip, records her failed attempts to break up with her "junkie" lover Javo. What she craves above all is sweetness, and he is nothing but, except when he's lying and stealing. During sex, she sees "his mad crooked face very sweet in front of my eyes; I felt the thin bones in his shoulders, and my heart dissolved to see him change away from abruptness to this kindness." Children are sensual-sweet too: Riding home from the beach in the back seat of a car with her lover; her daughter, Gracie; and another child, she thinks, "Oh nothing can be as sweet as this: to have two children on my knee and a man beside me and the singing and the summer traveling." Gracie, a playful child who mostly stays in the background, is all sweet mischief in a gold-lame superhero cape.

Nora wanders from bed to bed and from beach to party, sometimes with Gracie in tow. She drops acid, snorts cocaine, and even tries smack once, though she's not really a drug person. The mother in me kept wondering, However does she support herself? Who looks after Gracie when Nora's out and about? (We get answers eventually: She receives a government stipend for single mothers, and her housemates help with child care.)

But every so often Gracie comes into focus, reminding us that she is present and watching. Sometimes it seems like she's the only one who is. As the household gathers almost ritualistically around Javo, Gracie suddenly sings out in warning: "Don't do it, Javo. You'll want more and more." When Nora takes Gracie into a bar for a night of dancing, the child tells her mother, "You've already had a hundred drinks. You're going to get drunk. I don't want you to!'"

The novel makes sure that we see Gracie seeing; it's as though she's looking right at us, forming a secret bond: Do you see what I see? As problematic as she is, Nora will ultimately win our sympathy, first because Gracie seems intact, even quite healthy, and second because Nora finally starts to confront her maternal ambivalence. That sort of inner struggle has been much written about by now, but you almost never heard about it in 1977, and seeing it laid out so honestly is still exhilarating. Nora kept hating Gracie, she writes, "because her existence marked the exact limits of my freedom; hating myself for hating her; loving her, all the while, gut-deep and inexpressibly; and beginning each day with the dogged shouldering of a burden too heavy for one person: the responsibility for the life of another human being."

Children's Bach turns on the same tension between adults' and children's needs, but winds up in a bleaker place. Garner signals her theme in what effectively serves as a prologue, a close description of a photograph of Alfred, Lord Tennyson and his family: The poet looks into the distance, his wife looks at him, one child also looks at him, and a second child looks straight at us, with a version of Gracie's appeal to the reader in his eyes.

The novel shows that Garner has matured as a writer. Children's Bach, written a few years after Monkey Grip, is virtuosic and highly crafted. She takes the title from an actual children's keyboard primer, The Children's Bach, and uses the music itself as a model for the novel's form--the work is contrapuntal, polyphonic. It's a fast, graceful dance. Point of view is passed from one character to another and back again, like a ballerina being spun from one dancer's arm to the next. The ensemble cast--two couples, the more or less homeless 17-year-old little sister of one of the women, and the younger children in their orbit--move in a circle, forming and unforming alliances and mesalliances in the suburbs of Melbourne.

And yet there's something dead at the heart of all this motion. The characters each exist in their own space, disconnected, emotionally starved; to use the dominant metaphor of the novel, they sing in counterpoint, separately rather than together.

As the story begins, the younger sister, Vicki, is flying to Melbourne to move in with her much older sister Elizabeth--the gap in age is 20 years. Their mother has recently died, and Vicki's been left to drift. She has stopped going to school, and though she rejected Elizabeth's guardianship earlier, now she wants Elizabeth to take her in. Elizabeth has agreed, grumpily. "It's not my job. Why the hell should I?" she complains to a friend. Elizabeth, it turns out, is a kleptomaniac, and steals an address book in the airport store that she later decides to give to Vicki as a welcome present.

As soon as Vicki lands, we start switching back and forth between her angle of vision and Elizabeth's, at which point it becomes clear that Elizabeth is even more awful than she first seemed. She's like a joke: How horrible can a sister be? She lives in a bare loft with one bed, a TV, and a phone on the floor, and when she brings Vicki home with her, she leaves the girl standing around while she puts on music and dances by herself. Vicki has to share the bed with Elizabeth; the forced intimacy makes her feel so self-conscious that after she takes a bath in the morning, she can't bring herself to ask her sister for a towel, and drips dry. For the rest of the day she wanders the city, "savage with homesickness and loneliness."

Athena Fox, the mother figure of the novel, takes Vicki in. A nurturing sort, her home kitchen is compared--aptly, given her surname--to "a burrow, rounded rather than cubed, as if its corners had been stuffed with dry grass. The air shimmered with warmth." Vicki stalks Athena until she is invited to move in; she craves domesticity and worships Athena, who seems cool, self-sufficient. Hence it comes as a shock when Athena says of her young son, Billy, who has an unspecified disability resembling severe autism--he wails, rocks, and can't speak--that she and her husband are "just hanging on till we can get rid of him." There might be a place for him at an institution in a year or so. "I used to think there was some kind of wild, good little creature trapped inside him," she says. "'But now I know there's ...' (she knocked her forehead with her knuckles) '...nobody home.'"

But somebody is home; we know this because Billy speaks the language of the novel, that is, music. Vicki takes Billy to the park, and when she's pushing him on the swing, she realizes that he's not screaming mindlessly; he's singing. "Of course he sang no words, only a round-mouthed ooh-oohing, but the tune was perfect, its rhythm was timed to the rushes and pauses of the swing, and his voice was high, sweet and melodious." (There's that sweetness again: Garner's word for an indescribably perfect thing.) She recognizes the song and joins in. Later, he makes a point of rubbing up against her, to her mild disgust. But he's desperate for contact.

Billy serves to expose Athena's radiant motherliness as a mirage. So does Vicki. Athena and her husband may have given the girl a home, but they can't seem to keep in mind that she's still a child. Vicki affects a jaunty knowingness, but it is easy to see through. And yet when Elizabeth's boyfriend, Philip, a tattooed professional guitarist with lots of groupies but also a teenage daughter close to Vicki's age, takes Vicki to Athena's house after a concert one night and has sex with her against the fridge, Athena and her husband hear them and giggle. "Isn't she a little monkey," Athena says. "I hope she's on the pill."

It bears repeating that in the early 1980s, the dying days of sexual liberation, there wasn't much societal concern about grown men seducing 17-year-olds. But most readers would have felt shocked--and even back then, because Garner makes us amply aware of Vicki's vulnerability. We look to the adults to save her, but they're too self-involved. That is when we understand that this is a terrible world they've created.

So much time has passed, the world has changed so thoroughly, that we may not grasp how contrarian Garner had to have been to call foul on the quest for personal freedom by her generation, which came at the expense of the next generation's well-being. In a later essay, she confesses that she was never as radical as she seemed: "I was bluffing. I secretly knew myself to be hopelessly bourgeois." The key word is secretly. She wasn't about to preach. She preferred to ironize. She knew exactly what she was doing, and we'd be foolish to mistake her reticence for a lack of moral clarity.
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Jung's Five Pillars of a Good Life

The great Swiss psychoanalyst left us a surprisingly practical guide to being happier.

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.

In the world of popular psychology, the work of one giant figure is hard to avoid: Carl Jung, the onetime associate of Sigmund Freud who died more than 60 years ago. If you think you have a complex about something, the Swiss psychiatrist invented that term. Are you an extrovert or an introvert? Those are his coinages, too. Persona, archetype, synchronicity: Jung, Jung, Jung.

When it comes to happiness, though, Jung can seem a bit of a downer. "'Happiness,'" he wrote, "is such a remarkable reality that there is nobody who does not long for it." So far, so good. But he does not leave it there: "And yet there is not a single objective criterion which would prove beyond all doubt that this condition necessarily exists."

Carl G. Jung: God, the devil, and the human soul

Clearly, this observation should not discourage any serious student of happiness. On the contrary, Jung is stating the manifest truth that we cannot lay hold of any blissful end state of pure happiness, because every human life is bound to involve negative emotions, which in fact arose to alert us to threats and keep us safe. Rather, the objective should be progress--or, in the words of Oprah Winfrey, my co-author on our recent book, Build the Life You Want, "happierness."

If Jung was a happiness skeptic in some sense, however, he was by no means a denialist. In 1960, as he neared the end of his long life, Jung shared his own strategy for realizing that goal of progress. Refined with the aid of modern social science, Jung's precepts might be just what you're looking for in your life.

Jung believed that making progress toward happiness was built on five pillars.

1. Good physical and mental health
 Jung believed that getting happier required soundness of mind and body. His thesis is supported by plenty of research. For example, the longest-running study of happiness--the Harvard Study of Adult Development--has shown that four of the biggest predictors of a senior citizen's well-being are not smoking excessively, drinking alcohol moderately if at all, maintaining a healthy body weight, and exercising. Even more important for well-being is good mental health. Indeed, one study from 2013 showed that poor mental health among Britons, Germans, and Australians predicted nearly two to roughly six times as much misery as poor physical health did.

This raises what might seem like a nitpick with Jung's contention: Good health practices seem not to raise happiness, but rather to lower unhappiness. Today, many emotion researchers have uncovered evidence of a phenomenon that Jung did not conceive of: Negative and positive emotions appear to be separable phenomena and not opposites; well-being requires a focus on each. Furthermore, researchers have identified how activities such as physical exercise can interrupt the cycle of negative emotion during moments of heightened stress, by helping moderate cortisol-hormone levels. I have found in my own work that this helps explain why people with naturally low levels of negative emotion tend to struggle with staying on a regular exercise regimen: They may feel less benefit to their well-being from going to the gym than people naturally higher in negative feelings do.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why so many people are unhappy in retirement

2. Good personal and intimate relations, such as those of marriage, family, and friendships
 The intertwined notions that close relationships are at the heart of well-being and that cultivating them will reliably increase happiness are unambiguously true. Indeed, of the four best life investments for increasing personal satisfaction, two involve family and friendships (the others are in faith or philosophy, and meaningful work; more on these in a moment). And as for marriage, an institution that has taken a beating over recent decades, more and more evidence is piling up from scholars that being wed makes the majority of people happier than they otherwise would be, as the University of Virginia sociologist Brad Wilcox has argued. This research seemed so conclusive to Wilcox that he titled his recent book, simply, Get Married. Jung himself was married to his wife, Emma, for 52 years, until her death at the age of 73.

The Harvard Study of Adult Development comes to one conclusion more definitively than any other. In the words of my Harvard colleague Robert Waldinger, who has directed the project for nearly two decades, and his co-author, Marc Schulz, "Good relationships keep us healthier and happier. Period." Waldinger's predecessor running the study, George Vaillant, was just as unequivocal about the evidence: "Happiness is love. Full stop."

3. Seeing beauty in art and in nature
 Jung believed that happiness required one to cultivate an appreciation for beautiful things and experiences. Although this might sound intuitively obvious, the actuality is more complicated.

Long before I focused my scholarly life on happiness, I was dedicated to art and beauty. My earliest memories are of painting with my artist mother; I learned to read music before written language; I made my living as a classical musician from ages 19 to 31. News flash: Artists are generally not the world's most blissfully satisfied people. In a 1992 study from Britain, researchers found that performing artists reported depression at higher rates than the control group. At some point, I will write a book not on the art of happiness but on the very troublesome happiness of art.

Among nonartists, however, the issue is somewhat simpler and in line with Jung's thinking. First, a big difference exists between beauty in nature and beauty in art. Specifically, engagement with nature's beauty is known, across different cultures, to enhance well-being. Second, with aesthetic experience, happiness depends on the artistic mood. For example, experiments have shown that if you listen to happy music on your own, it makes you feel happier; if you listen to sad music while alone, it makes you feel sadder.

Kelly Conaboy: What your favorite personality test says about you

4. A reasonable standard of living and satisfactory work
 As with physical and mental health, employment and income seem tied more to eliminating unhappiness than to raising happiness. For one thing, scholars have long shown that unemployment is a reliable source of misery: Depressive symptoms typically rise when people, both men and women, are unemployed. This cannot be explained simply by the lack of material and social resources that typically accompanies joblessness; rather, work itself helps protect mental health.

But if we can upgrade "satisfactory work" in Jung's list to "meaningful work," then positive gains in happiness do come into play. The two elements that make work meaningful for most people are earned success (a sense of accomplishing something valuable) and service to others. These can be achieved in almost any job.

The relationship between money and happiness is a hotly contested topic; older studies show that well-being tops out at relatively low income levels, but more recent studies show that such contentment continues to rise for much higher incomes. My own assessment of the evidence is that money alone cannot buy happiness, nor can spending money to acquire possessions make one happy; but having the money to pay for experiences with loved ones, to free up time to spend on meaningful activities, and to support good causes does enhance happiness.

5. A philosophical or religious outlook that fosters resilience
 Jung argued that a good life requires a way of understanding why things happen the way they do, being able to zoom out from the tedious quotidian travails of life, and put events--including inevitable suffering--into perspective. The son of a pastor, Jung was deeply Christian in his worldview, as his own words published many years ago in The Atlantic make clear: "For it is not that 'God' is a myth, but that myth is the revelation of a divine life in man." He did not insist that his spiritual path was the only one--"I do not imagine that in my reflections," he wrote, "I have uttered a final truth"--and allowed that even a nonreligious, purely philosophical attitude could do. But everyone, he thought, should have some sense of transcendent belief or higher purpose.

Research clearly backs up Jung's contention. Religious belief has been noted as strongly predictive of finding meaning in life, and spirituality is positively correlated with better mental health; both faith and spiritual practice seem protective against depression. Secular philosophies can provide this benefit as well. Recent papers on Stoicism, for example, have demonstrated that this ancient way of thinking and acting can yield well-being benefits. Many books have been written on the subject, including the psychotherapist Donald Robertson's Stoicism and the Art of Happiness.

Arthur C. Brooks: What the second-happiest people get right

Taken together, Jung's ideas about happiness and his five pillars of well-being stand up solidly to modern research findings. I propose this practical seven-point summary:

1. Do not fall prey to seeking pure happiness. Instead, seek lifelong progress toward happierness.
 2. Manage as best you can the main sources of misery in your life by attending to your physical and mental health, maintaining employment, and ensuring an adequate income.
 3. If you're earning enough to take care of your principal needs, remember that happiness at work comes not from chasing higher income but from pursuing a sense of accomplishment and service to others.
 4. Cultivate deep relationships through marriage, family, and real friendships. Remember that happiness is love.
 5. If you have discretionary income left over, use it to invest in your relationships with family and friends.
 6. Spend time in nature, surround yourself with beauty that uplifts you, and consume the art and music that nourish your spirit.
 7. Find a path of transcendence--one that explains the big picture in life and helps you comprehend suffering and the purpose of your existence.


Beyond the scientific research that supports this strategy, we also have the evidence of its effectiveness in the example of Jung's life. He made his list to mark his 85th birthday, which was to be the last one he celebrated. By all accounts, he made progress toward happiness over his life, had a long and devoted marriage, died surrounded by the people he loved, and was satisfied that he had used his abilities in a meaningful way that served others. In this world, that sounds pretty good to me.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/04/carl-jung-pillars-life-happiness/678009/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Money Can Buy You Everything, Except Maybe a Birkin Bag

Unless you know how to play the "Hermes Game"

by Hanna Rosin




Earlier this year, two California residents filed a class-action lawsuit against the French luxury design company Hermes. Their grievance was that although they could afford a coveted Birkin bag made by the company, they could not buy one. The bags are genuinely rare, because they are still handmade by specially trained artisans. Wait lists are long. And the company, according to the lawsuit, gives wide discretion to salespeople at individual boutiques to determine who gets one next. This practice creates scarcity and pumps up the resale market, where some Birkins go for the price of a Ferrari. But the result, for some rich people, is the bitter taste of rejection.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, staff writer Amanda Mull talks about the lawsuit and the current state of the luxury market. If these customers win this lawsuit, will they eliminate the preciousness of the item they so covet? What do we actually want from luxury these days? Is there even such a thing anymore as a rare luxury good? And what handbag is Amanda carrying?

Listen to the conversation here:

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



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: What's the most expensive handbag you personally own?

Amanda Mull: I purchased, in 2012, I want to say--on my credit card, at the time, which was very stupid--a Proenza Schouler PS1 Bag that was pre-fall 2012, 2013?

Rosin: I'm looking it up now just to see how much it costs.

Mull: Yeah, it was a blanket-print bag, and it was in the large size. And I think that full-price it was $2,400? And I wrote for a handbag-industry publication at the time, and I waited it out until it went down to $1,900? And then I bought it, which I had no business doing, but I still have it. I love that bag. I think it's an absolutely beautiful piece of design, and I have held on to it. I always will.

Rosin: I'm looking at it. It's actually pretty cool. Looks practical and--

Mull: Yeah, it fits a laptop.

Rosin: It fits a laptop, exactly.

Mull: Yeah.

Rosin: This proud owner of a Proenza Schouler is Amanda Mull. Also an Atlantic staff writer.

Mull: The bag that I carry to work today costs $50.

Rosin: Right, right.

Mull: It's canvas, it is very practical. I don't buy expensive handbags anymore, but it can take a while to deprogram yourself.

Rosin: Mull recently wrote about a different bag: a Birkin bag. If bags were restaurants, the canvas tote would be a fast-casual chain. And the Birkin would be a three-star Michelin spot with a mysterious, almost mythical reservation system.

Mull: The Birkin bag dates to the 1980s. It's not quite as old as the company itself. There's a very perhaps apocryphal backstory to how it came about. The then-Hermes CEO was seated next to Jane Birkin on an Air France flight. Jane Birkin was, at the time, famous for carrying her possessions in a basket. And they got to talking about handbags, and they got to talking about handbags and what she needed and what she wanted from a handbag. And the Hermes CEO took that information back to the company and they created the Birkin bag.

Rosin: What I love about that story, and I have no idea if it's true or not, is that the way they tell that story now is like, It's uber-practical. She was a mom. She needed places to put her mom things inside her bag, you know?

Mull: Yes.

Rosin: Now, nearly 50 years later, the Birkin bag is at the center of a class-action lawsuit filed in February by people who can afford the bag but cannot get one--a lawsuit that reveals, inadvertently, this very strange moment we are in with the luxury market.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today, a dispatch from up in thin air. To those of us who can not afford a Birkin bag, it all looks the same up there. But to someone like Amanda Mull, who's a close observer of Americans and their buying habits, the lawsuit is a rare window into divisions within the rich. Because the history of luxury handbags is a pretty good stand-in for the history of Western social wealth.

Rosin: I'm going to now Google--do you have your computer with you? I want to see how much Birkin bags cost. (Laughs) This is insane--the first one that pops up costs half a million dollars. That can't be true. Wow.

Mull: Yeah, the How much does a Birkin cost? is a $64,000 question, which is perhaps the answer to it in some situations. But Hermes keeps things very close to the vest as far as their pricing, and especially for their most sought-after products, of which the Birkin is the absolute most sought-after. And then you look on the resale market, and almost all of these bags--the smallest, most basic leather Birkin is going to cost around $11,000 and go up from there. You can hit six figures. You can get versions that have solid-gold hardware that are pave-diamond-encrusted hardware.

Rosin: I saw the diamond-encrusted one.

Mull: Yes.

Rosin: I was like, Okay, that must be the top, top, top.

Mull: Yes, those get very expensive. And all of them are going to sell at above retail prices on the resale market, so How much does a Birkin cost? is sort of a fabulously complicated question.

Rosin: Yeah. I think I'm going to land it somewhere between a used Honda Accord and a condo in Washington, D.C. That's about the range.

Mull: Yes, that's where you're looking at.

Rosin: Why are they so coveted?

Mull: There are a thousand answers to that question. Part of it, I think, genuinely is because Hermes does make exceptionally nice products. Hermes is one of the few leather-goods companies out there. And in my experience, it is the only one of the major leather-goods companies that makes things by hand en masse. All of their handbags are made by hand. They're stitched by hand. They use really fine materials. They employ their own leather workers. They train their own leather workers. They run a whole academy in France to create the workforce that they need to create these types of bags at scale. And they stand behind them for a lifetime. You can send your handbag back to the Hermes spa, which is what their loyal clientele refer to as sending their bag back to get refreshed or fixed or something. It goes to the spa. And one of their leather workers will tighten the stitches, will polish the hardware, will remove the scuffs, things like that, for the life of the bag.

Rosin: A facelift, the bag equivalent of a facelift.

Mull: Yes. But another reason is that the fact that they're exceptionally well made puts a very real cap on how many can be made per year. There are very few places within the consumer-goods economy, even within luxury goods, that there is real scarcity--not fake scarcity, not limited edition, not, like, Oh, we did this collab with this celebrity or with this other brand. Hermes, it can only produce so many of them. And when there's a hard limit on something, rich people really want to get into it. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Okay, what you just described makes Hermes--and honestly, I have always thought of them this way--as the hero of a certain kind of story. Like, luxury has gone through conglomeration, and there's a glut of luxury, and who even knows what luxury is anymore? And then you've got this one used-to-be equestrian French company that's holding the guard. They pay their craftsmen living wages, and they live up to their promises, and all the things that luxury companies really don't do anymore.

Mull: Absolutely. It is very, very hard to even straightforwardly and dispassionately describe what it is that Hermes does and how it makes its products without sounding like you're on the Hermes payroll.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Exactly. Exactly. And you're like, Oh my God, they hand--I mean, you sort of forget about the fact that all of this labor that goes into a bag makes it only available to the very, very, very rich, and then not even, you know? Okay, of what story are they the villain? I'll ask the question that way. What happened?

Mull: Well, the fact that Hermes does everything that it does in an old-fashioned handcraft way means that its products are (a) extraordinarily expensive and (b) genuinely a lot of them are pretty scarce, and nothing they make is more scarce than the Birkin. It's become a pop-culture icon. There are storylines about it in Sex and the City; it is, like, a brass ring of personal style and wealth; and it is something that people want to buy and want to own in order to demonstrate that, not only are they personally successful, financially successful, and people of taste, but that they do that at the highest echelon possible. They aren't just regular rich, they are carry-a-Birkin, have-Birkins rich, which puts you at a particular echelon, even within rich people.

Rosin: And not, like, tacky, not following fads. Like, classic, but interesting,

Mull: And the Birkin has gotten so popular that I think that on some level its own success threatens that idea that it is classic, it is not tacky, it is not nouveau riche, it is not new money, it is not arriviste. Arriviste? No French-pronunciation capability here.

Rosin: Arriviste, yeah. You mean it threatens that, or what did you mean by that?

Mull: I think that it has become an icon of arriving in such a way that it is so broadly desired that it threatens to be a mark of striving in that way.

Rosin: Oh my God, that's so confusing.

Mull: Yes, it is.

Rosin: Like, it's such a mark of having arrived that it's become a mark of trying too hard to arrive.

Mull: Exactly.

Rosin: That is very confusing.

Mull: It is so confusing. Luxury brands walk a very narrow line between whipping up this level of aspiration and this level of desire for their products and ensuring that their products don't become too readily identifiable as a mark of aspiration. And it is very, very difficult to stay on the straight and narrow when trying to sell as many of these products as possible. But the Birkin, because of its genuine scarcity, it has been this thing that even when you can get everything else, even when you can walk into a Louis Vuitton boutique and buy whatever you want, when you can walk into Chanel and buy whatever you want, you can't necessarily do that with Hermes. because there are only so many bags and there are so many more people who want them and who can plausibly afford them than there are people who can have them, because there just aren't that many bags.

Rosin: So if I have all the money in the world and I walk into an Hermes store and I want a Birkin, I can't necessarily get one.

Mull: Probably not. Not that day.

Rosin: Probably not?

Mull: Probably not.

Rosin: After the break, how to get a Birkin. Which may or may not involve getting a lawyer.
 
 [Break]

Rosin: For a chance at a Birkin bag, Amanda Mull says you have to play something called the "Hermes Game." Hermes didn't respond to a request for a comment from The Atlantic. But aspiring customers have pieced together some clues, which basically add up to: Salespeople at each boutique seem to have broad discretion over who gets a bag and who gets off the waitlist.

Mull: Like, somebody will show up on Reddit or on a forum and say, I went to this boutique on this day, I talked to this person, or This is what I saw somebody else offered or saw somebody walk out of a store with, or This is what I was able to glean. And in most of these situations, what people say that you're likely to hear is that these bags that are referred to as quota bags, which means that--

Rosin: (Laughs.) It's just, like, this language imported into this context. It's so funny.

Mull: Yes. So what people online say that you will generally hear when you walk into an Hermes boutique off the street and ask for a Birkin is that Birkins are prioritized to people who have a purchase history with the brand or who support the brand or who are brand-loyal who have relationships with a sales associate, things like that. Which basically means that if a truck pulls up and the store gets four Birkins, then what the sales associates at that store will probably do is look at their client rosters and go, This person expressed to me a year ago that they wanted to know if we got in a blue Birkin, and there's a blue Birkin in this set, and they haven't been offered a bag before. So I'm going to call this person up and see if they want this bag instead of just giving it to a person who shows up and says, "I'd like a Birkin. You got any?"

Rosin: Okay. So the way you just described that was pretty value-neutral. Good job. There's two ways to imagine or--if you were to do a movie about that scene--there's two ways that you could pitch that scene: One could be a scene of high snobbery, like a sales person looking down upon the person who just walks off the street and has no brand loyalty or history with that store and just squires the bag off to the back. And another way, totally straightforward, like: There's a waitlist, you know, and on the waitlist is Mrs. So and So, and she's been waiting for a year and a half, so get in line.

Mull: Right. There really are two legitimate ways to see this. And part of it is that there's a lot of people who want these bags and a lot of people who asked before you.

Rosin: Right, which seems like there's waitlists for a lot of things, you know?

Mull: Right. And something that Hermes has to deal with is that the fact that these bags all sell for above retail on the secondhand market means that they deal with something that a lot of other areas of the consumer market that where there's scarcity also deals with, right? Like Ticketmaster--

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mull: They do sell something that there is a genuine supply-and-demand mismatch for--Taylor Swift tickets or Bruce Springsteen tickets or whatever. And at a certain point, it is just hard to figure out how you allocate fairly a scarce product to a very large potential group of buyers. And one way that you can do that is to sell to people with purchase histories. So, in one sense, Hermes is trying to prioritize actual customers, and the best way to do that is to look at people who have been actual customers in the past. The other way to look at that is that in order to be offered the opportunity to buy this extraordinarily expensive thing, you have to pledge fealty to this brand by buying all of this other extraordinarily expensive stuff first before you will be given an opportunity to buy the thing you actually want.

Rosin: Right, right, right. Like, you have to buy a scarf, and you have to buy some menswear, and you have to buy a belt, and then you will have proven that you're a loyal customer. Wow. I don't even know if that's legal? Is that legal?

Mull: Well, that is the subject of a lawsuit that was filed in February in California. These two plaintiffs are seeking class-action status over essentially not being offered the opportunity to buy a Birkin. One of the people who filed this lawsuit, it appears, actually did buy a Birkin from Hermes in the past and seems to be upset that she wasn't offered immediately a second one. And then the other person in the lawsuit appears to have bought a bunch of Hermes stuff and never been offered a Birkin and is mad about that. And I think that being mad about that is reasonable, but also, there's a lot of people who want a Birkin.

Rosin: But it's so funny because the people suing them, don't they understand that winning that right would kind of destroy the rarity of the object they desire and make it not rare?

Mull: I don't think that they understand that. I think the flip side of that phenomenon is that rich people have been flattered, especially by luxury brands, into a belief that they will always be in the in-group. And suddenly finding out that scarcity sometimes is going to exclude you, that there are people who are a higher priority than you are is--when you have enough money that you want to buy multiple 14,000 handbags--

Rosin: It's crushing and shocking and intolerable.

Mull: Yes. It is, like, the worst thing that has happened to you in recent memory, finding out that there are things your money can't buy you immediately.

Rosin: I think what this has led me to think about, this lawsuit, is: What do we want and do we understand what we want? How did we get to a point now where we're glutted with luxury and luxury becomes a lot more meaningless, and so you have to manufacture scarcity?

Mull: So the beginning of luxury goods as we know them arguably started, like, at Versailles.

Rosin: The most grippingly luxurious palace ever, yeah.

Mull: Yes. This is during that era of France. Clothing and really, really high-end clothing were really important to the social stratification of royalty, the aristocracy. And that is where you get the origins of the French luxury business. And then you see further into the 19th century, as travel became more possible, aristocracies started to travel more. And they needed all kinds of stuff to travel with. You get brands that start emerging to supply those travel items--that's where Louis Vuitton comes from. It was a trunk maker for the wealthy in the 19th century. Hermes also comes about in this era where it made equestrian supplies.

Rosin: Oh, okay. Okay.

Mull: Yes.

Rosin: I did not put those together. I was wondering why they're all either equestrian or trunk makers. Interesting.

Mull: Yes, yes. The history of luxury goods is a social history of wealth because all of these companies were founded to, especially in this era, to solve particular problems of modernity. Things are bespoke, they are couture, they are customized to your wishes.

Rosin: So truly rare. Truly rare.

Mull: Yes.

Rosin: Okay.

Mull: Truly rare. And you start to see the luxury industry start changing a little bit, because production capabilities have ramped up and the luxury industry starts to arrange itself--not necessarily arrange itself; people are arranging it--into conglomerates for the first time. In the 1980s, you get Bernard Arnault taking control of Louis Vuitton. And Bernard Arnault and LVMH, the conglomerate that he still runs, is enormously influential in creating the luxury industry that we have today. What Arnault was--and is--really, really good at is understanding how to market luxury brands and vastly increase their production capabilities using modern methods.

Rosin: Is this the beginning of the end? Is this when everything changes?

Mull: Yes. Once Bernard Arnault gets in there, his vision is really to make the luxury business a global, corporatized, huge, profitable behemoth, and he does it.

Rosin: So in the old vision of luxury, scarcity was implied. I'm not sure it was explicit, but it was implied that it wasn't available to a lot of people. In the new post-Arnault vision of luxury, luxury is a story about luxury.

Mull: Yes, I think that luxury is a story about exceptionalism. Something that Arnault and LVMH know better than anybody is that there are other ways to project scarcity besides not having enough stuff to sell. And this is where you get a lot of limited-edition releases, collaborations with celebrities or with other brands, so that keeps the brand in people's minds. If you are somebody who maybe wants to buy your first Louis Vuitton bag, then you are probably paying attention to larger fashion and style and pop-culture media, and you were gonna brush up against news about all of these releases that are like, It's sold out, it's very limited edition, it's not available, etc., etc. And those particular very small releases might indeed be genuinely scarce, but there are Louis Vuitton boutiques in every major city in the world that are full of the regular stuff, and all of that regular stuff has the halo of those scarce releases around it.

Rosin: Given everything you've described about fake scarcity and the complicated democratization of luxury, do you yourself have more respect for the Hermes way, where you genuinely keep these ways of handcrafting and genuine scarcity, or the other way, in which more people have access to it, but it's less perfect?

Mull: Yeah. I am not a person who I would say respects a lot of companies.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Yeah.

Mull: But I feel like I do have to have this grudging respect for Hermes because they make products that are what they say they are.

Rosin: Yeah.

Mull: If it takes a guy in a French warehouse 40 hours of work to put together my bag, and he has a good salary and a pension and job security and safe working conditions, then yeah, that bag is just going to be a lot more expensive and there's just not going to be very many of them. I think that Hermes could charge more for most of its products based on what the market will bear, which is wild because those handbags are so expensive.

Rosin: Yeah. I'm so with you, and I really don't want to be. The only natural conclusion of the conversation we've just had is that the hero of the guilds and the working people of France is a company that sells handbags for $16,000. But that is the way it is.

Mull: Right. And I think that that is indicative of how off-kilter our consumer market is, because it was not that long ago that a lot more of the stuff that we bought was produced in that way. And the production end of the stuff that we buy has gone so far off the rails that it is now truly rare to buy something that was made by somebody with a pension.

Rosin: Right. And so the ability to buy with integrity is also a luxury of being rich. That's nice. All right, well, Amanda, thank you so much for going through the logic of luxury with me. I really appreciate it. I still can't afford and won't buy a Birkin bag, but maybe someday. You never know.

Mull: You never know. If I won the lottery, I'd probably buy one, because they are really nice bags and you've got to carry something. But for now, I will stick to my $55 canvas tote.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2024/04/birkin-handbag-hermes-luxury-goods-lawsuit/678026/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Larry David Learned Nothing, and Neither Did We

<em>Curb Your Enthusiasm </em>ended in the most fitting way possible: not with a bang, but with a shrug.

by Paula Mejia




On a recent flight from Auckland to Sydney, an unruly man reportedly urinated into a cup while sitting at his seat, much to the horror of his fellow passengers. The man later stood up, apparently so he could toss his waste into the toilet, then tripped and spilled the cup's contents onto a flight attendant. When the plane landed in Australia, the man was escorted off by police and fined.

This appalling incident is devoid of any decorum, which is to say that it seems ripped from a Curb Your Enthusiasm episode. Created by and starring the Seinfeld co-creator Larry David, the HBO show spent 24 years both probing humanity's depravity (not unlike said plane-urination incident) and questioning the veneer of interpersonal niceties (such as politely praising the mediocre food at a dinner party). No grievance was small enough and no taboo was off the table for David's character, who seized on the befuddling things that people say and do in social situations--and was just as often guilty of committing his own blunders.

After 12 seasons, Curb Your Enthusiasm took its final bow on Sunday, after its creator expressed wanting to finally "shed this 'Larry David' persona." Calling back to the divisive Seinfeld finale, which David has long defended, Curb ended by putting his character on trial, after he violated Georgia state law by accidentally handing someone water while they were in line to vote. To make its case, the prosecution ushered in a long line of people David had wronged over the years, including the owner of a golf club in his comfortable west-Los Angeles enclave and Bruce Springsteen, who claimed that David once gave him COVID-19 by insisting that he take his glass at a dinner.

Even after the jury found David guilty and the judge gave him the maximum sentence, the series offered no tidy takeaways. Instead, it signed off in the Curb-iest way possible: not with a bang, but with a shrug. Due to a technicality, David's character didn't actually end up going to prison like the Seinfeld ensemble did in that controversial finale. In doing so, the finale left viewers with a question, the same one that's animated the series since its inception: How does one be a decent person in the world when the goalposts for decency are always shifting?

Read: We're all Larry Davids now

If the previous season of Curb addressed the pandemic's erosion of social norms, this one suggested that people hardly emerged from lockdown kinder or more understanding. If anything, the opposite seems to be true. These days chaos reigns, from people throwing iPhones at pop stars onstage to guests treating restaurants and bars like their own personal kitchens. According to data from the Federal Aviation Administration, 2024 has already seen 490 reports of unruly passengers on airplanes--almost as many as there were in all of 2017. And so it's fitting that Curb's series finale includes two separate debates on a plane: one in which David and his friends bicker about whether it's okay to "squeal" on someone whose phone isn't in airplane mode, and another where they consider whether opening the window shade requires individual or communal consent.

At a time when many old norms governing public behavior are being rewritten, there's something appealing about a brutally honest person who's willing to call out poor conduct among strangers and friends. But, of course, David's character on Curb is frequently, cringingly wrong in the way he goes about this. He's incapable of letting small things go and doubles down in a way that makes you want to watch the show through your fingers. He himself is guilty of some egregiously entitled behavior, too--in one scene this season, David brings his own organic eggs to the golf clubhouse, and hands them to a server so the kitchen can make him a special omelet.

Curb proved over and over again that David never truly solved grievances when he went out on a limb to call attention to them, especially with strangers. If anything, by interjecting with his dreaded "let me ask you something," he typically incited another, worse problem, or caused long-simmering resentments to erupt. Therein lies much of Curb's humor: Yes, we all probably need to be better about dealing with the gradual buildup of small annoyances in our lives before they ossify. But also, who does this guy think he is, bringing all of this to the surface?

In Seinfeld, David often preached the maxim of "no hugging, no learning" regarding his characters. In a similar vein, Curb refused to be read as a fable or a parable, finding no elegant resolutions for life's messy moral questions. In a scene from the finale, David crouches down to a small child's eye level and says, "I am 76 years old, and I have never learned a lesson in my entire life!" By ending on this note, Curb seems to concede that there's no one right way to be a decent human. So go ahead and call out indignities if you want, as David often did. Or don't. As long as you're dealing with other people, you're going to be slightly miserable either way.
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Matt Gaetz Is Winning

But what's the prize he's after?

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Usually, you need about 10 minutes to walk from the Rayburn House Office Building to the House Chamber. But if you're running from a reporter, it'll only take you five.

When Matt Gaetz spotted me outside his office door one afternoon early last November, he popped in his AirPods and started speed walking down the hall. I took off after him, waving and smiling like the good-natured midwesterner I am. "Congressman, hi," I said, suddenly wishing I'd worn shoes with arch support. "I just wanted to introduce myself!" I had prepared a long list of questions, hoping for a thoughtful conversation but ready for a tense one. He was a firebrand, after all, or so said the title of his 2020 memoir, Firebrand.

Gaetz is a creature of our time: versed in the art of performance politics and eager to blow up anything to get a little something. He landed in Washington, D.C., as a freshman nobody from the Florida Panhandle, relegated to the back benches of Congress. Seven years later, he's toppled one House speaker and helped install a new one. He has emerged as the heir of Trumpism. And he's poised to run for governor in a state of nearly 23 million people.
 
 I had tried repeatedly to schedule an interview with Gaetz. His staff had suggested that he might be willing to sit down with me. But there the firebrand was, that day in November, running away from me in his white-soled Cole Haans. Gaetz broke into a light jog down the escalator, then flew through the long tunnel linking the Rayburn offices to the House Chamber. Finally, I caught up with him at the members-only elevator, my heart pounding. I stretched out my hand. He left it hanging. We got on the elevator together, but he still wouldn't look at me.

"Are you ... afraid of me?" I asked, incredulous. Finally, he made eye contact and glared. Then the doors opened, and he walked out toward the chamber.


Gaetz speaks to the media on the House steps after Kevin McCarthy's ousting.(Bill Clark / Getty)



Two incidents have defined Gaetz's tenure in Congress and helped make him a household name. The first was the Department of Justice's 2020 investigation into whether he had sex with a minor and violated sex-trafficking laws. Gaetz has repeatedly and vehemently denied the claims. That probe was dropped in early 2023, but the House Ethics Committee is still investigating those claims, as well as others--including allegations that Gaetz shared sexual images with colleagues. One video, multiple sources told me, showed a young woman hula-hooping naked. A former Gaetz staffer told me he had watched from the back seat of a van as another aide showed the hula-hooping video to a member of Congress. "Matt sent this to me, and you're missing out," the aide had said. (A spokesperson for Gaetz declined to comment for this article, saying that it "contains verifiable errors and laundered rumors" without identifying any. "Be best," he wrote.)

The investigations seem to have angered and hardened Gaetz. There was a time when he wouldn't have run away from any reporter. But since the allegations became public, Gaetz has tightened his alliance with the MAGA right, and his rhetoric has grown more cynical. He has become one of the most prominent voices of Trumpian authoritarianism. Warming up the crowd for Donald Trump at the Iowa State Fair last August, Gaetz declared that "only through force do we make any change in a corrupt town like Washington, D.C."

Gaetz has all the features--prominent brow, bouffant hair, thin-lipped smirk--of an action-movie villain, and at times he's seemed to cultivate that impression. The second defining event of his time in Congress thus far came in early October, when he filed a motion to kick Kevin McCarthy out of the House speaker's chair. The motion passed with the help of 208 Democrats and eight Republicans. But not before McCarthy's allies had each taken a turn at the microphone, defending his leadership and calling Gaetz a selfish, grifting, fake conservative. McCarthy's supporters had blocked all of the microphones on the Republican side, so Gaetz was forced to sit with the Democrats. A few lawmakers spoke in support of his cause, but mostly Gaetz fought alone: one man against a field of his own teammates.

Peter Wehner: Kevin McCarthy got what he deserved

Gaetz didn't seem to mind. He smiled as he took notes on a legal pad. He displayed no alarm at the fact that every set of eyeballs in the chamber was trained on him, many squinted in rage. He was accustomed to the feeling.

Earlier this week, McCarthy lashed out at Gaetz, telling an interviewer that he'd been ousted from the speakership because "one person, a member of Congress, wanted me to stop an ethics complaint because he slept with a 17-year-old, an ethics complaint that started before I ever became speaker. And that's illegal, and I'm not gonna get in the middle of it. Now, did he do it or not? I don't know. But Ethics was looking at it. There's other people in jail because of it. And he wanted me to influence it."

In response, Gaetz posted on X: "Kevin McCarthy is a liar. That's why he is no longer speaker."

Few items in Gaetz's biography are more on the nose than the fact that his childhood vacation home--which his family still owns--was the pink-and-yellow-trimmed house along the Gulf of Mexico that was used to film the The Truman Show, the movie about a man whose entire life is a performance for public consumption.

But for most of the year, Gaetz and his family lived near Fort Walton Beach, a part of the Florida Panhandle that's all white sand and rumbling speed boats--a "redneck riviera," as one local put it. The area, which now makes up a major part of Gaetz's congressional district, has a huge military base, and one of the highest concentrations of veterans in the U.S.; it's also one of the most Republican districts in the country.

If a person's identity solidifies during adolescence, then Gaetz's crystallized inside the redbrick walls of Niceville High School. As a teenager, he was chubby, with crooked teeth and acne. He didn't have many friends. What he did have was the debate team.


Gaetz as a teenager, with his former friend Erin Scot on the right (Courtesy of Erin Scot)



"We tolerated him," more than one former debate-club member said when I asked about Gaetz. (Most of them spoke with me on the condition of anonymity, citing fear of retribution from Gaetz or his father.) Gaetz could be charming and funny, they told me, but he was also arrogant, a know-it-all. "He would pick debates with people over things that didn't matter, because he just wanted to," one former teammate said.

Gaetz also liked to flaunt his family's wealth. For decades, his father, Don Gaetz, ran a hospice company, which he sold in 2004 for almost half a billion dollars. (The company was later sued by the Department of Justice for allegedly filing false Medicare claims; the lawsuit was settled.) Don was the superintendent of the Okaloosa County School District before being elected to the state Senate in 2006, where he became president. He was a founding member and later chair of the powerful Triumph Gulf Coast board, a nonprofit that doles out funds to local development projects; according to some sources, he still has a heavy hand in it. The counties that make up the panhandle, one lobbyist told me, "are owned by the Gaetzes."

He wasn't just good at debate in high school, a former teammate told me: "That was who he was."

Matt had a credit card in high school, which was relatively rare in the late 1990s, and he bragged about his "real-estate portfolio," Erin Scot, a former friend of Gaetz's, told me. "He was obviously much more well off than basically anyone else, or at least wanted us to think he was." Once, Gaetz got into an argument with a student who had been accepted to the prestigious Dartmouth debate camp, another classmate said. The fight snowballed until Gaetz threatened to have his father, who was on the school board, call Dartmouth and rescind the student's application.

Gaetz mostly participated in policy debate. Each year, the National Forensic League announced a new policy resolution--strengthening relations with China, promoting renewable energy--and debaters worked in pairs to build a case both for and against it. To win, debaters had to speak louder, faster, and longer than anyone else. During his senior year, Gaetz won a statewide competition. He wasn't just good at debate, a former teammate told me: "That was who he was."

Marilynn McGill, his high-school-debate coach, fondly remembers a teenage Gaetz happily pushing a dolly stacked with bins of evidence on and off the L train in Chicago--and another time dodging snow drifts during a blizzard in Boston. "Matt never complained," she said. Another year, Gaetz was so eager to attend a tournament in New Orleans that McGill and her husband drove him there with some other debaters in the family RV. "This is the only way to travel, Mr. McGill!" Gaetz shouted from the back.

McGill gushed about her student in our interview. But when I asked what she thought of him now, the former teacher didn't have much to offer on the record. "He certainly commands the stage still," she said. "How about that?"

After high school, Gaetz went to Florida State University, where he majored in interdisciplinary sciences, continued debating, and got involved in student government. I had difficulty finding people from Gaetz's college years who were willing to talk with me; I reached out to old friends and didn't hear back. Gaetz's own communications team sent over a list of people I could reach out to; only one replied.

During the summer after his freshman year, Gaetz spent a lot of time at home, hanging out with Scot and some other friends from Niceville. Sometimes, Gaetz would drive them out on his motorboat to Crab Island, where they'd cannonball into the clear, shallow water of the Choctawhatchee Bay. Other days, Gaetz would take them mudding in his Jeep. Somewhere around then, Scot told Gaetz that she was gay, and the revelation didn't faze him. This meant a lot to her.

Still, Gaetz could get on his friends' nerves. He referred to one of Scot's female friends on the debate team using the old Seinfeld insult "man hands." Once, he noticed peach fuzz on a girl's face and made fun of her behind her back for having a beard. Gaetz would occasionally offer unsolicited advice on how his friends should respond if they were ever pulled over on suspicion of drunk driving: Refuse to take a Breathalyzer test. Chug a beer in front of the officer to make it more difficult to tell if they'd been drinking earlier in the night. It was immature kid stuff, Scot said. "Most of us grew out of it. He made a career of it."

Gaetz wasn't interested in his father's traditional, mild-mannered Republicanism.

After graduating from FSU in 2003, Gaetz enrolled at William and Mary Law School in Virginia. Unlike his classmates, who rented apartments with roommates or lived in campus housing, property records show that Gaetz bought a two-story brick Colonial with a grand entranceway and white Grecian columns in the sun room. It was the ultimate bachelor pad: a maze of high-ceilinged rooms for weekend ragers, with a beer-pong table and a kegerator, according to one former law-school acquaintance. Back then, the acquaintance said, Gaetz had a reputation for bragging about his sexual conquests.

The last time Scot saw Gaetz was at a friend's wedding in March 2009, two years after he'd graduated from law school and one year into what would be a very short-lived gig as an attorney at a private firm in Fort Walton Beach. By that point, Gaetz had already started planning his political career, which would begin, officially, a few months later with a special-election bid for the state House. Also by that point, Gaetz had been arrested on charges of drunk driving after leaving a nightclub on Okaloosa Island called the Swamp. He'd followed his own advice and refused a Breathalyzer test. (Prosecutors ultimately dropped the charges, and Gaetz's license was reinstated after only a few weeks.)

At the wedding, Scot was eager to catch up with Gaetz. A photo from the night of the rehearsal dinner shows Gaetz, in a cream-colored suit jacket, wrapping his arm around her. She was excited to show him a picture of her girlfriend, whom he'd never met. She says that later, at the bar, Gaetz passed around an image of his own: a cellphone photo of a recent hookup, staring up topless from his bed.

There used to be a restaurant called the 101 on College Avenue in Tallahassee, just steps from the state capitol. Customer favorites included happy-hour martinis and buffalo-chicken pizza. Gaetz and his buddies in the legislature would hold court there after votes, friends and colleagues from that time told me.

Gaetz had been elected to the state House, after raising almost half a million dollars--including $100,000 of his own money, and support from MSNBC's Joe Scarborough, who had formerly represented the district and was a friend of the Gaetzes. In the general election, Gaetz defeated his Democratic opponent by more than 30 points; he would go on to run unopposed for a full term in 2010, in 2012, and again in 2014.

During this period, a group of young Republican lawmakers partook in what several of my sources referred to as the "Points Game," which involved earning points for sleeping with women (and which has been previously covered by local outlets). As the journalist Marc Caputo has reported, the scoring system went like this: one point for hooking up with a lobbyist, three points for a fellow legislator, six for a married fellow legislator, and so on. Gaetz and his friends all played the game, at least three people confirmed to me, although none could tell me exactly where Gaetz stood on the scoreboard. (Gaetz has denied creating, having knowledge of, or participating in the game.)


Matt Gaetz with his father, Don Gaetz, in 2014 (Phil Sears / AP)



At the time, Don Gaetz was president of the Florida Senate, and the father-and-son pair was referred to, mostly behind their backs but sometimes to their faces, as Daddy Gaetz and Baby Gaetz. The latter had a tendency to barge in on his father's meetings, hop on the couch, and prop his feet up, Ryan Wiggins, a former political consultant who used to work with Matt Gaetz, told me. Because of their relationship, Matt "had a level of power that was very, very resented in Tallahassee," she said.

Gaetz wasn't interested in his father's traditional, mild-mannered Republicanism, though. Like any good Florida conservative, the younger Gaetz was a devoted gun-rights supporter and a passionate defender of the state's stand-your-ground law. As chair of the state House's Finance and Tax Committee, he pushed for a $1 billion statewide-tax-cut package. But Gaetz talked often about wanting the GOP to be more modern: to acknowledge climate change, to get younger people involved. Toward that end, he sometimes forged alliances with Democrats. "If you went and sat down with him one-on-one," said Steve Schale, a Democratic consultant who worked with Gaetz in the state legislature, "he could be very likable."

Schale, who had epilepsy as a child, was happy to see Gaetz become one of a handful of Republicans to support the Charlotte's Web bill, which legalized a cannabis extract for epilepsy treatment. Gaetz also befriended Jared Moskowitz, a Democrat who is Gaetz's current colleague in Congress, when they worked together to pass a bill strengthening animal-cruelty laws. "You could go into his office and say, 'Hey man, I think you're full of shit on that,'" Schale said. "And he'd say, 'All right, tell me why.' I kinda liked that."

Gaetz seemed to relish the sport of politics--the logistics of floor debates and the particulars of parliamentary procedure. He argued down his own colleagues and tore up amendments brought by both parties. Sometimes friends would challenge Gaetz to a game: They'd give him a minute to scan some bill he wasn't familiar with, one former colleague told me, and then make him riff on it on the House floor.

"He would either retire or he was going to light himself on fire," said Steve Schale. "He chose to light himself on fire."

Gaetz had a knack for calling attention to himself. He would take unpopular positions, sometimes apparently just to make people mad. He was one of two lawmakers to vote against a state bill criminalizing revenge porn. And even when his own Republican colleague proposed reviewing Florida's stand-your-ground law after the killing of Trayvon Martin, Gaetz said he refused to change "one damn comma" of the legislation.

Plus, "he understood the power of social media before almost anyone else," Peter Schorsch, a publisher and former political consultant, told me. Gaetz was firing off inflammatory tweets and Facebook posts even in the early days of those apps. All of it was purposeful, by design, the people I spoke with told me--the debating, the tweeting, the attention getting. Gaetz was confident that he was meant for something bigger. "The goal then," Schorsch said, "was to be where he is now."

In 2015, while Donald Trump was descending the golden Trump Tower escalator, Gaetz was halfway through his third full term in the Florida House, pondering his next move. His father would retire soon from the Florida Senate, and Gaetz had already announced his intention to run for the seat. But then Jeff Miller, the Republican representative from Gaetz's hometown district, decided to leave Congress.

Gaetz had endorsed former Florida Governor Jeb Bush in the GOP primary. ("I like action, not just talk. #allinforjeb," he'd tweeted in August 2015.) But by March, Bush had dropped out. Left with the choice of Trump, Senator Ted Cruz of Texas, or then-Ohio Governor John Kasich, Gaetz embraced the man he said was best suited to disrupt the stale workings of Washington, D.C.

In the same statement announcing he was running for Congress, Gaetz declared that he was #allin for Trump.

At first, Gaetz was miserable in Congress. Almost a year after being elected, at 34--he'd defeated his Democratic opponent by almost 40 points--Gaetz complained about his predicament to Schale. He'd never dealt with being a freshman member on the backbench. "He hated everything about it," Schale told me.

In Gaetz's telling, the money turned him off most. Given the makeup of his district, he wanted to be on the Armed Services Committee. But good committee assignments required donations: When Gaetz asked McCarthy about it, the majority leader advised that he raise $75,000 and send it to the National Republican Congressional Committee, Gaetz wrote in Firebrand. He sent twice that much to the NRCC, he wrote, and made it onto both the Armed Services and the Judiciary Committees. But he claimed to be disgusted by the system.

During those first miserable months, Schale wondered how his colleague would handle his newfound irrelevance. "I would've told you he'd do one of two things: He would either retire or he was going to light himself on fire," Schale told me. "He chose to light himself on fire."

It can take years to rise up through the ranks of a committee, build trust with colleagues, and start sponsoring legislation to earn the kind of attention and influence that Gaetz craved. He wanted a more direct route. So his team developed a strategy: He would circumvent the traditional path of a freshman lawmaker and speak straight to the American people.



 Gaetz and Trump in 2022 (Megan Varner / Getty)



This meant being on television as much as possible. Gaetz went after the most hot-button cultural issue at the time: NFL players kneeling for the anthem. "We used that as our initial hook to start booking media," one former staff member told me. One of his early appearances was a brief two-question interview with Tucker Carlson. Though Carlson mispronounced his name as "Getts" (it's pronounced "Gates"), the congressman spoke with a brusque confidence. "Rather than taking a knee, we ought to see professional athletes taking a stand and actually supporting this country," he said.

From there, the TV invites flooded in. Gaetz would go on any network to talk about anything as long as the broadcast was live and he knew the topic ahead of time. He had become a loud Trump defender--introducing a resolution to force Special Counsel Robert Mueller to resign and even joining an effort to nominate Trump for the Nobel Peace Prize. A white board in his office displayed a list of media outlets and two columns of numbers: how many hits Gaetz wanted to do each week at any given outlet and how many he'd already completed. Around his office, he liked to quote from one of his favorite movies, O Brother, Where Art Thou?, in a faux southern accent: "We ain't one-at-a-timin' here. We're mass communicating!''

Soon, the president was calling. Trump asked Gaetz for policy advice, and suggested ways that Gaetz could highlight the MAGA agenda on television. Sometimes, when the president rang and Gaetz wasn't near the phone, his aides would sprint around the Capitol complex looking for him, in a race against Trump's short attention span, another former staffer told me. Gaetz claimed in his book that he once even took a call from Trump while "in the throes of passion."

With his new influence, Gaetz helped launch Ron DeSantis's political career. In 2017, he urged Trump to endorse DeSantis for Florida governor. At the time, DeSantis was struggling in the Republican primary, but after receiving Trump's approval, he shot ahead. DeSantis made Gaetz a top campaign adviser.

From the May 2023 issue: How freedom-loving Florida fell for Ron DeSantis

Gaetz would occasionally travel with the president on Air Force One, writing mini briefings or speeches on short notice. Trump was angry when Gaetz voted to limit the president's powers to take military action, but the two worked it out. "Lincoln had the great General Grant ... and I have Matt Gaetz!" Trump told a group of lawmakers at the White House Christmas party in 2019, according to Firebrand.

The two had a genuine relationship, people close to Gaetz told me. From his father, Gaetz had learned to be cunning and competitive. But he was never going to be a country-club Republican. "He's aspirationally redneck," said Gaetz's friend Charles Johnson, a blogger and tech investor who became famous as an alt-right troll. (Johnson once supported Trump but says he now backs Joe Biden.) Trump, despite his wealth and New York upbringing, "is the redneck father Matt never had," Johnson told me.

HBO's The Swamp, a documentary that chronicled the efforts of a handful of House Republicans agitating for various reforms, takes viewers behind the scenes of Gaetz's early months in Congress, when he lived in his office and slept four nights a week on a narrow cot pushed into a converted closet. Gaetz is likable in the documentary, coming off as a cheerful warrior and a political underdog. But the most striking moment is when he answers a call from President Trump, who praises him for some TV hit or other. When Gaetz hangs up the phone, he is beaming. "He's very happy," Gaetz tells the camera, before looking away, lost in giddy reflection.

Gaetz has positioned himself as a sort of libertarian populist. He's proposed abolishing the Environmental Protection Agency, but he's not a climate-change denier, and has supported legislation that would encourage companies to reduce carbon emissions voluntarily. He has consistently opposed American intervention in foreign wars, and he advocates fewer restrictions on marijuana possession and distribution. He still allies himself with Democrats when it's convenient: He defended a former colleague, Democratic Representative Katie Hill, when she was embroiled in a revenge-porn scandal and forged an unlikely alliance with Democrat Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez over their desire for a ban on congressional stock trading.

In his book, Gaetz argues that too many members of Congress represent entrenched special interests over regular people, and too much legislation is the result of cozy relationships between lawmakers and lobbyists. In 2020, he announced that he was swearing off all federal PAC money. (It has always been difficult, though, to take Gaetz's yearning for reform seriously when his political idol is Trump, a man who not only refused to divest from his own business interests as president but who promised to "drain the swamp" before appointing a staggering number of lobbyists to positions in his government).

Gaetz's personal life began making headlines for the first time in 2020. That summer, the 38-year-old announced, rather suddenly, that he had a "son" named Nestor Galban, a 19-year-old immigrant from Cuba. Gaetz had dated Galban's older sister May, and when the couple broke up, Galban moved in and had lived with him since around 2013. "Though we share no blood, and no legal paperwork defines our family relationship, he is my son in every sense of the word," Gaetz wrote in his book.

Later in 2020, Gaetz met a petite blonde named Ginger Luckey at a party at Mar-a-Lago. Luckey, who is 12 years younger than Gaetz, grew up in Long Beach, California, and works for the consultancy giant KPMG. In the early days of their relationship, she was charmingly naive about politics, Gaetz wrote in his book: During one dinner with Fox's Tucker Carlson, Luckey was excited to discover that Carlson hosted his own show. "What is it about?" she'd asked.

Luckey is hyper-disciplined and extremely type A, "the kind of person who will get you out of bed to work out whether you like it or not," Johnson said. Luckey tweets about sustainable fashion and avoiding seed oils, and she softens Gaetz's sharp edges. She longboards and sings--once, she kicked off a Trump book-release party with a delicate rendition of "God Bless America." Gaetz asked Luckey to marry him in December 2020 on the patio at Mar-a-Lago. When she said yes, Trump sent over a bottle of champagne.

Three months later, in late March 2021, news broke that the Department of Justice was looking into allegations that Gaetz had paid for sex with women in 2018. One claim held that Gaetz's friend, the Florida tax collector Joel Greenberg, had recruited women online and had sex with them before referring them to Gaetz, who slept with them too. But the most serious allegation was that Gaetz had had sex with a girl under the age of 18, and had flown her to the Bahamas for a vacation. By the time Gaetz proposed to Luckey, the FBI had reportedly confiscated his phone.



 Gaetz and wife, Ginger Luckey, arrive at a Trump rally in 2023. (Alon Skuy / Getty)



Gaetz has denied paying for sex or engaging in sex with a minor. But Greenberg would go on to be charged with a set of federal crimes and ultimately plead guilty to sex trafficking a child. On April 6, The New York Times reported that Gaetz had requested a blanket pardon from the Trump White House in the final weeks of his administration, which was not granted.

Other sordid claims have spilled out since. "He used to walk around the cloakroom showing people porno of him and his latest girlfriend," one former Republican lawmaker told me. "He'd show me a video, and I'd say, 'That's great, Matt.' Like, what kind of a reaction do you want?" (The video, according to the former lawmaker, showed the hula-hooping woman.) Cassidy Hutchinson, the former Trump White House aide, wrote in her memoir that Gaetz knocked on her cabin door one night during a Camp David retreat and asked Hutchinson to help escort him back to his cabin. (Gaetz has denied this.)

On social media, people called Gaetz a pedophile and a rapist; commenters on Luckey's Instagram photos demanded to know how she could possibly date him. In many political circles, Gaetz became untouchable. He was "radioactive in Tallahassee," one prominent Florida Republican official told me, and for a while, he stopped being invited on Fox News. Around this time, DeSantis cut Gaetz out of his inner circle. His wife, Casey, had "told Ron that he was persona non grata," Schorsch told me. "She hated all the sex stories that came out." (Others have suggested that Gaetz fell out with DeSantis after a power struggle with the governor's former chief of staff.)
 
 The ongoing House Ethics Committee investigation could have further consequences for Gaetz. The committee may ultimately recommend some kind of punishment for him--whether a formal reprimand, a censure, or even expulsion from Congress--to be voted on by the whole House.

Gaetz's response to the investigation has been ferocious denial. He has blamed the allegations on a "deep state" plot or part of an "organized criminal extortion" against him. His team blasted out emails accusing the left of "coming" for him. But privately, in the spring of 2021, Gaetz was despondent. He worried that Luckey would call off their engagement. "She's for sure going to leave me," Johnson said Gaetz told him in the days after the stories broke.

But Luckey didn't leave. In a series of TikToks posted that summer, one of her sisters called Gaetz "creepy" and "a literal pedophile." "My estranged sister is mentally unwell," Luckey told The Daily Beast in response.

Gaetz and Luckey married in August of 2021, earlier than they'd planned. It was a small ceremony on Catalina Island, off the coast of Los Angeles. On the couple's one-year anniversary, Luckey posted a picture of the two of them in the sunshine on their wedding day, Luckey in a low-cut white dress and Gaetz in a gray suit. "Power couple!!" then-Representative Madison Cawthorn wrote. Below, someone else commented, "He's using you girl."

Rather than cowing him, the allegations seemed to give Gaetz a burst of vengeful energy. He tightened his inner circle and leaned harder than ever into the guerilla persona he'd begun to develop. No longer welcome in many greenrooms, Gaetz became a regular on Steve Bannon's War Room podcast before launching a podcast of his own. He set off on an America First Tour with the fellow Trump loyalist Marjorie Taylor Greene. The two traveled state to state, alleging widespread fraud in the 2020 presidential election and declaring Trump the rightful president of the United States. People from both parties now viewed Gaetz as a villain. It was as if Gaetz thought, Why not go all in?

Republicans faced disappointing results in the 2022 midterm elections, and by the time January rolled around, their slim House majority meant that each individual member had more leverage. In January 2023, Gaetz took advantage, leading a handful of Republican dissidents in opposing Kevin McCarthy's ascendance to the speakership. He and his allies forced McCarthy to undergo 14 House votes before they finally gave in on the 15th round. Things were so tense that, at one point, Republican Mike Rogers of Alabama lunged at Gaetz and had to be restrained by another member. But Gaetz had gotten what he'd wanted. Among other concessions, McCarthy had agreed to restore a rule allowing a single member to call for a vote to remove the speaker. It would be McCarthy's downfall.

In October, Gaetz strode to the front of the House Chamber and formally filed a motion to oust his own conference leader. McCarthy had failed to do enough to curb government spending and oppose the Democrats, Gaetz told reporters. He announced that McCarthy was "the product of a corrupt system." As a government shutdown loomed, the 41-year-old Florida Republican attempted an aggressive maneuver that had never once been successful in the history of Congress: using a motion to vacate the speaker of the House. Twenty-four hours later, McCarthy was out.
 
 Ultimately, the evangelical MAGA-ite Mike Johnson of Louisiana was chosen as the Republicans' new leader. With the election of Johnson, Gaetz had removed a personal foe, skirted the establishment, and given Trumpism a loud--and legitimate--microphone. "The swamp is on the run," Gaetz said on War Room. "MAGA is ascendant." This had been Gaetz's plan all along, Bannon told me afterward. In January 2023, he had been "setting the trap." Now he was executing on his vision. Gaetz had ushered in a new "minoritarian vanguardism," Bannon told me, proudly. "They'll teach this in textbooks."


Rather than cowing him, the allegations seemed to give Gaetz a burst of vengeful energy. (Photograph by Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



Gaetz has options going forward. If the former president is reelected in November, Gaetz "could very easily serve in the Trump administration," Charles Johnson told me. But most people think Gaetz's next move is obvious: He'll leave Congress and run for governor of Florida in 2026. Even though he's publicly denied his interest in the job, privately, Gaetz appears to have made his intentions known. "I am 100 percent confident that that is his plan," one former Florida Republican leader told me. Gaetz looks to be on cruise control until then, committed to making moves that will please the MAGA base and set him up for success in two years.

The Republican field in Florida is full of potential gubernatorial primary candidates. Possible rivals for Gaetz include Representative Byron Donalds, state Attorney General Ashley Moody, and even Casey DeSantis. But in Florida, Gaetz is more famous than all of them, and closer to the white-hot center of the MAGA movement. If he gets Trump's endorsement, Gaetz could have a real shot at winning the primary and, ultimately, the governor's mansion.

On October 24, Mike Johnson spoke at a press conference after being nominated for speaker. He hadn't been elected yet, but everyone knew he had the votes. Flanked by grinning lawmakers from across the spectrum of his party--Steve Scalise, Elise Stefanik, Lauren Boebert, and Nancy Mace--he promised a "new form of government" that would quickly kick into gear to serve the American people. Johnson's colleagues applauded when he pledged to stand with Israel, and they booed together, jovially, when a reporter asked about Johnson's attempts to overturn the results of the 2020 presidential election.

Watching on my computer at home, I couldn't find Gaetz right away. But then the C-SPAN camera zoomed out and there he was, in the back, behind cowboy-hat-wearing John Carter of Texas. I had to squint to see Gaetz. He looked small compared with the others, in his dark suit and slicked-back hair. Once, he stood on his tiptoes to catch a glimpse of the would-be speaker, several rows ahead.

Despite his very central role in Johnson's rise, Gaetz had been relegated to the far reaches of the gathering, behind several of his colleagues who had strongly opposed removing McCarthy. But Gaetz didn't seem to mind. He clapped with the rest of them, and even pumped his fist in celebration. Most of the time, his mouth was upturned in a slight smile. He was in the back now, but he wouldn't be there long.
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Why Tax Filing Is Such a Headache

It's not just you. Tax filing in America really is more challenging and expensive than it needs to be.

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.


Yes, the American tax code is complicated. But a web of other forces makes the country's tax-filing system much trickier than it needs to be.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Clash of the patriarchs
 	Israeli rage reaches new levels.
 	In MAGA world, everything happens for a reason.
 	The parents being scapegoated for America's gun failures




Difficult and Expensive

Doing taxes isn't many people's idea of a good time--especially right now, in the crunch of filing season. (For those of you still in the process, my apologies for reminding you of the impending deadline.) America has a complicated tax code, but that's not the only reason tax filing online is so stressful: Companies have lobbied hard over the years to keep the experience difficult and expensive.

Americans who have an income below a certain level are entitled to free federal tax filing. But millions of people who should qualify for free filing have ended up paying to file in recent years. In the early 2000s, after the government started talking about providing free tax filing to the public, a group of companies led by TurboTax, with the help of high-powered lobbyists, told the government that they would provide free federal tax filing for a swath of Americans through the IRS's Free File program. In exchange, the government agreed to back off. The companies kept their end of the deal, partnering with the IRS, and they later turned to creating additional free services on their own websites. (TurboTax and H&R Block remained affiliated with the IRS's Free File program until a few years ago.)

But free tax filing did not turn into an idyllic public resource. For one, TurboTax marketed as "free" products that ended up involving fees for some users--earlier this year, the Federal Trade Commission told TurboTax that it needs to stop claiming that its services are free unless they are free to everyone or exceptions are disclosed. (Intuit has appealed.) And ProPublica reporting in 2019 found that TurboTax deliberately suppressed links to its IRS Free File service in Google searches, in order to divert people to one of their paid products. (A spokesperson for Intuit, the parent company of TurboTax, told me that it has helped more than 124 million people file for free over the past decade, and ProPublica reported that TurboTax changed the code on its Free File option page after the publication of the ProPublica report in 2019 so that the option was no longer suppressed from search engines.)

Many tax-filing systems aren't just expensive; they're also confusing to use. Some companies have employed design choices to make certain steps of the process feel more laborious. In 2017, Kaveh Waddell wrote for The Atlantic about how TurboTax showed users fake progress bars--illustrations that seemed to show the site checking every detail of a return but that turned out to be generic. Waddell described the fake progress bar as an example of the concept of "benevolent deception"; as a spokesperson for Intuit put it at the time, the animations were used to assure customers "that their returns are accurate and they are getting all the money they deserve." Still, although an illustrated progress bar might be reassuring, it also highlights the apparent complexity of the process. Look how hard we're working to file your taxes, the bar seems to say.

Does tax filing need to be this complicated? A new government pilot program is trying to prove that it doesn't: Earlier this year, the IRS, which is not exactly known for its technological prowess, released a version of its own free online-filing service. As my colleague Saahil Desai reported last month, "That Direct File exists at all is shocking. That it's pretty good is borderline miraculous." Right now the service is available in just 12 states and only works for simple federal returns--and it has guaranteed funding for just this year. Still, Saahil writes, "it's a glimpse of a world where government tech benefits millions of Americans. In turn, it is also an agonizing realization of how far we are from that reality."

A free and easy way to file returns seems like a real public benefit. But the program's haters have been loud (already, TurboTax and H&R Block, which make billions of dollars from filers every year, have reportedly spent millions lobbying against it and other matters). Some critics of an IRS-backed filing alternative are skeptical of what they describe as its conflict of interest: If the IRS is the institution that collects money from you, will they have the taxpayers' interests in mind, or their own? The IRS has said that its goal is simply to apply the tax code; still, private companies' promise to get users the best refund possible sounds, on its face, more consumer friendly. Skeptics are also focusing on the question of funding: TurboTax pointed me to a recent Government Accountability Office report calling into question how much taxpayer money would be spent on the program--and a spokesperson for Intuit told me in an email that "IRS Direct File is a solution in search of a non-existent problem."

One day, perhaps, tax filing will be affordable and transparent for all. But if your immediate future involves parsing W-2s and rustling up receipts, I wish you the best of luck.

Related:

	The IRS finally has an answer to TurboTax.
 	Why some apps use fake progress bars




Today's News

	When asked about Arizona's recent abortion-ban ruling, Donald Trump said that the state's supreme court went too far, but added that the law would likely be reined in by Arizona's governor and others. He also said that he would not sign a federal abortion ban.
 	Allen Weisselberg, the former CFO of the Trump Organization, was sentenced to five months in a Rikers Island jail for perjury during Trump's New York civil fraud trial.
 	The six former Mississippi law-enforcement officers who assaulted and tortured two Black men were sentenced in state court to 15 to 45 years in prison, to be served concurrently with the federal sentences they had already received.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: The numbers are in, and they show that married couples are working as much as ever, Derek Thompson writes.
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The Sober-Curious Movement Has Reached an Impasse

By Haley Weiss

At Hopscotch, Daryl Collins's bottle shop in Baltimore, he happily sells wine to 18-year-olds. If a customer isn't sure what variety they like (and who is, at that age?), Collins might even pull a few bottles off the shelves and pop the corks for an impromptu tasting. No Maryland law keeps these teens away from the Tempranillo, because at this shop, none of the drinks contains alcohol ...
 In theory, these are teen-friendly drinks. But not every bar or shop owner will sell to under-21s ... As nonalcoholic adult beverages become more mainstream, they're forcing a reckoning over what makes a drink "adult" if not the alcohol, and testing whether drinking culture can truly be separated from booze.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"What I've heard from Gaza"
 	America is sick of swiping.
 	Are pitchers pitching too hard?




Culture Break
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Play. The adult stuffed-animal revival is here, Valerie Trapp writes. What's behind the rising popularity of plushies?

Beef. J. Cole dared to insult Kendrick Lamar--and, more surprisingly, he immediately apologized for it, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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

Amazon's <em>Fallout</em> show gets the weirdness of the game just right.

by Tom Nichols




The first Fallout game was released in 1997. I was (and am) an avid gamer, and when I played the inaugural entry in what would become a decades-long series, I saw immediately that it was different from almost anything else I'd encountered on the market. Its subtitle labeled it "a post nuclear role playing game," but this was not the typical, fast-paced, "Radioactive Rambo" shoot-'em-up with an indestructible protagonist roaming a ravaged world to a pulsing electronic soundtrack.

Instead, during the opening credits, the Ink Spots crooned their 1940 hit "Maybe" as a dark screen gave way to the flickering of a black-and-white television. The camera pulled back to reveal the tranquil, empty skyline of a ruined city as narrator Ron Perlman calmly explained how the world as we knew it had blown itself up while fighting over resources. But your family had escaped this destruction by heading into one of many underground vaults built by the cheerful folks at the Vault-Tec Corporation, allowing you and many other humans to live beneath the surface for decades. Now your vault was about to kick you out into the wasteland on an important mission, and your character--at the start of the adventure, a delicate rookie with few skills--would have to figure out what the hell was going on in what was left of the planet.

Fallout, unlike many simpler games, didn't merely reward you for racking up kills and taking stuff from other people. Much as in other role-playing games, the player has to assume an identity and choose a set of attributes and character traits that dictate how you move through its world. Your decisions came with trade-offs: If you chose to be a dumb hulk, you'd struggle with in-game conversations. If you chose to be more skilled with a computer than with a knife, your abilities could come in handy in a lab--but not so much during a fight. The postapocalyptic landscape was not only populated by monsters and other threats; it was filled with oddball characters (some of them creepy, others very endearing), and often unsettling mysteries. (Why does the local food vendor seem to have a steady supply of tasty and nourishing "iguana bits" when you don't see many iguanas? And why is this doctor in a makeshift hospital also shipping meat to ... Oh no.)

Choices mattered in Fallout, and they mattered in each of its subsequent installments, set in different American locations such as Las Vegas, Washington, D.C., and Boston. You could help bring order to a lawless town, or you could join up with the gangs running it. You could negotiate in good faith, or you could steal what you needed. You could try to reason with people, or you could sneak a grenade into their pants (no, really). Fallout was addictive, not because you were playing an arcade game, but because you had to stay alive while discovering new things, dealing with new friends and enemies, and making difficult decisions that could haunt you later in the game.

As someone who (along with millions of other players) has explored every installment in the series, I had my doubts about whether a television show, which Amazon first announced in 2020, could fully capture the game's quirky weirdness. I'm happy to report that the Fallout show--out today--is dark and thought-provoking, but also often hilarious. The adaptation centers on a young woman named Lucy who was raised in Vault 33, a community modeled on a stereotypical midwestern town. (The Vaults are all identical steel warrens, but each has its own peculiarities.) Lucy, having never lived anywhere but her subterranean hometown of "33," is nice to a fault. She doesn't even swear: She peppers her speech with the occasional "okie dokey!" and never uses an expletive stronger than "fudge."

Lucy embodies the ethos of the Fallout world, a retro-futuristic, atompunk pastiche of 1950s America. In the alternate history of the Fallout games, the stress of constant wars for resources pushed the United States, in the late 20th century, back toward the warm Baby Boomer heaven of stay-at-home moms in aprons and high heels, big cars, and mindless jingoism. All of this nostalgia was wrapped in an insipid consumer culture, and serviced by a small group of paternalistic corporations whose many products still litter the destroyed landscape.

Read: How close are we to nuclear war?

This fascination with the past is essential to the feel of both the games and the series: Fallout's creator and producer, Tim Cain, explained many of the game's Cold War references in a 2023 video. I asked Brian Fargo, the executive producer of the first two Fallout games, why the design team embraced the era of fedoras and TV dinners. (Imagine Don Draper and the ad executives from the first season of Mad Men showing up in the 21st century and giving the world a total Eisenhower-era makeover.) Fargo, who's now the studio head at inXile Entertainment, told me that "the contrast between violence and innocence is always striking when done well, and looking back, the '50s seem like the epitome of innocence."

Indeed, the games and the series, both of which rely on vintage tunes from artists such as Bing Crosby and Nat King Cole, are shot through with melancholy. Much like another great series based on a game, The Last of Us, a terrible sense of loss permeates Fallout, but it never slides into pathos. The Fallout games were made more for adults than children: They are filled with sophisticated humor, pop-culture references, and difficult moral choices that have no real bearing on "winning" the game. You could play as a jerk or a hero and still finish the main quest--but you'd also learn that every decision you made along the way had potentially karmic consequences.

The series embraces the same ambiguity and produces the same hand-over-the-mouth shock that comes from laughing and being aghast at the same time. Fargo told me that this, too, was intentional even as far back as Wasteland, a groundbreaking 1988 game that he created, in which the player wrestled with similar moral quandaries. "This was an aspect we wanted to lean in more with [the first] Fallout and that would paint a darker game." Most games let you be the good guy, he said, and "people by and large want to be a hero, but you can't truly be a hero ... unless we offer you the chance to be evil."

The horror of nuclear war is everywhere in the games, as it is in the series. (The scenes of the destruction of Los Angeles in the first episode are brief but unnerving.) Fargo and I are about the same age, and we grew up surrounded by the constant presence of nuclear war both in our lives and in popular culture. It's a perfect device for science fiction, as Fargo notes, because it's one of the easiest ways to imagine how to "reset society." Fargo said he was "enamored with The Road Warrior and watched it dozens of times"--but the film that had "a profound chilling effect" on him, and the one that convinced him of "the true horror of such an event," was the BBC movie Threads.

I've taught courses on nuclear weapons, and this made sense to me. Threads, which follows two families from the first weeks of an international crisis to 13 years after the eventual war that destroys the world, is intensely more terrifying than, say, the American TV movie The Day After. This existential fear suffuses the Fallout games and the series, but both of them balance the horror with knowing humor and a kind of sly, anti-establishment snark. (A game whose foundational mythology includes America's patriotic annexation of Canada is already raising an eyebrow at you and daring you not to smile.)

Even small things lighten the tone; although Amazon's adaptation stands easily on its own, veterans of the games will appreciate how the series replicates the Fallout world with loving detail. I sometimes found myself trying to catch the show making mistakes or taking visual shortcuts in its reproduction of game lore such as "Sugar Bombs" cereal (a shout-out to the comic strip Calvin and Hobbes, according to Cain) or "Super-Duper Marts," but couldn't.

Fallout is a "mystery box" series, and I've written recently that I now really dislike these types of  shows because they tend to dodge having to actually explain the mystery in the box. Fallout, however, avoids this coyness by following through on each of its plot threads. If you're a casual viewer, the plot will make perfect sense; if you're a devotee of the games, the reveals will not break faith with anything you've learned over the years (including about those bastards at Vault-Tec, but I can say no more).

Either way, you don't need to have played the games, or lived through the Cold War, to appreciate Fallout as a television experience. When the final scene teased the location of what looks to be Season 2, the gamer in me cheered--I know exactly where they're going. The television viewer in me rejoiced, as well. Another season? Okie dokey!
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America Is Sick of Swiping

Dating apps are falling back to Earth.

by Lora Kelley




Modern dating can be severed into two eras: before the swipe, and after. When Tinder and other dating apps took off in the early 2010s, they unleashed a way to more easily access potential love interests than ever before. By 2017, about five years after Tinder introduced the swipe, more than a quarter of different-sex couples were meeting on apps and dating websites, according to a study led by the Stanford sociologist Michael Rosenfeld. Suddenly, saying "We met on Hinge" was as normal as saying "We met in college" or "We met through a friend."



The share of couples meeting on apps has remained pretty consistent in the years since his 2017 study, Rosenfeld told me. But these days, the mood around dating apps has soured. As the apps seek to woo a new generation of daters, TikTok abounds with complaints about how hard it is to find a date on Tinder, Hinge, Bumble, Grindr, and all the rest. The novelty of swiping has worn off, and there hasn't been a major innovation beyond it. As they push more paid features, the platforms themselves are facing rocky finances and stalling growth. Dating apps once looked like the foundation of American romance. Now the cracks are starting to show.



In 2022, a Pew Research Center survey found that about half of people have a positive experience with online dating, down from October 2019. With little success on the apps, a small but enthusiastic slice of singles are reaching for speed dating and matchmakers. Even the big dating apps seem aware that they are facing a crisis of public enthusiasm. A spokesperson for Hinge told me that Gen Z is its fastest-growing user segment, though the CEO of Match Group, the parent company of Tinder and Hinge, has gone on the defensive. Last week, he published an op-ed headlined "Dating Apps Are the Best Place to Find Love, No Matter What You See on TikTok." A spokesperson for Bumble told me that the company is "  actively looking at how we can make dating fun again."



In part, what has changed is the world around the apps, Rosenfeld said. The massive disruptions of the pandemic meant that young people missed out on a key period to flirt and date, and "they're still suffering from that," he told me. Compared with previous generations, young people today also have "a greater comfort with singleness," Kathryn Coduto, a professor of media science at Boston University, told me. But if the apps feel different lately, it's because they are different. People got used to swiping their hearts out for free. Now the apps are further turning to subscriptions and other paid features.



Tinder, for example, launched a $499-a-month premium subscription in December. On Hinge, you can signal special interest in someone's profile by sending them a "rose," which then puts you at the top of their feed. Everyone gets one free rose a week, but you can pay for more. Hinge users have accused the app of gatekeeping attractive people in "rose jail," but a spokesperson for the app defended the feature: Hinge's top goal is to help people go on dates, she said, claiming that roses are twice as likely to lead to one.



It's the same process that has afflicted Google, Amazon, Uber, and so many other platforms in recent years: First, an app achieves scale by providing a service lots of people want to use, and then it does whatever is needed to make money off you. This has worked for some companies--after 15 years, Uber is finally profitable--but monetization is especially tricky for dating apps. No matter how much you fork over, apps can't guarantee that you will meet the love of your life--or even have a great first date. With dating apps, "you're basically paying for a chance," Coduto told me. Paying for a dating-app subscription can feel like entering a lottery: exciting but potentially a waste of money (with an added dose of worry that you look desperate). And there has always been a paradox at the core of the apps: They promise to help you meet people, but they make money if you keep swiping.



Over the past few years, the big dating companies have faltered as businesses. Tinder saw its paid users fall by nearly 10 percent in 2023, and the big apps have been beset by layoffs and leadership changes. Bumble and Match Group have seen their stock prices plummet as investors grow frustrated. Perhaps the biggest problem that the apps might face is not that people are abandoning them en masse--they aren't--but that even a small dip could prove detrimental. The current big apps' edge relies on lots of people using them. Apps such as Tinder and Grindr "have an enormous network advantage over newcomers," Rosenfeld said, for the same reasons Facebook does: It's not that they're amazing; it's that they're giant. If you want to meet other single people, the apps are where other single people are.



So far, the big apps' efforts to avoid this doom loop have involved the same basic feature that has been around since the beginning: swiping. "We're essentially at a tipping point for at least this version of the technology," Coduto said. Like so many other industries, dating apps swear they have the answer: AI. George Arison, the CEO of Grindr, told me that the app plans to use AI (with users' permission) to suggest chat topics and power an "AI wingman" feature, and to scan for spam and illegal activity. Hinge's CEO has suggested that AI will help the app coach users and enable people to find matches, and a product leader at Tinder said last month that the app has used AI to power safety features, adding that the technology can help users select their profile photos.



But AI also holds the potential to unleash chaos on the apps: Bot-written messages and bot-written profiles don't exactly sound like a recipe for finding love. For Gen Z, the future may hold a grab bag of sliding into DMs, reluctant swiping, and generally doing what humans have always done--seek companionship and love through any means they can muster. With all the time spent online now, people are finding love on Strava, Discord, and Snapchat, among many other sites. In a sense, any app can be a dating app.



Traditional dating apps might be most useful not to young people but to those middle-aged and older, with money to spare. They are more likely to be part of "thin" dating markets, or segments of the population where the number of eligible partners is relatively small, Reuben Thomas, a professor at the University of New Mexico, told me. Online dating is "really useful for people who don't have that rich dating environment in their offline lives," Thomas said.



In this way, the future of dating apps may look more like their past: a place for older daters to go after exhausting other options. In the 2000s, the heyday of OkCupid, eHarmony, and desktop dating, middle-aged people were the power users, Thomas said. Millennials had their fun on Tinder in the 2010s; many found lasting relationships. But as a top choice for young people looking for love, dating apps may have been a blip.
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The Crumbleys Are Being Scapegoated for America's Gun Failures

A society that has refused to regulate guns is now punishing parents for not doing so on their own at home.

by Kimberly Wehle




Yesterday, a Michigan judge sentenced James and Jennifer Crumbley to 10 to 15 years in prison for failing to stop their son Ethan from murdering four students in 2021. The cases grabbed headlines because prosecutors aggressively charged the parents with the actual killings, as though they had pulled the trigger themselves, rather than pressing lesser offenses such as child neglect and failure to comply with gun-safety laws. Separate juries had convicted them of manslaughter. The harsh sentences may presage more criminal liability across the country for shooters' family members and other caregivers, such as teachers and security guards, who theoretically could have stepped in to prevent the worst from happening. The people who possess real power to slow the scourge of gun violence in America--legislators, gun-industry executives, and the U.S. Supreme Court--now have in their hands a new means of pointing blame and evading accountability.

The tragedy occurred on November 30, 2021, when 15-year-old Ethan took a gun from his home and brought it to Oxford High School in his backpack. According to the evidence presented at trial, his parents had bought the gun and taken Ethan to a shooting range just days before the killings, ignoring multiple warning signs that he was experiencing severe psychiatric distress, including mental hallucinations, and contemplating violence. When Ethan asked to see a doctor, his dad told him to "suck it up." His mom laughed. After the school alerted the parents that their son was searching for ammunition online, she texted him: "LOL I'm not mad at you. You have to learn not to get caught." On the morning of the murders, a teacher found a drawing he had made depicting a person bleeding, along with the words "The thoughts won't stop help me." The parents were called in for a meeting, but they declined to take him out of school. Shortly thereafter, Ethan removed the gun from his backpack in a bathroom and opened fire on his classmates.

From the March 2024 issue: To stop a shooter

Prosecutors calculated the sentencing-guideline range as if the Crumbley parents were each responsible for all four of the murders. "At the end of the day," Jennifer's counsel argued, "Mrs. Crumbley shouldn't be sentenced as if she could control that four people were murdered, or if she had shot 100 people." She had a point.

Oakland County Circuit Court Judge Cheryl Matthews emphasized at the sentencing that the evidence went beyond just bad parenting. The Crumbleys ignored "things that make a reasonable person feel the hair on the back of their neck stand up," the judge said. "Opportunity knocked over and over again, louder and louder, and was ignored. No one answered. And these two people should have and didn't." Matthews went on to criticize James for "unfettered access to a gun or guns as well as ammunition in your home," and Jennifer for having "glorified the use and possession of these weapons."

But here's the thing: Michigan law at the time allowed for unlimited firearms access and storage in the home. The Crumbleys acted in compliance with the law. Michigan's new secure-gun-storage law took effect only in February of this year--long after the murders; by then, the Crumbleys had already served nearly two years in jail. Nobody contended that either of these two parents poses a further threat to society, and if they were hypothetically inclined to repeat their bad deeds (their son is in prison for life after pleading guilty to four counts of first-degree murder, one count of terrorism causing death, and 19 other related charges), a law is now in place to dissuade them.

The Crumbleys are being punished for failing to do what society writ large did not ask of them. For the most part, legislators across the country continue to sit on their hands, routinely peddling "thoughts and prayers" rather than enacting gun-control laws. Congress gets credit for the Protection of Lawful Commerce in Arms Act, which bars civil lawsuits against firearms manufacturers, distributors, and dealers for harm caused by "the criminal or unlawful misuse" of a firearm, and says that "the possibility of imposing liability on an entire industry for harm that is solely caused by others is an abuse of the legal system." The Supreme Court, too, has done its part to perpetuate America's gun-violence crisis. In 2022, a 6-3 majority struck down as unconstitutional a 111-year-old New York State law that required applicants seeking a concealed-carry license to show a special need that distinguishes them from the general public. Absent a constitutional amendment, the ruling effectively bans states from enacting similar laws in the name of public safety despite voter preference and historical practice.

While Congress, state legislators, gun manufacturers, and the Supreme Court have done worse than nothing, parents are now headed to prison for not taking steps to impose commonsense restrictions on their own at home. This regime has it exactly backwards. In a civil society, laws exist to protect us against our negligence and bad instincts. Putting someone's mother and father in jail as a warning sign to others is no substitute.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/04/ethan-crumbley-parents-michigan-shooting-trial-verdict-sentence/678020/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The 67-Hour Rule

Married couples are working as much as ever.

by Derek Thompson




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

One of the hard-and-fast laws of economics is that people in rich countries work less than their peers in poorer countries. The rule holds across nations. British and Japanese people work less on average than those in Mexico and India. It's also true across history. Today, the typical American works about 1,200 fewer hours a year than he did in the late 19th century.

But something strange happens when we shift our attention from individual workers to households. In the 1880s, when men worked long days and women were mostly cut off from the workforce, the typical American married couple averaged just over 68 hours of weekly paid labor. In 1965, as men's workdays contracted and women poured into the workforce, the typical American married couple averaged 67 hours of weekly paid labor--just one hour less. In the early 2000s, the typical American married couple averaged, you guessed it, almost exactly 67 hours of weekly paid labor. In 2020? Still 67 hours.

These figures come from two papers: "The Great Transition," which covers labor-market changes since 1880, by the economists Jeremy Greenwood, Ricardo Marto, and Nezih Guner, and "Measuring Trends in Leisure," which covers labor-market changes from 1965 to 2003, by the economists Mark Aguiar and Erik Hurst. There exists no perfect statistical time series to track work hours for married couples in the U.S. over the past 140 years. Sources do not always agree on precise figures, and over time dual earners may have averaged a little less or a little more than 67 hours exactly. And, of course, taking an average across many different industries is an extremely blunt measure. But as I read and reread these statistics, I was struck by the clear implication that married couples are working as much as ever.

That's astonishing. After all, in the past 140 years, almost everything about the American economy has changed radically. In the 19th century, about half of the U.S. labor force worked in farming. By the 1940s, agriculture's share of employment fell, and about a third of the country worked in manufacturing. Today, both sectors combined barely account for one in 10 American jobs. After all this, the average married couple in America still works about 67 hours a week. It is as if some god with an affinity for double-digit prime numbers descended from heaven and decreed that, no matter what seismic changes upended the world from one generation to the next, the average American family must labor for the same number of hours a week, for all of eternity.

So what explains the 67-Hour Rule? Any answer must begin with the fact that paid working hours have increased for women even as they have declined for men, for very different reasons.

In 1900, just 5 percent of married women held down a paid job. Instead, they typically put in a full 60-hour week at home, where basic upkeep was grueling by modern standards. Washing, drying, and ironing one load of laundry took up to seven hours, almost a full day's work. By the mid-20th century, electricity had made possible a set of household technologies--the automatic washer and dryer, the refrigerator, the vacuum, and the dishwasher--that combined to reduce housework by 30 hours a week. Many women took advantage of those efficiencies (and shifting women's-rights norms) to get a job. From 1880 to 1965, women's labor-participation rate skyrocketed from about 5 to more than 40 percent; by the 1990s, six in 10 women were in the labor force. Meanwhile, housework hours kept falling. From 1965 to 2003, the average married woman reduced her "nonmarket" labor--cleaning, cooking, shopping, running errands--by 13 hours a week and redirected about nine of those hours toward paid work.

As married women worked less in the home and more outside of it, married men underwent an opposite shift. In 1880, 98 percent of men participated in the labor force, and the typical worker labored 10 hours a day, six days a week. Gradually, labor-rights protests and union strikes combined to pressure employers to shorten the workweek. In her paper "The Wage and the Length of the Work Day: From the 1890s to 1991," the economist Dora Costa writes that state governments in the late 1800s and early 1900s moved to limit work hours through legislation. During World War I, the War Labor Board established an eight-hour workday for contractors. In 1938, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed the Fair Labor Standards Act, which created a right to overtime pay for those who worked more than 40 hours a week.

Meanwhile, the widespread adoption of new technologies, including tractors and cars and, later, computers, made workers more productive in their shorter workdays. Men gradually used their extra time to take on more hours of chores, errands, and child care at home.

The 67-Hour Rule is, then, a reflection of increased efficiency. Fantastic news, in other words, especially for women. One study of women in rural areas without electricity in the 1940s found that hand-washing and ironing a 38-pound laundry load required taking about 6,300 steps around the house, the well, the stove, and back to the house. After nine such loads, a woman would have walked the equivalent of a marathon. The electrification of housework reduced the ambulatory burden of that same laundry load by 90 percent.

"It was a tremendous gain for women to be freed from housework and be able to join the labor force in exchange for a wage," Marto wrote to me by email. "Most people would argue that is a good thing. My wife certainly does!" Household automation, combined with cultural and economic changes, freed women to work as they pleased. At the same time, labor laws shortened the typical workweek and outlawed child labor, while industrial technology increased productivity.

The economist Jeremy Greenwood is emphatic that the most important theme of the past 140 years of work in America has been the rise of leisure time. "Popular books like The Overworked American and More Work for Mother tell people that we're doing more work than ever and have less leisure time than ever, but this is clearly false," he told me. In fact, the decline of men's paid work and women's housework has freed up more leisure hours, even after accounting for the increase in child-care time. According to Aguiar and Hurst, leisure time increased in the second half of the 20th century for all groups they studied: men and women, singles and married couples.

But pointing out that men's workweeks declined while women's workweeks increased, and that both men and women have more leisure time, doesn't fully explain why, together, they still labor as long as they used to outside the home more than 100 years ago.

Greenwood told me that, beyond rising efficiency, the 67-Hour Rule may also reflect rising costs and rising expectations. Americans are more productive than ever. But buying homes, raising kids, and caring for older family members are all more expensive than they used to be. (Prices for housing, medical care, and college have been rising faster than inflation for practically this entire century.) The typical home today is also larger than it used to be, and outfitted with a suite of technologies--air-conditioning, flatscreen televisions, dirt-cheap electric lighting--that would have flabbergasted an 1880s monarch.

Several factors determine why a married couple might work more or less in any given year. Laws shape the normal workweek, employers set schedules, and workers choose jobs based on diverse needs and preferences. Describing the average family is difficult because doing so requires glossing over large differences: Some households with five children get by with one working spouse, while some couples without children work long hours. But overall, millions of families across time have independently concluded that it takes about 67 hours to afford the essential features of a comfortable American life, as they define it. After all, if American families felt that they could be comfortable and happy by working only 15 hours a week, many more of them would do so.

The consistency of the workweek for married couples might also reflect a keeping-up-with-the-Joneses effect. As workers get raises, some of them could choose to work less. But richer economies also create new categories of desire: movies, amusement parks, electronics, travel, summer camps, Stanley water coolers. If people become envious of their peers' rising standard of living, they'll instead choose to continue working at higher wages to buy nicer stuff. Thus the hedonic treadmill sustains higher working hours and holds the 67-Hour Rule in place.

Why 67 instead of 60 or 70 or some other number? Again, other sources may not replicate that precise figure. More generally, my guess is as good as yours. Here I feel tempted to blame that prime-number god again.

At any rate, there is something a little disappointing about the possibility that married couples have the same market workweek that they did in 1880. I'm not the first writer to worry about the tragic ironies of the dual-earner household. In their book, The Two-Income Trap, Senator Elizabeth Warren and her daughter Amelia Warren Tyagi observed that the rise in household income in the late 1990s was driven by the rise in two-income households. Clearly, they acknowledged, this was progress. But when a household adds a second earner, they said, it creates additional expenses, especially for child care, which often consumes much of the additional income. Thus, many working parents with kids feel like they're running in place rather than pooling their income to buy more comfort.

The overwork worrywarts are narrowly wrong: Americans really do have more leisure time than they used to. But they're broadly right: Americans ought to have more leisure time than they have, and it is a little scandalous that they don't.
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Israeli Rage Reaches New Levels

Protesters believe they cannot change Hamas, but they might be able to change their own government.

by Graeme Wood




This weekend, Israel withdrew all but one of its brigades of ground forces from Gaza. Israel announced that the withdrawal was happening but did not announce what it meant. Surely it was not due to the "total victory over Hamas" that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said was the primary criterion for a successful mission. After all, Israel was negotiating with Hamas in Cairo as recently as today, and there would be no point in negotiating with a defunct enemy. Last I checked, the Wikipedia entry on Hamas is still written in the present tense.

The withdrawal, which coincides with the six-month anniversary of the October 7 atrocities, could indicate that the negotiators in Cairo are close to a tentative deal. The broad outlines of a potential deal are widely supposed to be a trade of 40 Israeli hostages for a few weeks' cease-fire and increased flow of humanitarian aid. Israel's withdrawal could be a face-saving measure to preempt the deal, to avoid the impression of sudden and hasty retreat as part of a concession to Hamas. Reporting from yesterday, however, casts grim doubt on these possibilities: Hamas claims not to have enough living hostages to fulfill its end of the bargain. (At least, not enough hostages old enough, young enough, or female enough to be eligible for freedom, under Hamas's criteria.) Another possibility is more mundane: The Israelis need a break. In the areas they have invaded, they may also have run out of places to attack. No professional army wants to stand around waiting for its enemy to make a move. As a U.S. Marine officer once told me in Iraq, "When you run out of targets, you become one."

Whatever the specific meaning of this withdrawal, it does seem that the six-month mark has brought with it a crucial moment, or at least a pause for Israel's leadership to take fresh stock of the grotesque situation in the region. During protests in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem this weekend, the global condemnation of Israel's tactics in Gaza didn't seem to matter to anyone I spoke with. But Israelis' rage against their own country's government, so hapless and adrift, had reached new levels of incandescence.

Read: Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

Recall that even before the war, the country's secular left had been protesting in Tel Aviv against Netanyahu's attempts to reform the judiciary. That reform would have limited judges' ability to put a check on the right-wing government. Back then, the crowds chanted against Netanyahu because they thought he was dragging Israel toward authoritarianism. Now he and his supporters are jeered, hissed at, and reviled not for what they might do tomorrow but for their catastrophic incompetence right now, and for allegedly preserving their own power at the expense of Israeli life. Many Israelis have been horrified by the deaths of Palestinian civilians, but in the protests, I heard relatively few voices expressing that concern (and none who mourned the dead Hamas combatants).

The crowds had chosen their villain. Netanyahu had made everything worse, they said. He presided over the original intelligence failure of October 7--an error that, all by itself, makes him the worst leader in Israel's history. He is, according to his critics, running not a government but an anti-government, so stocked with nobodies and incompetents that it is almost as if Israel has no government at all. His every move since October has been marked by indecision and cynicism. In lieu of statesmanship and productive diplomacy (Netanyahu was once considered at least a capable manager of Israel's international relations), they see empty pronouncements of resolve, and an unseemly terror at the possibility of upsetting his coalition and watching his government crumble.

Striking a deal with Hamas is understandably a delicate matter. It is also, even after accounting for the group's inflexibility and tendency to walk away from negotiations, the only way that Israeli hostages have been brought home in significant numbers. Netanyahu's government, rather than negotiate cannily and creatively, seems to have met that inflexibility with inflexibility of its own. It depends on the political support of ideologues who opposed the previous swap. Their intransigence goes well beyond the pitiless fight against terrorism, and includes a vision for a Gaza permanently rid of Palestinians. It is one thing to refuse to negotiate with extremists because they are extremists. It is another to refuse to negotiate with them because you are extreme too. The protesters have come to suspect that the latter has been holding up the hostage return as much as the former--and that they, as Israelis, cannot change Hamas, but they might be able to change their own government.

On Sunday night in Jerusalem, near the Knesset, the crowd of 50,000 protesters alternated between moroseness and fury. It was, especially for Jerusalem, a secular crowd. I stood next to two young women smoking a joint, which probably took the edge off the fury. All were united in leveling a charge against Netanyahu: that he would rather hold together his coalition of zealots than cut a deal, even one that would bring hostages home. The fury reached an apex when the mayor of Jerusalem, Moshe Lion, tried to speak. He is a member of Netanyahu's Likud Party but stuck to nonpartisan bromides. Still, the crowd shouted him down because of the association. When he persisted, one of the young women next to me took the joint out of her mouth and spat on the ground.

Netanyahu could extract a kind of disgusted gratitude from these protesters if he offered a deal with Hamas (and the group, in an uncharacteristically conciliatory mood, agreed to it). To some in the crowd, the terms of that deal seemed literally not to matter, because, as one sign read, NO PRICE IS TOO HIGH. Surely not everyone in the crowd would go that far. But the hooting and heckling suggested they thought that Netanyahu had empowered negotiators too little, and that he was ultimately responsible for securing a deal, even a temporary one. In addition to repatriating hostages, a deal would allow time to negotiate a more durable peace and avoid a possible Gaza-as-Somalia scenario (lawlessness, warlordism, and endless civilian misery) if Israel continues to drift forward with no obvious plan.

If accepting a deal imperils Netanyahu's good graces on the right, rejecting a remotely plausible one would probably doom him and his government because of the wrath of the center and the left. They believe that more of the hostages--who have now spent six months in darkness or fending off rapists--would be home already if Netanyahu had told his more extreme colleagues to go pout. Right-wing support has long since reached its apex, and the government is already weak. Public outrage might finally destroy it. The question of who would replace it is, remarkably, almost an afterthought. Whoever comes next could not possibly be worse.
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Arms Are Flying Off Their Hinges

Baseball is stuck in a velocity trap.

by Devin Gordon




The ulnar collateral ligament, or UCL, is a triangular set of bundles in the human elbow that looks like three crisscrossing strips of bacon--a marvel of physiology that functions as the crucial hinge between the humerus, in the upper arm, and the ulna, in the forearm. But as Jeff Passan memorably describes it in his 2016 book, The Arm: Inside the Billion-Dollar Mystery of the Most Valuable Commodity in Sports, the UCL is also "a finicky little bastard, ill-equipped to stand up long-term to the single fastest movement the body can generate: the throwing motion." A pitcher's arm whips through the air "30 times faster than an eyeblink," he writes, and all of that power and torque gathers in the elbow, leaving the UCL "screaming for mercy."

Somewhere along the evolutionary path from chimpanzee to human, we went from having arms that weren't even equipped to throw overhand to being able to wing a baseball in excess of 100 miles per hour--and do it with such precision that batters can stand inches from its path without getting drilled in the head. The data get fuzzier the further back you go, but according to the stat-tracking website FanGraphs, the average fastball in Major League Baseball was about 89 mph in 2002. A decade later, it had jumped to 91.6 mph. In 2022, it was 93.6 mph. Last year, the Minnesota Twins reliever Jhoan Duran led the MLB with an average fastball velocity of 101.8 mph. The record belongs to Aroldis Chapman, then with the Cincinnati Reds, who threw a baseball 105.8 mph in a September 2010 game against the San Diego Padres. The fact that his record has stood for 14 years while everyone around him has been throwing harder and harder makes him the Bob Beamon of Major League Baseball. But that record's days are almost certainly numbered.

In tandem with fastball velocity has risen another closely watched statistic: catastrophic arm injuries, with UCL tears being by far the most frequent. "The graphs essentially overlap each other," Glenn Fleisig, the director of biomechanics at the American Sports Medicine Institute (ASMI), told me. Back in 2010, MLB pitchers made 241 trips onto the injured list. Last season, that number was 497. Arms are flying off their hinges all over the place, to the degree that it's become a routine part of the game. Back in 2012, Scott Boras, baseball's most powerful agent, told Passan that Tommy John surgery--baseball vernacular for a UCL-repair procedure, named for the Los Angeles Dodgers pitcher who was its first successful recipient in 1974--"may be a rite of passage, for all we know." Now we know: It is. And that's starting to feel a little barbaric.

Fewer than 10 games into this season, over only a 24-hour period last week, two of the league's elite starters went down with elbow injuries: the Cleveland Guardians' Shane Bieber and the Atlanta Braves' Spencer Strider. Bieber, the American League's Cy Young Award winner in 2020, will need Tommy John surgery and is out for the year. Strider, MLB's strikeout leader last year, thanks in large part to an average fastball of 97.2 mph, seems bound for the same fate. A few days earlier, the Miami Marlins had announced that 20-year-old Eury Perez, their top pitching prospect, will undergo Tommy John surgery and would miss the season, joining the team's ace, the 2022 National League Cy Young award winner Sandy Alcantara, who got Tommy John surgery last October.

Most pitchers do go on to play at the same level after Tommy John surgery. The procedure even comes with a kind of morbid warranty: A freshly repaired UCL is thought to be rock-solid for about eight years before it starts to deteriorate again. Even the athletes seem at peace with it. If a professional pitcher manages to have a career that lasts eight or nine years, we should "expect him to miss at least one of those years," Tyler Zombro, a minor-league reliever who coaches MLB prospects at the pitching academy Tread Athletics, told me. "People have just begun to embrace that, for both better and worse." After the Marlins announced that Perez would need surgery, the team's president of baseball operations told reporters that Perez was "frustrated ... but he also understands that this is a minor setback in what's going to be a really long career."

A pitcher's arm can fail for any number of reasons--overuse, bad mechanics, poor conditioning. For the past decade, overuse was considered the prime culprit, which is why starting pitchers now routinely get pulled after 100 pitches--a far cry from the night in 1974 when Nolan Ryan threw 235 pitches over 13 innings--and why relievers seem to enter and exit the game through a revolving door on the mound. And yet, injuries keep piling up.

"If we had this conversation a dozen years ago," Fleisig told me, "I would say strongly that the amount of pitching is the biggest factor for why we're seeing so many pitching injuries. Now I'd say that's moved into the back seat, and the No. 1 factor is throwing as hard as you can."

The correlation between velocity and arm injuries has become strong enough that maybe it's time to ask a basic question about the game: Are pitchers today throwing too hard for their own good? The simple answer is yes--certainly in medical terms, at least. But good luck getting anyone in the sport to slow them down, for one simple reason: Throwing hard works.

Baseball is caught in a velocity trap. If you examine the relationship between pitch speed and swinging strikes, "it's almost linear," says Rob Friedman, a.k.a. the Pitching Ninja, whose Instagram account dissecting the game's filthiest pitches has become a destination for many fans multiple times a day. Last fall, Friedman posted a compilation of every pitch in 2023 thrown over the middle of the plate that clocked 102 mph or above--27 in total. Only two resulted in hits. "It's very hard to hit a very hard fastball, even if it's right down the middle," he told me. "That's why pitchers do it, and I don't think it's going to change."

"What we have to do as an industry is figure out how to reconcile two things," Eric Cressey, a co-founder of Cressey Sports Performance and the Yankees' director of player health and performance, told me, "which is that high performers do tend to throw harder, but hard throwers do tend to get hurt."

Teams, front offices, coaches, players, fans--we're all addicted to the velo. (That's pronounced vee-lo, by the way, not veh-lo.) Part of the reason we love sports is the goosefleshy thrill of watching someone do things we never could, and maybe something no one's ever done before, like throw a 106-mph fastball. Pitches thrown that hard even sound different when they hit the catcher's mitt--more of a snap than a pop. That's one reason fans have become so cavalier about major arm injuries. We do the math--12 to 14 months is the standard recovery time for a Tommy John--and then we put the player out of our heads until he's back. MLB front offices have come to look at pitchers as data on a spreadsheet. One arm breaks, and you replace it with another; Zombro called it "the churn." The long-term risk to a player's health isn't the primary concern of a general manager who'll get fired if he doesn't win now.

What we're glossing over is the hellish months of rehab, the mental anguish of fearing that your career could be over, the loneliness of being out of the game. "We've become numb to it," Alan Jaeger, a strength and conditioning coach who has consulted for various MLB teams, told me. His chief claim to fame is inventing the long toss, a now-routine arm-strengthening technique. "The front offices are numb to it. And then the players then feel numb to it, because they feel like they're just a number."

One reason we've all gotten so numb is the perception that a full recovery is virtually inevitable. But not all pitchers regain their previous form--Fleisig puts the number at about 80 percent. That's a high rate, but imagine how you'd feel if it was your career in the hands of a surgeon.

The velocity trap hasn't just ensnared the major leaguers, who are paid--many of them quite well--to take such risks. It's affecting Little Leaguers, who are mimicking the pros on TV, firing the ball as hard as they can, with arms that are far from ready for such violent exertion. High-school prospects know that the only way to get the attention of a college recruiter or a pro scout is to light up the radar gun. Minor leaguers who throw 100 mph but can't keep it over the plate are far more prized than prospects with elite control who top out at 93 mph. If playing in the big leagues requires pushing your elbow beyond its breaking point, plenty of people will make that deal. "I mean, would you take $20 million to tear your UCL?" Friedman asked. (For what it's worth, you can have both of mine.)

From 2011 to 2013, six pitchers selected in the first 10 rounds of the MLB draft had a prior history of UCL-reconstruction surgery--they'd blown out their elbow, in other words, before they'd thrown a single professional pitch. From 2021 to 2023, that number went up to 24. So are more teenagers getting elbow surgery, or are teams getting less spooked by it? Yes and yes. "There isn't a normal elbow coming out of amateur baseball now," Cressey told me. "The injuries are happening so much younger."

In 2014, MLB partnered with USA Baseball to create Pitch Smart, a series of guidelines on pitch counts and rest periods intended to keep young pitchers from developing bad habits. Anyone who's coached a Little League team knows that they are strictly enforced. Fleisig believes the Pitch Smart program has been a success: Arm injuries at the pro level have declined ever so slightly since 2021. But with around 500 trips to the injured list for each of the past two years, this is hardly a victory.

The solution remains elusive. Randy Sullivan, a performance specialist and the founder of the Florida Baseball ARMory, points out that if overuse were the primary cause of arm injuries, we'd see more late in the season, when arms are getting tired, and fewer at the start--but it turns out the reverse is true. Jaeger, in fact, has a borderline-heretical view on the question of overuse: He thinks young pitchers aren't throwing enough. Just because a teenager can hit 95 on the radar gun doesn't mean he's ready to throw 95. Muscle networks across the body--quads, glutes, obliques, and the all-important shoulders, biceps, and forearms--need proper conditioning, and right now, Jaeger told me, "we're shocking these arms." He likens it to training for a marathon by sprinting a mile every day.

At this point, no one seriously doubts the link between velocity and arm injuries. But among experts, your particular favored solution tends to depend on your line of work. Jaeger, a strength and conditioning specialist, believes the antidote is better strength and conditioning. Jim Curnal, a Connecticut-based pitching coach who runs a clinic for high schoolers that focuses on the mechanics of throwing form and motion, believes that all these arms are blowing out because of poor mechanics. Legendary workhorses such as Steve Carlton and Nolan Ryan pumped fastballs just as hard, he told me, and far more of them too, and they never broke down. He emailed me photo after photo of pitchers with repaired elbows whose throwing motions, he claims, should've been a warning sign--a forearm too parallel to the ground as the shoulders begin to tilt, when it should be perpendicular, or a back foot floating off the ground as the ball is released, when it should be planted.

To one degree or another, everyone is right: A janky delivery can wreck an arm. But the notion of predicting injuries from photos, Friedman said, is "hocus-pocus voodoo science." Every pitcher's physique is different, he observed; "I don't buy just visually looking at it and saying, 'Oh, that guy's going to get injured.'" Some guys are lucky to be born with a naturally thick UCL, he said. Some guys have thin ones.

Maybe it's not just the speed of the pitches but also the shape of them. Today's athletes are throwing pitches commonly referred to as "off-speed"--sliders, sinkers, sweepers, which break sideways like a broom--as hard as they can. "Guys are trying to sweep the ball, carry the ball, sink the ball, throw depthy curve balls, pronate changeups," Zombro told me. "Would I say, 'Are guys throwing too hard?' No. Guys throwing hard and trying to manipulate the ball in a ton of different ways? That certainly could be a risk factor."

Injury prevention is a game of whack-a-mole, and the moles are undefeated. If anyone is going to come up with a solution, it won't be the franchises, and it certainly won't be the pitchers, whose careers depend on getting outs. It'll have to be Major League Baseball itself.

And so far, according to Kyle Boddy, the founder of Driveline Baseball and a special adviser to the Boston Red Sox, the league hasn't done nearly enough. Like many people in the sport, Boddy has reflected on the cognitive dissonance his job requires--the imperative to maximize a pitcher's "stuff" and the reality of what it's doing to his arm. "It's very frustrating, and I do think a lot about how Driveline impacted that and how we could do a better job," he told me. There's only so much, though, that one clinic can do on its own. He likened the issue to "banning smoking in restaurants. If any one restaurant does it, they lose business. When you have this obvious failure that no single actor can solve, then it's time for the state or the federal government to step in."

One strategy he volunteers: shrink the number of pitchers that MLB teams can carry on their roster, curb the shuttle bus between the minors and majors that teams use to bring in reinforcements, and force them to invest more resources into preserving the arms they have.

The damage to pitchers' arms is starting to damage the game itself. Jacob deGrom, Gerrit Cole, and Justin Verlander--three of the most recognizable names of the past decade--are all recovering from arm injuries and haven't pitched yet this season. That's a massive amount of star power missing from the game, and it's being replaced by league-average starters whom no one's paying to see. The back-to-back injuries to Bieber and Strider last week seemed to snap baseball's leadership to attention. But instead of addressing the root issues, the executive director of the MLB players' union, Tony Clark, used the occasion to take a shot at management, blaming the injuries on its decision to shorten the allowable time between pitches to speed up the game--even though there's little evidence of a correlation between arm injuries and the pitch clock.

Considering all the variables that contribute to the velocity trap, perhaps it's worth examining the assumption at its core: Does velocity, in fact, always work as well as advertised? There's a big difference between throwing and pitching, Boddy pointed out, and three-digit velocity isn't much use if you can't control it. "All these people are throwing 100 in the big leagues," he said, "and they're not even good."

During spring training in March, Friedman posted a clip on Pitching Ninja of a 6-foot-6 then-19-year-old in the Washington Nationals system named Jarlin Susana throwing a 103-mph fastball. Susana had pitched professionally for only two seasons, and the second season had not gone well. He'd gotten rocked, walking 40 hitters in 63 innings and posting an unsightly 5.14 earned-run average. He'd been so generally ineffective that the Nats had demoted him--from their lowest level--and sent him to work off the field with team instructors.

Now here he was, five months later, at a showcase game for promising minor leaguers. Only two explanations seem possible: The Nats are still believers because, wow, a 19-year-old who throws 103 mph! Or the Nats are dangling him in front of the league, hoping some other team will be so tantalized by his pure, uncut velo that they'll trade someone of real value for him. Either way, the odds are against Susana. His lack of command will likely derail him--or his elbow will.

Aroldis Chapman, baseball's reigning velocity king, is a very different player. A seven-time All-Star closer, he's still pitching at 36 years old and, it bears mentioning, has never needed surgery on his arm. After he uncorked that record-setting 105.8 mph pitch against the Padres and the speed flashed on the scoreboard, the fans at Petco Park let out a collective "whoa," loud enough to be audible on the replay. But the pitch was way inside. It was the hardest pitch ever thrown. It was also a ball.
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What I've Heard From Gaza

I'm worried about the suffering of civilians right now--and the lack of a plan for a better future.

by Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib


Palestinians who fled Israeli attacks and took refuge in Rafah try to continue their daily lives under difficult conditions in the area near the border wall between Egypt and the Gaza, in Rafah, Gaza, on January 29, 2024. (Abed Zagout / Anadolu / Getty)



For the first time in more than a month, I recently had the chance to talk with my 11-year-old niece, who is sheltering with my surviving family members in the southern Gazan city of Rafah. She described her daily routine, which consists of little more than playing boring games on her mom's cellphone--which has no cell reception or internet access--and eating whatever food is sent through the Rafah crossing.

"It's all so salty from the cans, or really dry," she told me. A few days before, they had bought a frozen chicken for about $20, their first protein in months that hadn't come out of a can. "But at least Dad can afford aid food, which is sold to people instead of being for free." She sounded painfully adult, fully aware of the inequities of aid distribution among desperate Gazans.

Hundreds of thousands of Gazans are struggling each day to secure the calories that they need to stay alive. Greedy merchants, corrupt Hamas officials, and criminal enterprises regularly seize aid meant to be distributed for free and resell it at highly inflated prices. And the food that makes it through, saturated with sodium and other preservatives to keep it shelf-stable, is seldom palatable.

The horrendous humanitarian situation facing the Gaza Strip's civilian population has been worsened by a string of deadly incidents: the deaths of desperate civilians awaiting the arrival of an aid convoy in northern Gaza; the devastating Israel Defense Forces killing of seven World Central Kitchen staff in central Gaza; and strikes on aid sites, including an UNRWA distribution center in southern Gaza. The IDF's combat operations and its negligent and reckless behavior; the breakdown of law and order, leading to looting, theft, and gang activity; and the problems that aid agencies face with their logistics and their access to parts of Gaza are combining to worsen matters.

When the war started, and Israel stopped commercial and humanitarian deliveries to Gaza through the port of Ashdod and the Kerem Shalom crossing, the international community had to quickly figure out how to deliver aid through the Rafah crossing between Gaza and Egypt, which was formerly used for passenger transit and not the transportation of bulky goods. The effort suffered from complicated procedural and logistical challenges, as organizations struggled to comply with Israel's elaborate inspection regime. Israeli authorities insist that the bottlenecks are a result of failures by the United Nations and NGOs, while critics accuse Israel of using food as a tool to pressure Gaza's population and Hamas. Either way, the result is that large segments of the population in the besieged Strip struggle daily to sustain themselves. The crisis is particularly acute in northern Gaza, which faces famine-like conditions. A newly constructed IDF roadway bisects the Strip, restricting access to the north and making it difficult to deliver aid that comes in from Rafah in the south.

David A. Graham: A deadly strike in Gaza

Food airdrops, a measure I have long advocated for, have attempted to put essential items directly into the hands of civilians, bypassing distribution by NGOs and others and reducing interference by Hamas and criminal gangs. World Central Kitchen established a small jetty that was used to open a maritime corridor for delivering food from Cyprus. Additionally, the UN's World Food Programme sent several trucks into northern Gaza in coordination with the Israeli military and used locals to provide security and assist with distribution. These efforts were cumulatively helpful, though their efficacy was hindered by safety issues, inconsistency, unpredictability, and the lack of any entity that could fill the gap caused by Hamas's disappearance as a governing body throughout most of the Gaza Strip. After the killing of the WCK staff and pressure from the Biden administration, the Israeli government announced its intention to open the Erez crossing at the top of the Strip and to resume shipments through Ashdod, which sits just above it, in order to facilitate the entry of aid directly into the north. These are positive steps. But that will take time to yield results. The same is true of the U.S. effort to build a jetty in Gaza that can accept the delivery of aid through an Israeli-approved maritime corridor to Cyprus.

Unfortunately for Gazans, Hamas continues to display ruthless disregard for its own people's well-being. The Islamist terror group appears solely focused on its operational and tactical survival, regardless of the strategic consequences of its actions or the damage it inflicts on the Palestinian cause. Until Gaza can find a viable alternative to Hamas's rule, it will struggle to distribute humanitarian aid, reestablish public safety, and repair its battered infrastructure.

The arrogant intransigence of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who has refused to accept pragmatic proposals such as the reintroduction of a reformed and improved Palestinian Authority, presents a significant obstacle. Furthermore, despite a ferocious military campaign that has destroyed most of Gaza, which Hamas's Health Ministry estimates has killed more than 33,000 people, Hamas has demonstrated an uncanny resilience and ability to persevere. As the IDF withdrew its troops from different parts of Gaza in recent months, remnants of Hamas reconstituted and recongregated in vacated spaces, even firing a few rockets toward Israel. The group's negotiating position on a cease-fire deal has only hardened in recent months.



On a recent trip to the Middle East, I met people who had left the Gaza Strip, and others whose family remains there. They told me about the hardships they had experienced since October 7, in horrifying detail.

At the beginning of the war, the IDF ordered civilians to evacuate northern Gaza. Hamas, though, wanted to keep the population in place to serve as human shields and to complicate the Israeli military's operations. Some Hamas fighters took this to an extreme, killing several civilians on the Al-Rashid coastal highway using small arms and machine guns. Roadside bombs along the Salah al-Din highway were meant to scare people off so that others would stop fleeing south but ended up hitting a convoy of vehicles carrying civilians, and killing more than 70 people.

Disturbingly, members of Hamas and sympathetic clerics kept citing an Islamic war-fighting doctrine from Surat Al Anfal in the Quran, Ayah 15 and 16, that prohibits turning one's back to the enemy when facing them on the battlefield. One man told me that his brother was pressured by his Hamas neighbors to stay in Gaza with his family and children. They referenced these Quranic verses over and over and threatened severe consequences now and "on Judgment Day" if he were to flee the incoming IDF invasion. Imagine how many more lives could have been saved had Hamas not used its Islamist ideology to force Gaza's population into an untenable situation.

I hesitated to share this account, because I don't want it to obscure the fact that the IDF has also killed fleeing civilians. My brother and his family were fired at by IDF tanks in the Zeitoun neighborhood in Gaza City as they were fleeing southward. Some of Israel's supporters have been unwilling to acknowledge that IDF field troops and commanders have committed horrendous acts against civilians, whether due to indifference, recklessness, or vengefulness. However, I am most terrified that if Israel launches an incursion into Rafah, Hamas will again use force and intimidation to prevent civilians from fleeing. I feel obligated to warn of the risk that Hamas will attempt to drag a million and a half civilians in Rafah down with it, in the final chapter of its suicidal adventure.

During my trip to the Middle East, I was discouraged to witness the way that many Palestinians, and their supporters in the Arab world, obtain information about the war in Gaza. A sizable segment of the population gets its news through social-media platforms such as TikTok and Facebook, as well as WhatsApp--all rife with misinformation, disinformation, inaccuracies, conjecture, rumors, and propaganda.

When I tried to convince the people I met that Hamas had committed atrocities on October 7, they responded with open disbelief. Almost everyone denied it, claiming that these were false allegations or that the Israelis had killed their own people. I offered to show them videos of the atrocities, including ones that I'd privately obtained, showing beheadings and executions, and was told the footage must have been fabricated. Approximately half of those I spoke with eventually conceded that Hamas had, in fact, committed terrible atrocities against Israeli civilians, something that is unethical and inconsistent with the Muslim faith and warfare rules. The other half, however, seemed shocked and confused, unable to make sense of what I was telling them, which was entirely at odds with their understanding of the war.

Unfortunately, a large number of Palestinians and their allies in the Middle East and the diaspora do not regularly read news stories or analyses about the conflict from mainstream outlets. In the Middle East, Al-Jazeera Arabic continues to be a substantial source of information, and it spreads Hamas's resistance narrative and its propaganda. People who form their views from TikTok videos, rumors, misinformation-laden social-media posts, and Al-Jazeera Arabic's pro-Hamas coverage will have a skewed understanding of October 7 and the war. They're also unlikely to understand the history of the region, of Hamas, of the peace process, and of the Palestinian leadership's failures and mistakes.

Andrew Exum: Is the destruction of Gaza making Israel any safer? 

My conversations gave me hope that it is possible to challenge preconceived notions through persistent engagement. However, revising deeply held beliefs that undermine healing, coexistence, reconciliation, and peace will be an immense and difficult undertaking. This war has made it abundantly clear that Palestinians and Arabs on one side, and Israelis on the other, live in parallel worlds that are informed by entirely disconnected sets of facts, reducing their ability to find common ground or pragmatic solutions. Even people who dislike and despise Hamas struggle, for a variety of reasons, to reconcile their own sense of historical injustice with what a resolution to the conflict would entail.

The war in Gaza has worsened already deep fissures between the Palestinians and the Israelis and their respective allies. We need to stop the war, free all the Israeli hostages, address the humanitarian crisis, and initiate political transformation in Gaza to prevent Hamas from remaining in power. That will require both sides to recognize their mutual humanity and commit to building a shared future, because the Palestinians and the Israelis are both here to stay. They must abandon their zero-sum thinking, and instead pursue partnership and cooperation.

For the Palestinians, this will require abandoning unrealistic goals, violent resistance, and incendiary rhetoric, all of which have failed them for 75 years. For the Israelis, it will require acknowledging that they cannot achieve lasting safety and security through military force, occupation, settlement expansion, separation walls, or denial of the historic injustices inflicted upon the Palestinian people.

For every loud, hateful, and violent voice in this toxic and divisive discourse, a dozen unheard ones are calling to stop the bloodshed and dehumanization. The people of Gaza are desperately ready for a change, and eager to end the dominion of both Israel and Hamas over their lives.
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In MAGA World, Everything Happens for a Reason

Bridge collapse, earthquake, eclipse--surely the heavens and the Biden administration are up to something.

by Brian Klaas




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


On March 26, in the middle of the night, an enormous container ship--the MV Dali--lost power. Slowly, excruciatingly, it drifted toward the towering steel piers of the Francis Scott Key Bridge in Baltimore, moving slightly faster than a brisk walking pace. But force is mass times acceleration, and the MV Dali weighed at least 220 million pounds--more than 50,000 cars. Even at a snail's pace, it was a wrecker. The bridge buckled. Six men died.

No hidden saboteur or shadowy agent of darkness caused this tragedy, just fallible electricity, a technology that sometimes breaks. Safeguards, such as routine inspections and a backup generator, failed to prevent a poorly timed accident, because even carefully regulated environments remain subject to some degree of chaos and randomness.

Don't try to tell that to Marjorie Taylor Greene, the avatar of the MAGA movement. While rescue operations were still under way, she couldn't resist insinuating a hidden hand: "Is this an intentional attack or an accident?" She eagerly played the role of queen conspiracist, and her like-minded subjects were legion. Perhaps the captain of the ship had been incapacitated by a COVID-19 vaccine. Or maybe President Joe Biden was really behind it, damaging the American economy and taking out a crucial bridge for ... unknown reasons. Conspiracy-theory TikTok videos sprouted up and garnered millions of views; some suggested that Barack Obama was the secret architect of the bridge collapse, or that it was an attempt to distract attention from the recent federal raid on the home of Sean "Diddy" Combs.

Adrienne LaFrance: So much for the apocalypse

Then, last Friday, an earthquake struck the Eastern Seaboard, its epicenter near Tewksbury, New Jersey. That such an unusual event would occur within mere days of a total solar eclipse visible across much of the United States was just too much of a coincidence for MTG: "God is sending America strong signs to tell us to repent. Earthquakes and eclipses and many more things to come. I pray that our country listens."

Greene didn't mention that God's message, if it had been sent from above, seemed to be aimed at Donald Trump himself, because ground zero for the earthquake was just a few miles from the closest thing to a gilded shrine in the MAGA movement: the Trump National Golf Club in Bedminster, New Jersey. Nor did she mention that astronomers can predict, with astonishing accuracy, the next time that God will apparently admonish the faithful through a total solar eclipse: at 3:34 p.m. UTC on August 12, 2026. (Those who must repent next will apparently be the notorious heathens of Greenland, where the eclipse will most easily be viewed.)

The notion that "everything happens for a reason" isn't just a false mantra of comfort to stitch on flowery pillows; it's also a central delusion of the MAGA movement, a fun-house-mirror reflection of reality as a world of perfect, top-down control, in which random accidents never happen and everything has significant, hidden meaning if you only dare to look closely enough.



Conspiratorial thought is an innate feature of human cognition, arguably an inadvertent by-product of evolution. Natural selection shaped the human brain to navigate the world by inferring cause and effect. The impulse is so ingrained that when patients have their corpus callosum severed, making communication between the two hemispheres of the brain impossible, the left hemisphere simply invents plausible explanations to account for inputs to the right side of the brain that the left side hasn't seen. When no reasons are to be found, we automatically make them up.

For hundreds of thousands of years, Homo sapiens were hunter-gatherers. If someone heard a rustling in the grass and stayed put because they assumed it was just a harmless gust of wind, but it turned out to be a lurking saber-toothed tiger, they might die. Conversely, if the rustling was caused by a gust of wind, but the person ran away for fear of a lurking, hungry cat, they might waste a bit of energy, but they would survive.

Human brains therefore adapted to a world in which false positives were annoying, but false negatives were deadly. As a result, our minds are pattern-detection machines, fine-tuned to underestimate randomness. Countless psychology experiments showcase this innate characteristic of cognition. Humanity makes sense of the world through narratives that inscribe clear-cut reasons onto subjective experience. We are, to borrow a phrase from the American literary scholar Jonathan Gottschall, a "storytelling animal."

The problem, as Gottschall points out in The Story Paradox, is that conspiracy theories make exceptional stories. QAnon is deranged, delusional fiction, but if Hollywood had invented it, it would be a blockbuster thriller. A sinister satanic conspiracy at the highest levels of power? Fetch the buttered popcorn.

Conspiracy theories are difficult to debunk precisely because a thrilling story is more cognitively compelling than no story. Once we see it, we can't unsee it, much as in a children's connect-the-dots drawing, seemingly random blobs of ink become a dinosaur, and then the image comes to appear inevitable. Similarly, the magic trick of detectives in mystery novels, such as Agatha Christie's Hercule Poirot, is to fit seemingly random details together like a perfect jigsaw, with no extra pieces left over. Now, on social media, thousands upon thousands of self-proclaimed Poirots search for hidden connections where none exist. Sometimes, they can put enough pieces together to form a superficially plausible image that captivates millions.

Read: Taylor Swift is just the latest subject in a long history of pop conspiracy theories

The real world is messy. Most events don't fit together like a jigsaw. Container ships sometimes knock down bridges in freak accidents. The moon blots out the sun completely, on average, every 18 months, though its visible location on Earth varies wildly. Earthquakes may be fully explainable by the science of plate tectonics, but we're incapable of predicting them, so it feels significant when New Jersey shakes rather than California.

Yet the human mind was forged, through relentless evolutionary pressures, to navigate a less complex world. Growling saber-toothed cats presented our ancestors with a fairly straightforward pattern of cause and effect--at least compared with the intricacies of globally interconnected economics and politics, which allow the people of one country to be instantly affected by a terrorist attack in another or by a single infection in a distant, unknown city. But the cognitive habits inherited from that simpler time yield something I call "magnitude bias," in which we wrongly assume that major events must have major causes, never small or arbitrary ones. A bridge collapse must have a hidden hand, a nefarious purpose behind it, not something so banal as a technical failure.

I've argued in these pages and in my book that the modern world is particularly prone to being upended by small, random perturbations. In the name of efficiency and optimization, we've eliminated slack in our systems, such that a small change--a mutated virus, for example--can produce catastrophic effects globally. Magnitude bias makes those flukes catnip to conspiracists. Something must be going on is the mantra that energizes swaths of the internet, where citizen sleuths admonish the sheep who fail to "do their own research."

Conspiracists, including those in the MAGA movement, from Trump and Greene downward, tend to share two defining traits. First, they are likely to have a Manichean worldview, such that they interpret events around them as a showdown between good and evil, with no third option. If something appears neutral or arbitrary, that can only be because one hasn't seen the hidden truth. This trait is particularly pronounced among evangelicals in the United States, who have inherited the outlook from thousands of years of Christian thinkers. As the literary theorist Terry Eagleton observed: "For Augustine and Dante, the world is a sacred text whose apparently accidental signs are to be deciphered as revelations of divinity."

The second trait, called "collective narcissism," is a belief that one's group is exceptional in some way, with access to special knowledge, while the rest of the world is full of chumps stuck outside, looking in. The Trump movement has cleverly tapped into this psychology, not just by ridiculing the mainstream media as the purveyor of lies to the foolish masses, but also by promoting markers of special identity, such as symbolic hats, QAnon T-shirts, and even secret hand symbols. This trait, too, can dovetail with religious belief, particularly for communities--such as evangelical Christian nationalists--that see themselves as having been chosen by God, in this case working with God through Trump.

The Trumpian conspiracists share a fantasy world of perfect top-down control, where every event--no matter how arbitrary or random--can be chalked up to the machinations of a secret villain, most often with a covert tentacle outstretched from the "Biden regime." Government officials are deemed simultaneously too inept to manage, say, health-care administration, and omnipotent enough to execute a complex global conspiracy involving a cabal of thousands without any mistakes or leaks. (Call it "Schrodinger's Bureaucrat.")

A bridge was felled by a tragic error. Earth's tectonic plates moved slightly underneath New Jersey. And on Monday, for four minutes, the sun went dark. These are mystifying events with rational explanations. Unfortunately, the MAGA movement has discovered its own hidden truth: that lying to people, coddling mass delusions, and insisting that political enemies are part of a secret plot is an effective strategy that converts ordinary supporters into zealous disciples. The only effective way to break the spell and bring people back to reality will be to disprove their most important prophecy, which takes place at the polls in November.

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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A Rom-Com You Might Have Written

<em>The Idea of You</em> is a modern spin on a Hollywood staple: someone famous falling for someone who's not.

by Hannah Giorgis




As far back as 1953's Roman Holiday, when Audrey Hepburn played a princess who falls for a reporter, Hollywood has drawn on the formula of an asymmetrical romantic union between a celebrity and a regular person. It's an appealing idea: Celebrities are meant to be pined after, and the prospect of being chosen by them must be uniquely validating. That's why much of the fan fiction on sites such as Archive of Our Own, where users write their own lengthy tales riffing on pop culture, falls squarely into the domain of "real person" fan fiction, or "RPF." Such digital spaces may be relatively new, but fantasizing about a celebrity meet-cute isn't; as my colleague Kaitlyn Tiffany noted, fans have been writing RPF since at least the dawn of Beatlemania.

The Idea of You, a new romantic comedy starring Anne Hathaway, is the latest entrant in this genre. Its source material, a 2017 novel by Robinne Lee, was inspired partly by the former One Direction singer-songwriter Harry Styles, a pop star with an especially prolific and passionate following. Thankfully, the film is more than a fan-fiction fever dream, taking standard rom-com wish fulfillment and dialing it up to unexpectedly charming effect. The gender-flipped Notting Hill kicks into gear when the boy-band front man Hayes Campbell (played by Nicholas Galitzine) tells an amusingly transparent fib: "I have been dying to go to Glendale for the longest time, you have no idea," he says to Solene (Hathaway), the Subaru-driving divorcee he meets in a chance mix-up at Coachella. His apparent need to be whisked away to the unglamorous Los Angeles suburb is, of course, really about spending more time with her.

After surprising Solene at the gallery she owns--and purchasing every piece in her catalog--Hayes cheekily asks her to help him source even more art, and jumps at the chance to accompany her to a distant warehouse. The young musician's eagerness to brave L.A. traffic alongside Solene is arguably just as far-fetched as the circumstances of their meeting. But The Idea of You isn't interested in rationalizing the mega-celebrity's affections, instead letting audiences bask in the most charming parts of the fantasy. We watch Hayes listen in awe as Solene speaks with enthusiasm and authority about art. Away from the pandemonium of Coachella, the singer relaxes into the role of observer rather than performer. Their banter is easy, fun; Hathaway's talent for physical comedy shines through, and sets up later moments of vulnerability with surprising depth.

Read: America needs a rom-com bailout

In Michael Showalter and Jennifer Westfeldt's adaptation of the novel, which Showalter also directs, Hayes is four years older, and Solene's daughter has aged out of being a superfan of his band. These changes dampen the recklessness of Solene's decision to embark on their romance, making it far easier to enjoy the chemistry between Hathaway, who is 41, and Galitzine, who is 29. Though Hayes is a more underwritten character, both actors bring undeniable tenderness to their roles while also reveling in the kind of charged, witty repartee that modern rom-coms rarely offer.

The delight of watching these two lead actors essentially just stand around and talk helps set The Idea of You apart from other recent romantic comedies, including Red, White & Royal Blue (which Galitzine also starred in) and the 2022 J. Lo vehicle, Marry Me, which felt like a thinly veiled attempt at dressing up the star's real-life romantic woes. In The Idea of You, however, it's satisfying to see Solene relax into the experience of being desired by a younger man, because the film takes time to show her grappling with mundane, grown-up problems--such as the ex-husband who not only cheated on her with a younger woman but also routinely shirks his parenting duties. (The reason Solene meets Hayes is that her ex bailed on their daughter at the last minute, leaving Solene to chaperone a group of teens to a music festival.)

At their best, classic tropes such as RPF have served as jumping-off points for compelling original stories, or as entry points for fan-fiction writers looking to build community online. In recent years, publishing-oriented influencers on TikTok have introduced a new generation of readers to terms such as only one bed or grumpy/sunshine, which now belong to a broader cultural vocabulary popularized by social media. But this legibility can have uncanny consequences for art outside the fan-fiction realm: A quick scan of popular TikTok tags and Google Trends can encourage writers, publishers, and Hollywood gatekeepers to churn out reductive works that feel algorithmically generated. The Sydney Sweeney and Glen Powell-led box-office phenom, Anyone but You, brought in more than $200 million in ticket sales despite never transcending the "enemies to lovers" and "fake dating" formulas that were clearly central to its marketing.

The Idea of You's attention to Solene's anxieties about motherhood, aging, and public scrutiny helps it feel like more than just an idealized depiction of winning a celebrity's heart. The film is still decidedly earnest, though, which also makes it a welcome departure from They Came Together, the anachronistic rom-com satire that Showalter co-wrote more than decade ago, and that was released during a particularly rough era for the genre. This one doesn't try to sell its meet-cute as realistic, but the story does feel fully invested in the relationship at its core, not just in serving up Millennial and Gen Z nostalgia bait by having the one-time Princess of Genovia fall for a Harry Styles avatar. The romance is not cloaked in irony; neither protagonist is too cool to embarass themselves in the name of love. Other movies might be adhering to the letter of rom-com law, but The Idea of You really commits to the spirit.
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The Sober-Curious Movement Has Reached an Impasse

No one can decide on the drinking age for "adult" drinks that don't contain alcohol.

by Haley Weiss




At Hopscotch, Daryl Collins's bottle shop in Baltimore, he happily sells wine to 18-year-olds. If a customer isn't sure what variety they like (and who is, at that age?), Collins might even pull a few bottles off the shelves and pop the corks for an impromptu tasting. No Maryland law keeps these teens away from the Tempranillo, because at this shop, none of the drinks contains alcohol.

The number and variety of zero- and low-alcohol beverages, a once-lagging category that academics and the World Health Organization refer to as "NoLos," has exploded in the past five-plus years. The already growing "sober curious" movement--made up of adults who want to practice more thoughtful or limited alcohol consumption while still socializing over a drink at home or at a bar--snowballed during pandemic shutdowns. Today, about 70 NoLo bottle shops like Hopscotch dot the U.S., along with several dozen nonalcoholic, or NA, bars, most less than four years old.

Nearly all of the products they're stocked with were designed with adults in mind. But broken down to their most basic ingredients, many are hardly different from juice, soda, or kombucha. In theory, these are teen-friendly drinks. But not every bar or shop owner will sell to under-21s; state laws, too, when they exist, differ on what kind of alcohol-like beverages are appropriate for people too young to drink actual alcohol. As nonalcoholic adult beverages become more mainstream, they're forcing a reckoning over what makes a drink "adult" if not the alcohol, and testing whether drinking culture can truly be separated from booze.

Picture, for instance, a Shirley Temple, the consummate children's drink. Add a shot of vodka, and it becomes a Dirty Shirley. Now replace the vodka with about an ounce of cinnamon-infused "Zero-Proof Vodka Alternative" from a sexy glass bottle. Can a 10-year-old have that Shirley Temple? What if the add-in is instead an ounce of tap water with an identical-tasting cinnamon extract?

Read: Millennials are sick of drinking

This puzzle is a diagnostic for how zero-proof entrepreneurs approach the allures and dangers of drinking culture, along with the role they'd like alternatives to play in changing it. Some think brand or bottle design makes a beverage "adult," and worry that packaging elements more frequently associated with alcohol could open the door to consuming it. Others make decisions based on a drink's name, how it was created, or what it's an homage to--a mocktail with a distinct identity is preferable to one that impersonates a well-established recipe. The atmosphere matters too: Is the bar modeled more closely after a family-friendly taproom or an upscale cocktail joint?

The decision to sell booze-like substances to under-21s is constrained by law. The federal government defines an alcoholic beverage as a drink with 0.5 percent or more alcohol by volume, in line with your average kombucha and lower than some apple, orange, and grape juices. (Beer alternatives are subject to additional regulation by the U.S. Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau--which, among other requirements, bans the word beer from the packaging unless it's part of the phrase near beer.) But state definitions of specific alcoholic beverages can zero in on processes and ingredients (such as malt) in a way that fails to distinguish between the real deal and NA alternatives. NoLo manufacturers keep their products below the 0.5 percent federal cutoff, but the drinks can still end up with murky legal status once they arrive on local shelves. Pennsylvania, for example, has a law that makes it illegal to supply under-21-year-olds with a NoLo analogue of any real adult beverage--something no other state prohibits.

In Lafayette, Indiana, Rob Theodorow splits the policy at his combination bar and bottle shop, Generation NA, down the middle. Any NA beers, wines, and spirits (say, a six-pack from Athletic Brewing Co., Noughty's Sparkling Rose, or Seedlip's ginlike Spice 94) are off-limits to under-21s. Customers over 18 are welcome to purchase drinks that are less reminiscent of those in a real liquor store--like wellness sodas made by brands such as Recess and Kin Euphorics--or to sample the beers at free tastings.

Read: The meaning of dry January

Selling NA drinks to younger people isn't explicitly illegal under Indiana law, but even if he had a clear green light, Theodorow would draw the line at selling any product that ever contained alcohol--even fully dealcoholized drinks such as Heineken 0.0--to under-21s. "I am a big believer in trying to steer people away from alcohol," he told me. To him, that means treating products that taste and look just like alcohol with the same discretion as those that actually contain alcohol.

Some proprietors worry that developing a taste for NoLos will make young people more likely to desire the real thing. "When it comes to children, permitting them to consume any versions of beer or wine or spirits can normalize or desensitize them to the concept of alcoholic beverages," says Cate Faulkner, a co-founder and the director of Zero Proof Collective, an industry group in Minnesota. Others are mostly concerned that selling younger people NoLo beverages could still feed the toxic side of drinking culture: Imagine 15-year-olds shotgunning NA beers in the backyard. "It's not about the liquid so much as it is about the ritual," Laura Silverman, the founder of the NA information hub Zero Proof Nation, told me.

From the July/August 2021 issue: America has a drinking problem

Still other advocates and entrepreneurs see NoLos as a way for young adults to form healthier habits. One of them is Laura Willoughby. She's the director of partnerships at Club Soda, a shop and bar she co-founded that hosts many 16th-, 17th-, and 18th-birthday parties in London, where the legal drinking age is 18. "Once you take alcohol out of beer," Willoughby told me, "it's got four ingredients, no sugar, it's hydrating, and it's full of vitamin B-12. Aside from water, it's the healthiest thing you can drink in the pub." But she, like Theodorow, won't offer anyone under the legal drinking age a nonalcoholic beverage made by a brand that also sells alcohol.

Both abroad and in the U.S., these conversations are rooted in old questions about the "right age" and way to introduce young people to alcohol: Should it be done gradually throughout childhood, or all at once at 21? Research has yet to provide a clear answer, let alone one that applies to NoLos too. A few international studies have shown that, for young people, consuming NoLos is associated with drinking real alcohol, but the cultural role of alcohol varies greatly around the world. Some early evidence from Europe suggests that NoLos can worsen existing substance cravings in adults with alcohol-use disorder, but the zero-proof community is also full of people--including Silverman--who credit the drinks with helping them maintain sobriety. The answer will probably never be clear-cut. Molly Bowdrig, a clinical psychologist and postdoctoral scholar at the Stanford Prevention Research Center, just wrapped up one of the first-ever studies of U.S. consumers of nonalcoholic beverages; her strongest finding was that the way NA beverages change people's relationships with alcohol is nuanced and varied. (Her research has yet to be peer-reviewed and published.)

Without a firm consensus, Willoughby and other shop and bar owners told me that they often err on the side of caution and let parents make decisions about what their underage kids can drink. But even for parents deeply enmeshed in the NA industry, the decision isn't straightforward. Collins's own daughter is 9, and even after months of running Hopscotch, he struggled to describe what he would or wouldn't let her drink. When I asked him, he paused, then collected four cans from the fridges along a shop wall. In his house, a nonalcoholic Bee's Knees would be for adults only, because it shares a name with a real cocktail and has just 15 percent juice. But a Fauxmosa, with 65 percent juice and a distinct mocktail name, is kid-friendly in his book. White Claw's new nonalcoholic seltzers, though functionally the same product as LaCroix or Spindrift, would only get the okay from Collins if served to his daughter in a glass. ("Imagine my daughter going to school and telling her teacher, 'Hey, I had a White Claw on Saturday," he says.) And he classified the last can, a seltzer flavored with hops, as an adult-only beverage "because of American culture," in which the flavor of hops is closely associated with beer.

Read: Canned cocktails give Millennials what they've always desired

It was enough to make my head spin, even though the cocktails Collins mixed me when I arrived didn't contain a drop of alcohol. His answers made sense, but others would have too. As long as these drinks exist in a liminal space in our culture, norms will grow and change in real time along with the kids subject to them. Maybe one day, we'll look back to find that they've changed for alcohol too.
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When You Regret Starting a Rap Beef

J. Cole dared to insult Kendrick Lamar--and, more surprisingly, he immediately apologized for it.

by Spencer Kornhaber




In what is currently the most popular song in the United States, Kendrick Lamar explains how he defines success. "Money, power, respect--the last one is better," he raps on the Future and Metro Boomin track "Like That," released last month.

The line could be Lamar's motto. The 36-year-old Compton emcee is renowned not only for his popularity and influence but also for his renown itself. His lyrical dexterity, ambitious songwriting, and philosophical seriousness have made him the only rapper to ever win a Pulitzer, to name just one accolade. He's among the most widely respected musicians to emerge in the past two decades in any genre, full stop.

Respect alone can't buy you a house or smite your enemies. But in hip-hop, it's proving to be an incredibly potent force. Last week, in response to Lamar's "Like That" verse, the rapper J. Cole dissed the very thing that makes Kendrick beloved: his music. Just two days later, without prompting, J. Cole apologized profusely in public. This was astonishing--a sign of Lamar's untouchability, and of growing pains for a rebellious genre that has become an institution.

The tensions trace back to last fall, when J. Cole featured on Drake's hit "First Person Shooter." Cole, a 39-year-old North Carolinian known for his sullen delivery of studiously written lyrics, rapped about the eternally disputed question of who's "the hardest MC." Cole's verse asserted the existence of a "big three": Drake, Lamar, and Cole himself. This was a provocation--although Cole has won plenty of acclaim and has highly devoted fans, he's the least famous of the trio. But in gassing up his own importance, he also, implicitly, complimented Drake and Lamar as guys he looks up to.

Lamar was not flattered. "Motherfuck the big three, n****, it's just big me" he rapped on Future's "Like That," before rhyming angrily about the bad things he'd do to anyone who challenged him. Full of wordplay, delivered with gasping ferocity, Lamar's verse was a self-evident example of why he believes himself to be in a class of his own. It was also red meat for hip-hop fans: Lamar, who puts out music only every so often, had taken on two of the genre's biggest stars, one of whom--Cole--clearly idolizes him. How would they respond? Would they escalate?

Last Friday, Cole took the bait. On a track called "7 Minute Drill," he alleged that Lamar's music had "fell off like The Simpsons." He called one album boring. He called another album tragic. He also critiqued Lamar's work ethic: "He averagin' one hard verse like every thirty months or somethin' / If he wasn't dissin', then we wouldn't be discussin' him." These were somewhat explosive things to say, because Lamar's entire value proposition is the unimpeachability of his catalog. But Cole added disclaimers to the song, noting his reluctance to flame Lamar: "I'm hesitant, I love my brother, but I'm not gonna lie."

Cole's ambivalence was deeper than even that line suggested. On Sunday, at Dreamville Festival--the annual North Carolina concert thrown by the label Cole founded in 2007--Cole gave a speech disavowing "7 Minute Drill" as "the lamest, goofiest shit," and said he intended to pull it off streaming services. Commentators in the rap world were gobsmacked by this reversal. Many mocked Cole for backing down--a choice that made him, at least in terms of this particular beef, a loser. Some praised him for doing the mature thing and being honest about how he really felt, even if it exposed him to criticism. What's clear is that no one expected this outcome. On social media, the common sentiment is: What happened to hip-hop?

Read: Hip-hop's fiercest critic

Conflict is certainly in the genre's DNA; ever since the advent of battle rapping in the early 1980s, hip-hop's titans have forged their reputation in the heat of lyrical warfare. Cole, a student of the medium, channeled some of this history with "7 Minute Drill." His diss of Lamar's pace of output recalled Jay-Z slamming Nas for having "one hot album every ten year average" on the notorious 2001 track "Takeover." Cole's condescending notes of sympathy toward Lamar echoed Nas's mildest line from the even more notorious "Ether," his reply to Jay-Z's diss: "What's sad is I love you 'cause you're my brother."

But in many ways, this particular back-and-forth bears little resemblance to the genre's signature skirmishes of the past few decades. Rap beef tends to present itself as a factual, serious, and brutal settling of real-life scores. Some lyrical provocations have appeared to connect to actual bloodshed, as with the 1990s feud between Tupac and Biggie. Many famous beefs have involved scandalous personal attacks. In 2018, Pusha T lyrically outed Drake as having parented a son out of wedlock. Just a few months ago, Nicki Minaj derogatorily brought up Megan Thee Stallion's dead mother in a song.

By contrast, Cole and Lamar's battle, if it can even be called that, was strictly professional. It didn't invoke the men's wives or kids or medical conditions. Rather, the conflict was over one question: Who's the best? Cole's verse in particular, essentially ranking Lamar's albums, called to mind Letterboxd commentators debating Oscar nominees. Perhaps both rappers, having long ago proved their place in hip-hop's firmament, felt they had nothing to gain from fighting dirty. And perhaps Cole realized that "7 Minute Drill," full of claims he didn't really seem to believe, undermined the very thing that gave Cole a claim to greatness in the first place: integrity. So he apologized.

That reversal makes for a weirdly wholesome but deflating outcome. Admitting his truth has cost Cole some respect in the short term, but success in hip-hop, a genre that celebrated its 50th anniversary last year, is now partly about longevity. Both Lamar and Cole are approaching their 40s and likely thinking about legacy management, in the way of rock-and-roll lifers and career politicians. For younger artists, hip-hop remains an art form about the messy struggle for survival--but Cole's surrender suggests an approach with less fire, less rudeness, less competitive excellence. Then again, "Like That," the song with Lamar's scorching verse, is still riding high on the charts. And Drake, who's not yet replied in song, has never been one to take the mature path.
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Welcome to Kidulthood

Why adults are suddenly into stuffed animals

by Valerie Trapp




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


Stuffed animals have often been deemed one of the quirky conventions of childhood--an infantile love we should eventually let go of, along with imaginary friends and Capri-Suns. If that love lasts past adolescence, it can be seen as embarrassing. "Please," the actor Margot Robbie joked on The Late Late Show With James Corden, "no one psychoanalyze the fact that I'm 30 and I sleep with a bunny rabbit every night."

Yet that isn't really such an unusual thing to do: Surveys have found that four in 10 American adults sleep with stuffed animals. And it seems that over the past few years especially, plushies and toys have become more popular with adults, Erica Kanesaka, a professor at Emory University who studies cuteness, told me in an email. This isn't just a matter of childhood keepsakes tagging along into adulthood for sentimental reasons--adults are also buying plushies for themselves, simply because they like them. The "kidult" market--which one market-research company generously defines as anyone over age 12--is said to account for about $9 billion in toy sales every year. Among the most popular modern stuffed-animal brands are Squishmallows and Jellycat, which specialize in unconventional plushies such as bok choy and rainbow ostriches. Gen Z is leading the way in embracing stuffed animals: Of Squishmallows buyers, 65 percent are ages 18 to 24. "It went from being an embarrassment ... to today, when Gen Z and Millennials proudly play," the toy-industry consultant Richard Gottlieb told NPR.

Of course, plenty of people still find it odd or juvenile for adults to collect stuffed animals. When the TikTok influencer Charli D'Amelio posted a photo of herself lounging with a small army of colorful Squishmallows, some commenters were quick to deride her collection. D'Amelio responded with frustration: "Everyone expects me to be this adult all the time," she wrote (she was 16 at the time). "I'm still growing up." Although this internet dustup might seem frivolous, it points to an ongoing cultural negotiation around how much room adulthood can make for cuteness and play--and when, if ever, adults just need to "grow up."

I, for one, am not immune to the adult stuffed-animal revival. As a child, I wasn't super interested in plushies; I saw them as hapless, candyless pinatas. But in my early 20s, many of my friends started buying and gifting stuffed animals. One friend consulted me on whether the name Belly or Lulu would better suit a stuffed dragon. On my 21st birthday, someone gave me my own Jellycat stuffed pretzel. I placed it on my bed with no shame, knowing that many of my peers were doing the same.

Read: Why people pretend to talk as their pets

Some have attributed plushies' rising popularity to social media, where the combination of cuteness and nostalgia lends itself well to shareability. The global popularity of Japanese kawaii characters such as Hello Kitty and Pikachu has also played a role, Kanesaka said. Others blame the fragility of younger generations; as one Philadelphia-magazine headline put it, "Millennials! Get Over Your Blankies and Stuffed Animals and Grow Up Already!" But the most popular explanation seems to be that the early pandemic, with its stress, isolation, and uncertainty, led adults to reach for the soothing comforts of plushies. "I grabbed a polar bear from my childhood bedroom," Sarah Gannett wrote in The New York Times, "to ward off the onslaught of bad news and fear."

Yet scholars such as Simon May, a philosopher at King's College London, aren't so sure that the adult stuffed-animal revival is solely pandemic-related. Stress and uncertainty were a part of human life long before 2020, May told me. For him and other cute-studies scholars, this revival is part of a larger shift that's centuries in the making: the dissolution of the boundary between childhood and adulthood.

Childhood wasn't always something to be nostalgic about. It was a life stage marked by precarity: Many children didn't survive into adulthood, killed by now-preventable diseases. Others worked in factories and coal mines from an early age. "To take one example that is hard to imagine now," Joshua Paul Dale, a cute-studies professor at Chuo University, in Tokyo, wrote in Irresistible: How Cuteness Wired Our Brains and Conquered the World, "children drinking in taverns to the point of inebriation [was] not only common but also accepted, right up until the turn of the twentieth century."

According to Dale, the concept of "childhood" took shape largely during the Enlightenment. Before that, kids were mostly seen as small adults--even the babies in many medieval paintings resemble stoic, shrunken grown-ups, receding hairlines and all. It was the philosopher John Locke's idea of tabula rasa that helped in part to rebrand kids as blank slates of potential as opposed to half-baked adults.

By the 1900s--often called the Century of the Child--the protection of childhood as a formative life stage was well on its way. May goes so far as to call the values that emerged then "the cult of child." By 1918, every U.S. state had passed a law requiring children to attend school. In 1938, the U.S. placed strict limitations on child labor. In 1959, the United Nations' Declaration on the Rights of the Child championed children having "special safeguards and care." Parents could also expect their kids to live longer: Whereas 46 percent of children born in 1800 did not live to their 5th birthday, by 1900, that figure had been nearly halved. In The Power of Cute, May writes that childhood became "the new locus of the sacred."

Yet in recent years, even as childhood remains exalted and protected, adulthood has become associated more with difficulty and less with freedom, Dale told me. One recent study found that adults ages 18 to 30 have the most negative views of adulthood, possibly because the delay of traditional "adult" milestones such as marriage and parenthood has generated a disparity between the expectations and reality of adulthood. Dale also attributes adulthood's gloomier reputation to factors such as the gig economy and the precarity of work: "It's harder to be an adult these days."

As a result, it seems that, lately, the line between childhood and adulthood is blurring. "Are we not seeing, on the one hand, children behaving in ever more adult ways?" May writes. Thanks in large part to social media, children are regularly exposed to adult creators with adult concerns, leading to phenomena such as Sephora tweens with antiaging skin-care routines. "And, on the other hand," May continues, "adults [are] becoming ever more vividly governed by a conviction that childhood is the ongoing determinant of a whole life."

Read: Why grown-ups keep talking like little kids

So while childhood is being adultified, adulthood is being childified. For May, childhood seems to have become the lens through which many adults view their emotional life. "In each of us, there is a young, suffering child," the Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh wrote--and this concept of an "inner child," first popularized by the psychologist Carl Jung, has now become a popular wellness idea. The concept manifests in ways that are sometimes sweet and sometimes borderline ridiculous: It's not uncommon to come across articles such as "Healing My Inner Child Through Doll Collecting" and "I Went on JoJo Siwa's Caribbean Cruise to Heal My Inner Child." On TikTok, a 2022 trend featured users posting childhood photos with the words "when I'm being mean to myself I remember that I'm being mean to them." Meanwhile, in Jennifer Lopez's new movie, This Is Me ... Now, the emotional climax is a scene in which a grown-up Lopez bends down to hug her younger self, telling her, "I love you ... I'm sorry." If childhood is "the new locus of the sacred," as May suggests, then this emphasis on the inner child might be a way for adults to insist that they, too, are sacred--that the child within them deserves gentleness and safekeeping, and maybe stuffed animals.

Turning toward cute objects might be a way to reject a sterile, self-serious version of adulthood, and acknowledge that both childhood and adulthood are ever-shifting categories. "Embracing cuteness can also be a way of challenging traditional adult roles that have come to feel incorrect, outdated, and damaging," Kanesaka wrote. Being a grown-up can encompass more than just doing taxes while downing scotch. "Rather than accept the idea that adulthood and power only look one way--that we must be hard and masculine," stuffed animals can help people embrace a "softer and gentler" kind of adulthood, Kanesaka wrote to me. Sure, collecting stuffies isn't everyone's thing, but there are other ways--bird-watching, joining a Dungeons & Dragons league--for people to infuse adulthood with moments of play and wonder.

May sees this shifting boundary between childhood and adulthood as part of the natural progression of human thought. Categories collapse, he told me, especially binaries: "We see it most obviously right now with gender." Though presumably legal-age cutoffs will remain, childhood and adulthood could one day be seen more as points on a continuum rather than as distinct life stages. Perhaps eventually, "the new kind of way of being an adult will be to incorporate these playful, childlike things," Dale said. The adult stuffed-animal revival might only be a drumroll signaling what's to come: Maybe we'll all be kidults one day.
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Clash of the Patriarchs

A hard-line Russian bishop backed by the political might of the Kremlin could split the Orthodox Church in two.

by Robert F. Worth




In late August of 2018, Patriarch Kirill, the leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, flew from Moscow to Istanbul on an urgent mission. He brought with him an entourage--a dozen clerics, diplomats, and bodyguards--that made its way in a convoy to the Phanar, the Orthodox world's equivalent of the Vatican, housed in a complex of buildings just off the Golden Horn waterway, on Istanbul's European side.

Kirill was on his way to meet Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, the archbishop of Constantinople and the most senior figure in the Orthodox Christian world. Kirill had heard that Bartholomew was preparing to cut Moscow's ancient religious ties to Ukraine by recognizing a new and independent Orthodox Church in Kyiv. For Kirill and his de facto boss, Russian President Vladimir Putin, this posed an almost existential threat. Ukraine and its monasteries are the birthplace of the Russian Orthodox Church; both nations trace their spiritual and national origins to the Kyiv-based kingdom that was converted from paganism to Christianity about 1,000 years ago. If the Church in Ukraine succeeded in breaking away from the Russian Church, it would seriously weaken efforts to maintain what Putin has called a "Russian world" of influence in the old Soviet sphere. And the decision was in the hands of Bartholomew, the sole figure with the canonical authority to issue a "tomos of autocephaly" and thereby bless Ukraine's declaration of religious independence.

When Kirill arrived outside the Phanar, a crowd of Ukrainian protesters had already gathered around the compound's beige stone walls. Kirill's support for Russia's brutal behavior--the 2014 annexation of Crimea and the bloody proxy war in eastern Ukraine--had made him a hated figure, and had helped boost support in Kyiv for an independent Church.

Kirill and his men cleared a path and ascended the marble steps. Black-clad priests led them to Bartholomew, who was waiting in a wood-paneled throne room. The two white-bearded patriarchs both wore formal robes and headdresses, but they cut strikingly different figures. Bartholomew, then 78, was all in black, a round-shouldered man with a ruddy face and a humble demeanor; Kirill, 71, looked austere and reserved, his head draped regally in an embroidered white koukoulion with a small golden cross at the top.

The tone of the meeting was set just after the two sides sat down at a table laden with sweets and beverages. Kirill reached for a glass of mineral water, but before he could take a drink, one of his bodyguards snatched the glass from his hand, put it aside, and brought out a plastic bottle of water from his bag. "As if we would try to poison the patriarch of Moscow," I was told by Archbishop Elpidophoros, one of the Phanar's senior clerics. The two sides disagreed on a wide range of issues, but when they reached the meeting's real subject--Ukraine--the mood shifted from chilly politeness to open hostility. Bartholomew recited a list of grievances, all but accusing Kirill of trying to displace him and become the new arbiter of the Orthodox faith.

Kirill deflected the accusations and drove home his central demand: Ukraine must not be allowed to separate its Church from Moscow's. The issue was "a ticking time bomb," he said, according to a leaked transcript of the meeting. "We have never abandoned the notion that we are one country and one people. It is impossible for us to separate Kyiv from our country, because this is where our history began."

Bartholomew explained that "the Ukrainians don't feel comfortable under the control of Russia and desire full ecclesiastical independence just as they have political independence." He added that he had been receiving petitions and pleas for years from Ukrainians at all levels, including members of Parliament and the country's then-president and prime minister. Kirill replied that those pleas were meaningless because Ukraine's political class was illegitimate. The people, he said with a disquieting certainty, "will overthrow them and expel them." Bartholomew, shocked by the implied violence in Kirill's words, called on the Russians "not to issue such threats, neither for schism nor for bloodshed in Ukraine." When the meeting concluded, Kirill and his men were so angry that they skipped lunch and headed straight back to their private plane, I was told by an adviser to Bartholomew.

In the end, the threats proved unavailing: Bartholomew approved the new Orthodox Church of Ukraine, and Kirill issued an order to cut the Russian Church's ties with the Phanar. (Confusingly, the Moscow-linked Church is called the Ukrainian Orthodox Church.) The clash of the patriarchs--they have not spoken since--now looks a lot like a prelude to the Russian war in Ukraine. Just after Bartholomew announced his decision, Putin convened a meeting of his security council to discuss it. Putin later cited the Church schism as part of his justification for the 2022 invasion, and he and Kirill continue to speak of the breakaway Church as an assault on Russia's national identity.

But the struggle between Bartholomew and Kirill is bigger than Ukraine. It is a battle for the soul of Orthodox Christianity, a faith with 300 million believers around the world. The divide has drawn comparisons to the Great Schism, which a millennium ago separated the Orthodox East and the Catholic West.

On one side, Bartholomew has spent three decades trying to make Orthodoxy more compatible with the modern liberal world. He openly urges the faithful to accept evolution and other scientific tenets. He has been a passionate advocate for environmental protection. And, like Pope Francis, he has quietly promoted a more accepting attitude toward homosexuality. But Bartholomew's power is more limited than the pope's. There are eight other Orthodox patriarchs, each of whom presides over a national or regional Church, and Bartholomew's role is that of "first among equals."

Kirill, who heads by far the largest national Church, has made it into a bastion of militancy. He has given the war against Ukraine his full-throated support, and some of his priests go further, preaching about the glory of firing Grad rockets and dying in battle for Russia. Kirill's tediously Manichaean tirades--about saintly Russia defending "traditional values" against the gay-pride parades of the decadent West--are much more than a justification for Putin's autocracy. His anti-modern ideology has become an instrument of soft power that is eagerly consumed by conservatives across the Orthodox world as well as by right-wing figures in Europe (such as Hungary's Viktor Orban). It has even won adherents in the United States, where some evangelicals and right-wing Catholics seek a stronger hand in the culture wars.

Peacefield: Putin's unholy war

Kirill has also launched an aggressive effort to capture Orthodox parishes allied with Bartholomew, allegedly with the help of the FSB, Russia's intelligence apparatus, and of the Wagner Group, Russia's mercenary arm. The Russian Orthodox Church has used bribery and blackmail, threatening to undermine churches that do not adopt its policies and requiring newly converted (and well-paid) clerics to sign documents renouncing all ties with Bartholomew's Church. The goal of this campaign is a very old one. Five centuries ago, after Constantinople had fallen to the Ottomans, a Russian monk famously wrote that Moscow was now the world's great Christian capital: "Two Romes have fallen, but the third stands, and there shall not be a fourth." Kirill and Putin seem determined to make this declaration of a "third Rome"--Moscow--come true.

The spiritual heart of Orthodox Christianity is on Mount Athos, a densely forested peninsula in northern Greece. It is a community of 20 ancient monasteries, and pilgrims must receive written permission to visit. No women are allowed, and the peninsula--sealed from the mainland by fences--can be reached only by boat, as if it were an island. I got my entry paper stamped just after dawn at a waterside kiosk in Ouranoupoli, a Greek beach town full of restaurants and bars that is the main gateway to Athos. The waitress who had brought my coffee would be the last woman I saw for three days. At the pier, I climbed onto a battered old ferry that gradually filled with bearded monks, construction workers, and a smattering of pilgrims. A heavy funk of unwashed male bodies mingled with the sea breeze. As I looked out at the gorgeous blue-green water, I pitied the monks, who must also renounce swimming here.

Not much has changed on Athos since the monks first arrived, more than 1,000 years ago. They have followed the same candle-lit rituals of prayer and chanting even as the Christian world around them--once contained in a single empire--split and transformed over the centuries like a slow detonation. The Great Schism occurred in 1054. Around that same time, Mount Athos saw the arrival of Slavic monks, recently converted from paganism, who became an important presence on the peninsula and remain so today.

The ferry trawled alongside the western coast of Athos. After half an hour, we saw a cluster of buildings topped by the distinctive onion domes of the Russian Orthodox Church: the St. Panteleimon Monastery. It is the most Russia-friendly monastery on Athos, and its monks have posted a video of one of their priests chanting a prayer for "President Vladimir Vladimirovich, the government, and army of our God-protected fatherland." After the Ukraine invasion in 2022, the monastery's abbot sent Putin a birthday letter expressing the belief that "Russia under your wise guidance will overcome all difficulties and become a world power." The monastery had not responded to my request for a visit. Still, my translator--a Macedonian named Goran who speaks fluent Russian as well as Greek--and I were hoping to persuade the monks to chat.

As we walked uphill from the pier, it became apparent that some of the monastery's buildings were brand-new. Others were still under construction or being renovated, tall cranes hovering above them. Starting in the late 1990s, wealthy Russians, including a coterie of oligarchs close to Putin, began investing huge amounts of money in St. Panteleimon. It is now the largest and most opulent compound in all of Athos. The finances of the monasteries are opaque, and little supervision was introduced even after an abbot with ties to Russian oligarchs was jailed in Greece for embezzlement and fraud in 2011 over a lucrative land deal. (He was acquitted six years later.)

For all the new buildings, I found St. Panteleimon almost empty. Near the main sanctuary, we tried to have a word with a monk who was hurrying past. The man grimaced and brushed us off. We spotted a second monk, and he, too, refused to speak. Goran, who has been to Athos many times, seemed amazed by this rudeness. There is an ancient tradition on Athos of hospitality for pilgrims, and Goran told me he had been warmly received at St. Panteleimon before the war in Ukraine. Not anymore.

Our next stop was the Monastery of Simonopetra, a little farther down the coast. The reception could not have been more different. In the main building, a young monk from Syria named Seraphim escorted us into an anteroom with a magnificent view over the sea. He vanished, reappearing a minute later with a silver tray bearing coffee, water, and tiny glasses of cherry liqueur made by the monks. When we described our experience at St. Panteleimon, Seraphim nodded sadly. He then began telling us about a Russian plot to capture and annex Athos. It took me a moment to realize that he was talking about something that had occurred in the 19th century.

The past is very close on Athos. Clocks there still run on Byzantine time, with the day starting at sunset rather than midnight. The monks live surrounded by frescoes depicting events that happened centuries or even a millennium ago. Most of the clerics have little contact with the outside world, and must seek approval from their superiors to use the internet. Some current events do penetrate. The Ukraine war has had a profound impact, and not just for the Russian monks who gave me the silent treatment; it has begun to erode what the monks call a shared "Athonite consciousness."

"It's like a huge scar, this war between two Orthodox nations," I was told by Elder Elissaios, the abbot of Simonopetra, who met with me the morning after our arrival. "Even if the war ends, the scars will still be painful ... We cannot protect against this kind of thing." I asked him what he meant. He paused for a moment, sipping his coffee and looking out at the blue expanse of the Aegean. "We don't know how to separate the Church from the nation," he said. "This is a problem of the Orthodox tradition."


The Monastery of Simonopetra, on Mount Athos (Yves Gellie / Gamma-Rapho / Getty)



That problem has its origins in the fourth century C.E., when Roman Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity and then imposed it on his subjects. For more than 1,000 years afterward, Church and state in Constantinople "were seen as parts of a single organism," according to the historian Timothy Ware, under a doctrine called sinfonia, or "harmony." The echoes of this fusion can be seen today in many of the symbols of Orthodox authority, including the crown worn by Bartholomew on formal occasions and the throne on which he sits.

One of the paradoxes of modern Orthodoxy is that its rigidity has become a selling point in the West. Many conservatives complain that mainstream churches--Catholic and Protestant alike--have grown soft and spineless. Some in Europe and the United States openly yearn for a more explicitly Christian political sphere. Conversions to Orthodoxy are on the rise, and most of the converts are not looking for a tolerant message like Patriarch Bartholomew's. According to Sarah Riccardi-Swartz, a scholar of Orthodoxy who teaches at Northeastern University, in Boston, the new converts tend to be right-wing and Russophile, and some speak freely of their admiration for Putin's "kingly" role. In the U.S., converts are concentrated in the South and Midwest, and some have become ardent online evangelists for the idea that "Dixie," with its beleaguered patriarchal traditions, is a natural home for Russian Orthodoxy. Some of them adorn their websites with a mash-up of Confederate nostalgia and icons of Russian saints.

Patriarch Kirill is keenly aware of his rising status among American religious conservatives, and he and his deputies have been welcomed warmly during visits to the U.S. (These visits took place before the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine.) During a visit to Moscow in 2015, Franklin Graham--the son of the late Southern Baptist leader Billy Graham--told Kirill that many Americans wished that someone like Putin could be their president.

Read: Steve Bannon's would-be coalition of Christian traditionalists

Russian Orthodoxy looks very different to many who grew up inside it. On my last day on Mount Athos, I had a conversation with a young man named Mykola Kosytskyy, a Ukrainian linguistics student and a frequent visitor to Athos. He had brought with him this time a group of 40 Ukrainian pilgrims. Kosytskyy talked about the war--the friends he'd lost, the shattered lives, the role of Russian propaganda. I asked him about the Moscow-linked Church that he'd known all his life, and he said something that surprised me: "The Ukrainian Orthodox Church"--meaning the Church of Kirill and Putin--"is the weapon in this war."

All through his childhood, he explained, he had heard priests speaking of Russia in language that mixed the sacred and the secular--"this concept of saint Russia, the saviors of this world." He went on: "You hear this every Sunday from your priest--that this nation fights against evil, that it's the third Rome, yes, the new Rome. They truly believe this." That is why, Kosytskyy said, many Ukrainians have such difficulty detaching themselves from the message, even when they see Kirill speaking of their own national leaders as the anti-Christ. Kosytskyy told me it had taken years for him to separate the truth from the lies. His entire family joined the new Ukrainian Church right after Bartholomew recognized it, in 2018. So have millions of other Ukrainians.

But religious ideas die hard, Kosytskyy said. The Russian message lives on in the minds of many Ukrainians, especially older ones. Among the hardest messages to unlearn is that the West represents a threat to Christian values, and that the vehicle for this threat is the humble-looking patriarch in Istanbul.

I first glimpsed Bartholomew on a rainy evening in late November. From where I stood, in the dim and damp recesses of St. George's cathedral, in Istanbul, the patriarch appeared as a distant figure in a red-and-gold cape, framed by a high wall inset with a dense golden filigree of angels and dragons and foliage. Bartholomew walked forward, clutching a staff, and ascended his patriarchal throne. To anyone who was raised, as I was, on threadbare Protestant rituals, Orthodox services are a bit like dropping acid at the opera. The cathedral was as deep and shadowed as a canyon, full of drifting incense and the thrilling sound of low choral chanting. Sparkling eyes gazed down from icons on the sanctuary walls.

That evening, the church was packed with people who had come from all corners of the Orthodox world for the annual Feast of Saint Andrew, the Phanar's patron saint. I heard shreds of multiple languages in the crowd--Greek, Serbian, French--and saw three East African priests in brown robes that were cinched with a rope at the waist. As the service came to an end, Bartholomew delivered the traditional blessing for a new archon, a layperson being honored for service to the Church. "Axios! " he called out three times ("He is worthy"), and each time the faithful repeated after him in unison: "Axios! "

"Kirill is allowing himself to be a tool, to be an instrument of Putin," Bartholomew told me.

When the service ended, we filed out into a small flagstone courtyard that underscores the peculiar status of the Phanar. It is revered as the ecclesiastical capital of the Orthodox world, but it is crammed into a space no bigger than a midsize hotel, and surrounded by a Muslim society that has treated it with undisguised hostility. The compound is overshadowed by the minaret of a neighboring mosque, whose PA system loudly proclaims the Islamic call to prayer five times a day. The clergy must change out of their clerical garb every time they leave the compound, lest they offend Muslim sensibilities.

I had a chance to speak with Bartholomew at an evening reception after an electric-violin concert in his honor at a Greek school in Istanbul. It was surprisingly easy to thread my way through a thicket of fawning diplomats, visiting Catholic bishops, and waiters balancing trays of wine and hors d'oeuvres--and there he was, seated in an armchair. He beckoned to me, and as I sat down he gave my forearm a paternal squeeze. Up close, Bartholomew has a rosy, patchy complexion, and his white beard looks almost like a rectangle of smoke spreading south from his chin. He spoke excellent English; when we were interrupted a few times by well-wishers, he conversed with them in French, Greek, and Turkish. He seemed very much at ease, answering my questions about the Church and its traditions as well as about his two highest priorities as patriarch--fostering greater openness to other sects and religions, and protecting the environment. As for the Ukraine war, he said bluntly that "Kirill is allowing himself to be a tool, to be an instrument of Putin."

I asked him about the political inconvenience of being based in Istanbul. Bartholomew conceded that the Turks were difficult hosts, but added: "It's better for us to be in a non-Orthodox country. If we were in Greece, we would be a Greek Church. If we were in Bulgaria, we would be a Bulgarian Church. Being here, we can be a supranational Church." This larger role is the reason the Istanbul Church is known as the Ecumenical Patriarchate.

Broadening the Church's mission has been a hallmark of Bartholomew's career. He was born Demetrios Archondonis on the Aegean island of Imvros in 1940, just two decades after Turkey's Greek Christian population had been decimated by violence and forced exile in the aftermath of the First World War. A local bishop saw his potential and paid for him to go to secondary school. He continued on to seminary and then to study in Rome, where he arrived in 1963 amid the theological ferment of the Second Vatican Council. Bartholomew had a front-row seat, meeting with council delegates, theologians, and other prominent Catholic figures. The Orthodox Church was, if anything, more rigidly traditional than the Roman Church, and Bartholomew seems to have been inspired by the Vatican reformers' efforts to clear away the cobwebs.

He was no firebrand. But he spoke consistently in favor of modernizing the Church and fostering greater openness. Despite the Church's overall conservatism, he had a few role models in this, including his godfather, Archbishop Iakovos, who was the Phanar's representative in North and South America from 1959 to 1996--and one of the only non-Black clerics to accompany Martin Luther King Jr. on his march from Selma, Alabama, to Montgomery in 1965.

Bartholomew's most distinctive effort to "update" the Church is his commitment to environmentalism. In the press, he is sometimes called the Green Patriarch. When, in 1997, he declared that abusing the natural environment was a sin against God, he became the first major religious leader to articulate such a position. Perhaps more controversial--at least to some Orthodox Christians--is Bartholomew's emphatic call for believers to accept unreservedly the findings of modern science and medicine. He believes in evolution, and regularly reminds his followers that the first life forms emerged on the planet some 4 billion years ago.

Bartholomew and Kirill have at least one thing in common: Both grew up as Christians in the shadow of rigidly secular rulers. But the Turkish republic was mild compared with the Bolshevik regime, whose Marxist faith decreed that religion was illusory and backward--the "opium of the people." The Bolsheviks were especially keen on destroying the Orthodox Church, because of its deep ties to czarist tradition. In the decade following the Russian Revolution of 1917, the new rulers imprisoned and executed thousands of Orthodox priests and bishops.


In early 2019, Patriarch Bartholomew signed a "tomos of autocephaly" blessing the religious independence of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. (Onur Coban / Anadolu Agency / Getty)



By the time Kirill was born, in 1946, Joseph Stalin had changed tack, feeling that he needed religion to shore up popular support. He revived the Church in zombified form, an instrument of the state that was massively surveilled and controlled by the security services. When some of the KGB's archives were exposed in 2014--thanks in part to the brave efforts of the late Gleb Yakunin, a dissident Russian priest who spent years in prison--the collusion of the Church's leaders was revealed. One of the collaborating clerics, whose code name in the files is Drozdov ("The Thrush"), is alleged to be Patriarch Alexy II, Kirill's immediate predecessor. Kirill's name did not come up in the files, but he was the product of a system in which advancement was impossible without the approval of the regime.

As the Soviet Union collapsed, the Church faced a crisis of identity. Kirill was one of its most visible and charismatic leaders, and for a brief moment, he seemed to urge a new and more democratic direction for the Church. But as Russian society descended into chaos and gangsterism, Kirill staked out much more conservative and autocratic views.

By the time Putin came to power, in 1999, some of his old KGB friends had already started getting religion. It made a certain kind of sense that the most devout and pitiless Communists were those who most needed a new faith, and many of them had already spent years collaborating with Church figures. Putin made his first visit to Mount Athos in 2005, attending services at St. Panteleimon and climbing the monastery's bell tower. A year later, one of his old confidants from the KGB helped found the Russian Athos Society to organize donations to the monasteries there. Putin's own religious feelings are hard to discern, though he is rumored to have been brought into the Orthodox faith in the '90s by a priest named Tikhon Shevkunov, who ran a monastery not far from the FSB's Moscow headquarters.

As Putin sought to revive his country's lost status, the Orthodox Church was a superb way to spread propaganda and influence.

In 2008, a documentary called The Fall of an Empire: The Lesson of Byzantium was broadcast on Russian state television, not once but three times. The director and star was the same Tikhon Shevkunov. The movie's thesis was that Byzantium had been irrevocably undermined even before Ottoman armies conquered it in 1453, its religious culture and resolve eroded by the individualism of the encroaching West. Russia was held up as Byzantium's heir, the natural vehicle of its holy mission. Historians pilloried the show as historically illiterate, but they were missing the point. It wasn't really about the past. It was a blueprint for the future.

Kirill became patriarch in 2009. Soon afterward, Putin began invoking Orthodoxy when talking about Russia and its role in the world. Thousands of churches have since been built throughout the country, and Putin has made very public visits to Church elders. Kirill "inspired Putin to a great extent, to make him think in civilizational terms," I was told by Cyril Hovorun, a Ukrainian-born theologian who spent 10 years as a personal assistant and speechwriter to Kirill before resigning in 2012, unhappy with the Church's direction. Putin's loyalists quickly began aping their president's talk of "Holy Russia" and her "satanic" enemies.

Read: Are Ukraine's leaders in league with Satanists? On Russian TV, yes

Putin's decision to restore Orthodoxy to its old public role was a shrewd one, whatever his personal religious feelings. The Russian empire had collapsed, but its outlines could still be seen in the Russian Orthodox religious sphere, which extended beyond Russia's borders and as far afield as Mount Athos and even Jerusalem. For a ruler seeking to revive his country's lost status, the Church was a superb way to spread propaganda and influence.

If Kirill had any illusions about who stood higher in the new sinfonia between Church and state, they were quickly snuffed out. In 2011, he endorsed criticism of corrupt parliamentary elections in Russia. Reports soon appeared in the state-controlled media about luxury apartments belonging to Kirill and his relatives. Other stories began to circulate about billions of dollars in secret bank accounts. One website published a photograph from 2009 in which Kirill could be seen wearing a Breguet watch worth about $30,000. Kirill denied ever wearing it, but after a bungled effort to airbrush it out of the photo, the Church had to admit that the watch was his and make a humiliating apology. Kirill has shown abject loyalty ever since. At a celebration in honor of his first decade as head of the Russian Church, in 2019, he appeared alongside Putin and thanked God and "especially you, Vladimir Vladimirovich." (My request for comment from Kirill and the Moscow Patriarchate went unanswered.)

For Kirill and Putin, it was not enough to restore the Church's status in Russia. To reclaim the "Russian world," they had to wage a much wider battle for influence and prestige, one that would include tarring Bartholomew.

The Russian campaign started in Greece, where there is a natural well of sympathy formed by ancient religious ties and shared enemies. In the mid-2000s, Russian oligarchs began building churches and doling out cash for favors. Bishops who lent holy relics for tours in Russia could make a tidy profit for themselves or their parishes. The Russian investments were followed by a systematic effort to denigrate Patriarch Bartholomew on hundreds of new Greek-language websites, blogs, and Facebook groups, an online offensive documented by Alexandros Massavetas, a Greek journalist, in his 2019 book, The Third Rome. "The message was that Bartholomew is being manipulated by the Turks or the U.S. or the Vatican," Massavetas told me, "and that only Russia represents the true Orthodox spirit, with Putin as its protector."

The Phanar overlooked these attacks for years. Bartholomew was working hard to maintain unity at all costs, because he was planning to convene a historic pan-Orthodox gathering that he saw as the crowning achievement of his tenure. The Church had not held a Holy and Great Council for more than 1,000 years, and the planning for this one had begun in 1961. Bartholomew was so keen on making the synod succeed that he accommodated the Russians at every turn. During a preparatory meeting, the Russians objected to proposed language about the Church's opposition to discrimination and insisted that all references to racial and sexual minorities be deleted. (Kirill seems to see the language of human rights as a tacit endorsement of homosexuality and other supposed sins.) They also demanded that Ukraine's calls for religious independence be kept off the agenda. Bartholomew caved on it all, even the seating plan.


St. Panteleimon Monastery; monks of Mount Athos (Photo-illustration by Cristiana Couceiro. Sources: Vlas2000 / Shutterstock; Agencja Fotograficzna Caro / Alamy; Nicolas Economou / NurPhoto / Getty; Royal Geographical Society / Getty; Library of Congress selected manuscripts in the Monasteries of Mount Athos)



Then, just a week before the synod's start date, in 2016--with all the villas booked and ready at a Cretan resort town--the Russians pulled out. They defended their decision by pointing to three much smaller Orthodox bodies (Bulgaria, Georgia, and Antioch) that had withdrawn just beforehand. Although there appear to have been some genuine disagreements about the documents prepared for the meeting, the three smaller Churches have close ties with Moscow, and the Russian move came off as yet another effort to humiliate Bartholomew.

Kirill, though, appears to have miscalculated. His public snub laid bare the divisions in the Church and removed Bartholomew's incentive to compromise. Archbishop Elpidophoros, who is now the Phanar's senior bishop in the United States, spoke with me about this episode during a conversation in his Manhattan office, on the Upper East Side. Perhaps the most important consequence of Kirill's move, he explained, was that it opened the door to giving the Ukrainians what they wanted. "That was the green light," he said.

The movement for religious independence in Ukraine had been stirring for decades, and it had grown in tandem with the country's political confrontations with Moscow. As early as 2008, the head of Ukraine's Moscow-linked Church at the time, Metropolitan Volodymyr, was declaring that the Church and state should be separate--a position that would be unthinkable in Russia. When Viktor Yanukovych, an instrument of the Kremlin, became president of Ukraine in 2010, he made clear that he wanted the Orthodox Church--the faith of 72 percent of Ukraine's people--back in its cage. A Ukrainian bishop, Oleksandr Drabynko, told me he was called into the ministry of internal affairs one morning in 2013 for a meeting. One of Yanukovych's officials delivered a blunt message, Drabynko said: "We must push out Volodymyr because we need someone loyal to us." The official added that with the next Ukrainian election approaching in 2015, "the Church must support our candidate."

The landmark events of 2014, known in Ukraine as the Revolution of Dignity, were more than just a civilian movement to overthrow a corrupt autocrat. The uprising bred a new sense of independence among Ukrainians, thanks in part to the role played by the Orthodox Church. Though some priests supported Yanukovych and his government, many others openly backed the revolt. When police attacked protesters in Kyiv's central square, one bishop allowed them to shelter from the police in his nearby cathedral.

Russia's brazenly neocolonial response to the 2014 revolution--the seizure of Crimea--infuriated Ukrainians and supercharged the movement for a religious divorce from Moscow. In October 2018, just weeks after his tense meeting with Kirill in Istanbul, Bartholomew dissolved the 1686 edict that had given Moscow religious control over Ukraine. He also set in motion the process that would lead to recognition of a new Ukrainian Church, one that would be under Bartholomew's--not Moscow's--jurisdiction.

The Russians were furious, and Kirill severed ties with the Phanar. Worldwide, Moscow began behaving as if it had already become the third Rome. A vivid illustration was provided by events in Africa, where one of the most ancient Orthodox patriarchates is based (in Alexandria, Egypt). Kirill founded a new branch of the Russian Orthodox Church and began targeting the existing Orthodox parishes there, whose leader had aligned himself with Bartholomew. "Through Facebook and Instagram they approach our followers," Metropolitan Gregorios, a Greek bishop who has been based in Cameroon since 2004, told me. "They begin by sending money. They attach everyone to them, show that Russia is rich, show that they can get more money."

Gregorios, who is 62, spent two hours with me in the lobby of an Athens hotel as he described Russia's religious efforts across Africa, which he said are funded by the Wagner mercenary force. Orthodox priests are more vulnerable to bribery than their Roman Catholic peers, Gregorios explained, because they are allowed to marry, and many have large families to provide for. "So the Russians say, 'We'll give education for your kids.' They bring a motorcycle, a car. They say, 'The Greeks just give bicycles.' And they double the salaries we pay." Last year, he said, he lost six priests in his jurisdiction: "They got approached by the Russians and offered 300 euros a month." Gregorios later shared with me some of the documents that priests under Russia's thumb must sign, swearing loyalty to the patriarch of Moscow "to my dying day."

The Russian Church has made similarly aggressive moves in Turkey, the Balkans, and elsewhere. Russia's secret services appear to be involved in some of these operations. In September, the North Macedonian government expelled a high-ranking Russian priest and three Russian diplomats, accusing them of spying. A week later, the same priest, Vassian Zmeev, was expelled from Bulgaria. According to Nikolay Krastev, a journalist in Sofia, Zmeev appears to have been organizing efforts to divide the Balkan Orthodox Churches and shore up opposition to the new Ukrainian Church. All of this bullying has had its effect: Only four Orthodox branches (out of about 17, depending on how you count) have recognized the new Ukrainian Church approved by Bartholomew.

In late 2021, weary of the conflict and worried that it was damaging all of Orthodoxy, Bartholomew reached out to the Russians--and was rebuffed. The Moscow Patriarchate "sent us a message saying that there is no way we will engage in any dialogue," Archbishop Elpidophoros recalled. The Russians, he went on, declared that "the wound is so deep that we will need at least two generations to overcome." The message may not have been entirely sincere. Russia was already planning what it believed would be a much quicker resolution to its Ukraine problems, one that did not include dialogue.

The Monastery of the Caves, in Kyiv, may be the most important Christian site in the Slavic world. Founded around 1050 C.E. by a monk from Mount Athos, it is a large complex of golden-domed churches, bell towers, and underground tunnels, ringed by stone walls and set on a hill overlooking the Dnieper River, in the center of the city. In the early days of the Russian invasion, in February 2022, there were rumors of a plan to parachute Russian special forces into the monastery grounds. Welcomed by friendly Orthodox priests, the invaders would quickly move on to the government buildings nearby and gain control of the capital.

The rumors were false, but they sounded plausible to many Ukrainian ears. The Russian military and its proxies had begun using Orthodox monasteries and churches as bases as soon as they arrived in eastern Ukraine in 2014, and have continued to do so over the past two years in occupied areas. They have even publicized the fact, in an apparent effort to show that the Church is on their side. Many priests, including prominent figures, did support Russia. The senior cleric at the Monastery of the Caves, Metropolitan Pavel, was well known for his pro-Moscow sympathies.

But the violence of the 2022 invasion united Ukrainians, and Kirill's efforts to sprinkle it with holy water--describing those who opposed the Russians as "evil forces" and praising the "metaphysical significance" of the Russian advance--made him a widely hated figure. Many Ukrainians now view the Moscow-linked branch, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, with deep suspicion. The Ukrainian security services have carried out regular raids on its churches and monasteries over the past two years, including the Monastery of the Caves. Dozens of priests have been arrested and charged with espionage and other crimes. This past October, Ukraine's Parliament approved a measure that could ban the Russia-backed Church altogether. That Church still has more parishes in Ukraine than its newer, independent rival, but its long-term prospects appear grim.

The loss of all of Ukrainian Orthodoxy would be a serious blow for Kirill. At its peak, Ukraine accounted for about a third of the parishes claimed by the Russian Orthodox Church. Ukraine also has a much higher rate of churchgoing than Russia, where actual piety seems to be rare--a fact that sits awkwardly with Kirill's broadsides against the moral depravity of the West. Barely two months after the invasion, a well-known Russian priest and blogger named Pavel Ostrovsky--who was not ordinarily a regime critic--unleashed a tirade on Telegram: "Some argue that Russia is a stronghold of everything noble and good, which is fighting against world evil, satanism, and paganism," he wrote. "What is all this nonsense? How can one be a noble stronghold with a 73 percent rate of divorce in families, where drunkenness and drug addiction are rampant, while theft and outright godlessness flourish?"

It is tempting to conclude that Russia's efforts to capture world Orthodoxy will prove to be a losing bet. Religious leaders of all kinds have denounced Kirill's embrace of the war, including Pope Francis, who famously told him not to be "Putin's altar boy." It may even be, as Archbishop Elpidophoros told me, that "the Patriarchate of Moscow is not a Church" so much as a convenient vehicle for nationalist ideology. The Russian people, he assured me, are the foremost victims of this religious tyranny.

The archbishop may be right about the Moscow Patriarchate: that it's not a Church, not in the sense that we have long accepted in the West. That said, it's not just an arm of the Kremlin. It is something more dangerous, a two-headed beast that can summon ancient religious loyalty even as it draws on all the resources of a 21st-century police state: internet trolls, abundant cash, the tacit threat of violence. Perhaps the most troubling possibility is that Kirill's Church, with its canny blend of politics and faith, turns out to be better adapted to survival in our century than mainstream Churches are.

There are certainly dissenters from Kirill's jingoistic line among the 40,000 Orthodox priests in Russia. But most clerics are pliant, and a vocal minority are even more extreme than their patriarch. Andrei Tkachev, an archpriest who was born in Ukraine and now lives in Moscow, has become notorious for sermons in which he asserts that "a warrior's death is best of all." He has millions of followers on social media. Other priests have reinterpreted Christian doctrine in ways that recall the Crusades. Online, you can easily find videos of Igor Cheremnykh, another well-known priest, asserting that the commandment "Thou shalt not kill" is meant to apply to the behavior only of civilians, not of soldiers. Cyril Hovorun, Kirill's former assistant, knows many of these priests personally. He calls them "turbo-Z Orthodox." (Z is used as a symbol of Russia's war.) Some of them were aligned with or even personally close to Yevgeny Prigozhin, the late oligarch and leader of the Wagner Group. "This monster has outgrown its creators," Hovorun told me. "It's a Frankenstein."

The day after I met Patriarch Bartholomew in Istanbul, I went for a walk near the Phanar. The Feast of Saint Andrew was over, and the ancient streets were no longer full of pilgrims. A cold drizzle fell. As I walked past the relics of dead civilizations--Roman, Byzantine, Ottoman--I found myself wondering if Orthodoxy would ultimately split into two religions, or just weaken itself through bickering, like the Christians who once ruled Constantinople.

It may be that Kirill and his angry zealots represent the last sparks of a dying flame. This is what Bartholomew has been assuring his flock: that he is bringing the Church into the future, while Kirill is holding on to the past. But as a patriarch in Istanbul, he must also know that the arc of history doesn't always bend the way we want it to.



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "Clash of the Patriarchs."
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The War Is Not Going Well for Ukraine

If the United States does nothing, the coming seasons will be even bleaker--and not just in Kyiv.

by Eliot A. Cohen




Kyiv is, as ever, a lovely city, made more so by a brisk, sunny April. The church domes gleam, the cafes are open if not bustling, the streets are swept clean, the parks are trimmed, and the Dnipro flows majestically past the city to which it gave birth. But in the various memorials in public places, thousands of blue-and-yellow flags with the names of the fallen flutter. At Taras Shevchenko University, half of the students in the auditorium to hear a panel discussion I appear in about the war are cadets in uniform. Their young faces are grave in a way the parents of American teenagers would not recognize. Senior officials whom I have met before are drawn and on edge; when they smile, they rarely do so with their eyes. And on the train, as I leave the city for the long trip to Poland, hard-faced officers check and recheck passports to make sure that no draft-eligible men are leaving the country.

At the beginning of its third year, the war is not going well for Ukraine. The war is, in fact, at one of what Winston Churchill called the "climacterics," or inflection points, that characterize all great conflicts. At hideous cost to themselves--measured in tens of thousands of killed, wounded, or missing men a month--Russian armies are advancing slowly. Every night Russian drones distract, expose, and deplete Ukrainian air defenses, and then the cruise and ballistic missiles rain down. Their targets are primarily the electric grid and civilian buildings. Kyiv, for the time being, is well defended, but Kharkiv, which is close to the Russian border, is taking a pummeling. On the front lines, the shell shortage is acute; the Ukrainians are ceding ground not because they are unwilling to fight, but because they lack the high explosives necessary to do so.

George Packer: 'We only need some metal things'

Worse is to come. Russia has managed, by putting its economy on a war footing, to restore its forces and then some. It has secured supplies of weapons and ammunition from North Korea and Iran, and, surreptitiously, much nonlethal gear from China. This coalition of the malevolent is cooperating ever more closely. After a groggy 18 months following the defeat of its initial invasion and the spectacular Ukrainian attacks that drove the Russians back from Kyiv, Kharkiv, and Kherson, the Russian military machine is adapting. It has introduced large numbers of first-person-view drones, manufactured long-range glide bombs of ever-increasing weight, and recovered much of its previously squandered talent at electronic warfare. Having squashed dissent at home, it is mobilizing some 300,000 troops. A new offensive looms this summer.

There are limits to Russian achievement. Its Black Sea fleet has been defeated and largely driven from its Crimean bases. It has proved incapable of fielding a new generation of tanks and other systems. The shattering losses in officers and senior enlisted ranks mean that its ground forces continue to depend heavily on brutal, and often tactically primitive, means. But it feels the tide of battle turning in its favor.

As it does so, Russia has upped the psychological ante. Per Dmitry Peskov, the Kremlin spokesperson, this is no longer a "special military operation" but a real war--not because of the Ukrainians, but because of the West. Not just any war either. The Russian Orthodox Church, a sinister tool of the Russian state, recently declared that "from a spiritual and moral point of view, the special military operation is a Holy War." The Kremlin has made clear that it disdains negotiations with Kyiv. In this respect it is brutally honest: It intends to extirpate the Ukrainian state, returning it to a subjugated province of a restored Russian empire. Failing that, it will depopulate Ukraine's cities, poison its fields with land mines, and deprive its remaining citizens of power, light, and heat.

The Ukrainian war effort is both strengthened and weakened by the nature of Ukrainian society. As I heard one senior official observe, "Doing things 'horizontally' is our national character, our national problem, and our national superpower." This remains true. Aerorozvidka, an organization created in 2014 by a band of enthusiasts from widely varying backgrounds to make drones for Ukraine, remains a major contributor to the war. Its Delta system of command and control--a system that has been described as Uber for artillery support, though it is much more than that--has enabled Ukrainian forces to be far more agile than their centralized foe. Ukrainian entrepreneurs are building more and bigger drones, and in a uniquely anarchic way, supporting the military by going around a Ministry of Defense that is still too slow for a bunch of crowdfunded engineers, investment bankers, and enthusiasts.

But this innovative and democratic spirit, although it has yielded some remarkable successes, and promises to deliver more, is at odds with the disciplined planning systems that modern war requires. Press Ukrainian officials for a view of the war that looks more than a few months ahead, and you do not get very much. Ask what the theory of victory is--the sequence of events that will lead to the shattering of Russian armies and the liberation of Ukrainian territory--and there you do not get much more. Even structurally, the Ukrainian military, with scores of independent brigades but very little by way of coherent structures like divisions or corps above them, seems too decentralized to work effectively.

Anne Applebaum: Is congress really going to abandon Ukraine right now?

For Ukraine, the immediate concern is procuring enough ammunition to feed the hungry artillery pieces that can annihilate Russia's human-wave assaults and supply the anti-aircraft systems that fend off the severe nightly attacks on its cities and infrastructure.

The crucial question is what the U.S. House of Representatives will do, and whether a purblind minority of Republicans can be outwitted by their hesitant leadership, so that the House can deliver aid to Ukraine. Astonishingly, the GOP chairmen of the House Intelligence and Foreign Affairs committees have asserted that some of their colleagues have succumbed to Russian propaganda. The shame and disgrace that this implies cannot be expunged. It will stain the holdouts against aid permanently, and justly so.

But the Biden administration has its own responsibility for this situation, a responsibility that is nearly as heavy. It, too, has no theory of victory and has not attempted to work with Ukraine to devise one. The administration's promises to be with Ukraine as long as it takes are vapid. It repeatedly hesitated to supply Ukraine with advanced weapons in the numbers and with the speed needed, thereby frittering away the great opportunity of Ukraine's first counteroffensive in the summer and fall of 2022. It has not sent a military mission to Kyiv to work closely with Ukrainian planners and trainers. Its representatives have, in ways that are at best strategically illiterate, declared their tepid opposition to Ukrainian deep attacks inside Russia. At the top, the president has not, after two years, summoned the rhetorical force to explain to the American people, in a way that Franklin Roosevelt did, and that John F. Kennedy or Ronald Reagan would have, why this faraway war means so much for the American future.

Ukraine has reported intensifying Russian uses of chemical weapons, beginning with irritants, but with the potential for the more lethal kinds of attacks that characterized the Syrian war. Anxious allied governments, including Sweden and the United Kingdom, have publicly discussed the possibility of war between a conquest-intoxicated Russia and NATO within years. They may be right.

This does not have to be, and it will not be if the United States acts. The prompt passage of aid for Ukraine is but one step. Others include sending a military mission to Ukraine, helping that country build the training and rotation infrastructure that it needs to sustain itself, and accelerating the growth of Ukraine's already remarkable arms industry, which now produces drones that can strike more than 1,000 kilometers into Russian territory, as well as advanced cruise missiles and artillery pieces.

Read: Time is running out for Ukraine

Above all, the Biden administration has to tell the American people that this war threatens us because it threatens European peace, has to explain the values as well as interests in play, and has to conceive its goal not as a mixture of supporting Ukraine just enough and nagging it with fantastic fears of escalation, but as ensuring victory.

That can be achieved. Russia's own strains--revealed in the abortive Prigozhin putsch, its shocking vulnerability to terrorist attack, and the outpouring of grief for the murdered Alexei Navalny--are numerous. Its supposed growth in GDP is an artifact of military spending that is not sustainable. Sanctions are taking a toll but can be intensified. Its army, though operationally adaptable, remains tactically crude and susceptible to being bled out. The Putin regime's ferocious clampdown on dissent reveals weakness, not strength. The job of the Biden administration is to judge those weaknesses correctly, exploit them ruthlessly, and, with its allies, help Ukraine defeat an enemy as cruel and malignant as any in history. Unless the administration rises to the occasion, a dark spring could bring much bleaker seasons to follow.
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The Federal Judges Speaking Out Against Trump

The judiciary may be the last line of defense for American democracy.

by Charles Sykes




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 federal judiciary may turn out to be an endangered democracy's last line of defense.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	So you looked directly into the sun.
 	The logical end point of college sports
 	Do we really want a food cartel?




Pointed Rhetoric

Four decades ago, Neil Postman prophesied an apocalypse of moral idiocy in the age of mass media. "When a population becomes distracted by trivia," he wrote, in Amusing Ourselves to Death, "when cultural life is redefined as a perpetual round of entertainments, when serious conversation becomes a form of baby-talk, when, in short, a people becomes an audience and their public business a vaudeville act, then a nation finds itself at risk; culture-death is a clear possibility."

Postman was prophetic, but he couldn't have had any idea how bad things would get in the age of Donald Trump and Twitter. Faced with Trump's behavior, America's norms of decency and truth proved to be far more fragile than many of us imagined. And we don't have many of those barricades left now, do we?

But the federal judiciary may turn out to be an endangered democracy's last line of defense. Here again, Trump--who faces 91 felony charges and massive judgments in civil cases for fraud and defamation--is responding with an onslaught of personal attacks and insults, almost daring judges to hold him in contempt for violating the gag orders they have slapped on him. Over the weekend, Trump declared on Truth Social that he was prepared to become "a Modern Day Nelson Mandela" if he was thrown into jail. "It will be my GREAT HONOR."

In the short run, Trump is trying to delay, disrupt, and discredit the various cases against him. But his attacks are also part of his larger effort to delegitimize the justice system as a whole and to spread fear within the institutions tasked with holding him accountable.

Some judges, however, are pushing back. Hard. The picture is admittedly mixed: A dilatory Supreme Court has thrown Trump a lifeline by delaying a ruling on his immunity claims, and U.S. District Judge Aileen Cannon seems intent on rescuing Trump from his stolen-document case with her repeated delays (whether she means to do so is not yet clear).

But others in the federal judiciary--including Republican appointees--are using remarkably vivid language to express their disgust and concern over Trump's behavior. Although some conservative-leaning judges view the Trump era as an opportunity to reorient constitutional law, a sizable group of these judges has come to see Trump's lies and threats as a clear and present danger.

U.S. District Judge Reggie Walton, an appointee of George W. Bush, took the remarkable step of going on CNN to sound the alarm over Trump's social-media attacks on the family of the judge presiding over his New York hush-money case.

"It's very disconcerting to have someone making comments about a judge, and it's particularly problematic when those comments are in the form of a threat, especially if they're directed at one's family," Walton told CNN. "The rule of law can only function effectively when we have judges who are prepared to carry out their duties without the threat of potential physical harm." Walton specifically highlighted the case of an assailant who went to the home of U.S. District Judge Esther Salas in 2020, shot and killed her son, and wounded her husband.

Walton's fears are widely shared among federal judges. As Reuters reported in February, serious threats to federal judges have more than doubled since 2021, and more than 70 percent of the judges currently opt into the U.S. Marshal Service's offer to provide electronic security systems for their homes.

U.S. District Judge Royce C. Lamberth, also a Republican appointee, has called out Trump's embrace of the January 6 rioters--albeit without naming the former president. Lambert said at the resentencing hearing of the January 6 rioter James Little that he was "shocked to watch some public figures try to rewrite history, claiming rioters behaved 'in an orderly fashion' like ordinary tourists, or martyrizing convicted January 6 defendants as 'political prisoners' or even, incredibly, 'hostages.'"

Just last week, in a blistering sentencing memo, Lamberth reiterated that the January 6 attack on the Capitol was not an act of civil disobedience, "because it was violent, not peaceful; opportunistic, not principled; coercive, not persuasive; and selfish, not patriotic." (Emphasis in original.)

January 6, Lamberth wrote, "must not become a precedent for further violence against political opponents or governmental institutions. This is not normal. This cannot become normal. We as a community, we as a society, we as a country cannot condone the normalization of the January 6 Capitol riot."

These themes have been repeated by one judge after another. The retired federal appellate judge (and Atlantic contributor) J. Michael Luttig has called Trump a "clear and present danger" to democracy. Last month, U.S. District Judge Rudy Contreras warned that Trump could encourage his supporters to instigate another violent attack after the 2024 election. Jeffrey Sabol, a man sentenced to prison for his actions in the January 6 riots, told the FBI that he had "answered" a "call to battle" on January 6. "It doesn't take much imagination to imagine a similar call coming out in the coming months," Contreras said during Sabol's sentencing hearing.

As Tom Nichols wrote last week, Americans can become exhausted and numbed by Trump's falsehoods and violent rhetoric. But the evidence suggests that federal judges are neither exhausted nor numbed.

Trump envisions a presidency in which he would quite literally be above the law, immune from accountability, and free to wreak vengeance on his opponents. The Trump 2.0 strategy depends on the former president and his associates bending the institutions of government--including the military and the Department of Justice--to his will. Congress, especially one controlled by the GOP, is unlikely to be either a check or a balance if the other institutions fail.

Which leaves the courts.

The pointed rhetoric from these judges is an important indicator: The federal judiciary is the one institution left standing that viscerally understands, and is willing to actively resist, the threat the former president poses.

Related:

	Trump's shoot-the-moon legal strategy
 	A military loyal to Trump




Today's News

	Arizona's supreme court ruled that a restrictive Civil War-era abortion law, which bans abortion unless the pregnant person's life is at risk (with no exceptions for rape or incest), is enforceable.
 	A New York appeals judge rejected Trump's bid to delay his Manhattan criminal trial while he challenges the gag order imposed on him in the case.
 	James and Jennifer Crumbley, the parents of a Michigan school shooter, were sentenced to 10 to 15 years in prison for involuntary manslaughter. Their unprecedented cases raised the question of who can be held legally responsible for mass shootings.




Evening Read
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Our Last Great Adventure

By Doris Kearns Goodwin

"It's now or never," [Dick Goodwin] said, announcing that the time had finally come to unpack and examine the 300 boxes of material he had dragged along with us during 40 years of marriage. Dick had saved everything relating to his time in public service in the 1960s as a speechwriter for and adviser to John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, Robert F. Kennedy, and Eugene McCarthy: reams of White House memos, diaries, initial drafts of speeches annotated by presidents and presidential hopefuls, newspaper clippings, scrapbooks, photographs, menus--a mass that would prove to contain a unique and comprehensive archive of a pivotal era ...
 For years, however, Dick had resisted opening these boxes. They were from a time he recalled with both elation and a crushing sense of loss. The assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., and Robert Kennedy; the war in Vietnam; the riots in the cities; the violence on college campuses--all the turmoil had drawn a dark curtain on the entire decade. He had wanted only to look ahead.
 Now he had resolved to go back in time.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Annie Dillard: "Total Eclipse" (From 2019)
 	You don't have to type anymore.




Culture Break
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Read. Cynthia Carr's new prismatic biography, Candy Darling: Dreamer, Icon, Superstar, traces the life of an inscrutable Warhol superstar long beloved in queer and trans circles.

Watch. These critically unappreciated 26 films, compiled by David Sims in 2021, deserve a fresh look.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Lately I've been attempting to step away from the daily hamster wheel of crazy. This means that even though I follow the news, I'm experimenting with the radical concept of actually reading nonpolitical books during the day. 

Old habits are hard to break, and I admit that I have a mental block about reading novels or watching movies during what used to be work hours. My solution has been to listen to an eclectic--perhaps even eccentric--collection of books on tape while I'm walking my two dogs, Eli and Auggie. Sometimes I'll listen to different genres on the same stroll: Robert Graves's Good-Bye to All That, Nathaniel Philbrick's In the Hurricane's Eye, and the always sanity-enhancing The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, by Douglas Adams. And if I want to get into a particularly snarky mood, there's always H. L. Mencken, who goes especially well with wrangling two immense German shepherds.

Who knows? One day soon I may even take in a movie matinee, as long as Dune 2 is still playing on the big screen. I'll keep you updated.

-- Charlie



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/04/the-federal-judges-speaking-out-against-trump/678014/?utm_source=feed
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        What the Perma-bears Get Wrong About the Stock Market
        James Surowiecki

        War in the Middle East. War in Ukraine. Rising oil prices. Inflation still hovering above 3 percent, and mortgage rates above 6 percent. The possible reelection of Donald Trump, with the prospect of a trade war with China to follow. Investors in the stock market seemingly have plenty to worry about. But so far this year, they have shrugged off anxiety: The S&P 500 index had its best first-quarter performance since 2019, up more than 10 percent. And that's on the heels of a strong 2023, when the S...

      

      
        Israeli Rage Reaches New Levels
        Graeme Wood

        This weekend, Israel withdrew all but one of its brigades of ground forces from Gaza. Israel announced that the withdrawal was happening but did not announce what it meant. Surely it was not due to the "total victory over Hamas" that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said was the primary criterion for a successful mission. After all, Israel was negotiating with Hamas in Cairo as recently as today, and there would be no point in negotiating with a defunct enemy. Last I checked, the Wikipedia entry...

      

      
        Six Cult Classics You Have to Read
        Ilana Masad

        A book that earns the title of "cult classic" is one that combines two seemingly contradictory qualities: It has a passionate following of people who swear it's the best thing they've ever read, but also, outside this intense fan base, it's largely unknown. As word of mouth about such a book spreads, and the title's partisans become evangelists, it begins to spark with a distinct kind of electricity. Even if the book never goes mainstream, its reputation can be buoyed for years or decades by devo...

      

      
        Welcome to the Golden Age of User Hostility
        Charlie Warzel

        What happens when a smart TV becomes too smart for its own good? The answer, it seems, is more intrusive advertisements.Last week, Janko Roettgers, a technology and entertainment reporter, uncovered a dystopian patent filed last August by Roku, the television- and streaming-device manufacturer whose platform is used by tens of millions of people worldwide. The filing details plans for an "HDMI customized ad insertion," which would allow TVs made by Roku to monitor video signals through the HDMI p...

      

      
        A Child's-Eye View of 1970s Debauchery
        Judith Shulevitz

        The Australian author Helen Garner's first novel, Monkey Grip, published in 1977, and her third, Children's Bach, published in 1984--both recently reissued in the United States--are considered classics in Australia, and they really are fantastic books. They're also likely to freak you out. This is not because they're full of sex and drugs--who worries about that anymore?--but because they seem nonchalant, even indifferent, to a truth we hold sacred today, which is that children should be shielded fro...

      

      
        Larry David Learned Nothing, and Neither Did We
        Paula Mejia

        On a recent flight from Auckland to Sydney, an unruly man reportedly urinated into a cup while sitting at his seat, much to the horror of his fellow passengers. The man later stood up, apparently so he could toss his waste into the toilet, then tripped and spilled the cup's contents onto a flight attendant. When the plane landed in Australia, the man was escorted off by police and fined.This appalling incident is devoid of any decorum, which is to say that it seems ripped from a Curb Your Enthusi...

      

      
        The 67-Hour Rule
        Derek Thompson

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter by about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.One of the hard-and-fast laws of economics is that people in rich countries work less than their peers in poorer countries. The rule holds across nations. British and Japanese people work less on average than those in Mexico and India. It's also true across history. Today, the typical American works about 1,200 fewer hours a year than he did in the late 19th century....

      

      
        Jung's Five Pillars of a Good Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.In the world of popular psychology, the work of one giant figure is hard to avoid: Carl Jung, the onetime associate of Sigmund Freud who died more than 60 years ago. If you think you have a complex about something, the Swiss psychiatrist invented that term. Are you an extrovert or an introvert? Those are his coinages, too. Persona, archetype, synchronicity: Jung, Jung, Jung.When it comes to happi...

      

      
        Welcome to Kidulthood
        Valerie Trapp

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Stuffed animals have often been deemed one of the quirky conventions of childhood--an infantile love we should eventually let go of, along with imaginary friends and Capri-Suns. If that love lasts past adolescence, it can be seen as embarrassing. "Please," the actor Margot Robbie joked on The Late Late Show With James Corden, "no one psychoanalyze the fact that I'm 30 and I sleep with a bunny rabbit every nigh...

      

      
        America Is Sick of Swiping
        Lora Kelley

        Modern dating can be severed into two eras: before the swipe, and after. When Tinder and other dating apps took off in the early 2010s, they unleashed a way to more easily access potential love interests than ever before. By 2017, about five years after Tinder introduced the swipe, more than a quarter of different-sex couples were meeting on apps and dating websites, according to a study led by the Stanford sociologist Michael Rosenfeld. Suddenly, saying "We met on Hinge" was as normal as saying ...

      

      
        A Rom-Com You Might Have Written
        Hannah Giorgis

        As far back as 1953's Roman Holiday, when Audrey Hepburn played a princess who falls for a reporter, Hollywood has drawn on the formula of an asymmetrical romantic union between a celebrity and a regular person. It's an appealing idea: Celebrities are meant to be pined after, and the prospect of being chosen by them must be uniquely validating. That's why much of the fan fiction on sites such as Archive of Our Own, where users write their own lengthy tales riffing on pop culture, falls squarely i...

      

      
        The Sober-Curious Movement Has Reached an Impasse
        Haley Weiss

        At Hopscotch, Daryl Collins's bottle shop in Baltimore, he happily sells wine to 18-year-olds. If a customer isn't sure what variety they like (and who is, at that age?), Collins might even pull a few bottles off the shelves and pop the corks for an impromptu tasting. No Maryland law keeps these teens away from the Tempranillo, because at this shop, none of the drinks contains alcohol.The number and variety of zero- and low-alcohol beverages, a once-lagging category that academics and the World H...

      

      
        Clash of the Patriarchs
        Robert F. Worth

        Photo-illustrations by Cristiana CouceiroIn late August of 2018, Patriarch Kirill, the leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, flew from Moscow to Istanbul on an urgent mission. He brought with him an entourage--a dozen clerics, diplomats, and bodyguards--that made its way in a convoy to the Phanar, the Orthodox world's equivalent of the Vatican, housed in a complex of buildings just off the Golden Horn waterway, on Istanbul's European side.Kirill was on his way to meet Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholo...

      

      
        In MAGA World, Everything Happens for a Reason
        Brian Klaas

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.On March 26, in the middle of the night, an enormous container ship--the MV Dali--lost power. Slowly, excruciatingly, it drifted toward the towering steel piers of the Francis Scott Key Bridge in Baltimore, moving slightly faster than a brisk walking pace. But force is mass times acceleration, and the MV Dali weighed at least 220 million pounds--more than 50,000 cars. Even at a snail's pace, it was a wrecker. The bridge buck...

      

      
        'This Will Finish Us'
        Stephanie McCrummen

        Photographs by Nichole SobeckiThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.It was high safari season in Tanzania, the long rains over, the grasses yellowing and dry. Land Cruisers were speeding toward the Serengeti Plain. Billionaires were flying into private hunting concessions. And at a crowded and dusty livestock market far away from all that, a man named Songoyo had decided not to hang himself, not today, and was instead pinching the skin of a sheep...

      

      
        Why Tax Filing Is Such a Headache
        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.Yes, the American tax code is complicated. But a web of other forces makes the country's tax-filing system much trickier than it needs to be.First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
	Clash of the patriarchs
	Israeli rage reaches new levels.
	In MAGA world, everything happens for a reason.
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        Crying Myself to Sleep on the Biggest Cruise Ship Ever
        Gary Shteyngart

        Photographs by Gary ShteyngartUpdated at 2:44 p.m. ET on April 6, 2024.This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Day 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 optic nerve to try again.The ship makes no sense, vertically or horizontally. It makes no sense on sea, or on land, or in ...

      

      
        What I've Heard From Gaza
        Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib

        For the first time in more than a month, I recently had the chance to talk with my 11-year-old niece, who is sheltering with my surviving family members in the southern Gazan city of Rafah. She described her daily routine, which consists of little more than playing boring games on her mom's cellphone--which has no cell reception or internet access--and eating whatever food is sent through the Rafah crossing."It's all so salty from the cans, or really dry," she told me. A few days before, they had b...

      

      
        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 Golden Age of Dating Doesn't Exist
        Faith Hill

        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."I wish I knew some young men!" the writer Eliza Orne White declared in The Atlantic's July 1888 issue. "I am fully aware how heterodox this sentiment is considered, but I repeat it boldly, and even underline it--I should like to know some interesting men!"White, a fiction author, was writing in the voice of her 20-year-old protagonist M...

      

      
        Money Can Buy You Everything, Except Maybe a Birkin Bag
        Hanna Rosin

        Earlier this year, two California residents filed a class-action lawsuit against the French luxury design company Hermes. Their grievance was that although they could afford a coveted Birkin bag made by the company, they could not buy one. The bags are genuinely rare, because they are still handmade by specially trained artisans. Wait lists are long. And the company, according to the lawsuit, gives wide discretion to salespeople at individual boutiques to determine who gets one next. This practic...

      

      
        The Wasteland Is Waiting for You
        Tom Nichols

        The first Fallout game was released in 1997. I was (and am) an avid gamer, and when I played the inaugural entry in what would become a decades-long series, I saw immediately that it was different from almost anything else I'd encountered on the market. Its subtitle labeled it "a post nuclear role playing game," but this was not the typical, fast-paced, "Radioactive Rambo" shoot-'em-up with an indestructible protagonist roaming a ravaged world to a pulsing electronic soundtrack.Instead, during th...
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Matt Gaetz Is Winning

But what's the prize he's after?

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Usually, you need about 10 minutes to walk from the Rayburn House Office Building to the House Chamber. But if you're running from a reporter, it'll only take you five.

When Matt Gaetz spotted me outside his office door one afternoon early last November, he popped in his AirPods and started speed walking down the hall. I took off after him, waving and smiling like the good-natured midwesterner I am. "Congressman, hi," I said, suddenly wishing I'd worn shoes with arch support. "I just wanted to introduce myself!" I had prepared a long list of questions, hoping for a thoughtful conversation but ready for a tense one. He was a firebrand, after all, or so said the title of his 2020 memoir, Firebrand.

Gaetz is a creature of our time: versed in the art of performance politics and eager to blow up anything to get a little something. He landed in Washington, D.C., as a freshman nobody from the Florida Panhandle, relegated to the back benches of Congress. Seven years later, he's toppled one House speaker and helped install a new one. He has emerged as the heir of Trumpism. And he's poised to run for governor in a state of nearly 23 million people.
 
 I had tried repeatedly to schedule an interview with Gaetz. His staff had suggested that he might be willing to sit down with me. But there the firebrand was, that day in November, running away from me in his white-soled Cole Haans. Gaetz broke into a light jog down the escalator, then flew through the long tunnel linking the Rayburn offices to the House Chamber. Finally, I caught up with him at the members-only elevator, my heart pounding. I stretched out my hand. He left it hanging. We got on the elevator together, but he still wouldn't look at me.

"Are you ... afraid of me?" I asked, incredulous. Finally, he made eye contact and glared. Then the doors opened, and he walked out toward the chamber.


Gaetz speaks to the media on the House steps after Kevin McCarthy's ousting.(Bill Clark / Getty)



Two incidents have defined Gaetz's tenure in Congress and helped make him a household name. The first was the Department of Justice's 2020 investigation into whether he had sex with a minor and violated sex-trafficking laws. Gaetz has repeatedly and vehemently denied the claims. That probe was dropped in early 2023, but the House Ethics Committee is still investigating those claims, as well as others--including allegations that Gaetz shared sexual images with colleagues. One video, multiple sources told me, showed a young woman hula-hooping naked. A former Gaetz staffer told me he had watched from the back seat of a van as another aide showed the hula-hooping video to a member of Congress. "Matt sent this to me, and you're missing out," the aide had said. (A spokesperson for Gaetz declined to comment for this article, saying that it "contains verifiable errors and laundered rumors" without identifying any. "Be best," he wrote.)

The investigations seem to have angered and hardened Gaetz. There was a time when he wouldn't have run away from any reporter. But since the allegations became public, Gaetz has tightened his alliance with the MAGA right, and his rhetoric has grown more cynical. He has become one of the most prominent voices of Trumpian authoritarianism. Warming up the crowd for Donald Trump at the Iowa State Fair last August, Gaetz declared that "only through force do we make any change in a corrupt town like Washington, D.C."

Gaetz has all the features--prominent brow, bouffant hair, thin-lipped smirk--of an action-movie villain, and at times he's seemed to cultivate that impression. The second defining event of his time in Congress thus far came in early October, when he filed a motion to kick Kevin McCarthy out of the House speaker's chair. The motion passed with the help of 208 Democrats and eight Republicans. But not before McCarthy's allies had each taken a turn at the microphone, defending his leadership and calling Gaetz a selfish, grifting, fake conservative. McCarthy's supporters had blocked all of the microphones on the Republican side, so Gaetz was forced to sit with the Democrats. A few lawmakers spoke in support of his cause, but mostly Gaetz fought alone: one man against a field of his own teammates.

Peter Wehner: Kevin McCarthy got what he deserved

Gaetz didn't seem to mind. He smiled as he took notes on a legal pad. He displayed no alarm at the fact that every set of eyeballs in the chamber was trained on him, many squinted in rage. He was accustomed to the feeling.

Earlier this week, McCarthy lashed out at Gaetz, telling an interviewer that he'd been ousted from the speakership because "one person, a member of Congress, wanted me to stop an ethics complaint because he slept with a 17-year-old, an ethics complaint that started before I ever became speaker. And that's illegal, and I'm not gonna get in the middle of it. Now, did he do it or not? I don't know. But Ethics was looking at it. There's other people in jail because of it. And he wanted me to influence it."

In response, Gaetz posted on X: "Kevin McCarthy is a liar. That's why he is no longer speaker."

Few items in Gaetz's biography are more on the nose than the fact that his childhood vacation home--which his family still owns--was the pink-and-yellow-trimmed house along the Gulf of Mexico that was used to film the The Truman Show, the movie about a man whose entire life is a performance for public consumption.

But for most of the year, Gaetz and his family lived near Fort Walton Beach, a part of the Florida Panhandle that's all white sand and rumbling speed boats--a "redneck riviera," as one local put it. The area, which now makes up a major part of Gaetz's congressional district, has a huge military base, and one of the highest concentrations of veterans in the U.S.; it's also one of the most Republican districts in the country.

If a person's identity solidifies during adolescence, then Gaetz's crystallized inside the redbrick walls of Niceville High School. As a teenager, he was chubby, with crooked teeth and acne. He didn't have many friends. What he did have was the debate team.


Gaetz as a teenager, with his former friend Erin Scot on the right (Courtesy of Erin Scot)



"We tolerated him," more than one former debate-club member said when I asked about Gaetz. (Most of them spoke with me on the condition of anonymity, citing fear of retribution from Gaetz or his father.) Gaetz could be charming and funny, they told me, but he was also arrogant, a know-it-all. "He would pick debates with people over things that didn't matter, because he just wanted to," one former teammate said.

Gaetz also liked to flaunt his family's wealth. For decades, his father, Don Gaetz, ran a hospice company, which he sold in 2004 for almost half a billion dollars. (The company was later sued by the Department of Justice for allegedly filing false Medicare claims; the lawsuit was settled.) Don was the superintendent of the Okaloosa County School District before being elected to the state Senate in 2006, where he became president. He was a founding member and later chair of the powerful Triumph Gulf Coast board, a nonprofit that doles out funds to local development projects; according to some sources, he still has a heavy hand in it. The counties that make up the panhandle, one lobbyist told me, "are owned by the Gaetzes."

He wasn't just good at debate in high school, a former teammate told me: "That was who he was."

Matt had a credit card in high school, which was relatively rare in the late 1990s, and he bragged about his "real-estate portfolio," Erin Scot, a former friend of Gaetz's, told me. "He was obviously much more well off than basically anyone else, or at least wanted us to think he was." Once, Gaetz got into an argument with a student who had been accepted to the prestigious Dartmouth debate camp, another classmate said. The fight snowballed until Gaetz threatened to have his father, who was on the school board, call Dartmouth and rescind the student's application.

Gaetz mostly participated in policy debate. Each year, the National Forensic League announced a new policy resolution--strengthening relations with China, promoting renewable energy--and debaters worked in pairs to build a case both for and against it. To win, debaters had to speak louder, faster, and longer than anyone else. During his senior year, Gaetz won a statewide competition. He wasn't just good at debate, a former teammate told me: "That was who he was."

Marilynn McGill, his high-school-debate coach, fondly remembers a teenage Gaetz happily pushing a dolly stacked with bins of evidence on and off the L train in Chicago--and another time dodging snow drifts during a blizzard in Boston. "Matt never complained," she said. Another year, Gaetz was so eager to attend a tournament in New Orleans that McGill and her husband drove him there with some other debaters in the family RV. "This is the only way to travel, Mr. McGill!" Gaetz shouted from the back.

McGill gushed about her student in our interview. But when I asked what she thought of him now, the former teacher didn't have much to offer on the record. "He certainly commands the stage still," she said. "How about that?"

After high school, Gaetz went to Florida State University, where he majored in interdisciplinary sciences, continued debating, and got involved in student government. I had difficulty finding people from Gaetz's college years who were willing to talk with me; I reached out to old friends and didn't hear back. Gaetz's own communications team sent over a list of people I could reach out to; only one replied.

During the summer after his freshman year, Gaetz spent a lot of time at home, hanging out with Scot and some other friends from Niceville. Sometimes, Gaetz would drive them out on his motorboat to Crab Island, where they'd cannonball into the clear, shallow water of the Choctawhatchee Bay. Other days, Gaetz would take them mudding in his Jeep. Somewhere around then, Scot told Gaetz that she was gay, and the revelation didn't faze him. This meant a lot to her.

Still, Gaetz could get on his friends' nerves. He referred to one of Scot's female friends on the debate team using the old Seinfeld insult "man hands." Once, he noticed peach fuzz on a girl's face and made fun of her behind her back for having a beard. Gaetz would occasionally offer unsolicited advice on how his friends should respond if they were ever pulled over on suspicion of drunk driving: Refuse to take a Breathalyzer test. Chug a beer in front of the officer to make it more difficult to tell if they'd been drinking earlier in the night. It was immature kid stuff, Scot said. "Most of us grew out of it. He made a career of it."

Gaetz wasn't interested in his father's traditional, mild-mannered Republicanism.

After graduating from FSU in 2003, Gaetz enrolled at William and Mary Law School in Virginia. Unlike his classmates, who rented apartments with roommates or lived in campus housing, property records show that Gaetz bought a two-story brick Colonial with a grand entranceway and white Grecian columns in the sun room. It was the ultimate bachelor pad: a maze of high-ceilinged rooms for weekend ragers, with a beer-pong table and a kegerator, according to one former law-school acquaintance. Back then, the acquaintance said, Gaetz had a reputation for bragging about his sexual conquests.

The last time Scot saw Gaetz was at a friend's wedding in March 2009, two years after he'd graduated from law school and one year into what would be a very short-lived gig as an attorney at a private firm in Fort Walton Beach. By that point, Gaetz had already started planning his political career, which would begin, officially, a few months later with a special-election bid for the state House. Also by that point, Gaetz had been arrested on charges of drunk driving after leaving a nightclub on Okaloosa Island called the Swamp. He'd followed his own advice and refused a Breathalyzer test. (Prosecutors ultimately dropped the charges, and Gaetz's license was reinstated after only a few weeks.)

At the wedding, Scot was eager to catch up with Gaetz. A photo from the night of the rehearsal dinner shows Gaetz, in a cream-colored suit jacket, wrapping his arm around her. She was excited to show him a picture of her girlfriend, whom he'd never met. She says that later, at the bar, Gaetz passed around an image of his own: a cellphone photo of a recent hookup, staring up topless from his bed.

There used to be a restaurant called the 101 on College Avenue in Tallahassee, just steps from the state capitol. Customer favorites included happy-hour martinis and buffalo-chicken pizza. Gaetz and his buddies in the legislature would hold court there after votes, friends and colleagues from that time told me.

Gaetz had been elected to the state House, after raising almost half a million dollars--including $100,000 of his own money, and support from MSNBC's Joe Scarborough, who had formerly represented the district and was a friend of the Gaetzes. In the general election, Gaetz defeated his Democratic opponent by more than 30 points; he would go on to run unopposed for a full term in 2010, in 2012, and again in 2014.

During this period, a group of young Republican lawmakers partook in what several of my sources referred to as the "Points Game," which involved earning points for sleeping with women (and which has been previously covered by local outlets). As the journalist Marc Caputo has reported, the scoring system went like this: one point for hooking up with a lobbyist, three points for a fellow legislator, six for a married fellow legislator, and so on. Gaetz and his friends all played the game, at least three people confirmed to me, although none could tell me exactly where Gaetz stood on the scoreboard. (Gaetz has denied creating, having knowledge of, or participating in the game.)


Matt Gaetz with his father, Don Gaetz, in 2014 (Phil Sears / AP)



At the time, Don Gaetz was president of the Florida Senate, and the father-and-son pair was referred to, mostly behind their backs but sometimes to their faces, as Daddy Gaetz and Baby Gaetz. The latter had a tendency to barge in on his father's meetings, hop on the couch, and prop his feet up, Ryan Wiggins, a former political consultant who used to work with Matt Gaetz, told me. Because of their relationship, Matt "had a level of power that was very, very resented in Tallahassee," she said.

Gaetz wasn't interested in his father's traditional, mild-mannered Republicanism, though. Like any good Florida conservative, the younger Gaetz was a devoted gun-rights supporter and a passionate defender of the state's stand-your-ground law. As chair of the state House's Finance and Tax Committee, he pushed for a $1 billion statewide-tax-cut package. But Gaetz talked often about wanting the GOP to be more modern: to acknowledge climate change, to get younger people involved. Toward that end, he sometimes forged alliances with Democrats. "If you went and sat down with him one-on-one," said Steve Schale, a Democratic consultant who worked with Gaetz in the state legislature, "he could be very likable."

Schale, who had epilepsy as a child, was happy to see Gaetz become one of a handful of Republicans to support the Charlotte's Web bill, which legalized a cannabis extract for epilepsy treatment. Gaetz also befriended Jared Moskowitz, a Democrat who is Gaetz's current colleague in Congress, when they worked together to pass a bill strengthening animal-cruelty laws. "You could go into his office and say, 'Hey man, I think you're full of shit on that,'" Schale said. "And he'd say, 'All right, tell me why.' I kinda liked that."

Gaetz seemed to relish the sport of politics--the logistics of floor debates and the particulars of parliamentary procedure. He argued down his own colleagues and tore up amendments brought by both parties. Sometimes friends would challenge Gaetz to a game: They'd give him a minute to scan some bill he wasn't familiar with, one former colleague told me, and then make him riff on it on the House floor.

"He would either retire or he was going to light himself on fire," said Steve Schale. "He chose to light himself on fire."

Gaetz had a knack for calling attention to himself. He would take unpopular positions, sometimes apparently just to make people mad. He was one of two lawmakers to vote against a state bill criminalizing revenge porn. And even when his own Republican colleague proposed reviewing Florida's stand-your-ground law after the killing of Trayvon Martin, Gaetz said he refused to change "one damn comma" of the legislation.

Plus, "he understood the power of social media before almost anyone else," Peter Schorsch, a publisher and former political consultant, told me. Gaetz was firing off inflammatory tweets and Facebook posts even in the early days of those apps. All of it was purposeful, by design, the people I spoke with told me--the debating, the tweeting, the attention getting. Gaetz was confident that he was meant for something bigger. "The goal then," Schorsch said, "was to be where he is now."

In 2015, while Donald Trump was descending the golden Trump Tower escalator, Gaetz was halfway through his third full term in the Florida House, pondering his next move. His father would retire soon from the Florida Senate, and Gaetz had already announced his intention to run for the seat. But then Jeff Miller, the Republican representative from Gaetz's hometown district, decided to leave Congress.

Gaetz had endorsed former Florida Governor Jeb Bush in the GOP primary. ("I like action, not just talk. #allinforjeb," he'd tweeted in August 2015.) But by March, Bush had dropped out. Left with the choice of Trump, Senator Ted Cruz of Texas, or then-Ohio Governor John Kasich, Gaetz embraced the man he said was best suited to disrupt the stale workings of Washington, D.C.

In the same statement announcing he was running for Congress, Gaetz declared that he was #allin for Trump.

At first, Gaetz was miserable in Congress. Almost a year after being elected, at 34--he'd defeated his Democratic opponent by almost 40 points--Gaetz complained about his predicament to Schale. He'd never dealt with being a freshman member on the backbench. "He hated everything about it," Schale told me.

In Gaetz's telling, the money turned him off most. Given the makeup of his district, he wanted to be on the Armed Services Committee. But good committee assignments required donations: When Gaetz asked McCarthy about it, the majority leader advised that he raise $75,000 and send it to the National Republican Congressional Committee, Gaetz wrote in Firebrand. He sent twice that much to the NRCC, he wrote, and made it onto both the Armed Services and the Judiciary Committees. But he claimed to be disgusted by the system.

During those first miserable months, Schale wondered how his colleague would handle his newfound irrelevance. "I would've told you he'd do one of two things: He would either retire or he was going to light himself on fire," Schale told me. "He chose to light himself on fire."

It can take years to rise up through the ranks of a committee, build trust with colleagues, and start sponsoring legislation to earn the kind of attention and influence that Gaetz craved. He wanted a more direct route. So his team developed a strategy: He would circumvent the traditional path of a freshman lawmaker and speak straight to the American people.



 Gaetz and Trump in 2022 (Megan Varner / Getty)



This meant being on television as much as possible. Gaetz went after the most hot-button cultural issue at the time: NFL players kneeling for the anthem. "We used that as our initial hook to start booking media," one former staff member told me. One of his early appearances was a brief two-question interview with Tucker Carlson. Though Carlson mispronounced his name as "Getts" (it's pronounced "Gates"), the congressman spoke with a brusque confidence. "Rather than taking a knee, we ought to see professional athletes taking a stand and actually supporting this country," he said.

From there, the TV invites flooded in. Gaetz would go on any network to talk about anything as long as the broadcast was live and he knew the topic ahead of time. He had become a loud Trump defender--introducing a resolution to force Special Counsel Robert Mueller to resign and even joining an effort to nominate Trump for the Nobel Peace Prize. A white board in his office displayed a list of media outlets and two columns of numbers: how many hits Gaetz wanted to do each week at any given outlet and how many he'd already completed. Around his office, he liked to quote from one of his favorite movies, O Brother, Where Art Thou?, in a faux southern accent: "We ain't one-at-a-timin' here. We're mass communicating!''

Soon, the president was calling. Trump asked Gaetz for policy advice, and suggested ways that Gaetz could highlight the MAGA agenda on television. Sometimes, when the president rang and Gaetz wasn't near the phone, his aides would sprint around the Capitol complex looking for him, in a race against Trump's short attention span, another former staffer told me. Gaetz claimed in his book that he once even took a call from Trump while "in the throes of passion."

With his new influence, Gaetz helped launch Ron DeSantis's political career. In 2017, he urged Trump to endorse DeSantis for Florida governor. At the time, DeSantis was struggling in the Republican primary, but after receiving Trump's approval, he shot ahead. DeSantis made Gaetz a top campaign adviser.

From the May 2023 issue: How freedom-loving Florida fell for Ron DeSantis

Gaetz would occasionally travel with the president on Air Force One, writing mini briefings or speeches on short notice. Trump was angry when Gaetz voted to limit the president's powers to take military action, but the two worked it out. "Lincoln had the great General Grant ... and I have Matt Gaetz!" Trump told a group of lawmakers at the White House Christmas party in 2019, according to Firebrand.

The two had a genuine relationship, people close to Gaetz told me. From his father, Gaetz had learned to be cunning and competitive. But he was never going to be a country-club Republican. "He's aspirationally redneck," said Gaetz's friend Charles Johnson, a blogger and tech investor who became famous as an alt-right troll. (Johnson once supported Trump but says he now backs Joe Biden.) Trump, despite his wealth and New York upbringing, "is the redneck father Matt never had," Johnson told me.

HBO's The Swamp, a documentary that chronicled the efforts of a handful of House Republicans agitating for various reforms, takes viewers behind the scenes of Gaetz's early months in Congress, when he lived in his office and slept four nights a week on a narrow cot pushed into a converted closet. Gaetz is likable in the documentary, coming off as a cheerful warrior and a political underdog. But the most striking moment is when he answers a call from President Trump, who praises him for some TV hit or other. When Gaetz hangs up the phone, he is beaming. "He's very happy," Gaetz tells the camera, before looking away, lost in giddy reflection.

Gaetz has positioned himself as a sort of libertarian populist. He's proposed abolishing the Environmental Protection Agency, but he's not a climate-change denier, and has supported legislation that would encourage companies to reduce carbon emissions voluntarily. He has consistently opposed American intervention in foreign wars, and he advocates fewer restrictions on marijuana possession and distribution. He still allies himself with Democrats when it's convenient: He defended a former colleague, Democratic Representative Katie Hill, when she was embroiled in a revenge-porn scandal and forged an unlikely alliance with Democrat Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez over their desire for a ban on congressional stock trading.

In his book, Gaetz argues that too many members of Congress represent entrenched special interests over regular people, and too much legislation is the result of cozy relationships between lawmakers and lobbyists. In 2020, he announced that he was swearing off all federal PAC money. (It has always been difficult, though, to take Gaetz's yearning for reform seriously when his political idol is Trump, a man who not only refused to divest from his own business interests as president but who promised to "drain the swamp" before appointing a staggering number of lobbyists to positions in his government).

Gaetz's personal life began making headlines for the first time in 2020. That summer, the 38-year-old announced, rather suddenly, that he had a "son" named Nestor Galban, a 19-year-old immigrant from Cuba. Gaetz had dated Galban's older sister May, and when the couple broke up, Galban moved in and had lived with him since around 2013. "Though we share no blood, and no legal paperwork defines our family relationship, he is my son in every sense of the word," Gaetz wrote in his book.

Later in 2020, Gaetz met a petite blonde named Ginger Luckey at a party at Mar-a-Lago. Luckey, who is 12 years younger than Gaetz, grew up in Long Beach, California, and works for the consultancy giant KPMG. In the early days of their relationship, she was charmingly naive about politics, Gaetz wrote in his book: During one dinner with Fox's Tucker Carlson, Luckey was excited to discover that Carlson hosted his own show. "What is it about?" she'd asked.

Luckey is hyper-disciplined and extremely type A, "the kind of person who will get you out of bed to work out whether you like it or not," Johnson said. Luckey tweets about sustainable fashion and avoiding seed oils, and she softens Gaetz's sharp edges. She longboards and sings--once, she kicked off a Trump book-release party with a delicate rendition of "God Bless America." Gaetz asked Luckey to marry him in December 2020 on the patio at Mar-a-Lago. When she said yes, Trump sent over a bottle of champagne.

Three months later, in late March 2021, news broke that the Department of Justice was looking into allegations that Gaetz had paid for sex with women in 2018. One claim held that Gaetz's friend, the Florida tax collector Joel Greenberg, had recruited women online and had sex with them before referring them to Gaetz, who slept with them too. But the most serious allegation was that Gaetz had had sex with a girl under the age of 18, and had flown her to the Bahamas for a vacation. By the time Gaetz proposed to Luckey, the FBI had reportedly confiscated his phone.



 Gaetz and wife, Ginger Luckey, arrive at a Trump rally in 2023. (Alon Skuy / Getty)



Gaetz has denied paying for sex or engaging in sex with a minor. But Greenberg would go on to be charged with a set of federal crimes and ultimately plead guilty to sex trafficking a child. On April 6, The New York Times reported that Gaetz had requested a blanket pardon from the Trump White House in the final weeks of his administration, which was not granted.

Other sordid claims have spilled out since. "He used to walk around the cloakroom showing people porno of him and his latest girlfriend," one former Republican lawmaker told me. "He'd show me a video, and I'd say, 'That's great, Matt.' Like, what kind of a reaction do you want?" (The video, according to the former lawmaker, showed the hula-hooping woman.) Cassidy Hutchinson, the former Trump White House aide, wrote in her memoir that Gaetz knocked on her cabin door one night during a Camp David retreat and asked Hutchinson to help escort him back to his cabin. (Gaetz has denied this.)

On social media, people called Gaetz a pedophile and a rapist; commenters on Luckey's Instagram photos demanded to know how she could possibly date him. In many political circles, Gaetz became untouchable. He was "radioactive in Tallahassee," one prominent Florida Republican official told me, and for a while, he stopped being invited on Fox News. Around this time, DeSantis cut Gaetz out of his inner circle. His wife, Casey, had "told Ron that he was persona non grata," Schorsch told me. "She hated all the sex stories that came out." (Others have suggested that Gaetz fell out with DeSantis after a power struggle with the governor's former chief of staff.)
 
 The ongoing House Ethics Committee investigation could have further consequences for Gaetz. The committee may ultimately recommend some kind of punishment for him--whether a formal reprimand, a censure, or even expulsion from Congress--to be voted on by the whole House.

Gaetz's response to the investigation has been ferocious denial. He has blamed the allegations on a "deep state" plot or part of an "organized criminal extortion" against him. His team blasted out emails accusing the left of "coming" for him. But privately, in the spring of 2021, Gaetz was despondent. He worried that Luckey would call off their engagement. "She's for sure going to leave me," Johnson said Gaetz told him in the days after the stories broke.

But Luckey didn't leave. In a series of TikToks posted that summer, one of her sisters called Gaetz "creepy" and "a literal pedophile." "My estranged sister is mentally unwell," Luckey told The Daily Beast in response.

Gaetz and Luckey married in August of 2021, earlier than they'd planned. It was a small ceremony on Catalina Island, off the coast of Los Angeles. On the couple's one-year anniversary, Luckey posted a picture of the two of them in the sunshine on their wedding day, Luckey in a low-cut white dress and Gaetz in a gray suit. "Power couple!!" then-Representative Madison Cawthorn wrote. Below, someone else commented, "He's using you girl."

Rather than cowing him, the allegations seemed to give Gaetz a burst of vengeful energy. He tightened his inner circle and leaned harder than ever into the guerilla persona he'd begun to develop. No longer welcome in many greenrooms, Gaetz became a regular on Steve Bannon's War Room podcast before launching a podcast of his own. He set off on an America First Tour with the fellow Trump loyalist Marjorie Taylor Greene. The two traveled state to state, alleging widespread fraud in the 2020 presidential election and declaring Trump the rightful president of the United States. People from both parties now viewed Gaetz as a villain. It was as if Gaetz thought, Why not go all in?

Republicans faced disappointing results in the 2022 midterm elections, and by the time January rolled around, their slim House majority meant that each individual member had more leverage. In January 2023, Gaetz took advantage, leading a handful of Republican dissidents in opposing Kevin McCarthy's ascendance to the speakership. He and his allies forced McCarthy to undergo 14 House votes before they finally gave in on the 15th round. Things were so tense that, at one point, Republican Mike Rogers of Alabama lunged at Gaetz and had to be restrained by another member. But Gaetz had gotten what he'd wanted. Among other concessions, McCarthy had agreed to restore a rule allowing a single member to call for a vote to remove the speaker. It would be McCarthy's downfall.

In October, Gaetz strode to the front of the House Chamber and formally filed a motion to oust his own conference leader. McCarthy had failed to do enough to curb government spending and oppose the Democrats, Gaetz told reporters. He announced that McCarthy was "the product of a corrupt system." As a government shutdown loomed, the 41-year-old Florida Republican attempted an aggressive maneuver that had never once been successful in the history of Congress: using a motion to vacate the speaker of the House. Twenty-four hours later, McCarthy was out.
 
 Ultimately, the evangelical MAGA-ite Mike Johnson of Louisiana was chosen as the Republicans' new leader. With the election of Johnson, Gaetz had removed a personal foe, skirted the establishment, and given Trumpism a loud--and legitimate--microphone. "The swamp is on the run," Gaetz said on War Room. "MAGA is ascendant." This had been Gaetz's plan all along, Bannon told me afterward. In January 2023, he had been "setting the trap." Now he was executing on his vision. Gaetz had ushered in a new "minoritarian vanguardism," Bannon told me, proudly. "They'll teach this in textbooks."


Rather than cowing him, the allegations seemed to give Gaetz a burst of vengeful energy. (Photograph by Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



Gaetz has options going forward. If the former president is reelected in November, Gaetz "could very easily serve in the Trump administration," Charles Johnson told me. But most people think Gaetz's next move is obvious: He'll leave Congress and run for governor of Florida in 2026. Even though he's publicly denied his interest in the job, privately, Gaetz appears to have made his intentions known. "I am 100 percent confident that that is his plan," one former Florida Republican leader told me. Gaetz looks to be on cruise control until then, committed to making moves that will please the MAGA base and set him up for success in two years.

The Republican field in Florida is full of potential gubernatorial primary candidates. Possible rivals for Gaetz include Representative Byron Donalds, state Attorney General Ashley Moody, and even Casey DeSantis. But in Florida, Gaetz is more famous than all of them, and closer to the white-hot center of the MAGA movement. If he gets Trump's endorsement, Gaetz could have a real shot at winning the primary and, ultimately, the governor's mansion.

On October 24, Mike Johnson spoke at a press conference after being nominated for speaker. He hadn't been elected yet, but everyone knew he had the votes. Flanked by grinning lawmakers from across the spectrum of his party--Steve Scalise, Elise Stefanik, Lauren Boebert, and Nancy Mace--he promised a "new form of government" that would quickly kick into gear to serve the American people. Johnson's colleagues applauded when he pledged to stand with Israel, and they booed together, jovially, when a reporter asked about Johnson's attempts to overturn the results of the 2020 presidential election.

Watching on my computer at home, I couldn't find Gaetz right away. But then the C-SPAN camera zoomed out and there he was, in the back, behind cowboy-hat-wearing John Carter of Texas. I had to squint to see Gaetz. He looked small compared with the others, in his dark suit and slicked-back hair. Once, he stood on his tiptoes to catch a glimpse of the would-be speaker, several rows ahead.

Despite his very central role in Johnson's rise, Gaetz had been relegated to the far reaches of the gathering, behind several of his colleagues who had strongly opposed removing McCarthy. But Gaetz didn't seem to mind. He clapped with the rest of them, and even pumped his fist in celebration. Most of the time, his mouth was upturned in a slight smile. He was in the back now, but he wouldn't be there long.
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What the Perma-bears Get Wrong About the Stock Market

A sustained rally has led to fears of a tech bubble, but the doom-mongers are ignoring the economy's strong fundamentals.

by James Surowiecki




War in the Middle East. War in Ukraine. Rising oil prices. Inflation still hovering above 3 percent, and mortgage rates above 6 percent. The possible reelection of Donald Trump, with the prospect of a trade war with China to follow. Investors in the stock market seemingly have plenty to worry about. But so far this year, they have shrugged off anxiety: The S&P 500 index had its best first-quarter performance since 2019, up more than 10 percent. And that's on the heels of a strong 2023, when the S&P rose 24 percent.

Not surprisingly, this bull run has some market observers fretting. Jeremy Grantham--a perma-bear who seems never to have met a market rally he did not distrust--has warned that the market is at "illogical and dangerous" levels. Because a good chunk of the recent boom has been driven by tech stocks, particularly AI-connected stocks, some commentators have drawn parallels to the stock-market bubble of the late 1990s, dubbed the dot-com boom. Even the more restrained critics have argued that because the S&P's performance has been driven by big gains in a relatively small number of highly valued stocks, the market is at risk of tumbling if those stocks hit a speed bump. As an investment strategist at J.P. Morgan put it recently, extreme market concentration presents "a clear and present risk to equity markets in 2024."

The skepticism about the sustainability of this rally is unsurprising, given how much stocks have risen in just the past six months. And predictions about bubbles bursting are exciting and headline-grabbing. Understandably, too, when the stock market surges based seemingly on the good fortune of a few high-profile stocks, a lot of people get very nervous. But sometimes, stocks surge for a reason. The trick is to separate the signal from the noise.

The underlying reality is that this rally has been driven mainly by economic fundamentals, including the continued strength of the U.S. economy and corporate profit margins and profit growth, as well as some optimism about future interest-rate cuts by the Federal Reserve. Investors certainly have a good deal of uncertainty to wrestle with, but using the word bubble to describe this market is just a misnomer.

James Surowiecki: Don't read his lips

Take the concentration issue. True, much of the market's gains last year were driven by the so-called Magnificent Seven stocks: Apple, Microsoft, Meta, Amazon, Alphabet, Nvidia, and Tesla. And, depending on what standard you use, the concentration at the top of the market is high by historical standards. (The collective market capitalization of the leading 10 companies in the S&P 500, for instance, accounts for about a third of the total value of the index.) Compared with other major stock markets, however, America's is actually now less top-heavy than that of every country but Japan. In addition, concentration is more the norm than the exception in bull runs, as Ben Snider, a senior strategist at Goldman Sachs Research, noted in a recent report. Although a couple of those rallies--1973 and 2000--ended very badly, most did not.

The concentration in the market also reflects the concentration in the U.S. economy, which, particularly in the tech industry, is more and more a winner-take-most competition, in which the dominant players can earn enormously outsize profits and enjoy very high returns on invested capital. The chip maker Nvidia, for example, controls more than 95 percent of the market for specialized AI chips, which helps explain why it earned $33 billion in operating profit in its most recent fiscal year, up 681 percent from the year before. Likewise, Alphabet, Meta, and Amazon together vacuum up more than two-thirds of global digital-ad spending.

These companies' hefty valuations reflect, in other words, their hefty profits, as well as their continued prospects for earnings growth. Again, look at Nvidia. Its stock is up a remarkable 214 percent over the past year. But during that same period, its forward price-to-earnings ratio (a simple measure of valuation) has actually fallen, because its earnings growth has outpaced the increase in its stock price. Snider calculates that the S&P 500's top-10 stocks have a combined forward price-to-earnings ratio of about 25. That's relatively expensive but hardly in bubble territory. As Snider points out, stocks in the top 10 today have much lower price-to-earnings multiples than the top-10 stocks did in 2000, and the companies are far more profitable as well.

Beyond that, not all of the Magnificent Seven are so magnificent. Alphabet's stock has performed roughly on par with the market this year. Apple's stock, meanwhile, is down more than 10 percent year-to-date on concerns about stagnant earnings and the U.S. government's antitrust suit against the company. And Tesla's stock has been a big loser, with investor worry about slowing sales growth and increased competition from China sending it down more than 30 percent. The Mag Seven have become the Big Four. Even so, the stock market has continued to do well. This suggests that fears about the dangers of market concentration have been overblown.

Roge Karma: The great normalization

On top of which, the stock-market rally has broadened this year. In the first quarter, every sector of the market but real estate rose. In fact, if you look at all of the stocks in the S&P 500 except the Magnificent Seven, they were up 8 percent on average in the first quarter, a more than respectable return.

As the drops in Apple and Tesla shares show, investors are not simply buying across the board. They're actually distinguishing among companies based on their earnings prospects, a behavior that's generally not characteristic of bubbles. And few of the other signs of bubbles are present, either: American retail and institutional investors still have trillions of dollars in money-market funds (thanks to the high interest rates such funds now offer) rather than in the stock market. And instead of trying to cash in on their stock prices by issuing more stock, companies are continuing to buy it back.

Another indicator is that the market for initial public offerings has stayed relatively mellow, despite a few high-profile offerings such as Reddit and, of course, Donald Trump's meme-stock company. That's radically different from what you usually see in a bubblicious market. In 1999, for instance, there were 476 IPOs. This year, we're on track for about 120.

No question, current stock-market valuations are rich. And plenty of factors could derail the rally, including high oil prices and weaker-than-expected earnings. The most obvious source of concern is that investors have been assuming that the Federal Reserve will cut interest rates this year, which may be too optimistic with inflation continuing to rise at more than 3 percent, still well above the Fed's 2 percent target. If those rate cuts don't materialize, stock prices could take a hit (as we saw yesterday, when the market fell after the government reported that inflation was hotter than expected last month). But it won't be a bubble bursting--because there is no bubble to burst. Ignore the perma-bear noise, because the signal is in the fundamentals.
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Israeli Rage Reaches New Levels

Protesters believe they cannot change Hamas, but they might be able to change their own government.

by Graeme Wood




This weekend, Israel withdrew all but one of its brigades of ground forces from Gaza. Israel announced that the withdrawal was happening but did not announce what it meant. Surely it was not due to the "total victory over Hamas" that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said was the primary criterion for a successful mission. After all, Israel was negotiating with Hamas in Cairo as recently as today, and there would be no point in negotiating with a defunct enemy. Last I checked, the Wikipedia entry on Hamas is still written in the present tense.

The withdrawal, which coincides with the six-month anniversary of the October 7 atrocities, could indicate that the negotiators in Cairo are close to a tentative deal. The broad outlines of a potential deal are widely supposed to be a trade of 40 Israeli hostages for a few weeks' cease-fire and increased flow of humanitarian aid. Israel's withdrawal could be a face-saving measure to preempt the deal, to avoid the impression of sudden and hasty retreat as part of a concession to Hamas. Reporting from yesterday, however, casts grim doubt on these possibilities: Hamas claims not to have enough living hostages to fulfill its end of the bargain. (At least, not enough hostages old enough, young enough, or female enough to be eligible for freedom, under Hamas's criteria.) Another possibility is more mundane: The Israelis need a break. In the areas they have invaded, they may also have run out of places to attack. No professional army wants to stand around waiting for its enemy to make a move. As a U.S. Marine officer once told me in Iraq, "When you run out of targets, you become one."

Whatever the specific meaning of this withdrawal, it does seem that the six-month mark has brought with it a crucial moment, or at least a pause for Israel's leadership to take fresh stock of the grotesque situation in the region. During protests in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem this weekend, the global condemnation of Israel's tactics in Gaza didn't seem to matter to anyone I spoke with. But Israelis' rage against their own country's government, so hapless and adrift, had reached new levels of incandescence.

Read: Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

Recall that even before the war, the country's secular left had been protesting in Tel Aviv against Netanyahu's attempts to reform the judiciary. That reform would have limited judges' ability to put a check on the right-wing government. Back then, the crowds chanted against Netanyahu because they thought he was dragging Israel toward authoritarianism. Now he and his supporters are jeered, hissed at, and reviled not for what they might do tomorrow but for their catastrophic incompetence right now, and for allegedly preserving their own power at the expense of Israeli life. Many Israelis have been horrified by the deaths of Palestinian civilians, but in the protests, I heard relatively few voices expressing that concern (and none who mourned the dead Hamas combatants).

The crowds had chosen their villain. Netanyahu had made everything worse, they said. He presided over the original intelligence failure of October 7--an error that, all by itself, makes him the worst leader in Israel's history. He is, according to his critics, running not a government but an anti-government, so stocked with nobodies and incompetents that it is almost as if Israel has no government at all. His every move since October has been marked by indecision and cynicism. In lieu of statesmanship and productive diplomacy (Netanyahu was once considered at least a capable manager of Israel's international relations), they see empty pronouncements of resolve, and an unseemly terror at the possibility of upsetting his coalition and watching his government crumble.

Striking a deal with Hamas is understandably a delicate matter. It is also, even after accounting for the group's inflexibility and tendency to walk away from negotiations, the only way that Israeli hostages have been brought home in significant numbers. Netanyahu's government, rather than negotiate cannily and creatively, seems to have met that inflexibility with inflexibility of its own. It depends on the political support of ideologues who opposed the previous swap. Their intransigence goes well beyond the pitiless fight against terrorism, and includes a vision for a Gaza permanently rid of Palestinians. It is one thing to refuse to negotiate with extremists because they are extremists. It is another to refuse to negotiate with them because you are extreme too. The protesters have come to suspect that the latter has been holding up the hostage return as much as the former--and that they, as Israelis, cannot change Hamas, but they might be able to change their own government.

On Sunday night in Jerusalem, near the Knesset, the crowd of 50,000 protesters alternated between moroseness and fury. It was, especially for Jerusalem, a secular crowd. I stood next to two young women smoking a joint, which probably took the edge off the fury. All were united in leveling a charge against Netanyahu: that he would rather hold together his coalition of zealots than cut a deal, even one that would bring hostages home. The fury reached an apex when the mayor of Jerusalem, Moshe Lion, tried to speak. He is a member of Netanyahu's Likud Party but stuck to nonpartisan bromides. Still, the crowd shouted him down because of the association. When he persisted, one of the young women next to me took the joint out of her mouth and spat on the ground.

Netanyahu could extract a kind of disgusted gratitude from these protesters if he offered a deal with Hamas (and the group, in an uncharacteristically conciliatory mood, agreed to it). To some in the crowd, the terms of that deal seemed literally not to matter, because, as one sign read, NO PRICE IS TOO HIGH. Surely not everyone in the crowd would go that far. But the hooting and heckling suggested they thought that Netanyahu had empowered negotiators too little, and that he was ultimately responsible for securing a deal, even a temporary one. In addition to repatriating hostages, a deal would allow time to negotiate a more durable peace and avoid a possible Gaza-as-Somalia scenario (lawlessness, warlordism, and endless civilian misery) if Israel continues to drift forward with no obvious plan.

If accepting a deal imperils Netanyahu's good graces on the right, rejecting a remotely plausible one would probably doom him and his government because of the wrath of the center and the left. They believe that more of the hostages--who have now spent six months in darkness or fending off rapists--would be home already if Netanyahu had told his more extreme colleagues to go pout. Right-wing support has long since reached its apex, and the government is already weak. Public outrage might finally destroy it. The question of who would replace it is, remarkably, almost an afterthought. Whoever comes next could not possibly be worse.
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Six Cult Classics You Have to Read

As word of mouth about a book spreads, it begins to spark with a special kind of electricity.

by Ilana Masad




A book that earns the title of "cult classic" is one that combines two seemingly contradictory qualities: It has a passionate following of people who swear it's the best thing they've ever read, but also, outside this intense fan base, it's largely unknown. As word of mouth about such a book spreads, and the title's partisans become evangelists, it begins to spark with a distinct kind of electricity. Even if the book never goes mainstream, its reputation can be buoyed for years or decades by devotees.

But is there a specific kind of book that most often finds itself in this category? I'd argue that these titles are also frequently subversive, strange, and experimental--and that something about this eccentric quality resonates for members of a subculture, especially one that, willingly or not, remains unseen by the mainstream.

Of the six books below, one was assigned to me by a writing teacher; another I discovered while researching lesbian pulp novels of the 1950s; yet another I read for a paper on Weimar-era Germany. Each is considered special by a very particular subset of readers. Each is also outstanding, so I am virtually thrusting them into your hands in hopes that I'll finally have someone to talk to about them.






Dhalgren, by Samuel R. Delany

This massive novel by the science-fiction luminary Delany was a commercial success when it came out in 1975, and even though it has sold more than 1 million copies in the nearly five decades since, it's the sort of book that people may own for years without reading. The narrative shifts between first and third person, and Delaney's ecstatic love of language's many sounds, contours, and combinations can make the experience intimidating--but once you allow the rhythm to wash over you, it is so worth your dedicated time. Its protagonist, The Kid (also known as Kid or Kidd), is a bisexual man of indeterminate age who arrives alone at the fictional midwestern city of Bellona and tries to make a life there. The city was once densely inhabited, but after an undisclosed cataclysmic event that cut it off from the rest of the world, most of its population fled. This unique, uncanny setting serves as a kind of second protagonist; Bellona's streets occasionally reconfigure themselves, steam and smoke arise from unknown sources, and a second moon appears in the sky. The Kid finds lust, love, and intellectual fulfillment, but also witnesses and participates in violence, madness, and chaos--and Bellona encourages all of it.

Read: The cult classic that captures the stress of social alienation






Women's Barracks, by Tereska Torres

Considered not only the first lesbian pulp novel but the first paperback-original best seller in the United States, Women's Barracks, like Robinson Crusoe and Pamela, bills itself as a true account but is actually fictional. Based on the author's experiences serving in the U.K.-based Corps of French Female Volunteers during World War II, the story depicts the lives of a group of women living together in their assigned barracks in London during the Blitz. Torres's narrator acts primarily as an observer, describing the various dramas, personality clashes, and intra-corps romances taking place around her. While few of the women consider themselves lesbians or bisexuals, and the book does not seem to have been widely read among contemporary queer women, it is a foundational text within the genre of lesbian pulp fiction. Still, the novel is thoroughly enjoyable even without knowing its historical context. Its cast of characters is fascinating: The women come from all classes and life circumstances. Some are patriotic volunteers; others are just trying to survive. Though they take their jobs as secretaries, telephone operators, and typists seriously, they also find ways to relieve the stress of life during wartime. They throw parties and share their escapades with one another. Despite the narrator's occasional moralizing (added in at the insistence of the book's original publisher, the author has explained), the novel's relationships feel true to the complexity of both its characters and its era.




Blood and Guts in High School, by Kathy Acker

I confess--when I first started reading Blood and Guts, I was nearly certain I wouldn't finish it, because I was disturbed beyond measure. The opening pages depict a 10-year-old girl named Janey begging her father for love, affection, and sex. Even with this alarming premise, Acker's novel is widely beloved by artists, counterculture devotees, and avant-gardists; the author Lidia Yuknavitch has said that it saved her life, and notes that despite her early powerlessness, Janey "had more agency and voice than any girl I'd ever read or would read in my entire life." Questions of power, propriety, and respectability permeate the novel, and I began to consider Janey's relationship with her father as allegorical to some extent, Acker's way of--shockingly, yes--providing commentary on the sexual dynamics between men and women. The plot, such as it is, follows Janey through further trials and tribulations, and is interrupted by poems, illustrations, digressions into sexual fantasies and critiques of the U.S. government, unexplained drawings of genitalia, and sudden descriptions of places and scenes that have nothing to do with Janey or any of the characters she comes into contact with. It feels like a fever dream, maybe even a nightmare, but it's one you want to stick with.

Read: One of the best fantasy novels ever is nothing like The Lord of the Rings






Multiple Choice, by Alejandro Zambra, translated by Megan McDowell

If you've ever taken a standardized test in your life, you'll recognize the format of the Chilean writer Zambra's book immediately. The author grew up under the Pinochet dictatorship, and in this work, based on the structure of the Chilean Academic Aptitude Test, he uses multiple-choice questions, fill-in-the-blanks, and long sample texts to confront the authoritarian instincts that underlay his own education and that continue in many rigid, exam-based educational systems today. Its many questions begin to create a creeping sense of dread and nihilism, and that mood comes to a head in the last section, which is made up of three short stories and a series of questions about each. Yet even with these dark undertones, the book is both a quick read and hilarious. You may have thought that you never wanted to encounter fill-in-the-bubble-type tests again, but rest assured, Multiple Choice does all the work for you; it's brilliant, and well worth your time.




Little Man, What Now?, by Hans Fallada, translated by Susan Bennett

A product of Weimar Germany, Fallada's social realist novel focuses on a young couple, Johannes Pinneberg and Emma "Bunny" Morschel, who decide to marry when they learn that Bunny is pregnant. Although it starts about a year after the 1929 financial crash, Johannes and Bunny might as well be young Millennials struggling in a tanked economy: They move in and out of a series of apartments and their parents' homes, trying to afford basic necessities while working dull, unfulfilling jobs at companies newly obsessed with optimization. (A store called Mandel's even hires an "efficiency engineer" to help cut costs.) Depictions of Nazism in the book--published in 1932--feel painfully relevant as well; Fallada portrays Hitler's followers as laughably jingoistic and uses them as punch lines, and that sort of mockery echoes early American reactions to Donald Trump's resistance to a peaceful transfer of power or his conspiracy-mongering--before both proved to be deadly serious. Funny, heartbreaking, and somewhat Dickensian, Fallada's novel is truly a pleasure, and deserves to be more widely read.

Read: Nevada is the great bookseller novel






Dictee, by Theresa Hak Kyung Cha

Dictee is a genre-bending work that in my experience seems to be relatively known among poets but otherwise somewhat obscure to everyone else. It has no linear narrative, no obvious main characters, and is made up of poetry and fragmented prose, quoted or uncited works of history, untitled images, multiple languages--French, English, and occasionally Chinese and Korean--and even printed reproductions of handwritten drafts. Much of its content dwells on language: how it may be taken away and made illegal in one nation, forced upon migrants in another, coupled with restrictive religious practices, used to shape official histories. The book also plays with the audience's assumptions. Its epigraph is attributed to Sappho: "May I write words more naked than flesh, stronger than bone, more resilient than sinew, sensitive than nerve." Most readers would expect to find this quote somewhere in that famed poet's body of work. Yet Sappho apparently never wrote these lines; they were invented by Cha. You can take little for granted in a text like Dictee; no path through the book allows for complete comprehension.
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Welcome to the Golden Age of User Hostility

They don't make 'em like they used to!

by Charlie Warzel




What happens when a smart TV becomes too smart for its own good? The answer, it seems, is more intrusive advertisements.



Last week, Janko Roettgers, a technology and entertainment reporter, uncovered a dystopian patent filed last August by Roku, the television- and streaming-device manufacturer whose platform is used by tens of millions of people worldwide. The filing details plans for an "HDMI customized ad insertion," which would allow TVs made by Roku to monitor video signals through the HDMI port--where users might connect a game console, a Blu-ray player, a cable box, or even another streaming device--and then inject targeted advertisements when content is paused. This would be a drastic extension of Roku's surveillance potential: The company currently has no ability to see what users might be doing when they switch away from its proprietary streaming platform. This is apparently a problem, in that Roku is missing monetization opportunities!



Although the patent may never come to fruition (a spokesperson for Roku told me that the company had no plans to put HDMI ad insertion into any products at this time), it speaks to a dispiriting recent trend in consumer hardware. Internet-connected products can transform after the point of purchase in ways that can feel intrusive or even hostile to users. Another example from Roku: Just last month, the company presented users with an update to its terms of service, asking them to enter a pre-arbitration process that would make it harder to sue the company. On one hand, this isn't so unusual--apps frequently force users to accept terms-of-service updates before proceeding. But on the other, it feels galling to be locked out of using your television altogether over a legal agreement: "Until I press 'Agree' my tv is essentially being held hostage and rendered useless," one Roku customer posted on Reddit. "I can't even change the HDMI input."



A Roku spokesperson confirmed that a user does have to agree to the latest terms in order to use the company's services but said that customers have the option to opt out, by sending a letter, in the actual mail, to the company's general counsel (though the window to do so closed on March 21). "Like many companies, Roku updates its terms of service from time to time," the spokesperson told me. "When we do, we take steps to make sure customers are informed of the change."



Back in the day, a TV was a TV, a commercial was a commercial, and a computer was a computer. They have now been mixed into an unholy brew by the internet and by opportunistic corporations, which have developed "automatic content recognition" systems. These collect granular data about individual watching habits and log them into databases, which are then used to serve ads or sold to interested parties, such as politicians. The slow surveillance colonization of everyday electronics was normalized by free internet services, which conditioned people to the mentality that our personal information is the actual cost of doing business: The TVs got cheaper, and now we pay with our data. Not only is this a bad deal; it fundamentally should not apply to hardware and software that people purchase with money. One Roku customer aptly summed up the frustration recently on X: "We gave up God's light (cathode rays and phosphorus) for this."



And this phenomenon has collided with another modern concern--what the writer and activist Cory Doctorow evocatively calls "enshittification." The term speaks to a pervasive cultural sense that things are getting worse, that the digital products we use are effectively being turned against us. For example: Apart from its ad-stuffed streaming devices, Roku also offers a remote-control app for smartphones. In a Reddit post last month, a user attached a screenshot of a subtle ad module that the company inserted into the app well after launch--gently enshittifying the simple act of navigating your television screen. "Just wait until we have to sit through a 1 minute video ad before we can use the remote," one commenter wrote. "Don't give them any ideas," another replied.



Cory Doctorow: This is what Netflix thinks your family is



Part of Doctorow's enshittification thesis involves a business-model bait and switch, where platforms attract people with nice, free features and then turn on the ad faucet. Roku fits into this framework. The company lost $44 million on its physical devices last year but made almost $1.6 billion with its ads and services products. It turns out that Roku is actually an advertising company much like, say, Google and Meta. And marketing depends on captive audiences: commercial breaks, billboards that you can't help but see on the highway, and so on.



Elsewhere, companies have infused their devices with "digital rights management" or DRM restrictions, which halt people's attempts to modify devices they own. I wrote last year about my HP inkjet printer, which the company remotely bricked after the credit card I used to purchase an ink-cartridge subscription expired. My printer had ink (that I'd paid for), but I couldn't use it. It felt like extortion. Restrictive rights usage happens everywhere--with songs, movies, and audiobooks that play only on specific platforms, and with big, expensive physical tech products, such as cars. The entire concept of ownership now feels muddied. If HP can disable my printer, if Roku can shut off my television, if Tesla can change the life of my car battery remotely, are the devices I own really mine?



Read: My printer is extorting me



The answer is: not really. Or not like they used to be. The loss of meaningful ownership over our devices, combined with the general degradation of products we use every day, creates a generally bad mood for consumers, one that has started to radiate beyond the digital realm. The mass production and Amazon-ification of cheap consumer goods is different from, say, Boeing's decline of quality in airline manufacturing allegedly in service of shareholder profits, which is different from televisions that blitz your eyeballs with jarring ads; yet these disparate things have started to feel linked--a problem that could be defined in general by mounting shamelessness from corporate entities. It is a feeling of decay, of disrespect.



In some areas, it means that quality goes down in service of higher margins; in others, it feels like being forced to expect and accept that whatever can be monetized will be, regardless of whether the consumer experience suffers. People feel this everywhere. They feel it in Hollywood, where, as the reporter Richard Rushfield recently put it, the entertainment industry is full of executives "who believe the deal is more important than the audience"--and that consumers ultimately "have no choice but to buy tickets for the latest Mission Impossible or Fast and Furious--because they always have and we own them so they'll see what we tell them to see." People feel it in unexpected places such as professional golf: Recently, I was surprised to read an issue of the Fried Egg Golf newsletter that compared NBC Sports' weak PGA Tour broadcasts to the ongoing debacle at Boeing. "Is there a general lack of morale amongst people right now?" the author wrote. "Does anyone take pride in their work? Or are we just letting quality suffer across all domains for the sake of cutting costs?"



These last two examples aren't Doctorowian per se: They are merely things that people feel have gotten worse because companies assume that consumers will accept inferior products, or that they have nowhere else to go. In this sense, Doctorow's enshittification may transcend its original, digital meaning. Like doomscrolling, it gives language to an epochal ethos. "The problem is that all of this is getting worse, not better," Doctorow told me last year when I interviewed him about my printer-extortion debacle. He was talking about companies locking consumers into frustrating ecosystems but also about consumer dismay at large. "The last thing we want is everything to be inkjet-ified," he said.



Doctorow's observation, I realize, is the actual reason I and so many others online are so worked up over a theoretical patent that might not come to fruition. Needing to do a hostage negotiation with your television is annoying--enraging, even--but it is only a small indignity. Much greater is the creeping sensation that it has become standard practice for the things we buy to fail us through subtle, technological betrayals. A little surveillance here, a little forced arbitration there. Add it up, and the real problem becomes existential. It sure feels like the inkjets are winning.
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A Child's-Eye View of 1970s Debauchery

The brilliant novels of Helen Garner depict her generation's embrace of freedom, but also the sad consequences.

by Judith Shulevitz




The Australian author Helen Garner's first novel, Monkey Grip, published in 1977, and her third, Children's Bach, published in 1984--both recently reissued in the United States--are considered classics in Australia, and they really are fantastic books. They're also likely to freak you out. This is not because they're full of sex and drugs--who worries about that anymore?--but because they seem nonchalant, even indifferent, to a truth we hold sacred today, which is that children should be shielded from the sordid doings of adults. Social media has made this conviction more morally urgent, even desperate.

What shocked people when the books came out, though, were the actual sex and drugs. Monkey Grip, a largely autobiographical novel distilled from Garner's diaries--autofiction avant la lettre--is the story of a divorced young feminist writer, raising her daughter in a quasi-commune. In the free-and-easy 1970s, the mandate was experimentation. Sexual norms and family structure were being broken and remade; illicit substances were regularly consumed. Young Australians seized on the book and within five years of publication, it had sold 100,000 copies, and today it's taught in schools. The critics, for their part, debated whether the book was immoral, perverse, or just rambling: It retained the open-ended quality of a diary, and felt just as uncensored. "What was to be made of a woman writing about the need for, and joy of, fucking?" is how Garner's biographer summarizes the novel's reception.

What stood out about Monkey Grip to me, however, when I read it recently, is that no one thinks twice about how the main character's lover, who's addicted to heroin, shoots up in the group home right in front of her little girl, a kindergartner. Indeed, at one point, everyone, including the child, stands around him in a semicircle watching him jab a needle in his behind. Meanwhile, Children's Bach glosses over what today most people would think of as statutory rape, or something close to it. The desiderata of that moment, in that generation, were joy and freedom--from monogamy, patriarchy, shame. The young were thought to be wiser than their elders, more in touch with their bodies and everything else that mattered. How could frank talk about, or even exposure to, sex, love, and life be bad for them? It would liberate them from hypocrisy. In short, Garner's early works demand of early-21st-century readers a level of forbearance that can be hard to muster.

The attempt is worth it, though, because these novels teach an important lesson about literature from the past, or near past: that its authors may understand the moral complexities of their age better than the inhabitants of the enlightened present are willing to admit. Garner in particular makes herself easy to underestimate. Her prose is plain, artless; her narrators don't give a lot away. They describe; they don't judge. But their author does. Garner has many harsh things to say about her protagonists and their louche mores. It's just that she offers her criticisms on the down-low, and a reader who dismisses her as out-of-date will miss them. Garner's preferred mode of distancing herself from her adult characters is dramatic irony, and the instruments of ironic reversal are, in fact, the children.

The master class in child-centered dramatic irony is Henry James's 1897 What Maisie Knew, and the comparison between that novel and Garner's is instructive. In What Maisie Knew, James restricts the point of view to that of Maisie, child of a nasty divorce. She sees a great deal more than we're comfortable having her see, registers it all, understands and doesn't understand it, is at constant risk of being corrupted. She seems too innocent to grasp the sexual and moral depravity of the scoundrels who surround her, but we aren't, so we can condemn them. Maisie will turn out to have been a better judge of character than the reader the whole time, an irony James layers on top of the first irony.

Garner doesn't filter the debauched worlds of Monkey Grip and Children's Bach through the eyes of the children; they're mostly to be found at the edges, rather than the center. The novels proceed from the perspective of adults. But she does occasionally switch to the child's perspective, unexpectedly, briefly, like a camera swinging around to catch the other half of a dialogue. And when she does, we glimpse the adults as the children see them--then we return to the status quo and may forget the whole thing, until the next time, and so on as we finally begin to see what she wants us to see.

Both novels pit the needs of the grown against those of the still-growing; it's a war of eros versus care. Nora, the narrator of Monkey Grip, records her failed attempts to break up with her "junkie" lover Javo. What she craves above all is sweetness, and he is nothing but, except when he's lying and stealing. During sex, she sees "his mad crooked face very sweet in front of my eyes; I felt the thin bones in his shoulders, and my heart dissolved to see him change away from abruptness to this kindness." Children are sensual-sweet too: Riding home from the beach in the back seat of a car with her lover; her daughter, Gracie; and another child, she thinks, "Oh nothing can be as sweet as this: to have two children on my knee and a man beside me and the singing and the summer traveling." Gracie, a playful child who mostly stays in the background, is all sweet mischief in a gold-lame superhero cape.

Nora wanders from bed to bed and from beach to party, sometimes with Gracie in tow. She drops acid, snorts cocaine, and even tries smack once, though she's not really a drug person. The mother in me kept wondering, However does she support herself? Who looks after Gracie when Nora's out and about? (We get answers eventually: She receives a government stipend for single mothers, and her housemates help with child care.)

But every so often Gracie comes into focus, reminding us that she is present and watching. Sometimes it seems like she's the only one who is. As the household gathers almost ritualistically around Javo, Gracie suddenly sings out in warning: "Don't do it, Javo. You'll want more and more." When Nora takes Gracie into a bar for a night of dancing, the child tells her mother, "You've already had a hundred drinks. You're going to get drunk. I don't want you to!'"

The novel makes sure that we see Gracie seeing; it's as though she's looking right at us, forming a secret bond: Do you see what I see? As problematic as she is, Nora will ultimately win our sympathy, first because Gracie seems intact, even quite healthy, and second because Nora finally starts to confront her maternal ambivalence. That sort of inner struggle has been much written about by now, but you almost never heard about it in 1977, and seeing it laid out so honestly is still exhilarating. Nora kept hating Gracie, she writes, "because her existence marked the exact limits of my freedom; hating myself for hating her; loving her, all the while, gut-deep and inexpressibly; and beginning each day with the dogged shouldering of a burden too heavy for one person: the responsibility for the life of another human being."

Children's Bach turns on the same tension between adults' and children's needs, but winds up in a bleaker place. Garner signals her theme in what effectively serves as a prologue, a close description of a photograph of Alfred, Lord Tennyson and his family: The poet looks into the distance, his wife looks at him, one child also looks at him, and a second child looks straight at us, with a version of Gracie's appeal to the reader in his eyes.

The novel shows that Garner has matured as a writer. Children's Bach, written a few years after Monkey Grip, is virtuosic and highly crafted. She takes the title from an actual children's keyboard primer, The Children's Bach, and uses the music itself as a model for the novel's form--the work is contrapuntal, polyphonic. It's a fast, graceful dance. Point of view is passed from one character to another and back again, like a ballerina being spun from one dancer's arm to the next. The ensemble cast--two couples, the more or less homeless 17-year-old little sister of one of the women, and the younger children in their orbit--move in a circle, forming and unforming alliances and mesalliances in the suburbs of Melbourne.

And yet there's something dead at the heart of all this motion. The characters each exist in their own space, disconnected, emotionally starved; to use the dominant metaphor of the novel, they sing in counterpoint, separately rather than together.

As the story begins, the younger sister, Vicki, is flying to Melbourne to move in with her much older sister Elizabeth--the gap in age is 20 years. Their mother has recently died, and Vicki's been left to drift. She has stopped going to school, and though she rejected Elizabeth's guardianship earlier, now she wants Elizabeth to take her in. Elizabeth has agreed, grumpily. "It's not my job. Why the hell should I?" she complains to a friend. Elizabeth, it turns out, is a kleptomaniac, and steals an address book in the airport store that she later decides to give to Vicki as a welcome present.

As soon as Vicki lands, we start switching back and forth between her angle of vision and Elizabeth's, at which point it becomes clear that Elizabeth is even more awful than she first seemed. She's like a joke: How horrible can a sister be? She lives in a bare loft with one bed, a TV, and a phone on the floor, and when she brings Vicki home with her, she leaves the girl standing around while she puts on music and dances by herself. Vicki has to share the bed with Elizabeth; the forced intimacy makes her feel so self-conscious that after she takes a bath in the morning, she can't bring herself to ask her sister for a towel, and drips dry. For the rest of the day she wanders the city, "savage with homesickness and loneliness."

Athena Fox, the mother figure of the novel, takes Vicki in. A nurturing sort, her home kitchen is compared--aptly, given her surname--to "a burrow, rounded rather than cubed, as if its corners had been stuffed with dry grass. The air shimmered with warmth." Vicki stalks Athena until she is invited to move in; she craves domesticity and worships Athena, who seems cool, self-sufficient. Hence it comes as a shock when Athena says of her young son, Billy, who has an unspecified disability resembling severe autism--he wails, rocks, and can't speak--that she and her husband are "just hanging on till we can get rid of him." There might be a place for him at an institution in a year or so. "I used to think there was some kind of wild, good little creature trapped inside him," she says. "'But now I know there's ...' (she knocked her forehead with her knuckles) '...nobody home.'"

But somebody is home; we know this because Billy speaks the language of the novel, that is, music. Vicki takes Billy to the park, and when she's pushing him on the swing, she realizes that he's not screaming mindlessly; he's singing. "Of course he sang no words, only a round-mouthed ooh-oohing, but the tune was perfect, its rhythm was timed to the rushes and pauses of the swing, and his voice was high, sweet and melodious." (There's that sweetness again: Garner's word for an indescribably perfect thing.) She recognizes the song and joins in. Later, he makes a point of rubbing up against her, to her mild disgust. But he's desperate for contact.

Billy serves to expose Athena's radiant motherliness as a mirage. So does Vicki. Athena and her husband may have given the girl a home, but they can't seem to keep in mind that she's still a child. Vicki affects a jaunty knowingness, but it is easy to see through. And yet when Elizabeth's boyfriend, Philip, a tattooed professional guitarist with lots of groupies but also a teenage daughter close to Vicki's age, takes Vicki to Athena's house after a concert one night and has sex with her against the fridge, Athena and her husband hear them and giggle. "Isn't she a little monkey," Athena says. "I hope she's on the pill."

It bears repeating that in the early 1980s, the dying days of sexual liberation, there wasn't much societal concern about grown men seducing 17-year-olds. But most readers would have felt shocked--and even back then, because Garner makes us amply aware of Vicki's vulnerability. We look to the adults to save her, but they're too self-involved. That is when we understand that this is a terrible world they've created.

So much time has passed, the world has changed so thoroughly, that we may not grasp how contrarian Garner had to have been to call foul on the quest for personal freedom by her generation, which came at the expense of the next generation's well-being. In a later essay, she confesses that she was never as radical as she seemed: "I was bluffing. I secretly knew myself to be hopelessly bourgeois." The key word is secretly. She wasn't about to preach. She preferred to ironize. She knew exactly what she was doing, and we'd be foolish to mistake her reticence for a lack of moral clarity.
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Larry David Learned Nothing, and Neither Did We

<em>Curb Your Enthusiasm </em>ended in the most fitting way possible: not with a bang, but with a shrug.

by Paula Mejia




On a recent flight from Auckland to Sydney, an unruly man reportedly urinated into a cup while sitting at his seat, much to the horror of his fellow passengers. The man later stood up, apparently so he could toss his waste into the toilet, then tripped and spilled the cup's contents onto a flight attendant. When the plane landed in Australia, the man was escorted off by police and fined.

This appalling incident is devoid of any decorum, which is to say that it seems ripped from a Curb Your Enthusiasm episode. Created by and starring the Seinfeld co-creator Larry David, the HBO show spent 24 years both probing humanity's depravity (not unlike said plane-urination incident) and questioning the veneer of interpersonal niceties (such as politely praising the mediocre food at a dinner party). No grievance was small enough and no taboo was off the table for David's character, who seized on the befuddling things that people say and do in social situations--and was just as often guilty of committing his own blunders.

After 12 seasons, Curb Your Enthusiasm took its final bow on Sunday, after its creator expressed wanting to finally "shed this 'Larry David' persona." Calling back to the divisive Seinfeld finale, which David has long defended, Curb ended by putting his character on trial, after he violated Georgia state law by accidentally handing someone water while they were in line to vote. To make its case, the prosecution ushered in a long line of people David had wronged over the years, including the owner of a golf club in his comfortable west-Los Angeles enclave and Bruce Springsteen, who claimed that David once gave him COVID-19 by insisting that he take his glass at a dinner.

Even after the jury found David guilty and the judge gave him the maximum sentence, the series offered no tidy takeaways. Instead, it signed off in the Curb-iest way possible: not with a bang, but with a shrug. Due to a technicality, David's character didn't actually end up going to prison like the Seinfeld ensemble did in that controversial finale. In doing so, the finale left viewers with a question, the same one that's animated the series since its inception: How does one be a decent person in the world when the goalposts for decency are always shifting?

Read: We're all Larry Davids now

If the previous season of Curb addressed the pandemic's erosion of social norms, this one suggested that people hardly emerged from lockdown kinder or more understanding. If anything, the opposite seems to be true. These days chaos reigns, from people throwing iPhones at pop stars onstage to guests treating restaurants and bars like their own personal kitchens. According to data from the Federal Aviation Administration, 2024 has already seen 490 reports of unruly passengers on airplanes--almost as many as there were in all of 2017. And so it's fitting that Curb's series finale includes two separate debates on a plane: one in which David and his friends bicker about whether it's okay to "squeal" on someone whose phone isn't in airplane mode, and another where they consider whether opening the window shade requires individual or communal consent.

At a time when many old norms governing public behavior are being rewritten, there's something appealing about a brutally honest person who's willing to call out poor conduct among strangers and friends. But, of course, David's character on Curb is frequently, cringingly wrong in the way he goes about this. He's incapable of letting small things go and doubles down in a way that makes you want to watch the show through your fingers. He himself is guilty of some egregiously entitled behavior, too--in one scene this season, David brings his own organic eggs to the golf clubhouse, and hands them to a server so the kitchen can make him a special omelet.

Curb proved over and over again that David never truly solved grievances when he went out on a limb to call attention to them, especially with strangers. If anything, by interjecting with his dreaded "let me ask you something," he typically incited another, worse problem, or caused long-simmering resentments to erupt. Therein lies much of Curb's humor: Yes, we all probably need to be better about dealing with the gradual buildup of small annoyances in our lives before they ossify. But also, who does this guy think he is, bringing all of this to the surface?

In Seinfeld, David often preached the maxim of "no hugging, no learning" regarding his characters. In a similar vein, Curb refused to be read as a fable or a parable, finding no elegant resolutions for life's messy moral questions. In a scene from the finale, David crouches down to a small child's eye level and says, "I am 76 years old, and I have never learned a lesson in my entire life!" By ending on this note, Curb seems to concede that there's no one right way to be a decent human. So go ahead and call out indignities if you want, as David often did. Or don't. As long as you're dealing with other people, you're going to be slightly miserable either way.
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The 67-Hour Rule

Married couples are working as much as ever.

by Derek Thompson




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

One of the hard-and-fast laws of economics is that people in rich countries work less than their peers in poorer countries. The rule holds across nations. British and Japanese people work less on average than those in Mexico and India. It's also true across history. Today, the typical American works about 1,200 fewer hours a year than he did in the late 19th century.

But something strange happens when we shift our attention from individual workers to households. In the 1880s, when men worked long days and women were mostly cut off from the workforce, the typical American married couple averaged just over 68 hours of weekly paid labor. In 1965, as men's workdays contracted and women poured into the workforce, the typical American married couple averaged 67 hours of weekly paid labor--just one hour less. In the early 2000s, the typical American married couple averaged, you guessed it, almost exactly 67 hours of weekly paid labor. In 2020? Still 67 hours.

These figures come from two papers: "The Great Transition," which covers labor-market changes since 1880, by the economists Jeremy Greenwood, Ricardo Marto, and Nezih Guner, and "Measuring Trends in Leisure," which covers labor-market changes from 1965 to 2003, by the economists Mark Aguiar and Erik Hurst. There exists no perfect statistical time series to track work hours for married couples in the U.S. over the past 140 years. Sources do not always agree on precise figures, and over time dual earners may have averaged a little less or a little more than 67 hours exactly. And, of course, taking an average across many different industries is an extremely blunt measure. But as I read and reread these statistics, I was struck by the clear implication that married couples are working as much as ever.

That's astonishing. After all, in the past 140 years, almost everything about the American economy has changed radically. In the 19th century, about half of the U.S. labor force worked in farming. By the 1940s, agriculture's share of employment fell, and about a third of the country worked in manufacturing. Today, both sectors combined barely account for one in 10 American jobs. After all this, the average married couple in America still works about 67 hours a week. It is as if some god with an affinity for double-digit prime numbers descended from heaven and decreed that, no matter what seismic changes upended the world from one generation to the next, the average American family must labor for the same number of hours a week, for all of eternity.

So what explains the 67-Hour Rule? Any answer must begin with the fact that paid working hours have increased for women even as they have declined for men, for very different reasons.

In 1900, just 5 percent of married women held down a paid job. Instead, they typically put in a full 60-hour week at home, where basic upkeep was grueling by modern standards. Washing, drying, and ironing one load of laundry took up to seven hours, almost a full day's work. By the mid-20th century, electricity had made possible a set of household technologies--the automatic washer and dryer, the refrigerator, the vacuum, and the dishwasher--that combined to reduce housework by 30 hours a week. Many women took advantage of those efficiencies (and shifting women's-rights norms) to get a job. From 1880 to 1965, women's labor-participation rate skyrocketed from about 5 to more than 40 percent; by the 1990s, six in 10 women were in the labor force. Meanwhile, housework hours kept falling. From 1965 to 2003, the average married woman reduced her "nonmarket" labor--cleaning, cooking, shopping, running errands--by 13 hours a week and redirected about nine of those hours toward paid work.

As married women worked less in the home and more outside of it, married men underwent an opposite shift. In 1880, 98 percent of men participated in the labor force, and the typical worker labored 10 hours a day, six days a week. Gradually, labor-rights protests and union strikes combined to pressure employers to shorten the workweek. In her paper "The Wage and the Length of the Work Day: From the 1890s to 1991," the economist Dora Costa writes that state governments in the late 1800s and early 1900s moved to limit work hours through legislation. During World War I, the War Labor Board established an eight-hour workday for contractors. In 1938, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed the Fair Labor Standards Act, which created a right to overtime pay for those who worked more than 40 hours a week.

Meanwhile, the widespread adoption of new technologies, including tractors and cars and, later, computers, made workers more productive in their shorter workdays. Men gradually used their extra time to take on more hours of chores, errands, and child care at home.

The 67-Hour Rule is, then, a reflection of increased efficiency. Fantastic news, in other words, especially for women. One study of women in rural areas without electricity in the 1940s found that hand-washing and ironing a 38-pound laundry load required taking about 6,300 steps around the house, the well, the stove, and back to the house. After nine such loads, a woman would have walked the equivalent of a marathon. The electrification of housework reduced the ambulatory burden of that same laundry load by 90 percent.

"It was a tremendous gain for women to be freed from housework and be able to join the labor force in exchange for a wage," Marto wrote to me by email. "Most people would argue that is a good thing. My wife certainly does!" Household automation, combined with cultural and economic changes, freed women to work as they pleased. At the same time, labor laws shortened the typical workweek and outlawed child labor, while industrial technology increased productivity.

The economist Jeremy Greenwood is emphatic that the most important theme of the past 140 years of work in America has been the rise of leisure time. "Popular books like The Overworked American and More Work for Mother tell people that we're doing more work than ever and have less leisure time than ever, but this is clearly false," he told me. In fact, the decline of men's paid work and women's housework has freed up more leisure hours, even after accounting for the increase in child-care time. According to Aguiar and Hurst, leisure time increased in the second half of the 20th century for all groups they studied: men and women, singles and married couples.

But pointing out that men's workweeks declined while women's workweeks increased, and that both men and women have more leisure time, doesn't fully explain why, together, they still labor as long as they used to outside the home more than 100 years ago.

Greenwood told me that, beyond rising efficiency, the 67-Hour Rule may also reflect rising costs and rising expectations. Americans are more productive than ever. But buying homes, raising kids, and caring for older family members are all more expensive than they used to be. (Prices for housing, medical care, and college have been rising faster than inflation for practically this entire century.) The typical home today is also larger than it used to be, and outfitted with a suite of technologies--air-conditioning, flatscreen televisions, dirt-cheap electric lighting--that would have flabbergasted an 1880s monarch.

Several factors determine why a married couple might work more or less in any given year. Laws shape the normal workweek, employers set schedules, and workers choose jobs based on diverse needs and preferences. Describing the average family is difficult because doing so requires glossing over large differences: Some households with five children get by with one working spouse, while some couples without children work long hours. But overall, millions of families across time have independently concluded that it takes about 67 hours to afford the essential features of a comfortable American life, as they define it. After all, if American families felt that they could be comfortable and happy by working only 15 hours a week, many more of them would do so.

The consistency of the workweek for married couples might also reflect a keeping-up-with-the-Joneses effect. As workers get raises, some of them could choose to work less. But richer economies also create new categories of desire: movies, amusement parks, electronics, travel, summer camps, Stanley water coolers. If people become envious of their peers' rising standard of living, they'll instead choose to continue working at higher wages to buy nicer stuff. Thus the hedonic treadmill sustains higher working hours and holds the 67-Hour Rule in place.

Why 67 instead of 60 or 70 or some other number? Again, other sources may not replicate that precise figure. More generally, my guess is as good as yours. Here I feel tempted to blame that prime-number god again.

At any rate, there is something a little disappointing about the possibility that married couples have the same market workweek that they did in 1880. I'm not the first writer to worry about the tragic ironies of the dual-earner household. In their book, The Two-Income Trap, Senator Elizabeth Warren and her daughter Amelia Warren Tyagi observed that the rise in household income in the late 1990s was driven by the rise in two-income households. Clearly, they acknowledged, this was progress. But when a household adds a second earner, they said, it creates additional expenses, especially for child care, which often consumes much of the additional income. Thus, many working parents with kids feel like they're running in place rather than pooling their income to buy more comfort.

The overwork worrywarts are narrowly wrong: Americans really do have more leisure time than they used to. But they're broadly right: Americans ought to have more leisure time than they have, and it is a little scandalous that they don't.
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Jung's Five Pillars of a Good Life

The great Swiss psychoanalyst left us a surprisingly practical guide to being happier.

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.

In the world of popular psychology, the work of one giant figure is hard to avoid: Carl Jung, the onetime associate of Sigmund Freud who died more than 60 years ago. If you think you have a complex about something, the Swiss psychiatrist invented that term. Are you an extrovert or an introvert? Those are his coinages, too. Persona, archetype, synchronicity: Jung, Jung, Jung.

When it comes to happiness, though, Jung can seem a bit of a downer. "'Happiness,'" he wrote, "is such a remarkable reality that there is nobody who does not long for it." So far, so good. But he does not leave it there: "And yet there is not a single objective criterion which would prove beyond all doubt that this condition necessarily exists."

Carl G. Jung: God, the devil, and the human soul

Clearly, this observation should not discourage any serious student of happiness. On the contrary, Jung is stating the manifest truth that we cannot lay hold of any blissful end state of pure happiness, because every human life is bound to involve negative emotions, which in fact arose to alert us to threats and keep us safe. Rather, the objective should be progress--or, in the words of Oprah Winfrey, my co-author on our recent book, Build the Life You Want, "happierness."

If Jung was a happiness skeptic in some sense, however, he was by no means a denialist. In 1960, as he neared the end of his long life, Jung shared his own strategy for realizing that goal of progress. Refined with the aid of modern social science, Jung's precepts might be just what you're looking for in your life.

Jung believed that making progress toward happiness was built on five pillars.

1. Good physical and mental health
 Jung believed that getting happier required soundness of mind and body. His thesis is supported by plenty of research. For example, the longest-running study of happiness--the Harvard Study of Adult Development--has shown that four of the biggest predictors of a senior citizen's well-being are not smoking excessively, drinking alcohol moderately if at all, maintaining a healthy body weight, and exercising. Even more important for well-being is good mental health. Indeed, one study from 2013 showed that poor mental health among Britons, Germans, and Australians predicted nearly two to roughly six times as much misery as poor physical health did.

This raises what might seem like a nitpick with Jung's contention: Good health practices seem not to raise happiness, but rather to lower unhappiness. Today, many emotion researchers have uncovered evidence of a phenomenon that Jung did not conceive of: Negative and positive emotions appear to be separable phenomena and not opposites; well-being requires a focus on each. Furthermore, researchers have identified how activities such as physical exercise can interrupt the cycle of negative emotion during moments of heightened stress, by helping moderate cortisol-hormone levels. I have found in my own work that this helps explain why people with naturally low levels of negative emotion tend to struggle with staying on a regular exercise regimen: They may feel less benefit to their well-being from going to the gym than people naturally higher in negative feelings do.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why so many people are unhappy in retirement

2. Good personal and intimate relations, such as those of marriage, family, and friendships
 The intertwined notions that close relationships are at the heart of well-being and that cultivating them will reliably increase happiness are unambiguously true. Indeed, of the four best life investments for increasing personal satisfaction, two involve family and friendships (the others are in faith or philosophy, and meaningful work; more on these in a moment). And as for marriage, an institution that has taken a beating over recent decades, more and more evidence is piling up from scholars that being wed makes the majority of people happier than they otherwise would be, as the University of Virginia sociologist Brad Wilcox has argued. This research seemed so conclusive to Wilcox that he titled his recent book, simply, Get Married. Jung himself was married to his wife, Emma, for 52 years, until her death at the age of 73.

The Harvard Study of Adult Development comes to one conclusion more definitively than any other. In the words of my Harvard colleague Robert Waldinger, who has directed the project for nearly two decades, and his co-author, Marc Schulz, "Good relationships keep us healthier and happier. Period." Waldinger's predecessor running the study, George Vaillant, was just as unequivocal about the evidence: "Happiness is love. Full stop."

3. Seeing beauty in art and in nature
 Jung believed that happiness required one to cultivate an appreciation for beautiful things and experiences. Although this might sound intuitively obvious, the actuality is more complicated.

Long before I focused my scholarly life on happiness, I was dedicated to art and beauty. My earliest memories are of painting with my artist mother; I learned to read music before written language; I made my living as a classical musician from ages 19 to 31. News flash: Artists are generally not the world's most blissfully satisfied people. In a 1992 study from Britain, researchers found that performing artists reported depression at higher rates than the control group. At some point, I will write a book not on the art of happiness but on the very troublesome happiness of art.

Among nonartists, however, the issue is somewhat simpler and in line with Jung's thinking. First, a big difference exists between beauty in nature and beauty in art. Specifically, engagement with nature's beauty is known, across different cultures, to enhance well-being. Second, with aesthetic experience, happiness depends on the artistic mood. For example, experiments have shown that if you listen to happy music on your own, it makes you feel happier; if you listen to sad music while alone, it makes you feel sadder.

Kelly Conaboy: What your favorite personality test says about you

4. A reasonable standard of living and satisfactory work
 As with physical and mental health, employment and income seem tied more to eliminating unhappiness than to raising happiness. For one thing, scholars have long shown that unemployment is a reliable source of misery: Depressive symptoms typically rise when people, both men and women, are unemployed. This cannot be explained simply by the lack of material and social resources that typically accompanies joblessness; rather, work itself helps protect mental health.

But if we can upgrade "satisfactory work" in Jung's list to "meaningful work," then positive gains in happiness do come into play. The two elements that make work meaningful for most people are earned success (a sense of accomplishing something valuable) and service to others. These can be achieved in almost any job.

The relationship between money and happiness is a hotly contested topic; older studies show that well-being tops out at relatively low income levels, but more recent studies show that such contentment continues to rise for much higher incomes. My own assessment of the evidence is that money alone cannot buy happiness, nor can spending money to acquire possessions make one happy; but having the money to pay for experiences with loved ones, to free up time to spend on meaningful activities, and to support good causes does enhance happiness.

5. A philosophical or religious outlook that fosters resilience
 Jung argued that a good life requires a way of understanding why things happen the way they do, being able to zoom out from the tedious quotidian travails of life, and put events--including inevitable suffering--into perspective. The son of a pastor, Jung was deeply Christian in his worldview, as his own words published many years ago in The Atlantic make clear: "For it is not that 'God' is a myth, but that myth is the revelation of a divine life in man." He did not insist that his spiritual path was the only one--"I do not imagine that in my reflections," he wrote, "I have uttered a final truth"--and allowed that even a nonreligious, purely philosophical attitude could do. But everyone, he thought, should have some sense of transcendent belief or higher purpose.

Research clearly backs up Jung's contention. Religious belief has been noted as strongly predictive of finding meaning in life, and spirituality is positively correlated with better mental health; both faith and spiritual practice seem protective against depression. Secular philosophies can provide this benefit as well. Recent papers on Stoicism, for example, have demonstrated that this ancient way of thinking and acting can yield well-being benefits. Many books have been written on the subject, including the psychotherapist Donald Robertson's Stoicism and the Art of Happiness.

Arthur C. Brooks: What the second-happiest people get right

Taken together, Jung's ideas about happiness and his five pillars of well-being stand up solidly to modern research findings. I propose this practical seven-point summary:

1. Do not fall prey to seeking pure happiness. Instead, seek lifelong progress toward happierness.
 2. Manage as best you can the main sources of misery in your life by attending to your physical and mental health, maintaining employment, and ensuring an adequate income.
 3. If you're earning enough to take care of your principal needs, remember that happiness at work comes not from chasing higher income but from pursuing a sense of accomplishment and service to others.
 4. Cultivate deep relationships through marriage, family, and real friendships. Remember that happiness is love.
 5. If you have discretionary income left over, use it to invest in your relationships with family and friends.
 6. Spend time in nature, surround yourself with beauty that uplifts you, and consume the art and music that nourish your spirit.
 7. Find a path of transcendence--one that explains the big picture in life and helps you comprehend suffering and the purpose of your existence.


Beyond the scientific research that supports this strategy, we also have the evidence of its effectiveness in the example of Jung's life. He made his list to mark his 85th birthday, which was to be the last one he celebrated. By all accounts, he made progress toward happiness over his life, had a long and devoted marriage, died surrounded by the people he loved, and was satisfied that he had used his abilities in a meaningful way that served others. In this world, that sounds pretty good to me.
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Welcome to Kidulthood

Why adults are suddenly into stuffed animals

by Valerie Trapp




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


Stuffed animals have often been deemed one of the quirky conventions of childhood--an infantile love we should eventually let go of, along with imaginary friends and Capri-Suns. If that love lasts past adolescence, it can be seen as embarrassing. "Please," the actor Margot Robbie joked on The Late Late Show With James Corden, "no one psychoanalyze the fact that I'm 30 and I sleep with a bunny rabbit every night."

Yet that isn't really such an unusual thing to do: Surveys have found that four in 10 American adults sleep with stuffed animals. And it seems that over the past few years especially, plushies and toys have become more popular with adults, Erica Kanesaka, a professor at Emory University who studies cuteness, told me in an email. This isn't just a matter of childhood keepsakes tagging along into adulthood for sentimental reasons--adults are also buying plushies for themselves, simply because they like them. The "kidult" market--which one market-research company generously defines as anyone over age 12--is said to account for about $9 billion in toy sales every year. Among the most popular modern stuffed-animal brands are Squishmallows and Jellycat, which specialize in unconventional plushies such as bok choy and rainbow ostriches. Gen Z is leading the way in embracing stuffed animals: Of Squishmallows buyers, 65 percent are ages 18 to 24. "It went from being an embarrassment ... to today, when Gen Z and Millennials proudly play," the toy-industry consultant Richard Gottlieb told NPR.

Of course, plenty of people still find it odd or juvenile for adults to collect stuffed animals. When the TikTok influencer Charli D'Amelio posted a photo of herself lounging with a small army of colorful Squishmallows, some commenters were quick to deride her collection. D'Amelio responded with frustration: "Everyone expects me to be this adult all the time," she wrote (she was 16 at the time). "I'm still growing up." Although this internet dustup might seem frivolous, it points to an ongoing cultural negotiation around how much room adulthood can make for cuteness and play--and when, if ever, adults just need to "grow up."

I, for one, am not immune to the adult stuffed-animal revival. As a child, I wasn't super interested in plushies; I saw them as hapless, candyless pinatas. But in my early 20s, many of my friends started buying and gifting stuffed animals. One friend consulted me on whether the name Belly or Lulu would better suit a stuffed dragon. On my 21st birthday, someone gave me my own Jellycat stuffed pretzel. I placed it on my bed with no shame, knowing that many of my peers were doing the same.

Read: Why people pretend to talk as their pets

Some have attributed plushies' rising popularity to social media, where the combination of cuteness and nostalgia lends itself well to shareability. The global popularity of Japanese kawaii characters such as Hello Kitty and Pikachu has also played a role, Kanesaka said. Others blame the fragility of younger generations; as one Philadelphia-magazine headline put it, "Millennials! Get Over Your Blankies and Stuffed Animals and Grow Up Already!" But the most popular explanation seems to be that the early pandemic, with its stress, isolation, and uncertainty, led adults to reach for the soothing comforts of plushies. "I grabbed a polar bear from my childhood bedroom," Sarah Gannett wrote in The New York Times, "to ward off the onslaught of bad news and fear."

Yet scholars such as Simon May, a philosopher at King's College London, aren't so sure that the adult stuffed-animal revival is solely pandemic-related. Stress and uncertainty were a part of human life long before 2020, May told me. For him and other cute-studies scholars, this revival is part of a larger shift that's centuries in the making: the dissolution of the boundary between childhood and adulthood.

Childhood wasn't always something to be nostalgic about. It was a life stage marked by precarity: Many children didn't survive into adulthood, killed by now-preventable diseases. Others worked in factories and coal mines from an early age. "To take one example that is hard to imagine now," Joshua Paul Dale, a cute-studies professor at Chuo University, in Tokyo, wrote in Irresistible: How Cuteness Wired Our Brains and Conquered the World, "children drinking in taverns to the point of inebriation [was] not only common but also accepted, right up until the turn of the twentieth century."

According to Dale, the concept of "childhood" took shape largely during the Enlightenment. Before that, kids were mostly seen as small adults--even the babies in many medieval paintings resemble stoic, shrunken grown-ups, receding hairlines and all. It was the philosopher John Locke's idea of tabula rasa that helped in part to rebrand kids as blank slates of potential as opposed to half-baked adults.

By the 1900s--often called the Century of the Child--the protection of childhood as a formative life stage was well on its way. May goes so far as to call the values that emerged then "the cult of child." By 1918, every U.S. state had passed a law requiring children to attend school. In 1938, the U.S. placed strict limitations on child labor. In 1959, the United Nations' Declaration on the Rights of the Child championed children having "special safeguards and care." Parents could also expect their kids to live longer: Whereas 46 percent of children born in 1800 did not live to their 5th birthday, by 1900, that figure had been nearly halved. In The Power of Cute, May writes that childhood became "the new locus of the sacred."

Yet in recent years, even as childhood remains exalted and protected, adulthood has become associated more with difficulty and less with freedom, Dale told me. One recent study found that adults ages 18 to 30 have the most negative views of adulthood, possibly because the delay of traditional "adult" milestones such as marriage and parenthood has generated a disparity between the expectations and reality of adulthood. Dale also attributes adulthood's gloomier reputation to factors such as the gig economy and the precarity of work: "It's harder to be an adult these days."

As a result, it seems that, lately, the line between childhood and adulthood is blurring. "Are we not seeing, on the one hand, children behaving in ever more adult ways?" May writes. Thanks in large part to social media, children are regularly exposed to adult creators with adult concerns, leading to phenomena such as Sephora tweens with antiaging skin-care routines. "And, on the other hand," May continues, "adults [are] becoming ever more vividly governed by a conviction that childhood is the ongoing determinant of a whole life."

Read: Why grown-ups keep talking like little kids

So while childhood is being adultified, adulthood is being childified. For May, childhood seems to have become the lens through which many adults view their emotional life. "In each of us, there is a young, suffering child," the Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh wrote--and this concept of an "inner child," first popularized by the psychologist Carl Jung, has now become a popular wellness idea. The concept manifests in ways that are sometimes sweet and sometimes borderline ridiculous: It's not uncommon to come across articles such as "Healing My Inner Child Through Doll Collecting" and "I Went on JoJo Siwa's Caribbean Cruise to Heal My Inner Child." On TikTok, a 2022 trend featured users posting childhood photos with the words "when I'm being mean to myself I remember that I'm being mean to them." Meanwhile, in Jennifer Lopez's new movie, This Is Me ... Now, the emotional climax is a scene in which a grown-up Lopez bends down to hug her younger self, telling her, "I love you ... I'm sorry." If childhood is "the new locus of the sacred," as May suggests, then this emphasis on the inner child might be a way for adults to insist that they, too, are sacred--that the child within them deserves gentleness and safekeeping, and maybe stuffed animals.

Turning toward cute objects might be a way to reject a sterile, self-serious version of adulthood, and acknowledge that both childhood and adulthood are ever-shifting categories. "Embracing cuteness can also be a way of challenging traditional adult roles that have come to feel incorrect, outdated, and damaging," Kanesaka wrote. Being a grown-up can encompass more than just doing taxes while downing scotch. "Rather than accept the idea that adulthood and power only look one way--that we must be hard and masculine," stuffed animals can help people embrace a "softer and gentler" kind of adulthood, Kanesaka wrote to me. Sure, collecting stuffies isn't everyone's thing, but there are other ways--bird-watching, joining a Dungeons & Dragons league--for people to infuse adulthood with moments of play and wonder.

May sees this shifting boundary between childhood and adulthood as part of the natural progression of human thought. Categories collapse, he told me, especially binaries: "We see it most obviously right now with gender." Though presumably legal-age cutoffs will remain, childhood and adulthood could one day be seen more as points on a continuum rather than as distinct life stages. Perhaps eventually, "the new kind of way of being an adult will be to incorporate these playful, childlike things," Dale said. The adult stuffed-animal revival might only be a drumroll signaling what's to come: Maybe we'll all be kidults one day.
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America Is Sick of Swiping

Dating apps are falling back to Earth.

by Lora Kelley




Modern dating can be severed into two eras: before the swipe, and after. When Tinder and other dating apps took off in the early 2010s, they unleashed a way to more easily access potential love interests than ever before. By 2017, about five years after Tinder introduced the swipe, more than a quarter of different-sex couples were meeting on apps and dating websites, according to a study led by the Stanford sociologist Michael Rosenfeld. Suddenly, saying "We met on Hinge" was as normal as saying "We met in college" or "We met through a friend."



The share of couples meeting on apps has remained pretty consistent in the years since his 2017 study, Rosenfeld told me. But these days, the mood around dating apps has soured. As the apps seek to woo a new generation of daters, TikTok abounds with complaints about how hard it is to find a date on Tinder, Hinge, Bumble, Grindr, and all the rest. The novelty of swiping has worn off, and there hasn't been a major innovation beyond it. As they push more paid features, the platforms themselves are facing rocky finances and stalling growth. Dating apps once looked like the foundation of American romance. Now the cracks are starting to show.



In 2022, a Pew Research Center survey found that about half of people have a positive experience with online dating, down from October 2019. With little success on the apps, a small but enthusiastic slice of singles are reaching for speed dating and matchmakers. Even the big dating apps seem aware that they are facing a crisis of public enthusiasm. A spokesperson for Hinge told me that Gen Z is its fastest-growing user segment, though the CEO of Match Group, the parent company of Tinder and Hinge, has gone on the defensive. Last week, he published an op-ed headlined "Dating Apps Are the Best Place to Find Love, No Matter What You See on TikTok." A spokesperson for Bumble told me that the company is "  actively looking at how we can make dating fun again."



In part, what has changed is the world around the apps, Rosenfeld said. The massive disruptions of the pandemic meant that young people missed out on a key period to flirt and date, and "they're still suffering from that," he told me. Compared with previous generations, young people today also have "a greater comfort with singleness," Kathryn Coduto, a professor of media science at Boston University, told me. But if the apps feel different lately, it's because they are different. People got used to swiping their hearts out for free. Now the apps are further turning to subscriptions and other paid features.



Tinder, for example, launched a $499-a-month premium subscription in December. On Hinge, you can signal special interest in someone's profile by sending them a "rose," which then puts you at the top of their feed. Everyone gets one free rose a week, but you can pay for more. Hinge users have accused the app of gatekeeping attractive people in "rose jail," but a spokesperson for the app defended the feature: Hinge's top goal is to help people go on dates, she said, claiming that roses are twice as likely to lead to one.



It's the same process that has afflicted Google, Amazon, Uber, and so many other platforms in recent years: First, an app achieves scale by providing a service lots of people want to use, and then it does whatever is needed to make money off you. This has worked for some companies--after 15 years, Uber is finally profitable--but monetization is especially tricky for dating apps. No matter how much you fork over, apps can't guarantee that you will meet the love of your life--or even have a great first date. With dating apps, "you're basically paying for a chance," Coduto told me. Paying for a dating-app subscription can feel like entering a lottery: exciting but potentially a waste of money (with an added dose of worry that you look desperate). And there has always been a paradox at the core of the apps: They promise to help you meet people, but they make money if you keep swiping.



Over the past few years, the big dating companies have faltered as businesses. Tinder saw its paid users fall by nearly 10 percent in 2023, and the big apps have been beset by layoffs and leadership changes. Bumble and Match Group have seen their stock prices plummet as investors grow frustrated. Perhaps the biggest problem that the apps might face is not that people are abandoning them en masse--they aren't--but that even a small dip could prove detrimental. The current big apps' edge relies on lots of people using them. Apps such as Tinder and Grindr "have an enormous network advantage over newcomers," Rosenfeld said, for the same reasons Facebook does: It's not that they're amazing; it's that they're giant. If you want to meet other single people, the apps are where other single people are.



So far, the big apps' efforts to avoid this doom loop have involved the same basic feature that has been around since the beginning: swiping. "We're essentially at a tipping point for at least this version of the technology," Coduto said. Like so many other industries, dating apps swear they have the answer: AI. George Arison, the CEO of Grindr, told me that the app plans to use AI (with users' permission) to suggest chat topics and power an "AI wingman" feature, and to scan for spam and illegal activity. Hinge's CEO has suggested that AI will help the app coach users and enable people to find matches, and a product leader at Tinder said last month that the app has used AI to power safety features, adding that the technology can help users select their profile photos.



But AI also holds the potential to unleash chaos on the apps: Bot-written messages and bot-written profiles don't exactly sound like a recipe for finding love. For Gen Z, the future may hold a grab bag of sliding into DMs, reluctant swiping, and generally doing what humans have always done--seek companionship and love through any means they can muster. With all the time spent online now, people are finding love on Strava, Discord, and Snapchat, among many other sites. In a sense, any app can be a dating app.



Traditional dating apps might be most useful not to young people but to those middle-aged and older, with money to spare. They are more likely to be part of "thin" dating markets, or segments of the population where the number of eligible partners is relatively small, Reuben Thomas, a professor at the University of New Mexico, told me. Online dating is "really useful for people who don't have that rich dating environment in their offline lives," Thomas said.



In this way, the future of dating apps may look more like their past: a place for older daters to go after exhausting other options. In the 2000s, the heyday of OkCupid, eHarmony, and desktop dating, middle-aged people were the power users, Thomas said. Millennials had their fun on Tinder in the 2010s; many found lasting relationships. But as a top choice for young people looking for love, dating apps may have been a blip.
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A Rom-Com You Might Have Written

<em>The Idea of You</em> is a modern spin on a Hollywood staple: someone famous falling for someone who's not.

by Hannah Giorgis




As far back as 1953's Roman Holiday, when Audrey Hepburn played a princess who falls for a reporter, Hollywood has drawn on the formula of an asymmetrical romantic union between a celebrity and a regular person. It's an appealing idea: Celebrities are meant to be pined after, and the prospect of being chosen by them must be uniquely validating. That's why much of the fan fiction on sites such as Archive of Our Own, where users write their own lengthy tales riffing on pop culture, falls squarely into the domain of "real person" fan fiction, or "RPF." Such digital spaces may be relatively new, but fantasizing about a celebrity meet-cute isn't; as my colleague Kaitlyn Tiffany noted, fans have been writing RPF since at least the dawn of Beatlemania.

The Idea of You, a new romantic comedy starring Anne Hathaway, is the latest entrant in this genre. Its source material, a 2017 novel by Robinne Lee, was inspired partly by the former One Direction singer-songwriter Harry Styles, a pop star with an especially prolific and passionate following. Thankfully, the film is more than a fan-fiction fever dream, taking standard rom-com wish fulfillment and dialing it up to unexpectedly charming effect. The gender-flipped Notting Hill kicks into gear when the boy-band front man Hayes Campbell (played by Nicholas Galitzine) tells an amusingly transparent fib: "I have been dying to go to Glendale for the longest time, you have no idea," he says to Solene (Hathaway), the Subaru-driving divorcee he meets in a chance mix-up at Coachella. His apparent need to be whisked away to the unglamorous Los Angeles suburb is, of course, really about spending more time with her.

After surprising Solene at the gallery she owns--and purchasing every piece in her catalog--Hayes cheekily asks her to help him source even more art, and jumps at the chance to accompany her to a distant warehouse. The young musician's eagerness to brave L.A. traffic alongside Solene is arguably just as far-fetched as the circumstances of their meeting. But The Idea of You isn't interested in rationalizing the mega-celebrity's affections, instead letting audiences bask in the most charming parts of the fantasy. We watch Hayes listen in awe as Solene speaks with enthusiasm and authority about art. Away from the pandemonium of Coachella, the singer relaxes into the role of observer rather than performer. Their banter is easy, fun; Hathaway's talent for physical comedy shines through, and sets up later moments of vulnerability with surprising depth.

Read: America needs a rom-com bailout

In Michael Showalter and Jennifer Westfeldt's adaptation of the novel, which Showalter also directs, Hayes is four years older, and Solene's daughter has aged out of being a superfan of his band. These changes dampen the recklessness of Solene's decision to embark on their romance, making it far easier to enjoy the chemistry between Hathaway, who is 41, and Galitzine, who is 29. Though Hayes is a more underwritten character, both actors bring undeniable tenderness to their roles while also reveling in the kind of charged, witty repartee that modern rom-coms rarely offer.

The delight of watching these two lead actors essentially just stand around and talk helps set The Idea of You apart from other recent romantic comedies, including Red, White & Royal Blue (which Galitzine also starred in) and the 2022 J. Lo vehicle, Marry Me, which felt like a thinly veiled attempt at dressing up the star's real-life romantic woes. In The Idea of You, however, it's satisfying to see Solene relax into the experience of being desired by a younger man, because the film takes time to show her grappling with mundane, grown-up problems--such as the ex-husband who not only cheated on her with a younger woman but also routinely shirks his parenting duties. (The reason Solene meets Hayes is that her ex bailed on their daughter at the last minute, leaving Solene to chaperone a group of teens to a music festival.)

At their best, classic tropes such as RPF have served as jumping-off points for compelling original stories, or as entry points for fan-fiction writers looking to build community online. In recent years, publishing-oriented influencers on TikTok have introduced a new generation of readers to terms such as only one bed or grumpy/sunshine, which now belong to a broader cultural vocabulary popularized by social media. But this legibility can have uncanny consequences for art outside the fan-fiction realm: A quick scan of popular TikTok tags and Google Trends can encourage writers, publishers, and Hollywood gatekeepers to churn out reductive works that feel algorithmically generated. The Sydney Sweeney and Glen Powell-led box-office phenom, Anyone but You, brought in more than $200 million in ticket sales despite never transcending the "enemies to lovers" and "fake dating" formulas that were clearly central to its marketing.

The Idea of You's attention to Solene's anxieties about motherhood, aging, and public scrutiny helps it feel like more than just an idealized depiction of winning a celebrity's heart. The film is still decidedly earnest, though, which also makes it a welcome departure from They Came Together, the anachronistic rom-com satire that Showalter co-wrote more than decade ago, and that was released during a particularly rough era for the genre. This one doesn't try to sell its meet-cute as realistic, but the story does feel fully invested in the relationship at its core, not just in serving up Millennial and Gen Z nostalgia bait by having the one-time Princess of Genovia fall for a Harry Styles avatar. The romance is not cloaked in irony; neither protagonist is too cool to embarass themselves in the name of love. Other movies might be adhering to the letter of rom-com law, but The Idea of You really commits to the spirit.
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The Sober-Curious Movement Has Reached an Impasse

No one can decide on the drinking age for "adult" drinks that don't contain alcohol.

by Haley Weiss




At Hopscotch, Daryl Collins's bottle shop in Baltimore, he happily sells wine to 18-year-olds. If a customer isn't sure what variety they like (and who is, at that age?), Collins might even pull a few bottles off the shelves and pop the corks for an impromptu tasting. No Maryland law keeps these teens away from the Tempranillo, because at this shop, none of the drinks contains alcohol.

The number and variety of zero- and low-alcohol beverages, a once-lagging category that academics and the World Health Organization refer to as "NoLos," has exploded in the past five-plus years. The already growing "sober curious" movement--made up of adults who want to practice more thoughtful or limited alcohol consumption while still socializing over a drink at home or at a bar--snowballed during pandemic shutdowns. Today, about 70 NoLo bottle shops like Hopscotch dot the U.S., along with several dozen nonalcoholic, or NA, bars, most less than four years old.

Nearly all of the products they're stocked with were designed with adults in mind. But broken down to their most basic ingredients, many are hardly different from juice, soda, or kombucha. In theory, these are teen-friendly drinks. But not every bar or shop owner will sell to under-21s; state laws, too, when they exist, differ on what kind of alcohol-like beverages are appropriate for people too young to drink actual alcohol. As nonalcoholic adult beverages become more mainstream, they're forcing a reckoning over what makes a drink "adult" if not the alcohol, and testing whether drinking culture can truly be separated from booze.

Picture, for instance, a Shirley Temple, the consummate children's drink. Add a shot of vodka, and it becomes a Dirty Shirley. Now replace the vodka with about an ounce of cinnamon-infused "Zero-Proof Vodka Alternative" from a sexy glass bottle. Can a 10-year-old have that Shirley Temple? What if the add-in is instead an ounce of tap water with an identical-tasting cinnamon extract?

Read: Millennials are sick of drinking

This puzzle is a diagnostic for how zero-proof entrepreneurs approach the allures and dangers of drinking culture, along with the role they'd like alternatives to play in changing it. Some think brand or bottle design makes a beverage "adult," and worry that packaging elements more frequently associated with alcohol could open the door to consuming it. Others make decisions based on a drink's name, how it was created, or what it's an homage to--a mocktail with a distinct identity is preferable to one that impersonates a well-established recipe. The atmosphere matters too: Is the bar modeled more closely after a family-friendly taproom or an upscale cocktail joint?

The decision to sell booze-like substances to under-21s is constrained by law. The federal government defines an alcoholic beverage as a drink with 0.5 percent or more alcohol by volume, in line with your average kombucha and lower than some apple, orange, and grape juices. (Beer alternatives are subject to additional regulation by the U.S. Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau--which, among other requirements, bans the word beer from the packaging unless it's part of the phrase near beer.) But state definitions of specific alcoholic beverages can zero in on processes and ingredients (such as malt) in a way that fails to distinguish between the real deal and NA alternatives. NoLo manufacturers keep their products below the 0.5 percent federal cutoff, but the drinks can still end up with murky legal status once they arrive on local shelves. Pennsylvania, for example, has a law that makes it illegal to supply under-21-year-olds with a NoLo analogue of any real adult beverage--something no other state prohibits.

In Lafayette, Indiana, Rob Theodorow splits the policy at his combination bar and bottle shop, Generation NA, down the middle. Any NA beers, wines, and spirits (say, a six-pack from Athletic Brewing Co., Noughty's Sparkling Rose, or Seedlip's ginlike Spice 94) are off-limits to under-21s. Customers over 18 are welcome to purchase drinks that are less reminiscent of those in a real liquor store--like wellness sodas made by brands such as Recess and Kin Euphorics--or to sample the beers at free tastings.

Read: The meaning of dry January

Selling NA drinks to younger people isn't explicitly illegal under Indiana law, but even if he had a clear green light, Theodorow would draw the line at selling any product that ever contained alcohol--even fully dealcoholized drinks such as Heineken 0.0--to under-21s. "I am a big believer in trying to steer people away from alcohol," he told me. To him, that means treating products that taste and look just like alcohol with the same discretion as those that actually contain alcohol.

Some proprietors worry that developing a taste for NoLos will make young people more likely to desire the real thing. "When it comes to children, permitting them to consume any versions of beer or wine or spirits can normalize or desensitize them to the concept of alcoholic beverages," says Cate Faulkner, a co-founder and the director of Zero Proof Collective, an industry group in Minnesota. Others are mostly concerned that selling younger people NoLo beverages could still feed the toxic side of drinking culture: Imagine 15-year-olds shotgunning NA beers in the backyard. "It's not about the liquid so much as it is about the ritual," Laura Silverman, the founder of the NA information hub Zero Proof Nation, told me.

From the July/August 2021 issue: America has a drinking problem

Still other advocates and entrepreneurs see NoLos as a way for young adults to form healthier habits. One of them is Laura Willoughby. She's the director of partnerships at Club Soda, a shop and bar she co-founded that hosts many 16th-, 17th-, and 18th-birthday parties in London, where the legal drinking age is 18. "Once you take alcohol out of beer," Willoughby told me, "it's got four ingredients, no sugar, it's hydrating, and it's full of vitamin B-12. Aside from water, it's the healthiest thing you can drink in the pub." But she, like Theodorow, won't offer anyone under the legal drinking age a nonalcoholic beverage made by a brand that also sells alcohol.

Both abroad and in the U.S., these conversations are rooted in old questions about the "right age" and way to introduce young people to alcohol: Should it be done gradually throughout childhood, or all at once at 21? Research has yet to provide a clear answer, let alone one that applies to NoLos too. A few international studies have shown that, for young people, consuming NoLos is associated with drinking real alcohol, but the cultural role of alcohol varies greatly around the world. Some early evidence from Europe suggests that NoLos can worsen existing substance cravings in adults with alcohol-use disorder, but the zero-proof community is also full of people--including Silverman--who credit the drinks with helping them maintain sobriety. The answer will probably never be clear-cut. Molly Bowdrig, a clinical psychologist and postdoctoral scholar at the Stanford Prevention Research Center, just wrapped up one of the first-ever studies of U.S. consumers of nonalcoholic beverages; her strongest finding was that the way NA beverages change people's relationships with alcohol is nuanced and varied. (Her research has yet to be peer-reviewed and published.)

Without a firm consensus, Willoughby and other shop and bar owners told me that they often err on the side of caution and let parents make decisions about what their underage kids can drink. But even for parents deeply enmeshed in the NA industry, the decision isn't straightforward. Collins's own daughter is 9, and even after months of running Hopscotch, he struggled to describe what he would or wouldn't let her drink. When I asked him, he paused, then collected four cans from the fridges along a shop wall. In his house, a nonalcoholic Bee's Knees would be for adults only, because it shares a name with a real cocktail and has just 15 percent juice. But a Fauxmosa, with 65 percent juice and a distinct mocktail name, is kid-friendly in his book. White Claw's new nonalcoholic seltzers, though functionally the same product as LaCroix or Spindrift, would only get the okay from Collins if served to his daughter in a glass. ("Imagine my daughter going to school and telling her teacher, 'Hey, I had a White Claw on Saturday," he says.) And he classified the last can, a seltzer flavored with hops, as an adult-only beverage "because of American culture," in which the flavor of hops is closely associated with beer.

Read: Canned cocktails give Millennials what they've always desired

It was enough to make my head spin, even though the cocktails Collins mixed me when I arrived didn't contain a drop of alcohol. His answers made sense, but others would have too. As long as these drinks exist in a liminal space in our culture, norms will grow and change in real time along with the kids subject to them. Maybe one day, we'll look back to find that they've changed for alcohol too.
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Clash of the Patriarchs

A hard-line Russian bishop backed by the political might of the Kremlin could split the Orthodox Church in two.

by Robert F. Worth




In late August of 2018, Patriarch Kirill, the leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, flew from Moscow to Istanbul on an urgent mission. He brought with him an entourage--a dozen clerics, diplomats, and bodyguards--that made its way in a convoy to the Phanar, the Orthodox world's equivalent of the Vatican, housed in a complex of buildings just off the Golden Horn waterway, on Istanbul's European side.

Kirill was on his way to meet Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, the archbishop of Constantinople and the most senior figure in the Orthodox Christian world. Kirill had heard that Bartholomew was preparing to cut Moscow's ancient religious ties to Ukraine by recognizing a new and independent Orthodox Church in Kyiv. For Kirill and his de facto boss, Russian President Vladimir Putin, this posed an almost existential threat. Ukraine and its monasteries are the birthplace of the Russian Orthodox Church; both nations trace their spiritual and national origins to the Kyiv-based kingdom that was converted from paganism to Christianity about 1,000 years ago. If the Church in Ukraine succeeded in breaking away from the Russian Church, it would seriously weaken efforts to maintain what Putin has called a "Russian world" of influence in the old Soviet sphere. And the decision was in the hands of Bartholomew, the sole figure with the canonical authority to issue a "tomos of autocephaly" and thereby bless Ukraine's declaration of religious independence.

When Kirill arrived outside the Phanar, a crowd of Ukrainian protesters had already gathered around the compound's beige stone walls. Kirill's support for Russia's brutal behavior--the 2014 annexation of Crimea and the bloody proxy war in eastern Ukraine--had made him a hated figure, and had helped boost support in Kyiv for an independent Church.

Kirill and his men cleared a path and ascended the marble steps. Black-clad priests led them to Bartholomew, who was waiting in a wood-paneled throne room. The two white-bearded patriarchs both wore formal robes and headdresses, but they cut strikingly different figures. Bartholomew, then 78, was all in black, a round-shouldered man with a ruddy face and a humble demeanor; Kirill, 71, looked austere and reserved, his head draped regally in an embroidered white koukoulion with a small golden cross at the top.

The tone of the meeting was set just after the two sides sat down at a table laden with sweets and beverages. Kirill reached for a glass of mineral water, but before he could take a drink, one of his bodyguards snatched the glass from his hand, put it aside, and brought out a plastic bottle of water from his bag. "As if we would try to poison the patriarch of Moscow," I was told by Archbishop Elpidophoros, one of the Phanar's senior clerics. The two sides disagreed on a wide range of issues, but when they reached the meeting's real subject--Ukraine--the mood shifted from chilly politeness to open hostility. Bartholomew recited a list of grievances, all but accusing Kirill of trying to displace him and become the new arbiter of the Orthodox faith.

Kirill deflected the accusations and drove home his central demand: Ukraine must not be allowed to separate its Church from Moscow's. The issue was "a ticking time bomb," he said, according to a leaked transcript of the meeting. "We have never abandoned the notion that we are one country and one people. It is impossible for us to separate Kyiv from our country, because this is where our history began."

Bartholomew explained that "the Ukrainians don't feel comfortable under the control of Russia and desire full ecclesiastical independence just as they have political independence." He added that he had been receiving petitions and pleas for years from Ukrainians at all levels, including members of Parliament and the country's then-president and prime minister. Kirill replied that those pleas were meaningless because Ukraine's political class was illegitimate. The people, he said with a disquieting certainty, "will overthrow them and expel them." Bartholomew, shocked by the implied violence in Kirill's words, called on the Russians "not to issue such threats, neither for schism nor for bloodshed in Ukraine." When the meeting concluded, Kirill and his men were so angry that they skipped lunch and headed straight back to their private plane, I was told by an adviser to Bartholomew.

In the end, the threats proved unavailing: Bartholomew approved the new Orthodox Church of Ukraine, and Kirill issued an order to cut the Russian Church's ties with the Phanar. (Confusingly, the Moscow-linked Church is called the Ukrainian Orthodox Church.) The clash of the patriarchs--they have not spoken since--now looks a lot like a prelude to the Russian war in Ukraine. Just after Bartholomew announced his decision, Putin convened a meeting of his security council to discuss it. Putin later cited the Church schism as part of his justification for the 2022 invasion, and he and Kirill continue to speak of the breakaway Church as an assault on Russia's national identity.

But the struggle between Bartholomew and Kirill is bigger than Ukraine. It is a battle for the soul of Orthodox Christianity, a faith with 300 million believers around the world. The divide has drawn comparisons to the Great Schism, which a millennium ago separated the Orthodox East and the Catholic West.

On one side, Bartholomew has spent three decades trying to make Orthodoxy more compatible with the modern liberal world. He openly urges the faithful to accept evolution and other scientific tenets. He has been a passionate advocate for environmental protection. And, like Pope Francis, he has quietly promoted a more accepting attitude toward homosexuality. But Bartholomew's power is more limited than the pope's. There are eight other Orthodox patriarchs, each of whom presides over a national or regional Church, and Bartholomew's role is that of "first among equals."

Kirill, who heads by far the largest national Church, has made it into a bastion of militancy. He has given the war against Ukraine his full-throated support, and some of his priests go further, preaching about the glory of firing Grad rockets and dying in battle for Russia. Kirill's tediously Manichaean tirades--about saintly Russia defending "traditional values" against the gay-pride parades of the decadent West--are much more than a justification for Putin's autocracy. His anti-modern ideology has become an instrument of soft power that is eagerly consumed by conservatives across the Orthodox world as well as by right-wing figures in Europe (such as Hungary's Viktor Orban). It has even won adherents in the United States, where some evangelicals and right-wing Catholics seek a stronger hand in the culture wars.

Peacefield: Putin's unholy war

Kirill has also launched an aggressive effort to capture Orthodox parishes allied with Bartholomew, allegedly with the help of the FSB, Russia's intelligence apparatus, and of the Wagner Group, Russia's mercenary arm. The Russian Orthodox Church has used bribery and blackmail, threatening to undermine churches that do not adopt its policies and requiring newly converted (and well-paid) clerics to sign documents renouncing all ties with Bartholomew's Church. The goal of this campaign is a very old one. Five centuries ago, after Constantinople had fallen to the Ottomans, a Russian monk famously wrote that Moscow was now the world's great Christian capital: "Two Romes have fallen, but the third stands, and there shall not be a fourth." Kirill and Putin seem determined to make this declaration of a "third Rome"--Moscow--come true.

The spiritual heart of Orthodox Christianity is on Mount Athos, a densely forested peninsula in northern Greece. It is a community of 20 ancient monasteries, and pilgrims must receive written permission to visit. No women are allowed, and the peninsula--sealed from the mainland by fences--can be reached only by boat, as if it were an island. I got my entry paper stamped just after dawn at a waterside kiosk in Ouranoupoli, a Greek beach town full of restaurants and bars that is the main gateway to Athos. The waitress who had brought my coffee would be the last woman I saw for three days. At the pier, I climbed onto a battered old ferry that gradually filled with bearded monks, construction workers, and a smattering of pilgrims. A heavy funk of unwashed male bodies mingled with the sea breeze. As I looked out at the gorgeous blue-green water, I pitied the monks, who must also renounce swimming here.

Not much has changed on Athos since the monks first arrived, more than 1,000 years ago. They have followed the same candle-lit rituals of prayer and chanting even as the Christian world around them--once contained in a single empire--split and transformed over the centuries like a slow detonation. The Great Schism occurred in 1054. Around that same time, Mount Athos saw the arrival of Slavic monks, recently converted from paganism, who became an important presence on the peninsula and remain so today.

The ferry trawled alongside the western coast of Athos. After half an hour, we saw a cluster of buildings topped by the distinctive onion domes of the Russian Orthodox Church: the St. Panteleimon Monastery. It is the most Russia-friendly monastery on Athos, and its monks have posted a video of one of their priests chanting a prayer for "President Vladimir Vladimirovich, the government, and army of our God-protected fatherland." After the Ukraine invasion in 2022, the monastery's abbot sent Putin a birthday letter expressing the belief that "Russia under your wise guidance will overcome all difficulties and become a world power." The monastery had not responded to my request for a visit. Still, my translator--a Macedonian named Goran who speaks fluent Russian as well as Greek--and I were hoping to persuade the monks to chat.

As we walked uphill from the pier, it became apparent that some of the monastery's buildings were brand-new. Others were still under construction or being renovated, tall cranes hovering above them. Starting in the late 1990s, wealthy Russians, including a coterie of oligarchs close to Putin, began investing huge amounts of money in St. Panteleimon. It is now the largest and most opulent compound in all of Athos. The finances of the monasteries are opaque, and little supervision was introduced even after an abbot with ties to Russian oligarchs was jailed in Greece for embezzlement and fraud in 2011 over a lucrative land deal. (He was acquitted six years later.)

For all the new buildings, I found St. Panteleimon almost empty. Near the main sanctuary, we tried to have a word with a monk who was hurrying past. The man grimaced and brushed us off. We spotted a second monk, and he, too, refused to speak. Goran, who has been to Athos many times, seemed amazed by this rudeness. There is an ancient tradition on Athos of hospitality for pilgrims, and Goran told me he had been warmly received at St. Panteleimon before the war in Ukraine. Not anymore.

Our next stop was the Monastery of Simonopetra, a little farther down the coast. The reception could not have been more different. In the main building, a young monk from Syria named Seraphim escorted us into an anteroom with a magnificent view over the sea. He vanished, reappearing a minute later with a silver tray bearing coffee, water, and tiny glasses of cherry liqueur made by the monks. When we described our experience at St. Panteleimon, Seraphim nodded sadly. He then began telling us about a Russian plot to capture and annex Athos. It took me a moment to realize that he was talking about something that had occurred in the 19th century.

The past is very close on Athos. Clocks there still run on Byzantine time, with the day starting at sunset rather than midnight. The monks live surrounded by frescoes depicting events that happened centuries or even a millennium ago. Most of the clerics have little contact with the outside world, and must seek approval from their superiors to use the internet. Some current events do penetrate. The Ukraine war has had a profound impact, and not just for the Russian monks who gave me the silent treatment; it has begun to erode what the monks call a shared "Athonite consciousness."

"It's like a huge scar, this war between two Orthodox nations," I was told by Elder Elissaios, the abbot of Simonopetra, who met with me the morning after our arrival. "Even if the war ends, the scars will still be painful ... We cannot protect against this kind of thing." I asked him what he meant. He paused for a moment, sipping his coffee and looking out at the blue expanse of the Aegean. "We don't know how to separate the Church from the nation," he said. "This is a problem of the Orthodox tradition."


The Monastery of Simonopetra, on Mount Athos (Yves Gellie / Gamma-Rapho / Getty)



That problem has its origins in the fourth century C.E., when Roman Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity and then imposed it on his subjects. For more than 1,000 years afterward, Church and state in Constantinople "were seen as parts of a single organism," according to the historian Timothy Ware, under a doctrine called sinfonia, or "harmony." The echoes of this fusion can be seen today in many of the symbols of Orthodox authority, including the crown worn by Bartholomew on formal occasions and the throne on which he sits.

One of the paradoxes of modern Orthodoxy is that its rigidity has become a selling point in the West. Many conservatives complain that mainstream churches--Catholic and Protestant alike--have grown soft and spineless. Some in Europe and the United States openly yearn for a more explicitly Christian political sphere. Conversions to Orthodoxy are on the rise, and most of the converts are not looking for a tolerant message like Patriarch Bartholomew's. According to Sarah Riccardi-Swartz, a scholar of Orthodoxy who teaches at Northeastern University, in Boston, the new converts tend to be right-wing and Russophile, and some speak freely of their admiration for Putin's "kingly" role. In the U.S., converts are concentrated in the South and Midwest, and some have become ardent online evangelists for the idea that "Dixie," with its beleaguered patriarchal traditions, is a natural home for Russian Orthodoxy. Some of them adorn their websites with a mash-up of Confederate nostalgia and icons of Russian saints.

Patriarch Kirill is keenly aware of his rising status among American religious conservatives, and he and his deputies have been welcomed warmly during visits to the U.S. (These visits took place before the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine.) During a visit to Moscow in 2015, Franklin Graham--the son of the late Southern Baptist leader Billy Graham--told Kirill that many Americans wished that someone like Putin could be their president.

Read: Steve Bannon's would-be coalition of Christian traditionalists

Russian Orthodoxy looks very different to many who grew up inside it. On my last day on Mount Athos, I had a conversation with a young man named Mykola Kosytskyy, a Ukrainian linguistics student and a frequent visitor to Athos. He had brought with him this time a group of 40 Ukrainian pilgrims. Kosytskyy talked about the war--the friends he'd lost, the shattered lives, the role of Russian propaganda. I asked him about the Moscow-linked Church that he'd known all his life, and he said something that surprised me: "The Ukrainian Orthodox Church"--meaning the Church of Kirill and Putin--"is the weapon in this war."

All through his childhood, he explained, he had heard priests speaking of Russia in language that mixed the sacred and the secular--"this concept of saint Russia, the saviors of this world." He went on: "You hear this every Sunday from your priest--that this nation fights against evil, that it's the third Rome, yes, the new Rome. They truly believe this." That is why, Kosytskyy said, many Ukrainians have such difficulty detaching themselves from the message, even when they see Kirill speaking of their own national leaders as the anti-Christ. Kosytskyy told me it had taken years for him to separate the truth from the lies. His entire family joined the new Ukrainian Church right after Bartholomew recognized it, in 2018. So have millions of other Ukrainians.

But religious ideas die hard, Kosytskyy said. The Russian message lives on in the minds of many Ukrainians, especially older ones. Among the hardest messages to unlearn is that the West represents a threat to Christian values, and that the vehicle for this threat is the humble-looking patriarch in Istanbul.

I first glimpsed Bartholomew on a rainy evening in late November. From where I stood, in the dim and damp recesses of St. George's cathedral, in Istanbul, the patriarch appeared as a distant figure in a red-and-gold cape, framed by a high wall inset with a dense golden filigree of angels and dragons and foliage. Bartholomew walked forward, clutching a staff, and ascended his patriarchal throne. To anyone who was raised, as I was, on threadbare Protestant rituals, Orthodox services are a bit like dropping acid at the opera. The cathedral was as deep and shadowed as a canyon, full of drifting incense and the thrilling sound of low choral chanting. Sparkling eyes gazed down from icons on the sanctuary walls.

That evening, the church was packed with people who had come from all corners of the Orthodox world for the annual Feast of Saint Andrew, the Phanar's patron saint. I heard shreds of multiple languages in the crowd--Greek, Serbian, French--and saw three East African priests in brown robes that were cinched with a rope at the waist. As the service came to an end, Bartholomew delivered the traditional blessing for a new archon, a layperson being honored for service to the Church. "Axios! " he called out three times ("He is worthy"), and each time the faithful repeated after him in unison: "Axios! "

"Kirill is allowing himself to be a tool, to be an instrument of Putin," Bartholomew told me.

When the service ended, we filed out into a small flagstone courtyard that underscores the peculiar status of the Phanar. It is revered as the ecclesiastical capital of the Orthodox world, but it is crammed into a space no bigger than a midsize hotel, and surrounded by a Muslim society that has treated it with undisguised hostility. The compound is overshadowed by the minaret of a neighboring mosque, whose PA system loudly proclaims the Islamic call to prayer five times a day. The clergy must change out of their clerical garb every time they leave the compound, lest they offend Muslim sensibilities.

I had a chance to speak with Bartholomew at an evening reception after an electric-violin concert in his honor at a Greek school in Istanbul. It was surprisingly easy to thread my way through a thicket of fawning diplomats, visiting Catholic bishops, and waiters balancing trays of wine and hors d'oeuvres--and there he was, seated in an armchair. He beckoned to me, and as I sat down he gave my forearm a paternal squeeze. Up close, Bartholomew has a rosy, patchy complexion, and his white beard looks almost like a rectangle of smoke spreading south from his chin. He spoke excellent English; when we were interrupted a few times by well-wishers, he conversed with them in French, Greek, and Turkish. He seemed very much at ease, answering my questions about the Church and its traditions as well as about his two highest priorities as patriarch--fostering greater openness to other sects and religions, and protecting the environment. As for the Ukraine war, he said bluntly that "Kirill is allowing himself to be a tool, to be an instrument of Putin."

I asked him about the political inconvenience of being based in Istanbul. Bartholomew conceded that the Turks were difficult hosts, but added: "It's better for us to be in a non-Orthodox country. If we were in Greece, we would be a Greek Church. If we were in Bulgaria, we would be a Bulgarian Church. Being here, we can be a supranational Church." This larger role is the reason the Istanbul Church is known as the Ecumenical Patriarchate.

Broadening the Church's mission has been a hallmark of Bartholomew's career. He was born Demetrios Archondonis on the Aegean island of Imvros in 1940, just two decades after Turkey's Greek Christian population had been decimated by violence and forced exile in the aftermath of the First World War. A local bishop saw his potential and paid for him to go to secondary school. He continued on to seminary and then to study in Rome, where he arrived in 1963 amid the theological ferment of the Second Vatican Council. Bartholomew had a front-row seat, meeting with council delegates, theologians, and other prominent Catholic figures. The Orthodox Church was, if anything, more rigidly traditional than the Roman Church, and Bartholomew seems to have been inspired by the Vatican reformers' efforts to clear away the cobwebs.

He was no firebrand. But he spoke consistently in favor of modernizing the Church and fostering greater openness. Despite the Church's overall conservatism, he had a few role models in this, including his godfather, Archbishop Iakovos, who was the Phanar's representative in North and South America from 1959 to 1996--and one of the only non-Black clerics to accompany Martin Luther King Jr. on his march from Selma, Alabama, to Montgomery in 1965.

Bartholomew's most distinctive effort to "update" the Church is his commitment to environmentalism. In the press, he is sometimes called the Green Patriarch. When, in 1997, he declared that abusing the natural environment was a sin against God, he became the first major religious leader to articulate such a position. Perhaps more controversial--at least to some Orthodox Christians--is Bartholomew's emphatic call for believers to accept unreservedly the findings of modern science and medicine. He believes in evolution, and regularly reminds his followers that the first life forms emerged on the planet some 4 billion years ago.

Bartholomew and Kirill have at least one thing in common: Both grew up as Christians in the shadow of rigidly secular rulers. But the Turkish republic was mild compared with the Bolshevik regime, whose Marxist faith decreed that religion was illusory and backward--the "opium of the people." The Bolsheviks were especially keen on destroying the Orthodox Church, because of its deep ties to czarist tradition. In the decade following the Russian Revolution of 1917, the new rulers imprisoned and executed thousands of Orthodox priests and bishops.


In early 2019, Patriarch Bartholomew signed a "tomos of autocephaly" blessing the religious independence of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. (Onur Coban / Anadolu Agency / Getty)



By the time Kirill was born, in 1946, Joseph Stalin had changed tack, feeling that he needed religion to shore up popular support. He revived the Church in zombified form, an instrument of the state that was massively surveilled and controlled by the security services. When some of the KGB's archives were exposed in 2014--thanks in part to the brave efforts of the late Gleb Yakunin, a dissident Russian priest who spent years in prison--the collusion of the Church's leaders was revealed. One of the collaborating clerics, whose code name in the files is Drozdov ("The Thrush"), is alleged to be Patriarch Alexy II, Kirill's immediate predecessor. Kirill's name did not come up in the files, but he was the product of a system in which advancement was impossible without the approval of the regime.

As the Soviet Union collapsed, the Church faced a crisis of identity. Kirill was one of its most visible and charismatic leaders, and for a brief moment, he seemed to urge a new and more democratic direction for the Church. But as Russian society descended into chaos and gangsterism, Kirill staked out much more conservative and autocratic views.

By the time Putin came to power, in 1999, some of his old KGB friends had already started getting religion. It made a certain kind of sense that the most devout and pitiless Communists were those who most needed a new faith, and many of them had already spent years collaborating with Church figures. Putin made his first visit to Mount Athos in 2005, attending services at St. Panteleimon and climbing the monastery's bell tower. A year later, one of his old confidants from the KGB helped found the Russian Athos Society to organize donations to the monasteries there. Putin's own religious feelings are hard to discern, though he is rumored to have been brought into the Orthodox faith in the '90s by a priest named Tikhon Shevkunov, who ran a monastery not far from the FSB's Moscow headquarters.

As Putin sought to revive his country's lost status, the Orthodox Church was a superb way to spread propaganda and influence.

In 2008, a documentary called The Fall of an Empire: The Lesson of Byzantium was broadcast on Russian state television, not once but three times. The director and star was the same Tikhon Shevkunov. The movie's thesis was that Byzantium had been irrevocably undermined even before Ottoman armies conquered it in 1453, its religious culture and resolve eroded by the individualism of the encroaching West. Russia was held up as Byzantium's heir, the natural vehicle of its holy mission. Historians pilloried the show as historically illiterate, but they were missing the point. It wasn't really about the past. It was a blueprint for the future.

Kirill became patriarch in 2009. Soon afterward, Putin began invoking Orthodoxy when talking about Russia and its role in the world. Thousands of churches have since been built throughout the country, and Putin has made very public visits to Church elders. Kirill "inspired Putin to a great extent, to make him think in civilizational terms," I was told by Cyril Hovorun, a Ukrainian-born theologian who spent 10 years as a personal assistant and speechwriter to Kirill before resigning in 2012, unhappy with the Church's direction. Putin's loyalists quickly began aping their president's talk of "Holy Russia" and her "satanic" enemies.

Read: Are Ukraine's leaders in league with Satanists? On Russian TV, yes

Putin's decision to restore Orthodoxy to its old public role was a shrewd one, whatever his personal religious feelings. The Russian empire had collapsed, but its outlines could still be seen in the Russian Orthodox religious sphere, which extended beyond Russia's borders and as far afield as Mount Athos and even Jerusalem. For a ruler seeking to revive his country's lost status, the Church was a superb way to spread propaganda and influence.

If Kirill had any illusions about who stood higher in the new sinfonia between Church and state, they were quickly snuffed out. In 2011, he endorsed criticism of corrupt parliamentary elections in Russia. Reports soon appeared in the state-controlled media about luxury apartments belonging to Kirill and his relatives. Other stories began to circulate about billions of dollars in secret bank accounts. One website published a photograph from 2009 in which Kirill could be seen wearing a Breguet watch worth about $30,000. Kirill denied ever wearing it, but after a bungled effort to airbrush it out of the photo, the Church had to admit that the watch was his and make a humiliating apology. Kirill has shown abject loyalty ever since. At a celebration in honor of his first decade as head of the Russian Church, in 2019, he appeared alongside Putin and thanked God and "especially you, Vladimir Vladimirovich." (My request for comment from Kirill and the Moscow Patriarchate went unanswered.)

For Kirill and Putin, it was not enough to restore the Church's status in Russia. To reclaim the "Russian world," they had to wage a much wider battle for influence and prestige, one that would include tarring Bartholomew.

The Russian campaign started in Greece, where there is a natural well of sympathy formed by ancient religious ties and shared enemies. In the mid-2000s, Russian oligarchs began building churches and doling out cash for favors. Bishops who lent holy relics for tours in Russia could make a tidy profit for themselves or their parishes. The Russian investments were followed by a systematic effort to denigrate Patriarch Bartholomew on hundreds of new Greek-language websites, blogs, and Facebook groups, an online offensive documented by Alexandros Massavetas, a Greek journalist, in his 2019 book, The Third Rome. "The message was that Bartholomew is being manipulated by the Turks or the U.S. or the Vatican," Massavetas told me, "and that only Russia represents the true Orthodox spirit, with Putin as its protector."

The Phanar overlooked these attacks for years. Bartholomew was working hard to maintain unity at all costs, because he was planning to convene a historic pan-Orthodox gathering that he saw as the crowning achievement of his tenure. The Church had not held a Holy and Great Council for more than 1,000 years, and the planning for this one had begun in 1961. Bartholomew was so keen on making the synod succeed that he accommodated the Russians at every turn. During a preparatory meeting, the Russians objected to proposed language about the Church's opposition to discrimination and insisted that all references to racial and sexual minorities be deleted. (Kirill seems to see the language of human rights as a tacit endorsement of homosexuality and other supposed sins.) They also demanded that Ukraine's calls for religious independence be kept off the agenda. Bartholomew caved on it all, even the seating plan.


St. Panteleimon Monastery; monks of Mount Athos (Photo-illustration by Cristiana Couceiro. Sources: Vlas2000 / Shutterstock; Agencja Fotograficzna Caro / Alamy; Nicolas Economou / NurPhoto / Getty; Royal Geographical Society / Getty; Library of Congress selected manuscripts in the Monasteries of Mount Athos)



Then, just a week before the synod's start date, in 2016--with all the villas booked and ready at a Cretan resort town--the Russians pulled out. They defended their decision by pointing to three much smaller Orthodox bodies (Bulgaria, Georgia, and Antioch) that had withdrawn just beforehand. Although there appear to have been some genuine disagreements about the documents prepared for the meeting, the three smaller Churches have close ties with Moscow, and the Russian move came off as yet another effort to humiliate Bartholomew.

Kirill, though, appears to have miscalculated. His public snub laid bare the divisions in the Church and removed Bartholomew's incentive to compromise. Archbishop Elpidophoros, who is now the Phanar's senior bishop in the United States, spoke with me about this episode during a conversation in his Manhattan office, on the Upper East Side. Perhaps the most important consequence of Kirill's move, he explained, was that it opened the door to giving the Ukrainians what they wanted. "That was the green light," he said.

The movement for religious independence in Ukraine had been stirring for decades, and it had grown in tandem with the country's political confrontations with Moscow. As early as 2008, the head of Ukraine's Moscow-linked Church at the time, Metropolitan Volodymyr, was declaring that the Church and state should be separate--a position that would be unthinkable in Russia. When Viktor Yanukovych, an instrument of the Kremlin, became president of Ukraine in 2010, he made clear that he wanted the Orthodox Church--the faith of 72 percent of Ukraine's people--back in its cage. A Ukrainian bishop, Oleksandr Drabynko, told me he was called into the ministry of internal affairs one morning in 2013 for a meeting. One of Yanukovych's officials delivered a blunt message, Drabynko said: "We must push out Volodymyr because we need someone loyal to us." The official added that with the next Ukrainian election approaching in 2015, "the Church must support our candidate."

The landmark events of 2014, known in Ukraine as the Revolution of Dignity, were more than just a civilian movement to overthrow a corrupt autocrat. The uprising bred a new sense of independence among Ukrainians, thanks in part to the role played by the Orthodox Church. Though some priests supported Yanukovych and his government, many others openly backed the revolt. When police attacked protesters in Kyiv's central square, one bishop allowed them to shelter from the police in his nearby cathedral.

Russia's brazenly neocolonial response to the 2014 revolution--the seizure of Crimea--infuriated Ukrainians and supercharged the movement for a religious divorce from Moscow. In October 2018, just weeks after his tense meeting with Kirill in Istanbul, Bartholomew dissolved the 1686 edict that had given Moscow religious control over Ukraine. He also set in motion the process that would lead to recognition of a new Ukrainian Church, one that would be under Bartholomew's--not Moscow's--jurisdiction.

The Russians were furious, and Kirill severed ties with the Phanar. Worldwide, Moscow began behaving as if it had already become the third Rome. A vivid illustration was provided by events in Africa, where one of the most ancient Orthodox patriarchates is based (in Alexandria, Egypt). Kirill founded a new branch of the Russian Orthodox Church and began targeting the existing Orthodox parishes there, whose leader had aligned himself with Bartholomew. "Through Facebook and Instagram they approach our followers," Metropolitan Gregorios, a Greek bishop who has been based in Cameroon since 2004, told me. "They begin by sending money. They attach everyone to them, show that Russia is rich, show that they can get more money."

Gregorios, who is 62, spent two hours with me in the lobby of an Athens hotel as he described Russia's religious efforts across Africa, which he said are funded by the Wagner mercenary force. Orthodox priests are more vulnerable to bribery than their Roman Catholic peers, Gregorios explained, because they are allowed to marry, and many have large families to provide for. "So the Russians say, 'We'll give education for your kids.' They bring a motorcycle, a car. They say, 'The Greeks just give bicycles.' And they double the salaries we pay." Last year, he said, he lost six priests in his jurisdiction: "They got approached by the Russians and offered 300 euros a month." Gregorios later shared with me some of the documents that priests under Russia's thumb must sign, swearing loyalty to the patriarch of Moscow "to my dying day."

The Russian Church has made similarly aggressive moves in Turkey, the Balkans, and elsewhere. Russia's secret services appear to be involved in some of these operations. In September, the North Macedonian government expelled a high-ranking Russian priest and three Russian diplomats, accusing them of spying. A week later, the same priest, Vassian Zmeev, was expelled from Bulgaria. According to Nikolay Krastev, a journalist in Sofia, Zmeev appears to have been organizing efforts to divide the Balkan Orthodox Churches and shore up opposition to the new Ukrainian Church. All of this bullying has had its effect: Only four Orthodox branches (out of about 17, depending on how you count) have recognized the new Ukrainian Church approved by Bartholomew.

In late 2021, weary of the conflict and worried that it was damaging all of Orthodoxy, Bartholomew reached out to the Russians--and was rebuffed. The Moscow Patriarchate "sent us a message saying that there is no way we will engage in any dialogue," Archbishop Elpidophoros recalled. The Russians, he went on, declared that "the wound is so deep that we will need at least two generations to overcome." The message may not have been entirely sincere. Russia was already planning what it believed would be a much quicker resolution to its Ukraine problems, one that did not include dialogue.

The Monastery of the Caves, in Kyiv, may be the most important Christian site in the Slavic world. Founded around 1050 C.E. by a monk from Mount Athos, it is a large complex of golden-domed churches, bell towers, and underground tunnels, ringed by stone walls and set on a hill overlooking the Dnieper River, in the center of the city. In the early days of the Russian invasion, in February 2022, there were rumors of a plan to parachute Russian special forces into the monastery grounds. Welcomed by friendly Orthodox priests, the invaders would quickly move on to the government buildings nearby and gain control of the capital.

The rumors were false, but they sounded plausible to many Ukrainian ears. The Russian military and its proxies had begun using Orthodox monasteries and churches as bases as soon as they arrived in eastern Ukraine in 2014, and have continued to do so over the past two years in occupied areas. They have even publicized the fact, in an apparent effort to show that the Church is on their side. Many priests, including prominent figures, did support Russia. The senior cleric at the Monastery of the Caves, Metropolitan Pavel, was well known for his pro-Moscow sympathies.

But the violence of the 2022 invasion united Ukrainians, and Kirill's efforts to sprinkle it with holy water--describing those who opposed the Russians as "evil forces" and praising the "metaphysical significance" of the Russian advance--made him a widely hated figure. Many Ukrainians now view the Moscow-linked branch, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, with deep suspicion. The Ukrainian security services have carried out regular raids on its churches and monasteries over the past two years, including the Monastery of the Caves. Dozens of priests have been arrested and charged with espionage and other crimes. This past October, Ukraine's Parliament approved a measure that could ban the Russia-backed Church altogether. That Church still has more parishes in Ukraine than its newer, independent rival, but its long-term prospects appear grim.

The loss of all of Ukrainian Orthodoxy would be a serious blow for Kirill. At its peak, Ukraine accounted for about a third of the parishes claimed by the Russian Orthodox Church. Ukraine also has a much higher rate of churchgoing than Russia, where actual piety seems to be rare--a fact that sits awkwardly with Kirill's broadsides against the moral depravity of the West. Barely two months after the invasion, a well-known Russian priest and blogger named Pavel Ostrovsky--who was not ordinarily a regime critic--unleashed a tirade on Telegram: "Some argue that Russia is a stronghold of everything noble and good, which is fighting against world evil, satanism, and paganism," he wrote. "What is all this nonsense? How can one be a noble stronghold with a 73 percent rate of divorce in families, where drunkenness and drug addiction are rampant, while theft and outright godlessness flourish?"

It is tempting to conclude that Russia's efforts to capture world Orthodoxy will prove to be a losing bet. Religious leaders of all kinds have denounced Kirill's embrace of the war, including Pope Francis, who famously told him not to be "Putin's altar boy." It may even be, as Archbishop Elpidophoros told me, that "the Patriarchate of Moscow is not a Church" so much as a convenient vehicle for nationalist ideology. The Russian people, he assured me, are the foremost victims of this religious tyranny.

The archbishop may be right about the Moscow Patriarchate: that it's not a Church, not in the sense that we have long accepted in the West. That said, it's not just an arm of the Kremlin. It is something more dangerous, a two-headed beast that can summon ancient religious loyalty even as it draws on all the resources of a 21st-century police state: internet trolls, abundant cash, the tacit threat of violence. Perhaps the most troubling possibility is that Kirill's Church, with its canny blend of politics and faith, turns out to be better adapted to survival in our century than mainstream Churches are.

There are certainly dissenters from Kirill's jingoistic line among the 40,000 Orthodox priests in Russia. But most clerics are pliant, and a vocal minority are even more extreme than their patriarch. Andrei Tkachev, an archpriest who was born in Ukraine and now lives in Moscow, has become notorious for sermons in which he asserts that "a warrior's death is best of all." He has millions of followers on social media. Other priests have reinterpreted Christian doctrine in ways that recall the Crusades. Online, you can easily find videos of Igor Cheremnykh, another well-known priest, asserting that the commandment "Thou shalt not kill" is meant to apply to the behavior only of civilians, not of soldiers. Cyril Hovorun, Kirill's former assistant, knows many of these priests personally. He calls them "turbo-Z Orthodox." (Z is used as a symbol of Russia's war.) Some of them were aligned with or even personally close to Yevgeny Prigozhin, the late oligarch and leader of the Wagner Group. "This monster has outgrown its creators," Hovorun told me. "It's a Frankenstein."

The day after I met Patriarch Bartholomew in Istanbul, I went for a walk near the Phanar. The Feast of Saint Andrew was over, and the ancient streets were no longer full of pilgrims. A cold drizzle fell. As I walked past the relics of dead civilizations--Roman, Byzantine, Ottoman--I found myself wondering if Orthodoxy would ultimately split into two religions, or just weaken itself through bickering, like the Christians who once ruled Constantinople.

It may be that Kirill and his angry zealots represent the last sparks of a dying flame. This is what Bartholomew has been assuring his flock: that he is bringing the Church into the future, while Kirill is holding on to the past. But as a patriarch in Istanbul, he must also know that the arc of history doesn't always bend the way we want it to.



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "Clash of the Patriarchs."
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In MAGA World, Everything Happens for a Reason

Bridge collapse, earthquake, eclipse--surely the heavens and the Biden administration are up to something.

by Brian Klaas




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


On March 26, in the middle of the night, an enormous container ship--the MV Dali--lost power. Slowly, excruciatingly, it drifted toward the towering steel piers of the Francis Scott Key Bridge in Baltimore, moving slightly faster than a brisk walking pace. But force is mass times acceleration, and the MV Dali weighed at least 220 million pounds--more than 50,000 cars. Even at a snail's pace, it was a wrecker. The bridge buckled. Six men died.

No hidden saboteur or shadowy agent of darkness caused this tragedy, just fallible electricity, a technology that sometimes breaks. Safeguards, such as routine inspections and a backup generator, failed to prevent a poorly timed accident, because even carefully regulated environments remain subject to some degree of chaos and randomness.

Don't try to tell that to Marjorie Taylor Greene, the avatar of the MAGA movement. While rescue operations were still under way, she couldn't resist insinuating a hidden hand: "Is this an intentional attack or an accident?" She eagerly played the role of queen conspiracist, and her like-minded subjects were legion. Perhaps the captain of the ship had been incapacitated by a COVID-19 vaccine. Or maybe President Joe Biden was really behind it, damaging the American economy and taking out a crucial bridge for ... unknown reasons. Conspiracy-theory TikTok videos sprouted up and garnered millions of views; some suggested that Barack Obama was the secret architect of the bridge collapse, or that it was an attempt to distract attention from the recent federal raid on the home of Sean "Diddy" Combs.

Adrienne LaFrance: So much for the apocalypse

Then, last Friday, an earthquake struck the Eastern Seaboard, its epicenter near Tewksbury, New Jersey. That such an unusual event would occur within mere days of a total solar eclipse visible across much of the United States was just too much of a coincidence for MTG: "God is sending America strong signs to tell us to repent. Earthquakes and eclipses and many more things to come. I pray that our country listens."

Greene didn't mention that God's message, if it had been sent from above, seemed to be aimed at Donald Trump himself, because ground zero for the earthquake was just a few miles from the closest thing to a gilded shrine in the MAGA movement: the Trump National Golf Club in Bedminster, New Jersey. Nor did she mention that astronomers can predict, with astonishing accuracy, the next time that God will apparently admonish the faithful through a total solar eclipse: at 3:34 p.m. UTC on August 12, 2026. (Those who must repent next will apparently be the notorious heathens of Greenland, where the eclipse will most easily be viewed.)

The notion that "everything happens for a reason" isn't just a false mantra of comfort to stitch on flowery pillows; it's also a central delusion of the MAGA movement, a fun-house-mirror reflection of reality as a world of perfect, top-down control, in which random accidents never happen and everything has significant, hidden meaning if you only dare to look closely enough.



Conspiratorial thought is an innate feature of human cognition, arguably an inadvertent by-product of evolution. Natural selection shaped the human brain to navigate the world by inferring cause and effect. The impulse is so ingrained that when patients have their corpus callosum severed, making communication between the two hemispheres of the brain impossible, the left hemisphere simply invents plausible explanations to account for inputs to the right side of the brain that the left side hasn't seen. When no reasons are to be found, we automatically make them up.

For hundreds of thousands of years, Homo sapiens were hunter-gatherers. If someone heard a rustling in the grass and stayed put because they assumed it was just a harmless gust of wind, but it turned out to be a lurking saber-toothed tiger, they might die. Conversely, if the rustling was caused by a gust of wind, but the person ran away for fear of a lurking, hungry cat, they might waste a bit of energy, but they would survive.

Human brains therefore adapted to a world in which false positives were annoying, but false negatives were deadly. As a result, our minds are pattern-detection machines, fine-tuned to underestimate randomness. Countless psychology experiments showcase this innate characteristic of cognition. Humanity makes sense of the world through narratives that inscribe clear-cut reasons onto subjective experience. We are, to borrow a phrase from the American literary scholar Jonathan Gottschall, a "storytelling animal."

The problem, as Gottschall points out in The Story Paradox, is that conspiracy theories make exceptional stories. QAnon is deranged, delusional fiction, but if Hollywood had invented it, it would be a blockbuster thriller. A sinister satanic conspiracy at the highest levels of power? Fetch the buttered popcorn.

Conspiracy theories are difficult to debunk precisely because a thrilling story is more cognitively compelling than no story. Once we see it, we can't unsee it, much as in a children's connect-the-dots drawing, seemingly random blobs of ink become a dinosaur, and then the image comes to appear inevitable. Similarly, the magic trick of detectives in mystery novels, such as Agatha Christie's Hercule Poirot, is to fit seemingly random details together like a perfect jigsaw, with no extra pieces left over. Now, on social media, thousands upon thousands of self-proclaimed Poirots search for hidden connections where none exist. Sometimes, they can put enough pieces together to form a superficially plausible image that captivates millions.

Read: Taylor Swift is just the latest subject in a long history of pop conspiracy theories

The real world is messy. Most events don't fit together like a jigsaw. Container ships sometimes knock down bridges in freak accidents. The moon blots out the sun completely, on average, every 18 months, though its visible location on Earth varies wildly. Earthquakes may be fully explainable by the science of plate tectonics, but we're incapable of predicting them, so it feels significant when New Jersey shakes rather than California.

Yet the human mind was forged, through relentless evolutionary pressures, to navigate a less complex world. Growling saber-toothed cats presented our ancestors with a fairly straightforward pattern of cause and effect--at least compared with the intricacies of globally interconnected economics and politics, which allow the people of one country to be instantly affected by a terrorist attack in another or by a single infection in a distant, unknown city. But the cognitive habits inherited from that simpler time yield something I call "magnitude bias," in which we wrongly assume that major events must have major causes, never small or arbitrary ones. A bridge collapse must have a hidden hand, a nefarious purpose behind it, not something so banal as a technical failure.

I've argued in these pages and in my book that the modern world is particularly prone to being upended by small, random perturbations. In the name of efficiency and optimization, we've eliminated slack in our systems, such that a small change--a mutated virus, for example--can produce catastrophic effects globally. Magnitude bias makes those flukes catnip to conspiracists. Something must be going on is the mantra that energizes swaths of the internet, where citizen sleuths admonish the sheep who fail to "do their own research."

Conspiracists, including those in the MAGA movement, from Trump and Greene downward, tend to share two defining traits. First, they are likely to have a Manichean worldview, such that they interpret events around them as a showdown between good and evil, with no third option. If something appears neutral or arbitrary, that can only be because one hasn't seen the hidden truth. This trait is particularly pronounced among evangelicals in the United States, who have inherited the outlook from thousands of years of Christian thinkers. As the literary theorist Terry Eagleton observed: "For Augustine and Dante, the world is a sacred text whose apparently accidental signs are to be deciphered as revelations of divinity."

The second trait, called "collective narcissism," is a belief that one's group is exceptional in some way, with access to special knowledge, while the rest of the world is full of chumps stuck outside, looking in. The Trump movement has cleverly tapped into this psychology, not just by ridiculing the mainstream media as the purveyor of lies to the foolish masses, but also by promoting markers of special identity, such as symbolic hats, QAnon T-shirts, and even secret hand symbols. This trait, too, can dovetail with religious belief, particularly for communities--such as evangelical Christian nationalists--that see themselves as having been chosen by God, in this case working with God through Trump.

The Trumpian conspiracists share a fantasy world of perfect top-down control, where every event--no matter how arbitrary or random--can be chalked up to the machinations of a secret villain, most often with a covert tentacle outstretched from the "Biden regime." Government officials are deemed simultaneously too inept to manage, say, health-care administration, and omnipotent enough to execute a complex global conspiracy involving a cabal of thousands without any mistakes or leaks. (Call it "Schrodinger's Bureaucrat.")

A bridge was felled by a tragic error. Earth's tectonic plates moved slightly underneath New Jersey. And on Monday, for four minutes, the sun went dark. These are mystifying events with rational explanations. Unfortunately, the MAGA movement has discovered its own hidden truth: that lying to people, coddling mass delusions, and insisting that political enemies are part of a secret plot is an effective strategy that converts ordinary supporters into zealous disciples. The only effective way to break the spell and bring people back to reality will be to disprove their most important prophecy, which takes place at the polls in November.

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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'This Will Finish Us'

How Gulf princes, the safari industry, and conservation groups are displacing the Maasai from the last of their Serengeti homeland

by Stephanie McCrummen


A Maasai boy herds goats and sheep in the shadow of Ol Doinyo Lengai--known to the Maasai as the Mountain of God--in northern Tanzania. Government plans call for the removal of the Maasai from this region, the latest in a long series of evictions.



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


It was high safari season in Tanzania, the long rains over, the grasses yellowing and dry. Land Cruisers were speeding toward the Serengeti Plain. Billionaires were flying into private hunting concessions. And at a crowded and dusty livestock market far away from all that, a man named Songoyo had decided not to hang himself, not today, and was instead pinching the skin of a sheep.

"Please!" he was saying to a potential buyer with thousands of animals to choose from on this morning. "You can see, he is so fat!"

The buyer moved on. Songoyo rubbed his eyes. He was tired. He'd spent the whole night walking, herding another man's sheep across miles of grass and scrub and pitted roads to reach this market by opening time. He hadn't slept. He hadn't eaten. He'd somehow fended off an elephant with a stick. What he needed to do was sell the sheep so their owner would pay him, so he could try to start a new life now that the old one was finished.

The old life: He'd had all the things that made a person such as him rich and respected. Three wives, 14 children, a large compound with 75 cows and enough land to graze them--"such sweet land," he would say when he could bear to think of it--and that was how things had been going until recently.

The new life: no cows, because the Tanzanian government had seized every single one of them. No compound, because the government had bulldozed it, along with hundreds of others. No land, because more and more of the finest, lushest land in northern Tanzania was being set aside for conservation, which turned out to mean for trophy hunters, and tourists on "bespoke expeditions," and cappuccino trucks in proximity to buffalo viewing--anything and anyone except the people who had lived there since the 17th century, the pastoralists known as the Maasai.

They were the ones tourists saw through their windshields selling beaded key chains at the gates of Serengeti National Park, or performing dances after dinner at safari lodges. They were famous for their red shawls and recycled-tire sandals. They grazed their cattle with zebras and giraffes, and built mud-and-dung houses encircled by stick fences barely distinguishable from the wild landscape. They were among the lightest-living people on the planet, and yet it was the Maasai who were being told that the biggest threat to conservation and national progress was them. Their whole way of life had to go.
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And so Songoyo, after considering his alternatives, had devised a last-ditch plan for his own survival, one that had brought him to a town in Kenya called Aitong, where a cool wind was slapping sand and dung into his face as he scanned the market for buyers. He was far from home, roughly 65 miles north of the village in Tanzania where he had been tear-gassed and shot at for the first time in his life. He had seen elderly men beaten and guns fired at old women, and now it was down to this: He was a herder for hire, working for a distant relative, trying to make enough money to buy one single cow.

"Come!" he called to the buyers who kept passing his herd and weaving through the bleating mass. "You will not find any better!"

This was his plan: one cow, because that was the starting point of what it meant to be a Maasai man, which was what he still wanted to be.

The forces arrayed against Songoyo, whom I met in the course of two long trips to Tanzania late last year, include some of the world's most powerful people and interests. (I have not used Songoyo's last name out of concern for his safety.) What these people and interests want is what the Maasai are trying to keep: the land they live on.

Global leaders are seeking what they consider to be undeveloped land to meet a stated goal of conserving 30 percent of the planet's surface by 2030. Corporations want undisturbed forests in order to offset pollution. Western conservation groups, which refer to the Maasai as "stakeholders" on their own land, exert great influence, as does a booming safari industry that sells an old and destructive myth--casting the Serengeti as some primordial wilderness, with the Maasai as cultural relics obstructing a perfect view.

The reality is that the Maasai have been stewards, integral to creating that very ecosystem. The same can be said of Indigenous groups around the world, to whom conservation often feels like a land grab. In the past two decades, more than a quarter million Indigenous people have been evicted to make way for ecotourism, carbon-offset schemes, and other activities that fall under the banner of conservation. That figure is expected to soar.

More and more of the finest, lushest land in northern Tanzania was being set aside for conservation, which turned out to mean for trophy hunters and tourists on "bespoke expeditions."

For all its accomplishments, the cause of saving the planet has become a trillion-dollar business, a global scramble in which wealthy nations are looking to the developing world not just for natural resources, but for nature itself. The wealthy players include not only Europeans and Americans but Arabs and Chinese and others. On the African continent, political leaders are enthusiastic about what so-called green foreign investment might mean for their own economies (and, maybe, their bank accounts).

Such are the pressures being brought to bear on northern Tanzania, where the Maasai migrated with their cattle 400 years ago, settling in an area encompassing hundreds of thousands of square miles of grassy plains, acacia woodlands, rivers, lakes, snowcapped mountains, salt flats, forests, and some of the most spectacular wildlife on the planet. They called it Siringet, which in the Maa language means "the place where the land runs on forever." The Maasai see their recent history as a struggle to save that land from those who claimed it needed saving.

First came the British colonial authorities, who established the 5,700-square-mile Serengeti National Park, pushing the Maasai to an adjacent zone called the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, with its famous crater, where they were promised they could live. Then came UNESCO. It declared both Serengeti and Ngorongoro to be World Heritage Sites, which came with new restrictions. Western tourists began arriving, seeking an experience of Africa that a thousand movies promised--one of pristine beauty and big game, not people grazing cattle. Tanzanian authorities began leasing blocks of land to foreign hunting and safari companies, many of which promoted themselves as conservationists--a word the Maasai have come to associate with their own doom. Spread among the villages that dot the northern tourist zone, the Maasai have meanwhile been growing in number--their population has doubled in recent decades, to about 200,000. Inevitably, the clash of interests has led to bitter and occasionally violent conflict.

Still, the threat unfolding now is of greater magnitude. It emerged soon after President Samia Suluhu Hassan took office, in 2021. "Tourism in Ngorongoro is disappearing," she declared during one of her first major speeches. "We agreed that people and wildlife could cohabitate, but now people are overtaking the wildlife." The Maasai listened with alarm, realizing that the people she was referring to were them.

Not long after Hassan's speech, officials announced plans to resettle the roughly 100,000 Maasai who were living in and around Ngorongoro to "modern houses" in another part of the country. Meanwhile, in a region north of Ngorongoro, bordering Serengeti National Park, government security forces began rolling into Maasai villages. They were carrying out another part of the plan: annexing 580 square miles of prime grazing land to create an exclusive game reserve for the Dubai royal family, which had long hunted in the area. The government characterized the move as necessary for conservation. Traditional Maasai compounds, known as bomas, were burned. Park rangers began seizing cattle by the tens of thousands.


Songoyo at an abandoned boma in the village of Ololosokwan. It lies within a tract now placed off-limits except for the use of the Dubai royal family. (Nichole Sobecki for The Atlantic)



And more was coming: a $7.5 billion package with the United Arab Emirates, of which Dubai is a part, that included new plans for tourism and conservation. A $9.5 million deal with the Chinese for a geological park that overlapped with additional Maasai villages. An offer from Tanzania to make Donald Trump Jr.--an avid trophy hunter--an official "tourism ambassador." New maps and proposals from the government indicated that further tracts could soon be placed off-limits, including a sacred site that the Maasai call the Mountain of God.
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"This is 80 percent of our land," a Maasai elder told me one evening during a meeting with other leaders in northern Tanzania. "This will finish us." They had tried protesting. They had filed lawsuits. They had appealed to the United Nations, the European Union, the East African Court of Justice, and Vice President Kamala Harris when she visited Tanzania in 2023. They'd unearthed old maps and village titles to prove that the land was theirs by law, not just by custom. They'd written a letter to John and Patrick McEnroe after hearing that the tennis stars were hosting a $25,000-a-person safari-and-tennis expedition in the Serengeti. People made supportive statements, but no one was coming to help.

This is what Songoyo understood as he paced the market in Aitong. It was closing soon. Buyers were filtering out through the wire fence, and he still had 12 sheep left to sell, one of which was lame. A man tapped it with a stick.

"A cow stepped on his leg; that's why he walks like that," Songoyo said, bracing the animal with his knees.

The man walked away. Another came and tapped his stick on the lame sheep, and then on the rest of them. They agreed on a price, and the buyer pulled out a roll of bills.

"Please, can you add 500?" Songoyo said, asking for the equivalent of an extra $3.60 in Kenyan shillings. "I need 500. Please."

The man added 200, and Songoyo brought the day's earnings to the relative who had hired him. They sat under a tree, and he counted out Songoyo's share for a week of work, roughly $10. One cow would cost about $200.

"See you next week," the man said.

"May God give you favor," Songoyo replied, putting the money in the pocket of his blue track pants. His cellphone rang, a battered plastic burner.

"I am coming," he told one of his wives, who was waiting for him at their home in Tanzania.

He'd had options other than this. There had always been Maasai who'd given up traditional ways to reinvent themselves, shedding their red shawls for all kinds of lives. Now many more of them, having lost their cattle, were moving to cities, where the Maasai reputation for bravery and rectitude meant there was always work as a security guard--I saw them everywhere in Arusha and Dar es Salaam, in front of shops and banks. Others had taken a government offer to resettle in a town called Msomera, far to the south, only to return home with stories of loneliness and conflict with locals. Still others were falling apart. Songoyo had seen them, drunk men hobbling along the road or passed out on their red shawls under trees in the daytime. That would not be him.

"Never," he said, and began the long walk back to his village in Tanzania, a tall man wrapped in a pink-and-purple plaid shawl passing cinder-block taverns where he would not drink, and motorbikes he would not hire, because the point was to save money for the cow. No cows, no life, he told himself, picking up the pace along an orange dirt road stretching into the late afternoon.

His earliest memories were of cows; he had never been without them. They were the huge, warm, brown beasts kept in the center of the boma. Their dung formed the walls of his home. Their milk and blood were what he drank as a child, when his father told him what Maasai children were traditionally told: that when the earth split from the sky and God left the world, he entrusted the Maasai with all the cattle, and by extension the land and the other animals that shared it. Songoyo learned how to herd with rocks, pushing them around in the dirt. He got his first calf when he was a small boy, herding it with a stick near the boma. When he was big enough, he followed his older brothers out into the wider grazing areas, including one the Maasai called Osero, a word that refers to lush grasslands--in this case, the 580 square miles of land adjacent to Serengeti National Park where Maasai had lived and kept cattle for generations.

It was in Osero that he learned about different kinds of grasses and trees: which ones had good branches for bows or good bark for tea that could ease a backache. He learned where to find natural salt and the coolest streams, and he learned certain rules: Never cut down a tree. Keep cattle away from wildebeests during calving season, because they carry a disease deadly to cows.

He listened to older boys tell stories, including one whose lesson he still lived by, about a group of Maasai heading out on a cattle raid when one of the warriors broke his sandal. The warrior turned to the man behind him and asked if he would stay and help, but the man refused. He asked another, who also refused, and so on until the very last one agreed to stay, while the rest continued on to cattle-raiding glory. The stern moral was: Be prepared. Don't fall behind. Stay with the group. Struggle.

Songoyo had struggled. He held himself together after his father died, when he was still a boy, a moment when he might have turned delinquent but didn't. He endured his adolescent coming-of-age ceremonies with dignity, by all accounts managing not to cry or shake during his circumcision, when people scrutinize and taunt boys for any sign of weakness, and he was rewarded with cows. He learned how to shoot arrows and use a machete, and became a moran--entering a stage of life when young Maasai men bear responsibility for protecting their village--and was given more cows, each with a name, each with a certain character he came to know. In this way, the life he wanted became possible.

He married his first wife, then a second and a third, and eventually built a boma in the village where his children went to school, and a larger compound on the edge of Osero, where the cattle were kept, and where he'd had one of the happiest moments of his life. This was just before everything began to unravel, an otherwise ordinary day when the rains were full and the cows were fat and he'd walked out into the middle of them, their bells jangling, realizing how far he'd come and thinking, "Yes, I am a real Maasai."

Not that life was an idyll. In village after village that I visited, people described years of tensions with safari companies and conservation authorities. People who lived within the Ngorongoro Conservation Area--a vast zone that was almost like its own country--had complained about schools falling apart and poisoned salt licks and the indignity of their identity being checked as they came and went through the tourist gate. In other areas, people had accused certain safari companies of illegally acquiring leases and paying local police to beat herders off concessions. One company was notorious for using a helicopter to spray scalding water on cows.

In Osero, the problems went back to 1992, when an Emirati company called Otterlo Business Corporation (OBC) was first granted a hunting license for the Dubai royal family. They had their own private camp and a private airstrip and, for the emir himself, Sheikh Maktoum bin Rashid Al Maktoum, a compound on a hill, guarded by a special unit of the Tanzanian military police. When the rains ended each year, cargo planes full of four-wheelers and tents and pallets of food would buzz low over villages before landing, followed by private jets delivering the royal family and their guests. A few weeks later, they'd buzz out with carcasses of zebras and antelope and other trophies. For a while, OBC had its own cellphone tower, and Maasai villagers noticed that when they were near it, a message would pop up on their phone screens: "Welcome to the U.A.E." The arrangement had been that the Maasai were supposed to keep away when the royals were in residence, but just about everyone had caught a glimpse. Songoyo had seen them speeding around, shooting animals from trucks with semiautomatic rifles. "Once, they pulled up in the middle of my cows and I saw them shooting so many antelope," he told me. "They just kill, kill, kill!"


Bumper-to-bumper in Serengeti National Park, the first enclave in northern Tanzania to be set aside for conservation and tourism (Nichole Sobecki for The Atlantic)



There had been attempts at diplomacy. Sometimes the Arabs, as the Maasai called them, would give out bags of rice. They had hired Maasai men to work as guides and drivers and had flown some of their favorite employees to Dubai, buying them clothing and cars. One driver recalled being at the camp on a day when the emir arrived. The driver lined up with other staff, and the emir greeted each one of them while an assistant followed behind with a large bag of cash, inviting each worker to reach in. The driver said he pulled out $1,060.

But a bitterness was always there. Maasai leaders had long claimed that Osero belonged to 14 adjacent villages, and that they had never consented to the OBC deal. Tanzanian officials asserted authority over not only Osero but a far larger expanse--Loliondo--citing its colonial-era designation as a game-controlled area; they often resorted to violence to enforce this view. Maasai villagers described to me how government security forces had collaborated with OBC at least twice in recent years to conduct a large-scale torching of bomas in the vicinity of the camp. Young men grazing cows had been beaten and shot at. One man described to me being shot in the face, then handcuffed to a hospital bed as he was bleeding through his ears and nose and eyes, slipping in and out of consciousness. He remembered a police officer shouting at a doctor to let him die, and the doctor refusing the order and saving his life. He lost his left eye, the socket now scarred over with skin, and had kept a thin blue hospital receipt all these years in the hope of receiving restitution that never came. Most villages have people who can tell such stories.

Read: The war on rhino poaching has human casualties

In 2017, amid rising complaints and lawsuits filed by Maasai leaders, Tanzanian authorities suspended OBC's license and accused the company's director of offering some $2 million in bribes to the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism, which led to a court case that ended in a plea deal. Requests to interview OBC executives, representatives of the Dubai royal family, and officials of the U.A.E. government about their involvement in Tanzania went unanswered.

By the time Hassan became president, in 2021, the director was back on the job and the OBC flights had resumed.

Samia Suluhu Hassan was widely embraced by West and East. Her predecessor, John Magufuli, who died in office, had been a populist with an authoritarian streak and became infamous for downplaying the dangers of COVID. He suspended media outlets, banned opposition rallies, and alienated foreign investors, even as many Maasai saw him as a hero for brushing back OBC.

Hassan eased his more repressive policies and embarked on an ambitious plan to bring foreign investment into the country, especially through tourism. She branded herself a forward-looking environmentalist.

And she found willing collaborators. The World Bank had been encouraging more tourism, arguing that it could help Tanzania achieve what official metrics define as middle-income status. One of the country's main conservation partners, UNESCO, had been pressing Tanzanian authorities for years to implement what it called "stringent policies to control population growth" in Ngorongoro, although UNESCO also says it has never supported the displacement of people. A German conservation group called the Frankfurt Zoological Society, a major partner in managing Serengeti National Park, has expressed concern that traditional Maasai practices are becoming less tenable because of population growth. "There is a risk of overuse and overgrazing that should be addressed," Dennis Rentsch, the deputy director of the society's Africa department, told me. "I don't want to vilify the Maasai. They are not enemies of conservation. But the challenge is when you reach a tipping point."

In response to these pressures, the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism produced a report that blamed rising Maasai and livestock populations for "extensive habitat destruction" in conservation zones. It recommended resettling all of Ngorongoro's Maasai. It also recommended designating the 580-square-mile Osero tract, farther away, as a more restrictive game reserve, describing the land as an important wildlife corridor and water-catchment area for the Serengeti ecosystem. The designation left the Dubai royal family with an exclusive hunting playground. But none of the Maasai who lived in the area would be allowed to graze their cattle or continue living there.

Maasai leaders countered with two reports of their own--more than 300 pages covering colonial history, constitutional law, land-use law, and international conventions, and providing copies of village titles, registration certificates, and old maps--to prove their legal right to the land as citizens. They blamed habitat destruction on sprawling lodges, roads bisecting rangeland, trucks off-roading across savannas, and "huge tourist traffic." Overgrazing was a result of being squeezed into ever smaller domains, which kept the Maasai from rotating grazing zones as they normally would. Citing their own surveys, they said the government had inflated livestock numbers, a claim supported by Pablo Manzano, a Spanish ecologist with the Basque Centre for Climate Change, who had conducted research in the region and found that the government was perpetuating a tragic misunderstanding.

Manzano and others pointed to a growing body of scholarly research demonstrating what the Maasai had long known: that their management of the land did not degrade the Serengeti ecosystem but had actually helped sustain and even create it--the grasslands the Maasai had cultivated for hundreds of years were the same grasslands that many wild animals needed to thrive. In that sense, the land had already been conserved before the Germans, the British, and various international groups decided that they needed to save it.
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In their reports, Maasai leaders concluded that the government was engaged in "a calculated process to wipe out animals" and to "devastate their livelihood and culture." They took a bus to the capital and delivered the two reports in person to government officials.

But there would be no debate, no discussion of complexities. Hassan moved forward with her agenda. She was finalizing the $7.5 billion package with the United Arab Emirates, the fourth-largest (after China, the EU, and the U.S.) investor in Africa. One deal turned over management of roughly two-thirds of Dar es Salaam's port to DP World, a company owned by the U.A.E. government. Another deal turned over management of some 20 million acres of forest--roughly 8 percent of the nation's entire territory--to a company called Blue Carbon, which is run by a member of the royal family, Sheikh Ahmed Dalmook Al Maktoum, and uses conserved land to generate carbon credits that it sells to other companies. The package also included money for tourism.

Hassan invited travel agents to the country for a "tourism reboot." She spoke of wanting more five-star hotels. She filmed a promotional documentary called The Royal Tour, which at one point involved helicoptering with a travel reporter over some Maasai villages near the Serengeti.

"All those round things down there are the Maasai bomas," Hassan says in the film, as several villagers look up into the sky. The reporter then comments in a way that Maasai leaders found ominous: "Over the years, the Tanzanian government has tried to persuade the Maasai to become traditional farmers or ranchers, but they've persisted in clinging to their ancient ways. And yet, they may not have a choice now."

Some 400 miles to the south, in the hotter, flatter farming area of Msomera, bulldozers broke ground on a new development. The military was building 5,000 cinder-block houses intended for Maasai families. Officials had been dispatched to villages in the Ngorongoro Conservation Area to present the government's offer: a free house on 2.5 acres. Electricity. Piped water. New schools. A cash bonus of roughly $4,000 for early takers. At one such presentation, a crowd pelted the officials with rocks.

I requested an interview with Hassan to better understand her decisions. In response, a government spokesperson arranged interviews with several other officials, one of whom was Albert Msando, a district commissioner, who told me, "Whatever I am answering is whatever the president would have answered." We met in the town of Handeni, near Msomera. Msando's office was inside a former British-colonial building, where a portrait of Julius Nyerere, Tanzania's founding father, hung on one wall and a portrait of Hassan hung on another.

"For the public interest," Msando said of the Maasai, "we have to relocate them." A lawyer by training and demeanor, Msando emphasized that any relocation is voluntary, at least for now. He also made it clear that if persuasion fails, the government maintains the legal right to remove the Maasai from conservation areas, by force if necessary. "That's why there are guys here with their shoulders decorated," Msando said, pointing around the room to police and military officers.

He told me that anyone in Tanzania would be lucky to get what the Maasai were getting. "We are giving them nice houses, I believe, according to modern standards." He said that the Maasai currently live in "filthy conditions" and should be helped to "live a better life."

He and other officials I spoke with said that they disliked even using the term Maasai. They invoked the spirit of Nyerere, saying that Tanzania was supposed to have a national identity, not tribal ones. Msando said he could understand the Maasai's concern about losing their culture, even if he had little sympathy for it. "Culture is a fluid thing," he said. "I am Chaga--the Chaga were on the verge of having their own nation. Today look at me. People do not even know I'm Chaga. My kids don't even speak Chaga." He was unapologetic: "The Maasai are not exempted from acculturation or cultural acclimatization, or cultural extinction."

The government's plans moved forward. In June 2022, a convoy of trucks carrying hundreds of security personnel rolled into the 14 villages bordering Osero, a show of force that the Maasai had never seen before. Soldiers, police, and park rangers set up camps on the outskirts of each village, announcing their intention to demarcate the boundary of the new game reserve. What happened next unfolded sporadically over several days. It has been documented in reports by human-rights groups and was described to me by dozens of witnesses and victims.

First, village leaders summoned to what was billed as a routine ruling-party meeting were arrested after they refused to go along with the demarcation--27 of them in all. The security forces then began planting a long line of three-foot-high rectangular cement markers called beacons along the perimeter of Osero. Villagers came behind them, kicking the markers down before the concrete foundations had set; women hacked at them with machetes. "I felt like I was fighting for myself," one woman told me later. "I knew if this land goes away, there is nowhere for my children to be, and that forced me to lose my fear." But the security forces kept beating the villagers back. Elders called more than 1,000 moran to take up positions with bows and arrows in forested areas along a main road where government trucks were patrolling.

"How many are ready to die?" a leader said to the group, and at some point, one of them shot an arrow at a police officer, killing him.

After that, the security forces opened fire. They shot at the legs of elderly women waving grass as a sign of peace. They shot an elderly man, who fell and then was heaped onto a truck "like a sack of maize," his son told me. He has not been found. The security forces shot at men and women trying to destroy the beacons, wounding them in their arms and legs and backs. They shot tear gas into bomas and burst into one where a traditional ceremony was being held, firing into the crowd. The moran waited for orders to retaliate, but the elders, seeing what the government was willing to do, called them off. "It's only because we didn't have guns," a Maasai elder told me. "If someone helped us with guns, they cannot even fight with us, because they are very cowardly." Another elder said, "You cannot fight a gun with arrows."

Dozens of people with bullet and machete wounds, blocked by police from local clinics, limped their way across the border into Kenya for treatment. Several thousand more fled there for safety. Others hid in the forest. Then the burning and bulldozing began. For several days, security forces plowed through circles of stick fences. They crushed houses and corrals and lit the debris on fire, burning more than 300 bomas, including Songoyo's, and finishing the work before the start of high safari season. In a statement issued a few days after the violence, the Tanzanian government said the new game reserve had "no settlements as it is alleged and therefore there is no eviction" taking place. It described what had happened as "normal practice for all wildlife and forest protected areas in Tanzania"--a necessary step to keep the Serengeti ecosystem from being "disrupted and eventually erased from the face of the Earth."

Songoyo's boma had been by a hot spring. His father's and grandfather's graves were nearby. In the aftermath of the violence, he moved his family and cattle from Osero to a smaller boma nearer to his village, where he and others returned from hiding to find homes ransacked and skeletons of cows that had been eaten by wild animals.

Security forces roamed up and down the roads. Officials called people into immigration offices and accused them of being Kenyans, requiring them to show up in court for weeks on end, until judges threw out their cases for lack of evidence. Rangers patrolled Osero more heavily than ever, shooting at and beating herders who went anywhere near the new reserve, punishments that now came with a kind of psychological torture--forcing people to consent to the legitimacy of their own dispossession. One young man told me that rangers dragged him to their truck and beat him on his back with a stick for hours, calling him "rubbish" and yelling, "You don't agree this land was taken? We will punish you until you agree!" They would feed him cornmeal, he said, and beat him some more. But he never did agree. Now he can barely walk.

The Maasai had other problems. One was grass: There was not enough. Everywhere I went, I saw bony cows picking at short clumps of weeds in dry patches of dirt. Out of desperation, some people were taking their cows to graze in Kenya, while others were sneaking into Osero at night. To avoid alerting rangers, cows went in without bells, making them harder to keep track of in the dark. Herders used cheap flashlights for safety, shining them fleetingly in the bush to detect the eyes of lions and other predators. They struggled to keep themselves awake, wearing small radios around their necks, playing tinny music at a low volume only they could hear.

Another problem was worse: Rangers were seizing cattle. Not just a few here and there, but huge herds of them, by the hundreds and then by the thousands. One day, Songoyo got a call from his brother, who had been grazing Songoyo's 75 cows near Osero with other herders.

He said rangers had chased them down and seized more than 700 cattle, including all of Songoyo's. He said the rangers had then crossed with the cattle into Serengeti National Park, and were holding them in a pen. Songoyo imagined them staying like that, not eating, not drinking. He imagined his favorite, Kiripa, a brown heifer he could always count on to lead the other cattle to distant grasses and home again, slowly dying, and rushed with the other owners to the park gate.

"I tried to reason with the rangers, but I totally failed--it was like they were ready to shoot us," he recalled, and so the group contacted a Maasai lawyer, Melau Alais, whose practice had been overwhelmed by such emergency calls in the past year.

After several days, Songoyo learned that the rangers were alleging that the cattle had been illegally grazing inside Serengeti National Park, and that they would all be auctioned off unless the owners prevailed in court. The court was in a town called Mugumu, clear on the other side of the park, a two-hour drive away. The hearing was in a few days. So Songoyo and the other owners scrambled together the park fees and set off in the lawyer's car past lush green grass and fat, grazing zebras and Land Cruisers full of tourists enjoying the scenery. When they reached the courthouse, the owner whom they had elected to represent all of the owners in the case, a man named Soloi Toroge, was formally charged with illegal grazing and jailed until the hearing.

The next day, Songoyo and the others sat in the gallery as Toroge took the stand. Both Songoyo and Alais recalled for me the day in the courtroom.

"So what happened?" Alais asked Toroge, and as the defendant began telling the story of how the rangers had beaten the herders and taken the cattle, Songoyo said he felt his anger rising.

Alais asked Toroge how he knew the cows were his, and as he described their particular colors and markings, Songoyo thought about his own cows, and became more desperate.

At another point, Alais asked Toroge how many children he had, and as Songoyo thought about his own, he began to feel physically ill.

"So what other business do you do?" Alais continued.

Toroge said he depended only on livestock.

"This livestock, or others?" Alais asked him.

This livestock, he answered. There was no other.

"So if the court decides to auction the cattle, what will happen?" Alais asked.

"All of us will die of hunger," Toroge answered.

As he continued, Songoyo remembered thinking that this was it. That he really was about to lose everything he'd worked his whole life to achieve--not because of drought or his own foolishness, but because of his government, and the Arabs, and something called conservation. He said he began making noises, and felt himself becoming so disoriented, so altered, that he thought he could kill someone, or that someone might kill him, and soon people were surrounding him, court officers threatening to arrest him. Songoyo was saying, "Then let us die. There is no special death."

He did not return for the other days of testimony. He was back in his village when Alais called to tell him that the judge had ruled that the cows would be auctioned off unless the owners paid a fine, and that his share--calculated per head of cattle, per day, for more than 30 days and counting--would be roughly $5,000.

He briefly considered what others had done, which was borrow money from a Somali loan shark who was doing a brisk business, but decided that was no solution.

"Let them sell them all," he told Alais.

He did not leave his boma for days.

Normally, relatives and neighbors would give someone in his position one of their cows to help him rebuild, but nothing was normal any longer. More than 50,000 head of cattle had been taken by rangers, according to a local tally. Between the seized cattle and the fines, a huge transfer of wealth was under way from the Maasai community to the government.

People came by Songoyo's boma to say they were sorry. They tried to encourage him. He considered what to do. He could be a security guard. He imagined standing still for hours in front of some building in Arusha. Then he began thinking that death would be preferable. Traditional Maasai cosmology includes no afterlife, no reward or punishment in the hereafter, so that would be that. Hanging or poison were the usual methods; hanging was more certain. Then he thought about his children. "And I said no," he recalled. He told himself what others had told him since his father had died. He was a hard worker. He knew how to struggle. He thought, "Maybe something good is ahead of me." He thought that if he just kept going, "God will bless me for that."


A boma at dawn, its days likely numbered, in a region bordering the Ngorongoro Conservation Area (Nichole Sobecki for The Atlantic)



He tore down a large corral where he had kept his cattle and built a smaller one for the seven goats he still had, and for the one cow he hoped to buy. He remembered a distant relative, a businessman in Kenya; they got in touch, and the plan was set: Pick up the livestock at a market near his village. Herd them across the border to a market in Kenya, and if he didn't sell them there, go on to Aitong, a roughly 130-mile circuit every week. He had been doing this for months.

When he got home from Aitong, he would give half the money he'd earned to his wives for food. He would rest, and then start out again. He noticed himself becoming skinnier.

Songoyo headed north with his next herd of sheep, through a clearing with a seasonal stream and smooth rocks. He skirted Serengeti National Park, where he was not allowed to be, then crossed over a low mountain range that marked the Tanzania-Kenya border, his sandals splitting at the soles. At the gates of the park, some of the half a million people who visit every year were lining up in Land Cruisers, the bumpers displaying flag decals representing the United Kingdom, Germany, Italy, the United States. And as the sun rose one morning, in they went, tourists with bucket lists, anniversaries, dreams, and romanticized images in mind.

They roamed the dirt roads through grassy plains that really did seem to stretch on forever--a rolling sea of greens and yellows and flat-topped trees. They slowed for herds of gazelles and elephants. They sped to a leopard sighting in trucks bearing the wishful names of various outfitters--Sense of Africa, Lion King Adventures, Peacemakers Expeditions--and soon they began gathering along one side of the Mara River.

On the other side, great black herds of wildebeests were massing, waiting for the right moment to dive off a small cliff and swim across. What the animals saw waiting for them was a long line of trucks, a metal fortification.

"I want a picture!" said a woman hoisting her camera.

"My God, I want them to come down!" said her companion.

An hour passed. Another hour. The wildebeests were not migrating. A Maasai driver grumbled that obviously there were too many trucks. A man pressed binoculars to his face.

"See, it looks fine to us, but to them, something's not right," he said.

He wondered if it was crocodiles. They waited. A woman took a nap. Then some wildebeests began moving downriver, opposite some gaps in the otherwise solid wall of trucks. And then one hurled itself over the cliff in heroic fashion, and soon they were all diving.

"They're flying!" someone said.

The animals were flailing, tumbling, and splashing down into the river, swimming for their lives, and now engines were cranking as trucks roared toward the crossing point, wedging into every open gap.

"We got 'em!" yelled a woman holding up a camera, and as far as anyone could see, the view was wildebeests, river, trees, and the grassy savanna beyond--no cows, no goats, no Maasai herders, no people at all, except the ones beholding the spectacle they'd been promised.

What they could not see was a tall man in blue track pants and a pink-and-purple plaid shawl herding sheep across a rocky path, trying not to think about how his knees hurt, his ankles hurt; trying to forget about all that had come before now.

Songoyo walked along a dirt road as trucks blasted him with fumes. He felt so hungry. At times he knelt on the ground and said, "God, can you see this?," then got up and kept going.

Songoyo reached the first market, where he did not sell the sheep but picked up some more animals for another client and kept going, heading for Aitong.

It was late afternoon when he began crossing the Maasai Mara--the Kenyan national park--with only a stick for protection because bows and arrows are not allowed in the park. He hustled the sheep through the bush, past thorns, under branches, over sharp rocks and soft grass. He saw zebras. He saw giraffes. At one point, he saw a lion, which began following him, then another, coming closer and closer, and as he began to think that this would be how his life ended, a tourist truck came speeding along the road and scared the lion away, and he took off running with the sheep until he came upon elephants--"So, so many elephants," he said--and managed to dodge those, too.

He kept walking, trying to stay alert. The night was moonless and very dark. After some hours, he reached the edge of the park and saw a boma--a cultural boma, as it turned out, the kind set up for tourists, where Maasai act out versions of the life now being extinguished--and asked if he could sleep there, but the people at the park said that was against the rules, even though welcoming him would have been the true Maasai way. So he waited outside a while and then entered anyway, lying down in a corner. It was cold, and he felt himself becoming sick.

He reached Aitong the next morning but still didn't sell the sheep, and this meant he would have to press on another 50 miles to a town called Kilgoris. By now he was so exhausted that he decided to sleep, and this was when, as he put it, "evil came during the night," in the form of a hyena that killed five of his sheep, two of which belonged to the new client. When Songoyo called to tell him, the man told Songoyo that he would have to repay him for the animals. Songoyo told him he didn't have any money. The man said in that case, he would have to work without pay. Songoyo set off for Kilgoris, now in debt.


Maasai gather at a livestock market, one stop on Songoyo's 130-mile circuit from Tanzania to Kenya and back. (Nichole Sobecki for The Atlantic)



He walked along a dirt road as trucks blasted him with fumes. He walked across one farm after another. He felt so hungry. At times he knelt on the ground and said, "God, can you see this?," then got up and kept going. Another farm. A man who gave him water. A man who yelled at him to get off his land. A tree where he took a nap. His dreams lately were of cows grazing in lush grass, and of dying. More hours crossing an area that belonged to a rival pastoralist tribe, sneaking along the edges and behind stands of trees, feeling like a thief, he said, feeling like he had no place to be in this world. He kept going like that, across more land that was not his.

The land Songoyo considered his was now part of the new Pololeti Game Reserve. That was what Osero had become. The government had constructed a gate bearing the name along the main road into the area, not far from where Songoyo's boma had been, and when the Dubai royal family was not around, tourists could pay a fee and go inside.

"As far as you can see, all this is now Pololeti," said a Maasai driver who had grown up on the land and been away from it for a year, ever since the violence. "I feel like crying." The only reason he was able to go inside now was that I had hired him as a guide.

What he saw was miles and miles of a particular grass that was good for cattle, at the moment so tall and golden. "If your cows are weak and they eat this, in two days they will stand," he said, driving ahead.

He saw the yellowing tops of grasses that zebras favored, and thick, wetter grasses that wildebeests favored. He saw some impalas in the distance and said, "I wish to see my goats there," because they would usually graze together.

He saw wiry red oat grasses, and thick swirls of cattail grasses, and here was the kind of acacia with bark that helped with nausea and there was the tree with large, rough leaves useful for sanding down a staff. He saw lavender morning glories used for tissues, and a sacred stream whose water was used for ceremonies. He smelled the familiar scent of bush mint in the cool afternoon, and heard such a strange quiet without the bells of cows.

"In this area, in the evening, you'd see so many cows," the driver said, and soon he reached a clearing where it was possible to see grass pressed into faint circles.

"Over here used to be houses," he said.

"Over here, there used to be more than 20 bomas," he said, continuing on.

"Here used to be a boma, because you can tell the difference between this grass and the other grass," he said. "We always have soft-soft."

He navigated by trees he remembered and small hills he knew by heart.

"Here was a very large boma--you can see the fence," he said, pointing to some scattered branches with thorns. He continued on.

"Over here was the Pyando family," he said, passing a certain spot in the grass.

"The Kairungs were here," he said, but it was hard to tell.

"Here were the Saing'eus," he said, pointing to black weeds that grew where cow dung had been.

Here lived the Purengeis and the Ngiyos. The Kutishos, the Oltinayos, the Kikanais, the Mungas. A whole world that would soon be gone with no trace.

The driver turned and headed back toward the gate, noting a road that led up to a compound on the mountain, where the emir could look down and enjoy one of the most magnificent landscapes on Earth, with no cows or bomas or red shawls obstructing the view.

"Just imagine," the driver said, and soon he was passing a line of white beacons.

"Oh, our land," he said, exiting through the gate, wondering what would become of all the life that had been here.

One answer was taking shape 5,000 miles to the north, in the United Arab Emirates, at a place called Sharjah Safari park. It had been open a year, a project sponsored by an Emirati royal who wished to re-create the experience of a real African safari. It was an hour's drive from the Dubai airport, out along a smooth, straight highway lined with green palms and bright-yellow marigolds, past mirrored skyscrapers, many mosques, discount strip malls, a crematorium, camels, and miles of desert.

At the entrance was a concrete elephant. The $75 gold package entitled visitors to tour 12 distinct African landscapes with animals procured from Africa itself, and on a 70-degree December day, tourists climbed into a modified Land Cruiser that whisked them through a series of metal gates.

"Savanna," the tour guide said as the first gate slid open to reveal some fake termite mounds, some half-dead acacia trees, and a living waterbuck. "Ngorongoro," she said as another gate slid open, revealing a few gazelles and four white rhinos. "Serengeti," she said, and on it went.

Soon the tour arrived at the last exhibit: "Boma." At the end of a curved path lined with grass was a collection of round structures made of cement, not mud and dung, with wooden doors and thatched roofs. There was a corral with goats and donkeys. And here and there were signs with cartoons explaining life in this place. One of them included a drawing of a man. He was wearing a blue-plaid shawl. His features were simply drawn, and he stared blank-faced from the confines of a rectangular wood frame.

When he saw the low mountain range, Songoyo felt a burst of energy, knowing he was near home, such as it was, the place where he was trying to start over. He crossed the clearing with the smooth rocks, and soon he arrived at a grassy slope, and there were the remnants of the larger corral he'd torn down, and there was the smaller one he'd built for the goats and the cow he still could not buy, a circle of sticks with jackets and plaid shawls drying on top. There was a mud-walled house, and a child running out of it.

His wife made him some tea. He gave her money for the market. He'd made roughly $20 on this trip, but of course he was now in debt for the sheep the hyena had killed. They discussed which neighbors were still around. So many had left. Then Songoyo went outside to check on his seven goats.

He looked inside the corral. Four, he counted. Another two were running around outside, so that made six. He kept looking. He walked to where the old corral used to be, then back to the new corral. No goat. He began walking faster, looking around the house. Still no goat. He walked farther out into the grass, seeing nothing, becoming more alarmed.

"Where's the other one?" he said. "There is one missing!"

His wife came outside and began looking too. He ran out beyond a thorn fence and into the taller grass, now frantic, scanning the landscape for all that he had left of a vanishing life he loved and still wanted.

He kept looking, and finally he spotted the goat. It was sitting in the grass. As he came nearer, he saw that it was injured. A back leg was bloody, and seemed to have gotten stuck in some thorns. Songoyo knelt down to examine the wound more closely. He was a Maasai man without a cow, in debt, getting skinnier, and now he was shaking his head.

"Who did this?" he shouted, expecting no answer.



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "The Great Serengeti Land Grab." Stephanie McCrummen can be reached at smccrummen@theatlantic.com.
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Why Tax Filing Is Such a Headache

It's not just you. Tax filing in America really is more challenging and expensive than it needs to be.

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.


Yes, the American tax code is complicated. But a web of other forces makes the country's tax-filing system much trickier than it needs to be.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Clash of the patriarchs
 	Israeli rage reaches new levels.
 	In MAGA world, everything happens for a reason.
 	The parents being scapegoated for America's gun failures




Difficult and Expensive

Doing taxes isn't many people's idea of a good time--especially right now, in the crunch of filing season. (For those of you still in the process, my apologies for reminding you of the impending deadline.) America has a complicated tax code, but that's not the only reason tax filing online is so stressful: Companies have lobbied hard over the years to keep the experience difficult and expensive.

Americans who have an income below a certain level are entitled to free federal tax filing. But millions of people who should qualify for free filing have ended up paying to file in recent years. In the early 2000s, after the government started talking about providing free tax filing to the public, a group of companies led by TurboTax, with the help of high-powered lobbyists, told the government that they would provide free federal tax filing for a swath of Americans through the IRS's Free File program. In exchange, the government agreed to back off. The companies kept their end of the deal, partnering with the IRS, and they later turned to creating additional free services on their own websites. (TurboTax and H&R Block remained affiliated with the IRS's Free File program until a few years ago.)

But free tax filing did not turn into an idyllic public resource. For one, TurboTax marketed as "free" products that ended up involving fees for some users--earlier this year, the Federal Trade Commission told TurboTax that it needs to stop claiming that its services are free unless they are free to everyone or exceptions are disclosed. (Intuit has appealed.) And ProPublica reporting in 2019 found that TurboTax deliberately suppressed links to its IRS Free File service in Google searches, in order to divert people to one of their paid products. (A spokesperson for Intuit, the parent company of TurboTax, told me that it has helped more than 124 million people file for free over the past decade, and ProPublica reported that TurboTax changed the code on its Free File option page after the publication of the ProPublica report in 2019 so that the option was no longer suppressed from search engines.)

Many tax-filing systems aren't just expensive; they're also confusing to use. Some companies have employed design choices to make certain steps of the process feel more laborious. In 2017, Kaveh Waddell wrote for The Atlantic about how TurboTax showed users fake progress bars--illustrations that seemed to show the site checking every detail of a return but that turned out to be generic. Waddell described the fake progress bar as an example of the concept of "benevolent deception"; as a spokesperson for Intuit put it at the time, the animations were used to assure customers "that their returns are accurate and they are getting all the money they deserve." Still, although an illustrated progress bar might be reassuring, it also highlights the apparent complexity of the process. Look how hard we're working to file your taxes, the bar seems to say.

Does tax filing need to be this complicated? A new government pilot program is trying to prove that it doesn't: Earlier this year, the IRS, which is not exactly known for its technological prowess, released a version of its own free online-filing service. As my colleague Saahil Desai reported last month, "That Direct File exists at all is shocking. That it's pretty good is borderline miraculous." Right now the service is available in just 12 states and only works for simple federal returns--and it has guaranteed funding for just this year. Still, Saahil writes, "it's a glimpse of a world where government tech benefits millions of Americans. In turn, it is also an agonizing realization of how far we are from that reality."

A free and easy way to file returns seems like a real public benefit. But the program's haters have been loud (already, TurboTax and H&R Block, which make billions of dollars from filers every year, have reportedly spent millions lobbying against it and other matters). Some critics of an IRS-backed filing alternative are skeptical of what they describe as its conflict of interest: If the IRS is the institution that collects money from you, will they have the taxpayers' interests in mind, or their own? The IRS has said that its goal is simply to apply the tax code; still, private companies' promise to get users the best refund possible sounds, on its face, more consumer friendly. Skeptics are also focusing on the question of funding: TurboTax pointed me to a recent Government Accountability Office report calling into question how much taxpayer money would be spent on the program--and a spokesperson for Intuit told me in an email that "IRS Direct File is a solution in search of a non-existent problem."

One day, perhaps, tax filing will be affordable and transparent for all. But if your immediate future involves parsing W-2s and rustling up receipts, I wish you the best of luck.

Related:

	The IRS finally has an answer to TurboTax.
 	Why some apps use fake progress bars




Today's News

	When asked about Arizona's recent abortion-ban ruling, Donald Trump said that the state's supreme court went too far, but added that the law would likely be reined in by Arizona's governor and others. He also said that he would not sign a federal abortion ban.
 	Allen Weisselberg, the former CFO of the Trump Organization, was sentenced to five months in a Rikers Island jail for perjury during Trump's New York civil fraud trial.
 	The six former Mississippi law-enforcement officers who assaulted and tortured two Black men were sentenced in state court to 15 to 45 years in prison, to be served concurrently with the federal sentences they had already received.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: The numbers are in, and they show that married couples are working as much as ever, Derek Thompson writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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The Sober-Curious Movement Has Reached an Impasse

By Haley Weiss

At Hopscotch, Daryl Collins's bottle shop in Baltimore, he happily sells wine to 18-year-olds. If a customer isn't sure what variety they like (and who is, at that age?), Collins might even pull a few bottles off the shelves and pop the corks for an impromptu tasting. No Maryland law keeps these teens away from the Tempranillo, because at this shop, none of the drinks contains alcohol ...
 In theory, these are teen-friendly drinks. But not every bar or shop owner will sell to under-21s ... As nonalcoholic adult beverages become more mainstream, they're forcing a reckoning over what makes a drink "adult" if not the alcohol, and testing whether drinking culture can truly be separated from booze.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"What I've heard from Gaza"
 	America is sick of swiping.
 	Are pitchers pitching too hard?




Culture Break


Keystone / Hulton Archive / Getty



Play. The adult stuffed-animal revival is here, Valerie Trapp writes. What's behind the rising popularity of plushies?

Beef. J. Cole dared to insult Kendrick Lamar--and, more surprisingly, he immediately apologized for it, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Crying Myself to Sleep on the Biggest Cruise Ship Ever

Seven agonizing nights aboard the Icon of the Seas

by Gary Shteyngart




Updated at 2:44 p.m. ET on April 6, 2024.


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


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 optic 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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What I've Heard From Gaza

I'm worried about the suffering of civilians right now--and the lack of a plan for a better future.

by Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib


Palestinians who fled Israeli attacks and took refuge in Rafah try to continue their daily lives under difficult conditions in the area near the border wall between Egypt and the Gaza, in Rafah, Gaza, on January 29, 2024. (Abed Zagout / Anadolu / Getty)



For the first time in more than a month, I recently had the chance to talk with my 11-year-old niece, who is sheltering with my surviving family members in the southern Gazan city of Rafah. She described her daily routine, which consists of little more than playing boring games on her mom's cellphone--which has no cell reception or internet access--and eating whatever food is sent through the Rafah crossing.

"It's all so salty from the cans, or really dry," she told me. A few days before, they had bought a frozen chicken for about $20, their first protein in months that hadn't come out of a can. "But at least Dad can afford aid food, which is sold to people instead of being for free." She sounded painfully adult, fully aware of the inequities of aid distribution among desperate Gazans.

Hundreds of thousands of Gazans are struggling each day to secure the calories that they need to stay alive. Greedy merchants, corrupt Hamas officials, and criminal enterprises regularly seize aid meant to be distributed for free and resell it at highly inflated prices. And the food that makes it through, saturated with sodium and other preservatives to keep it shelf-stable, is seldom palatable.

The horrendous humanitarian situation facing the Gaza Strip's civilian population has been worsened by a string of deadly incidents: the deaths of desperate civilians awaiting the arrival of an aid convoy in northern Gaza; the devastating Israel Defense Forces killing of seven World Central Kitchen staff in central Gaza; and strikes on aid sites, including an UNRWA distribution center in southern Gaza. The IDF's combat operations and its negligent and reckless behavior; the breakdown of law and order, leading to looting, theft, and gang activity; and the problems that aid agencies face with their logistics and their access to parts of Gaza are combining to worsen matters.

When the war started, and Israel stopped commercial and humanitarian deliveries to Gaza through the port of Ashdod and the Kerem Shalom crossing, the international community had to quickly figure out how to deliver aid through the Rafah crossing between Gaza and Egypt, which was formerly used for passenger transit and not the transportation of bulky goods. The effort suffered from complicated procedural and logistical challenges, as organizations struggled to comply with Israel's elaborate inspection regime. Israeli authorities insist that the bottlenecks are a result of failures by the United Nations and NGOs, while critics accuse Israel of using food as a tool to pressure Gaza's population and Hamas. Either way, the result is that large segments of the population in the besieged Strip struggle daily to sustain themselves. The crisis is particularly acute in northern Gaza, which faces famine-like conditions. A newly constructed IDF roadway bisects the Strip, restricting access to the north and making it difficult to deliver aid that comes in from Rafah in the south.

David A. Graham: A deadly strike in Gaza

Food airdrops, a measure I have long advocated for, have attempted to put essential items directly into the hands of civilians, bypassing distribution by NGOs and others and reducing interference by Hamas and criminal gangs. World Central Kitchen established a small jetty that was used to open a maritime corridor for delivering food from Cyprus. Additionally, the UN's World Food Programme sent several trucks into northern Gaza in coordination with the Israeli military and used locals to provide security and assist with distribution. These efforts were cumulatively helpful, though their efficacy was hindered by safety issues, inconsistency, unpredictability, and the lack of any entity that could fill the gap caused by Hamas's disappearance as a governing body throughout most of the Gaza Strip. After the killing of the WCK staff and pressure from the Biden administration, the Israeli government announced its intention to open the Erez crossing at the top of the Strip and to resume shipments through Ashdod, which sits just above it, in order to facilitate the entry of aid directly into the north. These are positive steps. But that will take time to yield results. The same is true of the U.S. effort to build a jetty in Gaza that can accept the delivery of aid through an Israeli-approved maritime corridor to Cyprus.

Unfortunately for Gazans, Hamas continues to display ruthless disregard for its own people's well-being. The Islamist terror group appears solely focused on its operational and tactical survival, regardless of the strategic consequences of its actions or the damage it inflicts on the Palestinian cause. Until Gaza can find a viable alternative to Hamas's rule, it will struggle to distribute humanitarian aid, reestablish public safety, and repair its battered infrastructure.

The arrogant intransigence of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who has refused to accept pragmatic proposals such as the reintroduction of a reformed and improved Palestinian Authority, presents a significant obstacle. Furthermore, despite a ferocious military campaign that has destroyed most of Gaza, which Hamas's Health Ministry estimates has killed more than 33,000 people, Hamas has demonstrated an uncanny resilience and ability to persevere. As the IDF withdrew its troops from different parts of Gaza in recent months, remnants of Hamas reconstituted and recongregated in vacated spaces, even firing a few rockets toward Israel. The group's negotiating position on a cease-fire deal has only hardened in recent months.



On a recent trip to the Middle East, I met people who had left the Gaza Strip, and others whose family remains there. They told me about the hardships they had experienced since October 7, in horrifying detail.

At the beginning of the war, the IDF ordered civilians to evacuate northern Gaza. Hamas, though, wanted to keep the population in place to serve as human shields and to complicate the Israeli military's operations. Some Hamas fighters took this to an extreme, killing several civilians on the Al-Rashid coastal highway using small arms and machine guns. Roadside bombs along the Salah al-Din highway were meant to scare people off so that others would stop fleeing south but ended up hitting a convoy of vehicles carrying civilians, and killing more than 70 people.

Disturbingly, members of Hamas and sympathetic clerics kept citing an Islamic war-fighting doctrine from Surat Al Anfal in the Quran, Ayah 15 and 16, that prohibits turning one's back to the enemy when facing them on the battlefield. One man told me that his brother was pressured by his Hamas neighbors to stay in Gaza with his family and children. They referenced these Quranic verses over and over and threatened severe consequences now and "on Judgment Day" if he were to flee the incoming IDF invasion. Imagine how many more lives could have been saved had Hamas not used its Islamist ideology to force Gaza's population into an untenable situation.

I hesitated to share this account, because I don't want it to obscure the fact that the IDF has also killed fleeing civilians. My brother and his family were fired at by IDF tanks in the Zeitoun neighborhood in Gaza City as they were fleeing southward. Some of Israel's supporters have been unwilling to acknowledge that IDF field troops and commanders have committed horrendous acts against civilians, whether due to indifference, recklessness, or vengefulness. However, I am most terrified that if Israel launches an incursion into Rafah, Hamas will again use force and intimidation to prevent civilians from fleeing. I feel obligated to warn of the risk that Hamas will attempt to drag a million and a half civilians in Rafah down with it, in the final chapter of its suicidal adventure.

During my trip to the Middle East, I was discouraged to witness the way that many Palestinians, and their supporters in the Arab world, obtain information about the war in Gaza. A sizable segment of the population gets its news through social-media platforms such as TikTok and Facebook, as well as WhatsApp--all rife with misinformation, disinformation, inaccuracies, conjecture, rumors, and propaganda.

When I tried to convince the people I met that Hamas had committed atrocities on October 7, they responded with open disbelief. Almost everyone denied it, claiming that these were false allegations or that the Israelis had killed their own people. I offered to show them videos of the atrocities, including ones that I'd privately obtained, showing beheadings and executions, and was told the footage must have been fabricated. Approximately half of those I spoke with eventually conceded that Hamas had, in fact, committed terrible atrocities against Israeli civilians, something that is unethical and inconsistent with the Muslim faith and warfare rules. The other half, however, seemed shocked and confused, unable to make sense of what I was telling them, which was entirely at odds with their understanding of the war.

Unfortunately, a large number of Palestinians and their allies in the Middle East and the diaspora do not regularly read news stories or analyses about the conflict from mainstream outlets. In the Middle East, Al-Jazeera Arabic continues to be a substantial source of information, and it spreads Hamas's resistance narrative and its propaganda. People who form their views from TikTok videos, rumors, misinformation-laden social-media posts, and Al-Jazeera Arabic's pro-Hamas coverage will have a skewed understanding of October 7 and the war. They're also unlikely to understand the history of the region, of Hamas, of the peace process, and of the Palestinian leadership's failures and mistakes.

Andrew Exum: Is the destruction of Gaza making Israel any safer? 

My conversations gave me hope that it is possible to challenge preconceived notions through persistent engagement. However, revising deeply held beliefs that undermine healing, coexistence, reconciliation, and peace will be an immense and difficult undertaking. This war has made it abundantly clear that Palestinians and Arabs on one side, and Israelis on the other, live in parallel worlds that are informed by entirely disconnected sets of facts, reducing their ability to find common ground or pragmatic solutions. Even people who dislike and despise Hamas struggle, for a variety of reasons, to reconcile their own sense of historical injustice with what a resolution to the conflict would entail.

The war in Gaza has worsened already deep fissures between the Palestinians and the Israelis and their respective allies. We need to stop the war, free all the Israeli hostages, address the humanitarian crisis, and initiate political transformation in Gaza to prevent Hamas from remaining in power. That will require both sides to recognize their mutual humanity and commit to building a shared future, because the Palestinians and the Israelis are both here to stay. They must abandon their zero-sum thinking, and instead pursue partnership and cooperation.

For the Palestinians, this will require abandoning unrealistic goals, violent resistance, and incendiary rhetoric, all of which have failed them for 75 years. For the Israelis, it will require acknowledging that they cannot achieve lasting safety and security through military force, occupation, settlement expansion, separation walls, or denial of the historic injustices inflicted upon the Palestinian people.

For every loud, hateful, and violent voice in this toxic and divisive discourse, a dozen unheard ones are calling to stop the bloodshed and dehumanization. The people of Gaza are desperately ready for a change, and eager to end the dominion of both Israel and Hamas over their lives.
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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 Golden Age of Dating Doesn't Exist

Romance in America has never been easy.

by Faith Hill




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.


"I wish I knew some young men!" the writer Eliza Orne White declared in The Atlantic's July 1888 issue. "I am fully aware how heterodox this sentiment is considered, but I repeat it boldly, and even underline it--I should like to know some interesting men!"

White, a fiction author, was writing in the voice of her 20-year-old protagonist May, but her story had plenty to do with the romantic truths of the day. A 19th-century woman couldn't just make a Tinder account and message a strapping stonemason two towns over. If she wanted a suitor, she had to choose one from a limited supply of options and then charm him--just enough to encourage interest but not so much that she'd seem like she was trying. When I spoke with Beth Bailey, the author of From Front Porch to Back Seat: Courtship in Twentieth-Century America, she told me that this had long been the classic tale of American courtship: Because women couldn't conventionally initiate or steer a relationship themselves, all they could hope for was to subtly influence men to act in a certain way. (Even if they weren't straight, they probably had few options besides marrying a man.) Poor May had to pretend she enjoyed reading Robert Browning's poetry to catch the attention of her crush, who was leading a club on the poet's oeuvre; after going through all that trouble, she was deemed a "flirt" by the haughty ladies of the neighborhood.

When you're struggling in love, it's easy to feel like you were simply born at the wrong time. Today, media outlets have amply covered "dating-app fatigue"; some polls have found that the majority of online daters say they experience "burnout" from all that swiping. But courtship has always been hard. Moira Weigel, the author of Labor of Love: The Invention of Dating, told me that for much of early American history, your relatives likely arranged or at least surveilled your budding relationships. Before the Industrial Revolution, the point of marriage was often to unite families so they could share agricultural work, so your dating life was, in fact, their business. That meant little freedom for your own personal canoodling.

Once young people started living and working in cities, it became more common for them to pair up on their own. But that presented its own challenges. As marriage became, more and more, an arrangement of love rather than of logistics, the pressure to find the perfect mate was cranked up and up. "Marriage was not designed as a mechanism for providing friendship, erotic experience, romantic love, personal fulfillment, continuous lay psychotherapy, or recreation," the sociologist Mervyn Cadwallader argued in a 1966 Atlantic article titled "Marriage as a Wretched Institution." (Please, Cadwallader, tell us how you really feel.) Perhaps a mere practical contract was enough when people could lean on their family and their neighbors. But in a fractured, urbanized nation, the stakes were higher. "Cut off from the support and satisfactions that flow from community," Cadwallader wrote, "the confused and searching young American can do little but place all of his bets on creating a community in microcosm, his own marriage."

For decades, it was hard to know where to even start looking for such a bond. Once more women began attending college in the early 20th century, one clear answer emerged: Young couples more commonly met in school. (Perhaps if May had had that opportunity, she wouldn't have been so afraid of becoming one of the dreaded "maiden ladies"--single women--in her town, left wandering around with a "resigned expression" and meddling in the affairs of eligible bachelorettes like herself.) But academia wasn't possible for everyone, nor did it grant all who took part a soulmate. And as the world kept changing, courtship, and its inevitable frustrations, shifted yet again.

In her book, Why There Are No Good Men Left, the historian Barbara Dafoe Whitehead wrote that as women were encouraged more and more to develop their own career, many of them sought to settle down at a later age. But it was harder, by then, to find a partner. "The large pool of eligible young men to which they had access in college--with backgrounds and ambitions similar to their own--has disappeared," Sage Stossel wrote in a 2002 review of the book. Where were people meant to meet anymore?

In the years that followed, dating apps provided a solution to that problem and created another: the issue of too many options. It's fair that people feel exhausted by the labor of scrolling and swiping on repeat; I do too. But, of course, we're also lucky to have a way to access new possibilities--and the agency to pursue them at all.

Love is trying not just because of historical circumstance but also because of human nature. People are complex; finding someone who brings out the best in you couldn't possibly be simple. In that sense, as much as times have changed, they've also stayed quite the same. We keep searching and hoping and failing, pleading and misreading, getting obsessed and getting hurt and getting the ick--and, eventually, starting all over again. Until, if we're very lucky, we don't have to.
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Money Can Buy You Everything, Except Maybe a Birkin Bag

Unless you know how to play the "Hermes Game"

by Hanna Rosin




Earlier this year, two California residents filed a class-action lawsuit against the French luxury design company Hermes. Their grievance was that although they could afford a coveted Birkin bag made by the company, they could not buy one. The bags are genuinely rare, because they are still handmade by specially trained artisans. Wait lists are long. And the company, according to the lawsuit, gives wide discretion to salespeople at individual boutiques to determine who gets one next. This practice creates scarcity and pumps up the resale market, where some Birkins go for the price of a Ferrari. But the result, for some rich people, is the bitter taste of rejection.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, staff writer Amanda Mull talks about the lawsuit and the current state of the luxury market. If these customers win this lawsuit, will they eliminate the preciousness of the item they so covet? What do we actually want from luxury these days? Is there even such a thing anymore as a rare luxury good? And what handbag is Amanda carrying?

Listen to the conversation here:

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



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: What's the most expensive handbag you personally own?

Amanda Mull: I purchased, in 2012, I want to say--on my credit card, at the time, which was very stupid--a Proenza Schouler PS1 Bag that was pre-fall 2012, 2013?

Rosin: I'm looking it up now just to see how much it costs.

Mull: Yeah, it was a blanket-print bag, and it was in the large size. And I think that full-price it was $2,400? And I wrote for a handbag-industry publication at the time, and I waited it out until it went down to $1,900? And then I bought it, which I had no business doing, but I still have it. I love that bag. I think it's an absolutely beautiful piece of design, and I have held on to it. I always will.

Rosin: I'm looking at it. It's actually pretty cool. Looks practical and--

Mull: Yeah, it fits a laptop.

Rosin: It fits a laptop, exactly.

Mull: Yeah.

Rosin: This proud owner of a Proenza Schouler is Amanda Mull. Also an Atlantic staff writer.

Mull: The bag that I carry to work today costs $50.

Rosin: Right, right.

Mull: It's canvas, it is very practical. I don't buy expensive handbags anymore, but it can take a while to deprogram yourself.

Rosin: Mull recently wrote about a different bag: a Birkin bag. If bags were restaurants, the canvas tote would be a fast-casual chain. And the Birkin would be a three-star Michelin spot with a mysterious, almost mythical reservation system.

Mull: The Birkin bag dates to the 1980s. It's not quite as old as the company itself. There's a very perhaps apocryphal backstory to how it came about. The then-Hermes CEO was seated next to Jane Birkin on an Air France flight. Jane Birkin was, at the time, famous for carrying her possessions in a basket. And they got to talking about handbags, and they got to talking about handbags and what she needed and what she wanted from a handbag. And the Hermes CEO took that information back to the company and they created the Birkin bag.

Rosin: What I love about that story, and I have no idea if it's true or not, is that the way they tell that story now is like, It's uber-practical. She was a mom. She needed places to put her mom things inside her bag, you know?

Mull: Yes.

Rosin: Now, nearly 50 years later, the Birkin bag is at the center of a class-action lawsuit filed in February by people who can afford the bag but cannot get one--a lawsuit that reveals, inadvertently, this very strange moment we are in with the luxury market.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today, a dispatch from up in thin air. To those of us who can not afford a Birkin bag, it all looks the same up there. But to someone like Amanda Mull, who's a close observer of Americans and their buying habits, the lawsuit is a rare window into divisions within the rich. Because the history of luxury handbags is a pretty good stand-in for the history of Western social wealth.

Rosin: I'm going to now Google--do you have your computer with you? I want to see how much Birkin bags cost. (Laughs) This is insane--the first one that pops up costs half a million dollars. That can't be true. Wow.

Mull: Yeah, the How much does a Birkin cost? is a $64,000 question, which is perhaps the answer to it in some situations. But Hermes keeps things very close to the vest as far as their pricing, and especially for their most sought-after products, of which the Birkin is the absolute most sought-after. And then you look on the resale market, and almost all of these bags--the smallest, most basic leather Birkin is going to cost around $11,000 and go up from there. You can hit six figures. You can get versions that have solid-gold hardware that are pave-diamond-encrusted hardware.

Rosin: I saw the diamond-encrusted one.

Mull: Yes.

Rosin: I was like, Okay, that must be the top, top, top.

Mull: Yes, those get very expensive. And all of them are going to sell at above retail prices on the resale market, so How much does a Birkin cost? is sort of a fabulously complicated question.

Rosin: Yeah. I think I'm going to land it somewhere between a used Honda Accord and a condo in Washington, D.C. That's about the range.

Mull: Yes, that's where you're looking at.

Rosin: Why are they so coveted?

Mull: There are a thousand answers to that question. Part of it, I think, genuinely is because Hermes does make exceptionally nice products. Hermes is one of the few leather-goods companies out there. And in my experience, it is the only one of the major leather-goods companies that makes things by hand en masse. All of their handbags are made by hand. They're stitched by hand. They use really fine materials. They employ their own leather workers. They train their own leather workers. They run a whole academy in France to create the workforce that they need to create these types of bags at scale. And they stand behind them for a lifetime. You can send your handbag back to the Hermes spa, which is what their loyal clientele refer to as sending their bag back to get refreshed or fixed or something. It goes to the spa. And one of their leather workers will tighten the stitches, will polish the hardware, will remove the scuffs, things like that, for the life of the bag.

Rosin: A facelift, the bag equivalent of a facelift.

Mull: Yes. But another reason is that the fact that they're exceptionally well made puts a very real cap on how many can be made per year. There are very few places within the consumer-goods economy, even within luxury goods, that there is real scarcity--not fake scarcity, not limited edition, not, like, Oh, we did this collab with this celebrity or with this other brand. Hermes, it can only produce so many of them. And when there's a hard limit on something, rich people really want to get into it. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Okay, what you just described makes Hermes--and honestly, I have always thought of them this way--as the hero of a certain kind of story. Like, luxury has gone through conglomeration, and there's a glut of luxury, and who even knows what luxury is anymore? And then you've got this one used-to-be equestrian French company that's holding the guard. They pay their craftsmen living wages, and they live up to their promises, and all the things that luxury companies really don't do anymore.

Mull: Absolutely. It is very, very hard to even straightforwardly and dispassionately describe what it is that Hermes does and how it makes its products without sounding like you're on the Hermes payroll.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Exactly. Exactly. And you're like, Oh my God, they hand--I mean, you sort of forget about the fact that all of this labor that goes into a bag makes it only available to the very, very, very rich, and then not even, you know? Okay, of what story are they the villain? I'll ask the question that way. What happened?

Mull: Well, the fact that Hermes does everything that it does in an old-fashioned handcraft way means that its products are (a) extraordinarily expensive and (b) genuinely a lot of them are pretty scarce, and nothing they make is more scarce than the Birkin. It's become a pop-culture icon. There are storylines about it in Sex and the City; it is, like, a brass ring of personal style and wealth; and it is something that people want to buy and want to own in order to demonstrate that, not only are they personally successful, financially successful, and people of taste, but that they do that at the highest echelon possible. They aren't just regular rich, they are carry-a-Birkin, have-Birkins rich, which puts you at a particular echelon, even within rich people.

Rosin: And not, like, tacky, not following fads. Like, classic, but interesting,

Mull: And the Birkin has gotten so popular that I think that on some level its own success threatens that idea that it is classic, it is not tacky, it is not nouveau riche, it is not new money, it is not arriviste. Arriviste? No French-pronunciation capability here.

Rosin: Arriviste, yeah. You mean it threatens that, or what did you mean by that?

Mull: I think that it has become an icon of arriving in such a way that it is so broadly desired that it threatens to be a mark of striving in that way.

Rosin: Oh my God, that's so confusing.

Mull: Yes, it is.

Rosin: Like, it's such a mark of having arrived that it's become a mark of trying too hard to arrive.

Mull: Exactly.

Rosin: That is very confusing.

Mull: It is so confusing. Luxury brands walk a very narrow line between whipping up this level of aspiration and this level of desire for their products and ensuring that their products don't become too readily identifiable as a mark of aspiration. And it is very, very difficult to stay on the straight and narrow when trying to sell as many of these products as possible. But the Birkin, because of its genuine scarcity, it has been this thing that even when you can get everything else, even when you can walk into a Louis Vuitton boutique and buy whatever you want, when you can walk into Chanel and buy whatever you want, you can't necessarily do that with Hermes. because there are only so many bags and there are so many more people who want them and who can plausibly afford them than there are people who can have them, because there just aren't that many bags.

Rosin: So if I have all the money in the world and I walk into an Hermes store and I want a Birkin, I can't necessarily get one.

Mull: Probably not. Not that day.

Rosin: Probably not?

Mull: Probably not.

Rosin: After the break, how to get a Birkin. Which may or may not involve getting a lawyer.
 
 [Break]

Rosin: For a chance at a Birkin bag, Amanda Mull says you have to play something called the "Hermes Game." Hermes didn't respond to a request for a comment from The Atlantic. But aspiring customers have pieced together some clues, which basically add up to: Salespeople at each boutique seem to have broad discretion over who gets a bag and who gets off the waitlist.

Mull: Like, somebody will show up on Reddit or on a forum and say, I went to this boutique on this day, I talked to this person, or This is what I saw somebody else offered or saw somebody walk out of a store with, or This is what I was able to glean. And in most of these situations, what people say that you're likely to hear is that these bags that are referred to as quota bags, which means that--

Rosin: (Laughs.) It's just, like, this language imported into this context. It's so funny.

Mull: Yes. So what people online say that you will generally hear when you walk into an Hermes boutique off the street and ask for a Birkin is that Birkins are prioritized to people who have a purchase history with the brand or who support the brand or who are brand-loyal who have relationships with a sales associate, things like that. Which basically means that if a truck pulls up and the store gets four Birkins, then what the sales associates at that store will probably do is look at their client rosters and go, This person expressed to me a year ago that they wanted to know if we got in a blue Birkin, and there's a blue Birkin in this set, and they haven't been offered a bag before. So I'm going to call this person up and see if they want this bag instead of just giving it to a person who shows up and says, "I'd like a Birkin. You got any?"

Rosin: Okay. So the way you just described that was pretty value-neutral. Good job. There's two ways to imagine or--if you were to do a movie about that scene--there's two ways that you could pitch that scene: One could be a scene of high snobbery, like a sales person looking down upon the person who just walks off the street and has no brand loyalty or history with that store and just squires the bag off to the back. And another way, totally straightforward, like: There's a waitlist, you know, and on the waitlist is Mrs. So and So, and she's been waiting for a year and a half, so get in line.

Mull: Right. There really are two legitimate ways to see this. And part of it is that there's a lot of people who want these bags and a lot of people who asked before you.

Rosin: Right, which seems like there's waitlists for a lot of things, you know?

Mull: Right. And something that Hermes has to deal with is that the fact that these bags all sell for above retail on the secondhand market means that they deal with something that a lot of other areas of the consumer market that where there's scarcity also deals with, right? Like Ticketmaster--

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mull: They do sell something that there is a genuine supply-and-demand mismatch for--Taylor Swift tickets or Bruce Springsteen tickets or whatever. And at a certain point, it is just hard to figure out how you allocate fairly a scarce product to a very large potential group of buyers. And one way that you can do that is to sell to people with purchase histories. So, in one sense, Hermes is trying to prioritize actual customers, and the best way to do that is to look at people who have been actual customers in the past. The other way to look at that is that in order to be offered the opportunity to buy this extraordinarily expensive thing, you have to pledge fealty to this brand by buying all of this other extraordinarily expensive stuff first before you will be given an opportunity to buy the thing you actually want.

Rosin: Right, right, right. Like, you have to buy a scarf, and you have to buy some menswear, and you have to buy a belt, and then you will have proven that you're a loyal customer. Wow. I don't even know if that's legal? Is that legal?

Mull: Well, that is the subject of a lawsuit that was filed in February in California. These two plaintiffs are seeking class-action status over essentially not being offered the opportunity to buy a Birkin. One of the people who filed this lawsuit, it appears, actually did buy a Birkin from Hermes in the past and seems to be upset that she wasn't offered immediately a second one. And then the other person in the lawsuit appears to have bought a bunch of Hermes stuff and never been offered a Birkin and is mad about that. And I think that being mad about that is reasonable, but also, there's a lot of people who want a Birkin.

Rosin: But it's so funny because the people suing them, don't they understand that winning that right would kind of destroy the rarity of the object they desire and make it not rare?

Mull: I don't think that they understand that. I think the flip side of that phenomenon is that rich people have been flattered, especially by luxury brands, into a belief that they will always be in the in-group. And suddenly finding out that scarcity sometimes is going to exclude you, that there are people who are a higher priority than you are is--when you have enough money that you want to buy multiple 14,000 handbags--

Rosin: It's crushing and shocking and intolerable.

Mull: Yes. It is, like, the worst thing that has happened to you in recent memory, finding out that there are things your money can't buy you immediately.

Rosin: I think what this has led me to think about, this lawsuit, is: What do we want and do we understand what we want? How did we get to a point now where we're glutted with luxury and luxury becomes a lot more meaningless, and so you have to manufacture scarcity?

Mull: So the beginning of luxury goods as we know them arguably started, like, at Versailles.

Rosin: The most grippingly luxurious palace ever, yeah.

Mull: Yes. This is during that era of France. Clothing and really, really high-end clothing were really important to the social stratification of royalty, the aristocracy. And that is where you get the origins of the French luxury business. And then you see further into the 19th century, as travel became more possible, aristocracies started to travel more. And they needed all kinds of stuff to travel with. You get brands that start emerging to supply those travel items--that's where Louis Vuitton comes from. It was a trunk maker for the wealthy in the 19th century. Hermes also comes about in this era where it made equestrian supplies.

Rosin: Oh, okay. Okay.

Mull: Yes.

Rosin: I did not put those together. I was wondering why they're all either equestrian or trunk makers. Interesting.

Mull: Yes, yes. The history of luxury goods is a social history of wealth because all of these companies were founded to, especially in this era, to solve particular problems of modernity. Things are bespoke, they are couture, they are customized to your wishes.

Rosin: So truly rare. Truly rare.

Mull: Yes.

Rosin: Okay.

Mull: Truly rare. And you start to see the luxury industry start changing a little bit, because production capabilities have ramped up and the luxury industry starts to arrange itself--not necessarily arrange itself; people are arranging it--into conglomerates for the first time. In the 1980s, you get Bernard Arnault taking control of Louis Vuitton. And Bernard Arnault and LVMH, the conglomerate that he still runs, is enormously influential in creating the luxury industry that we have today. What Arnault was--and is--really, really good at is understanding how to market luxury brands and vastly increase their production capabilities using modern methods.

Rosin: Is this the beginning of the end? Is this when everything changes?

Mull: Yes. Once Bernard Arnault gets in there, his vision is really to make the luxury business a global, corporatized, huge, profitable behemoth, and he does it.

Rosin: So in the old vision of luxury, scarcity was implied. I'm not sure it was explicit, but it was implied that it wasn't available to a lot of people. In the new post-Arnault vision of luxury, luxury is a story about luxury.

Mull: Yes, I think that luxury is a story about exceptionalism. Something that Arnault and LVMH know better than anybody is that there are other ways to project scarcity besides not having enough stuff to sell. And this is where you get a lot of limited-edition releases, collaborations with celebrities or with other brands, so that keeps the brand in people's minds. If you are somebody who maybe wants to buy your first Louis Vuitton bag, then you are probably paying attention to larger fashion and style and pop-culture media, and you were gonna brush up against news about all of these releases that are like, It's sold out, it's very limited edition, it's not available, etc., etc. And those particular very small releases might indeed be genuinely scarce, but there are Louis Vuitton boutiques in every major city in the world that are full of the regular stuff, and all of that regular stuff has the halo of those scarce releases around it.

Rosin: Given everything you've described about fake scarcity and the complicated democratization of luxury, do you yourself have more respect for the Hermes way, where you genuinely keep these ways of handcrafting and genuine scarcity, or the other way, in which more people have access to it, but it's less perfect?

Mull: Yeah. I am not a person who I would say respects a lot of companies.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Yeah.

Mull: But I feel like I do have to have this grudging respect for Hermes because they make products that are what they say they are.

Rosin: Yeah.

Mull: If it takes a guy in a French warehouse 40 hours of work to put together my bag, and he has a good salary and a pension and job security and safe working conditions, then yeah, that bag is just going to be a lot more expensive and there's just not going to be very many of them. I think that Hermes could charge more for most of its products based on what the market will bear, which is wild because those handbags are so expensive.

Rosin: Yeah. I'm so with you, and I really don't want to be. The only natural conclusion of the conversation we've just had is that the hero of the guilds and the working people of France is a company that sells handbags for $16,000. But that is the way it is.

Mull: Right. And I think that that is indicative of how off-kilter our consumer market is, because it was not that long ago that a lot more of the stuff that we bought was produced in that way. And the production end of the stuff that we buy has gone so far off the rails that it is now truly rare to buy something that was made by somebody with a pension.

Rosin: Right. And so the ability to buy with integrity is also a luxury of being rich. That's nice. All right, well, Amanda, thank you so much for going through the logic of luxury with me. I really appreciate it. I still can't afford and won't buy a Birkin bag, but maybe someday. You never know.

Mull: You never know. If I won the lottery, I'd probably buy one, because they are really nice bags and you've got to carry something. But for now, I will stick to my $55 canvas tote.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Wasteland Is Waiting for You

Amazon's <em>Fallout</em> show gets the weirdness of the game just right.

by Tom Nichols




The first Fallout game was released in 1997. I was (and am) an avid gamer, and when I played the inaugural entry in what would become a decades-long series, I saw immediately that it was different from almost anything else I'd encountered on the market. Its subtitle labeled it "a post nuclear role playing game," but this was not the typical, fast-paced, "Radioactive Rambo" shoot-'em-up with an indestructible protagonist roaming a ravaged world to a pulsing electronic soundtrack.

Instead, during the opening credits, the Ink Spots crooned their 1940 hit "Maybe" as a dark screen gave way to the flickering of a black-and-white television. The camera pulled back to reveal the tranquil, empty skyline of a ruined city as narrator Ron Perlman calmly explained how the world as we knew it had blown itself up while fighting over resources. But your family had escaped this destruction by heading into one of many underground vaults built by the cheerful folks at the Vault-Tec Corporation, allowing you and many other humans to live beneath the surface for decades. Now your vault was about to kick you out into the wasteland on an important mission, and your character--at the start of the adventure, a delicate rookie with few skills--would have to figure out what the hell was going on in what was left of the planet.

Fallout, unlike many simpler games, didn't merely reward you for racking up kills and taking stuff from other people. Much as in other role-playing games, the player has to assume an identity and choose a set of attributes and character traits that dictate how you move through its world. Your decisions came with trade-offs: If you chose to be a dumb hulk, you'd struggle with in-game conversations. If you chose to be more skilled with a computer than with a knife, your abilities could come in handy in a lab--but not so much during a fight. The postapocalyptic landscape was not only populated by monsters and other threats; it was filled with oddball characters (some of them creepy, others very endearing), and often unsettling mysteries. (Why does the local food vendor seem to have a steady supply of tasty and nourishing "iguana bits" when you don't see many iguanas? And why is this doctor in a makeshift hospital also shipping meat to ... Oh no.)

Choices mattered in Fallout, and they mattered in each of its subsequent installments, set in different American locations such as Las Vegas, Washington, D.C., and Boston. You could help bring order to a lawless town, or you could join up with the gangs running it. You could negotiate in good faith, or you could steal what you needed. You could try to reason with people, or you could sneak a grenade into their pants (no, really). Fallout was addictive, not because you were playing an arcade game, but because you had to stay alive while discovering new things, dealing with new friends and enemies, and making difficult decisions that could haunt you later in the game.

As someone who (along with millions of other players) has explored every installment in the series, I had my doubts about whether a television show, which Amazon first announced in 2020, could fully capture the game's quirky weirdness. I'm happy to report that the Fallout show--out today--is dark and thought-provoking, but also often hilarious. The adaptation centers on a young woman named Lucy who was raised in Vault 33, a community modeled on a stereotypical midwestern town. (The Vaults are all identical steel warrens, but each has its own peculiarities.) Lucy, having never lived anywhere but her subterranean hometown of "33," is nice to a fault. She doesn't even swear: She peppers her speech with the occasional "okie dokey!" and never uses an expletive stronger than "fudge."

Lucy embodies the ethos of the Fallout world, a retro-futuristic, atompunk pastiche of 1950s America. In the alternate history of the Fallout games, the stress of constant wars for resources pushed the United States, in the late 20th century, back toward the warm Baby Boomer heaven of stay-at-home moms in aprons and high heels, big cars, and mindless jingoism. All of this nostalgia was wrapped in an insipid consumer culture, and serviced by a small group of paternalistic corporations whose many products still litter the destroyed landscape.

Read: How close are we to nuclear war?

This fascination with the past is essential to the feel of both the games and the series: Fallout's creator and producer, Tim Cain, explained many of the game's Cold War references in a 2023 video. I asked Brian Fargo, the executive producer of the first two Fallout games, why the design team embraced the era of fedoras and TV dinners. (Imagine Don Draper and the ad executives from the first season of Mad Men showing up in the 21st century and giving the world a total Eisenhower-era makeover.) Fargo, who's now the studio head at inXile Entertainment, told me that "the contrast between violence and innocence is always striking when done well, and looking back, the '50s seem like the epitome of innocence."

Indeed, the games and the series, both of which rely on vintage tunes from artists such as Bing Crosby and Nat King Cole, are shot through with melancholy. Much like another great series based on a game, The Last of Us, a terrible sense of loss permeates Fallout, but it never slides into pathos. The Fallout games were made more for adults than children: They are filled with sophisticated humor, pop-culture references, and difficult moral choices that have no real bearing on "winning" the game. You could play as a jerk or a hero and still finish the main quest--but you'd also learn that every decision you made along the way had potentially karmic consequences.

The series embraces the same ambiguity and produces the same hand-over-the-mouth shock that comes from laughing and being aghast at the same time. Fargo told me that this, too, was intentional even as far back as Wasteland, a groundbreaking 1988 game that he created, in which the player wrestled with similar moral quandaries. "This was an aspect we wanted to lean in more with [the first] Fallout and that would paint a darker game." Most games let you be the good guy, he said, and "people by and large want to be a hero, but you can't truly be a hero ... unless we offer you the chance to be evil."

The horror of nuclear war is everywhere in the games, as it is in the series. (The scenes of the destruction of Los Angeles in the first episode are brief but unnerving.) Fargo and I are about the same age, and we grew up surrounded by the constant presence of nuclear war both in our lives and in popular culture. It's a perfect device for science fiction, as Fargo notes, because it's one of the easiest ways to imagine how to "reset society." Fargo said he was "enamored with The Road Warrior and watched it dozens of times"--but the film that had "a profound chilling effect" on him, and the one that convinced him of "the true horror of such an event," was the BBC movie Threads.

I've taught courses on nuclear weapons, and this made sense to me. Threads, which follows two families from the first weeks of an international crisis to 13 years after the eventual war that destroys the world, is intensely more terrifying than, say, the American TV movie The Day After. This existential fear suffuses the Fallout games and the series, but both of them balance the horror with knowing humor and a kind of sly, anti-establishment snark. (A game whose foundational mythology includes America's patriotic annexation of Canada is already raising an eyebrow at you and daring you not to smile.)

Even small things lighten the tone; although Amazon's adaptation stands easily on its own, veterans of the games will appreciate how the series replicates the Fallout world with loving detail. I sometimes found myself trying to catch the show making mistakes or taking visual shortcuts in its reproduction of game lore such as "Sugar Bombs" cereal (a shout-out to the comic strip Calvin and Hobbes, according to Cain) or "Super-Duper Marts," but couldn't.

Fallout is a "mystery box" series, and I've written recently that I now really dislike these types of  shows because they tend to dodge having to actually explain the mystery in the box. Fallout, however, avoids this coyness by following through on each of its plot threads. If you're a casual viewer, the plot will make perfect sense; if you're a devotee of the games, the reveals will not break faith with anything you've learned over the years (including about those bastards at Vault-Tec, but I can say no more).

Either way, you don't need to have played the games, or lived through the Cold War, to appreciate Fallout as a television experience. When the final scene teased the location of what looks to be Season 2, the gamer in me cheered--I know exactly where they're going. The television viewer in me rejoiced, as well. Another season? Okie dokey!
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Matt Gaetz Is Winning

But what's the prize he's after?

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Usually, you need about 10 minutes to walk from the Rayburn House Office Building to the House Chamber. But if you're running from a reporter, it'll only take you five.

When Matt Gaetz spotted me outside his office door one afternoon early last November, he popped in his AirPods and started speed walking down the hall. I took off after him, waving and smiling like the good-natured midwesterner I am. "Congressman, hi," I said, suddenly wishing I'd worn shoes with arch support. "I just wanted to introduce myself!" I had prepared a long list of questions, hoping for a thoughtful conversation but ready for a tense one. He was a firebrand, after all, or so said the title of his 2020 memoir, Firebrand.

Gaetz is a creature of our time: versed in the art of performance politics and eager to blow up anything to get a little something. He landed in Washington, D.C., as a freshman nobody from the Florida Panhandle, relegated to the back benches of Congress. Seven years later, he's toppled one House speaker and helped install a new one. He has emerged as the heir of Trumpism. And he's poised to run for governor in a state of nearly 23 million people.
 
 I had tried repeatedly to schedule an interview with Gaetz. His staff had suggested that he might be willing to sit down with me. But there the firebrand was, that day in November, running away from me in his white-soled Cole Haans. Gaetz broke into a light jog down the escalator, then flew through the long tunnel linking the Rayburn offices to the House Chamber. Finally, I caught up with him at the members-only elevator, my heart pounding. I stretched out my hand. He left it hanging. We got on the elevator together, but he still wouldn't look at me.

"Are you ... afraid of me?" I asked, incredulous. Finally, he made eye contact and glared. Then the doors opened, and he walked out toward the chamber.


Gaetz speaks to the media on the House steps after Kevin McCarthy's ousting.(Bill Clark / Getty)



Two incidents have defined Gaetz's tenure in Congress and helped make him a household name. The first was the Department of Justice's 2020 investigation into whether he had sex with a minor and violated sex-trafficking laws. Gaetz has repeatedly and vehemently denied the claims. That probe was dropped in early 2023, but the House Ethics Committee is still investigating those claims, as well as others--including allegations that Gaetz shared sexual images with colleagues. One video, multiple sources told me, showed a young woman hula-hooping naked. A former Gaetz staffer told me he had watched from the back seat of a van as another aide showed the hula-hooping video to a member of Congress. "Matt sent this to me, and you're missing out," the aide had said. (A spokesperson for Gaetz declined to comment for this article, saying that it "contains verifiable errors and laundered rumors" without identifying any. "Be best," he wrote.)

The investigations seem to have angered and hardened Gaetz. There was a time when he wouldn't have run away from any reporter. But since the allegations became public, Gaetz has tightened his alliance with the MAGA right, and his rhetoric has grown more cynical. He has become one of the most prominent voices of Trumpian authoritarianism. Warming up the crowd for Donald Trump at the Iowa State Fair last August, Gaetz declared that "only through force do we make any change in a corrupt town like Washington, D.C."

Gaetz has all the features--prominent brow, bouffant hair, thin-lipped smirk--of an action-movie villain, and at times he's seemed to cultivate that impression. The second defining event of his time in Congress thus far came in early October, when he filed a motion to kick Kevin McCarthy out of the House speaker's chair. The motion passed with the help of 208 Democrats and eight Republicans. But not before McCarthy's allies had each taken a turn at the microphone, defending his leadership and calling Gaetz a selfish, grifting, fake conservative. McCarthy's supporters had blocked all of the microphones on the Republican side, so Gaetz was forced to sit with the Democrats. A few lawmakers spoke in support of his cause, but mostly Gaetz fought alone: one man against a field of his own teammates.

Peter Wehner: Kevin McCarthy got what he deserved

Gaetz didn't seem to mind. He smiled as he took notes on a legal pad. He displayed no alarm at the fact that every set of eyeballs in the chamber was trained on him, many squinted in rage. He was accustomed to the feeling.

Earlier this week, McCarthy lashed out at Gaetz, telling an interviewer that he'd been ousted from the speakership because "one person, a member of Congress, wanted me to stop an ethics complaint because he slept with a 17-year-old, an ethics complaint that started before I ever became speaker. And that's illegal, and I'm not gonna get in the middle of it. Now, did he do it or not? I don't know. But Ethics was looking at it. There's other people in jail because of it. And he wanted me to influence it."

In response, Gaetz posted on X: "Kevin McCarthy is a liar. That's why he is no longer speaker."

Few items in Gaetz's biography are more on the nose than the fact that his childhood vacation home--which his family still owns--was the pink-and-yellow-trimmed house along the Gulf of Mexico that was used to film the The Truman Show, the movie about a man whose entire life is a performance for public consumption.

But for most of the year, Gaetz and his family lived near Fort Walton Beach, a part of the Florida Panhandle that's all white sand and rumbling speed boats--a "redneck riviera," as one local put it. The area, which now makes up a major part of Gaetz's congressional district, has a huge military base, and one of the highest concentrations of veterans in the U.S.; it's also one of the most Republican districts in the country.

If a person's identity solidifies during adolescence, then Gaetz's crystallized inside the redbrick walls of Niceville High School. As a teenager, he was chubby, with crooked teeth and acne. He didn't have many friends. What he did have was the debate team.


Gaetz as a teenager, with his former friend Erin Scot on the right (Courtesy of Erin Scot)



"We tolerated him," more than one former debate-club member said when I asked about Gaetz. (Most of them spoke with me on the condition of anonymity, citing fear of retribution from Gaetz or his father.) Gaetz could be charming and funny, they told me, but he was also arrogant, a know-it-all. "He would pick debates with people over things that didn't matter, because he just wanted to," one former teammate said.

Gaetz also liked to flaunt his family's wealth. For decades, his father, Don Gaetz, ran a hospice company, which he sold in 2004 for almost half a billion dollars. (The company was later sued by the Department of Justice for allegedly filing false Medicare claims; the lawsuit was settled.) Don was the superintendent of the Okaloosa County School District before being elected to the state Senate in 2006, where he became president. He was a founding member and later chair of the powerful Triumph Gulf Coast board, a nonprofit that doles out funds to local development projects; according to some sources, he still has a heavy hand in it. The counties that make up the panhandle, one lobbyist told me, "are owned by the Gaetzes."

He wasn't just good at debate in high school, a former teammate told me: "That was who he was."

Matt had a credit card in high school, which was relatively rare in the late 1990s, and he bragged about his "real-estate portfolio," Erin Scot, a former friend of Gaetz's, told me. "He was obviously much more well off than basically anyone else, or at least wanted us to think he was." Once, Gaetz got into an argument with a student who had been accepted to the prestigious Dartmouth debate camp, another classmate said. The fight snowballed until Gaetz threatened to have his father, who was on the school board, call Dartmouth and rescind the student's application.

Gaetz mostly participated in policy debate. Each year, the National Forensic League announced a new policy resolution--strengthening relations with China, promoting renewable energy--and debaters worked in pairs to build a case both for and against it. To win, debaters had to speak louder, faster, and longer than anyone else. During his senior year, Gaetz won a statewide competition. He wasn't just good at debate, a former teammate told me: "That was who he was."

Marilynn McGill, his high-school-debate coach, fondly remembers a teenage Gaetz happily pushing a dolly stacked with bins of evidence on and off the L train in Chicago--and another time dodging snow drifts during a blizzard in Boston. "Matt never complained," she said. Another year, Gaetz was so eager to attend a tournament in New Orleans that McGill and her husband drove him there with some other debaters in the family RV. "This is the only way to travel, Mr. McGill!" Gaetz shouted from the back.

McGill gushed about her student in our interview. But when I asked what she thought of him now, the former teacher didn't have much to offer on the record. "He certainly commands the stage still," she said. "How about that?"

After high school, Gaetz went to Florida State University, where he majored in interdisciplinary sciences, continued debating, and got involved in student government. I had difficulty finding people from Gaetz's college years who were willing to talk with me; I reached out to old friends and didn't hear back. Gaetz's own communications team sent over a list of people I could reach out to; only one replied.

During the summer after his freshman year, Gaetz spent a lot of time at home, hanging out with Scot and some other friends from Niceville. Sometimes, Gaetz would drive them out on his motorboat to Crab Island, where they'd cannonball into the clear, shallow water of the Choctawhatchee Bay. Other days, Gaetz would take them mudding in his Jeep. Somewhere around then, Scot told Gaetz that she was gay, and the revelation didn't faze him. This meant a lot to her.

Still, Gaetz could get on his friends' nerves. He referred to one of Scot's female friends on the debate team using the old Seinfeld insult "man hands." Once, he noticed peach fuzz on a girl's face and made fun of her behind her back for having a beard. Gaetz would occasionally offer unsolicited advice on how his friends should respond if they were ever pulled over on suspicion of drunk driving: Refuse to take a Breathalyzer test. Chug a beer in front of the officer to make it more difficult to tell if they'd been drinking earlier in the night. It was immature kid stuff, Scot said. "Most of us grew out of it. He made a career of it."

Gaetz wasn't interested in his father's traditional, mild-mannered Republicanism.

After graduating from FSU in 2003, Gaetz enrolled at William and Mary Law School in Virginia. Unlike his classmates, who rented apartments with roommates or lived in campus housing, property records show that Gaetz bought a two-story brick Colonial with a grand entranceway and white Grecian columns in the sun room. It was the ultimate bachelor pad: a maze of high-ceilinged rooms for weekend ragers, with a beer-pong table and a kegerator, according to one former law-school acquaintance. Back then, the acquaintance said, Gaetz had a reputation for bragging about his sexual conquests.

The last time Scot saw Gaetz was at a friend's wedding in March 2009, two years after he'd graduated from law school and one year into what would be a very short-lived gig as an attorney at a private firm in Fort Walton Beach. By that point, Gaetz had already started planning his political career, which would begin, officially, a few months later with a special-election bid for the state House. Also by that point, Gaetz had been arrested on charges of drunk driving after leaving a nightclub on Okaloosa Island called the Swamp. He'd followed his own advice and refused a Breathalyzer test. (Prosecutors ultimately dropped the charges, and Gaetz's license was reinstated after only a few weeks.)

At the wedding, Scot was eager to catch up with Gaetz. A photo from the night of the rehearsal dinner shows Gaetz, in a cream-colored suit jacket, wrapping his arm around her. She was excited to show him a picture of her girlfriend, whom he'd never met. She says that later, at the bar, Gaetz passed around an image of his own: a cellphone photo of a recent hookup, staring up topless from his bed.

There used to be a restaurant called the 101 on College Avenue in Tallahassee, just steps from the state capitol. Customer favorites included happy-hour martinis and buffalo-chicken pizza. Gaetz and his buddies in the legislature would hold court there after votes, friends and colleagues from that time told me.

Gaetz had been elected to the state House, after raising almost half a million dollars--including $100,000 of his own money, and support from MSNBC's Joe Scarborough, who had formerly represented the district and was a friend of the Gaetzes. In the general election, Gaetz defeated his Democratic opponent by more than 30 points; he would go on to run unopposed for a full term in 2010, in 2012, and again in 2014.

During this period, a group of young Republican lawmakers partook in what several of my sources referred to as the "Points Game," which involved earning points for sleeping with women (and which has been previously covered by local outlets). As the journalist Marc Caputo has reported, the scoring system went like this: one point for hooking up with a lobbyist, three points for a fellow legislator, six for a married fellow legislator, and so on. Gaetz and his friends all played the game, at least three people confirmed to me, although none could tell me exactly where Gaetz stood on the scoreboard. (Gaetz has denied creating, having knowledge of, or participating in the game.)


Matt Gaetz with his father, Don Gaetz, in 2014 (Phil Sears / AP)



At the time, Don Gaetz was president of the Florida Senate, and the father-and-son pair was referred to, mostly behind their backs but sometimes to their faces, as Daddy Gaetz and Baby Gaetz. The latter had a tendency to barge in on his father's meetings, hop on the couch, and prop his feet up, Ryan Wiggins, a former political consultant who used to work with Matt Gaetz, told me. Because of their relationship, Matt "had a level of power that was very, very resented in Tallahassee," she said.

Gaetz wasn't interested in his father's traditional, mild-mannered Republicanism, though. Like any good Florida conservative, the younger Gaetz was a devoted gun-rights supporter and a passionate defender of the state's stand-your-ground law. As chair of the state House's Finance and Tax Committee, he pushed for a $1 billion statewide-tax-cut package. But Gaetz talked often about wanting the GOP to be more modern: to acknowledge climate change, to get younger people involved. Toward that end, he sometimes forged alliances with Democrats. "If you went and sat down with him one-on-one," said Steve Schale, a Democratic consultant who worked with Gaetz in the state legislature, "he could be very likable."

Schale, who had epilepsy as a child, was happy to see Gaetz become one of a handful of Republicans to support the Charlotte's Web bill, which legalized a cannabis extract for epilepsy treatment. Gaetz also befriended Jared Moskowitz, a Democrat who is Gaetz's current colleague in Congress, when they worked together to pass a bill strengthening animal-cruelty laws. "You could go into his office and say, 'Hey man, I think you're full of shit on that,'" Schale said. "And he'd say, 'All right, tell me why.' I kinda liked that."

Gaetz seemed to relish the sport of politics--the logistics of floor debates and the particulars of parliamentary procedure. He argued down his own colleagues and tore up amendments brought by both parties. Sometimes friends would challenge Gaetz to a game: They'd give him a minute to scan some bill he wasn't familiar with, one former colleague told me, and then make him riff on it on the House floor.

"He would either retire or he was going to light himself on fire," said Steve Schale. "He chose to light himself on fire."

Gaetz had a knack for calling attention to himself. He would take unpopular positions, sometimes apparently just to make people mad. He was one of two lawmakers to vote against a state bill criminalizing revenge porn. And even when his own Republican colleague proposed reviewing Florida's stand-your-ground law after the killing of Trayvon Martin, Gaetz said he refused to change "one damn comma" of the legislation.

Plus, "he understood the power of social media before almost anyone else," Peter Schorsch, a publisher and former political consultant, told me. Gaetz was firing off inflammatory tweets and Facebook posts even in the early days of those apps. All of it was purposeful, by design, the people I spoke with told me--the debating, the tweeting, the attention getting. Gaetz was confident that he was meant for something bigger. "The goal then," Schorsch said, "was to be where he is now."

In 2015, while Donald Trump was descending the golden Trump Tower escalator, Gaetz was halfway through his third full term in the Florida House, pondering his next move. His father would retire soon from the Florida Senate, and Gaetz had already announced his intention to run for the seat. But then Jeff Miller, the Republican representative from Gaetz's hometown district, decided to leave Congress.

Gaetz had endorsed former Florida Governor Jeb Bush in the GOP primary. ("I like action, not just talk. #allinforjeb," he'd tweeted in August 2015.) But by March, Bush had dropped out. Left with the choice of Trump, Senator Ted Cruz of Texas, or then-Ohio Governor John Kasich, Gaetz embraced the man he said was best suited to disrupt the stale workings of Washington, D.C.

In the same statement announcing he was running for Congress, Gaetz declared that he was #allin for Trump.

At first, Gaetz was miserable in Congress. Almost a year after being elected, at 34--he'd defeated his Democratic opponent by almost 40 points--Gaetz complained about his predicament to Schale. He'd never dealt with being a freshman member on the backbench. "He hated everything about it," Schale told me.

In Gaetz's telling, the money turned him off most. Given the makeup of his district, he wanted to be on the Armed Services Committee. But good committee assignments required donations: When Gaetz asked McCarthy about it, the majority leader advised that he raise $75,000 and send it to the National Republican Congressional Committee, Gaetz wrote in Firebrand. He sent twice that much to the NRCC, he wrote, and made it onto both the Armed Services and the Judiciary Committees. But he claimed to be disgusted by the system.

During those first miserable months, Schale wondered how his colleague would handle his newfound irrelevance. "I would've told you he'd do one of two things: He would either retire or he was going to light himself on fire," Schale told me. "He chose to light himself on fire."

It can take years to rise up through the ranks of a committee, build trust with colleagues, and start sponsoring legislation to earn the kind of attention and influence that Gaetz craved. He wanted a more direct route. So his team developed a strategy: He would circumvent the traditional path of a freshman lawmaker and speak straight to the American people.



 Gaetz and Trump in 2022 (Megan Varner / Getty)



This meant being on television as much as possible. Gaetz went after the most hot-button cultural issue at the time: NFL players kneeling for the anthem. "We used that as our initial hook to start booking media," one former staff member told me. One of his early appearances was a brief two-question interview with Tucker Carlson. Though Carlson mispronounced his name as "Getts" (it's pronounced "Gates"), the congressman spoke with a brusque confidence. "Rather than taking a knee, we ought to see professional athletes taking a stand and actually supporting this country," he said.

From there, the TV invites flooded in. Gaetz would go on any network to talk about anything as long as the broadcast was live and he knew the topic ahead of time. He had become a loud Trump defender--introducing a resolution to force Special Counsel Robert Mueller to resign and even joining an effort to nominate Trump for the Nobel Peace Prize. A white board in his office displayed a list of media outlets and two columns of numbers: how many hits Gaetz wanted to do each week at any given outlet and how many he'd already completed. Around his office, he liked to quote from one of his favorite movies, O Brother, Where Art Thou?, in a faux southern accent: "We ain't one-at-a-timin' here. We're mass communicating!''

Soon, the president was calling. Trump asked Gaetz for policy advice, and suggested ways that Gaetz could highlight the MAGA agenda on television. Sometimes, when the president rang and Gaetz wasn't near the phone, his aides would sprint around the Capitol complex looking for him, in a race against Trump's short attention span, another former staffer told me. Gaetz claimed in his book that he once even took a call from Trump while "in the throes of passion."

With his new influence, Gaetz helped launch Ron DeSantis's political career. In 2017, he urged Trump to endorse DeSantis for Florida governor. At the time, DeSantis was struggling in the Republican primary, but after receiving Trump's approval, he shot ahead. DeSantis made Gaetz a top campaign adviser.

From the May 2023 issue: How freedom-loving Florida fell for Ron DeSantis

Gaetz would occasionally travel with the president on Air Force One, writing mini briefings or speeches on short notice. Trump was angry when Gaetz voted to limit the president's powers to take military action, but the two worked it out. "Lincoln had the great General Grant ... and I have Matt Gaetz!" Trump told a group of lawmakers at the White House Christmas party in 2019, according to Firebrand.

The two had a genuine relationship, people close to Gaetz told me. From his father, Gaetz had learned to be cunning and competitive. But he was never going to be a country-club Republican. "He's aspirationally redneck," said Gaetz's friend Charles Johnson, a blogger and tech investor who became famous as an alt-right troll. (Johnson once supported Trump but says he now backs Joe Biden.) Trump, despite his wealth and New York upbringing, "is the redneck father Matt never had," Johnson told me.

HBO's The Swamp, a documentary that chronicled the efforts of a handful of House Republicans agitating for various reforms, takes viewers behind the scenes of Gaetz's early months in Congress, when he lived in his office and slept four nights a week on a narrow cot pushed into a converted closet. Gaetz is likable in the documentary, coming off as a cheerful warrior and a political underdog. But the most striking moment is when he answers a call from President Trump, who praises him for some TV hit or other. When Gaetz hangs up the phone, he is beaming. "He's very happy," Gaetz tells the camera, before looking away, lost in giddy reflection.

Gaetz has positioned himself as a sort of libertarian populist. He's proposed abolishing the Environmental Protection Agency, but he's not a climate-change denier, and has supported legislation that would encourage companies to reduce carbon emissions voluntarily. He has consistently opposed American intervention in foreign wars, and he advocates fewer restrictions on marijuana possession and distribution. He still allies himself with Democrats when it's convenient: He defended a former colleague, Democratic Representative Katie Hill, when she was embroiled in a revenge-porn scandal and forged an unlikely alliance with Democrat Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez over their desire for a ban on congressional stock trading.

In his book, Gaetz argues that too many members of Congress represent entrenched special interests over regular people, and too much legislation is the result of cozy relationships between lawmakers and lobbyists. In 2020, he announced that he was swearing off all federal PAC money. (It has always been difficult, though, to take Gaetz's yearning for reform seriously when his political idol is Trump, a man who not only refused to divest from his own business interests as president but who promised to "drain the swamp" before appointing a staggering number of lobbyists to positions in his government).

Gaetz's personal life began making headlines for the first time in 2020. That summer, the 38-year-old announced, rather suddenly, that he had a "son" named Nestor Galban, a 19-year-old immigrant from Cuba. Gaetz had dated Galban's older sister May, and when the couple broke up, Galban moved in and had lived with him since around 2013. "Though we share no blood, and no legal paperwork defines our family relationship, he is my son in every sense of the word," Gaetz wrote in his book.

Later in 2020, Gaetz met a petite blonde named Ginger Luckey at a party at Mar-a-Lago. Luckey, who is 12 years younger than Gaetz, grew up in Long Beach, California, and works for the consultancy giant KPMG. In the early days of their relationship, she was charmingly naive about politics, Gaetz wrote in his book: During one dinner with Fox's Tucker Carlson, Luckey was excited to discover that Carlson hosted his own show. "What is it about?" she'd asked.

Luckey is hyper-disciplined and extremely type A, "the kind of person who will get you out of bed to work out whether you like it or not," Johnson said. Luckey tweets about sustainable fashion and avoiding seed oils, and she softens Gaetz's sharp edges. She longboards and sings--once, she kicked off a Trump book-release party with a delicate rendition of "God Bless America." Gaetz asked Luckey to marry him in December 2020 on the patio at Mar-a-Lago. When she said yes, Trump sent over a bottle of champagne.

Three months later, in late March 2021, news broke that the Department of Justice was looking into allegations that Gaetz had paid for sex with women in 2018. One claim held that Gaetz's friend, the Florida tax collector Joel Greenberg, had recruited women online and had sex with them before referring them to Gaetz, who slept with them too. But the most serious allegation was that Gaetz had had sex with a girl under the age of 18, and had flown her to the Bahamas for a vacation. By the time Gaetz proposed to Luckey, the FBI had reportedly confiscated his phone.



 Gaetz and wife, Ginger Luckey, arrive at a Trump rally in 2023. (Alon Skuy / Getty)



Gaetz has denied paying for sex or engaging in sex with a minor. But Greenberg would go on to be charged with a set of federal crimes and ultimately plead guilty to sex trafficking a child. On April 6, The New York Times reported that Gaetz had requested a blanket pardon from the Trump White House in the final weeks of his administration, which was not granted.

Other sordid claims have spilled out since. "He used to walk around the cloakroom showing people porno of him and his latest girlfriend," one former Republican lawmaker told me. "He'd show me a video, and I'd say, 'That's great, Matt.' Like, what kind of a reaction do you want?" (The video, according to the former lawmaker, showed the hula-hooping woman.) Cassidy Hutchinson, the former Trump White House aide, wrote in her memoir that Gaetz knocked on her cabin door one night during a Camp David retreat and asked Hutchinson to help escort him back to his cabin. (Gaetz has denied this.)

On social media, people called Gaetz a pedophile and a rapist; commenters on Luckey's Instagram photos demanded to know how she could possibly date him. In many political circles, Gaetz became untouchable. He was "radioactive in Tallahassee," one prominent Florida Republican official told me, and for a while, he stopped being invited on Fox News. Around this time, DeSantis cut Gaetz out of his inner circle. His wife, Casey, had "told Ron that he was persona non grata," Schorsch told me. "She hated all the sex stories that came out." (Others have suggested that Gaetz fell out with DeSantis after a power struggle with the governor's former chief of staff.)
 
 The ongoing House Ethics Committee investigation could have further consequences for Gaetz. The committee may ultimately recommend some kind of punishment for him--whether a formal reprimand, a censure, or even expulsion from Congress--to be voted on by the whole House.

Gaetz's response to the investigation has been ferocious denial. He has blamed the allegations on a "deep state" plot or part of an "organized criminal extortion" against him. His team blasted out emails accusing the left of "coming" for him. But privately, in the spring of 2021, Gaetz was despondent. He worried that Luckey would call off their engagement. "She's for sure going to leave me," Johnson said Gaetz told him in the days after the stories broke.

But Luckey didn't leave. In a series of TikToks posted that summer, one of her sisters called Gaetz "creepy" and "a literal pedophile." "My estranged sister is mentally unwell," Luckey told The Daily Beast in response.

Gaetz and Luckey married in August of 2021, earlier than they'd planned. It was a small ceremony on Catalina Island, off the coast of Los Angeles. On the couple's one-year anniversary, Luckey posted a picture of the two of them in the sunshine on their wedding day, Luckey in a low-cut white dress and Gaetz in a gray suit. "Power couple!!" then-Representative Madison Cawthorn wrote. Below, someone else commented, "He's using you girl."

Rather than cowing him, the allegations seemed to give Gaetz a burst of vengeful energy. He tightened his inner circle and leaned harder than ever into the guerilla persona he'd begun to develop. No longer welcome in many greenrooms, Gaetz became a regular on Steve Bannon's War Room podcast before launching a podcast of his own. He set off on an America First Tour with the fellow Trump loyalist Marjorie Taylor Greene. The two traveled state to state, alleging widespread fraud in the 2020 presidential election and declaring Trump the rightful president of the United States. People from both parties now viewed Gaetz as a villain. It was as if Gaetz thought, Why not go all in?

Republicans faced disappointing results in the 2022 midterm elections, and by the time January rolled around, their slim House majority meant that each individual member had more leverage. In January 2023, Gaetz took advantage, leading a handful of Republican dissidents in opposing Kevin McCarthy's ascendance to the speakership. He and his allies forced McCarthy to undergo 14 House votes before they finally gave in on the 15th round. Things were so tense that, at one point, Republican Mike Rogers of Alabama lunged at Gaetz and had to be restrained by another member. But Gaetz had gotten what he'd wanted. Among other concessions, McCarthy had agreed to restore a rule allowing a single member to call for a vote to remove the speaker. It would be McCarthy's downfall.

In October, Gaetz strode to the front of the House Chamber and formally filed a motion to oust his own conference leader. McCarthy had failed to do enough to curb government spending and oppose the Democrats, Gaetz told reporters. He announced that McCarthy was "the product of a corrupt system." As a government shutdown loomed, the 41-year-old Florida Republican attempted an aggressive maneuver that had never once been successful in the history of Congress: using a motion to vacate the speaker of the House. Twenty-four hours later, McCarthy was out.
 
 Ultimately, the evangelical MAGA-ite Mike Johnson of Louisiana was chosen as the Republicans' new leader. With the election of Johnson, Gaetz had removed a personal foe, skirted the establishment, and given Trumpism a loud--and legitimate--microphone. "The swamp is on the run," Gaetz said on War Room. "MAGA is ascendant." This had been Gaetz's plan all along, Bannon told me afterward. In January 2023, he had been "setting the trap." Now he was executing on his vision. Gaetz had ushered in a new "minoritarian vanguardism," Bannon told me, proudly. "They'll teach this in textbooks."


Rather than cowing him, the allegations seemed to give Gaetz a burst of vengeful energy. (Photograph by Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



Gaetz has options going forward. If the former president is reelected in November, Gaetz "could very easily serve in the Trump administration," Charles Johnson told me. But most people think Gaetz's next move is obvious: He'll leave Congress and run for governor of Florida in 2026. Even though he's publicly denied his interest in the job, privately, Gaetz appears to have made his intentions known. "I am 100 percent confident that that is his plan," one former Florida Republican leader told me. Gaetz looks to be on cruise control until then, committed to making moves that will please the MAGA base and set him up for success in two years.

The Republican field in Florida is full of potential gubernatorial primary candidates. Possible rivals for Gaetz include Representative Byron Donalds, state Attorney General Ashley Moody, and even Casey DeSantis. But in Florida, Gaetz is more famous than all of them, and closer to the white-hot center of the MAGA movement. If he gets Trump's endorsement, Gaetz could have a real shot at winning the primary and, ultimately, the governor's mansion.

On October 24, Mike Johnson spoke at a press conference after being nominated for speaker. He hadn't been elected yet, but everyone knew he had the votes. Flanked by grinning lawmakers from across the spectrum of his party--Steve Scalise, Elise Stefanik, Lauren Boebert, and Nancy Mace--he promised a "new form of government" that would quickly kick into gear to serve the American people. Johnson's colleagues applauded when he pledged to stand with Israel, and they booed together, jovially, when a reporter asked about Johnson's attempts to overturn the results of the 2020 presidential election.

Watching on my computer at home, I couldn't find Gaetz right away. But then the C-SPAN camera zoomed out and there he was, in the back, behind cowboy-hat-wearing John Carter of Texas. I had to squint to see Gaetz. He looked small compared with the others, in his dark suit and slicked-back hair. Once, he stood on his tiptoes to catch a glimpse of the would-be speaker, several rows ahead.

Despite his very central role in Johnson's rise, Gaetz had been relegated to the far reaches of the gathering, behind several of his colleagues who had strongly opposed removing McCarthy. But Gaetz didn't seem to mind. He clapped with the rest of them, and even pumped his fist in celebration. Most of the time, his mouth was upturned in a slight smile. He was in the back now, but he wouldn't be there long.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/04/matt-gaetz-house-republican-congress-profile/677915/?utm_source=feed
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Trump's Shoot-the-Moon Legal Strategy

Attacking the judges handling his cases is likely to backfire. But if it works, it will really work.

by David A. Graham




Updated at 4:12 p.m. ET on April 9, 2024


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


With less than a week to go before the start of his trial in New York on falsifying records, former President Donald Trump has sued Juan Merchan, the judge presiding over the case. The suit is sealed, but it is reportedly related to a gag order Merchan recently placed on Trump.

The suit seems highly unlikely to succeed, and it's only the latest in a series of Trump broadsides against the judge. He accused Merchan of bias because the judge's daughter has worked in Democratic politics, citing an account on X that the court says does not belong to her. In response, District Attorney Alvin Bragg asked Merchan to broaden an existing gag order, which barred Trump from attacking witnesses, jurors, and others, to also cover family members of the judge and the prosecutor. Merchan agreed, and ever since, Trump has continued to attack him. Last week, Trump also requested that Merchan recuse himself from the case, again citing the daughter. Merchan already rejected one recusal request last year.

David A. Graham: Donald Trump's 'fraudulent ways' cost him $355 million

In the card game Hearts, the goal is to get the lowest score. Most of the time, a player succeeds by winning the fewest tricks. But a daredevil can attempt a different strategy, called "shooting the moon." If, instead of losing each point-laden trick, he takes all of the hearts plus the queen of spades, then his opponents all get the points and he gets none. It's a risky maneuver, because it's all or nothing--losing even one hearts trick spells doom--but the reward is large.

Shooting the moon is also Donald Trump's strategy for handling the legal cases against him. Ordinary practice would say that doing everything possible to antagonize the judges who oversee one's trials is unwise. Even when a judge is not ruling from the bench herself, she has great leeway to decide what evidence is included, what arguments can be made, and what a jury hears. Yet Trump has repeatedly and personally criticized many of the judges hearing his cases. In addition to Merchan, he's gone after Tanya Chutkan, the federal judge overseeing charges related to Trump's attempt to subvert the 2020 presidential election. Trump also waged an extremely personal battle against Justice Arthur Engoron, who oversaw his trial on civil fraud charges in New York State. By contrast, he has not attacked Judge Scott McAfee, a white Republican man overseeing his trial in Fulton County, Georgia, or Judge Aileen Cannon, whom he appointed to the bench and who is assigned his case related to sensitive government documents he took from the White House.

The New York civil fraud trial shows the perils of this approach. In that case, Trump failed to request a jury trial, meaning that Engoron decided the verdict. Trump and his lawyers spent the trial demonizing Engoron, attacking his law clerk, and mouthing off in court. It didn't end well. Engoron ruled that Trump had committed fraud and ordered that he pay some $355 million, plus interest. (Trump has appealed the decision.)

David A. Graham: 'Control your client'

But Cannon shows the upside if Trump can prevail. He could hardly hope for a more amenable judge. She has repeatedly bogged down his prosecution, refusing Special Counsel Jack Smith's attempts at speeding things up. More recently, she ordered both prosecutors and defense counsel to write jury instructions, a move that baffled many legal observers--partly because it is so early in proceedings, but especially because a portion of her order seemed to misrepresent the law. Her approach has frustrated Smith enough that prosecutors have begun sniping at Cannon in filings, which can't help them.

Trump has a few incentives for his attacks. First, he faces the unappetizing task of having to explain to voters dozens of felony counts and the challenge of trials that keep him off the campaign trail. In response, Trump has decided to turn courtrooms into rally sites, portraying his prosecutions as politically motivated. Second, the facts of many of the cases are deeply unfavorable to Trump: He tried to subvert the election. He hoarded the documents and refused to hand them over. He flagrantly manipulated his property values. His attempt to get the hush-money case thrown out on statute-of-limitations grounds fell short. Trump might reasonably conclude that he's likely to lose the cases, and so there's little reason not to attack the judges.

In Trump's best-case scenario--where he successfully shoots the moon--he is able to have judges he deems unfriendly thrown off the cases, or at the very least he is able to build a case to have convictions thrown out on appeal on grounds of bias. Then, perhaps, he'll get a judge like Cannon who would be friendlier to him--or, in other words, much more biased.

But even if that doesn't work, Trump may still be able to slow the cases. He's already succeeded in pushing the election-subversion case back by months, thanks to a long-shot appeal to the U.S. Supreme Court. Merchan appears dedicated so far to keeping the New York case on track, but Trump also shows no sign of slowing down his dilatory exercises. He will continue to claim that judges are mistreating him, and place his supposed persecution at the center of the presidential campaign.

The shoot-the-moon strategy demonstrates anew Trump's instinct for using a system's strengths--such as opportunities for appeals, procedural arguments, and recusal motions--against it. Trump's offensives against judges run counter to what most legal scholars and practitioners would advise, but the former president sees an opportunity to subvert the criminal-justice system. It is diabolically clever: Trump hopes to so effectively label judges as corrupt that he will be able to actually corrupt the system and get a more favorable judge. Success would be the best proof of his point.



This article originally misstated that, in Hearts, a player would have to take each and every trick, not only those containing hearts and the queen of spades.
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Our Last Great Adventure

My husband, Richard Goodwin, drafted landmark speeches for JFK and LBJ. Late in life, we dived into his archives, searching for vivid traces of our hopeful youth.

by Doris Kearns Goodwin




One summer morning, seven months after he had turned 80, my husband, Dick Goodwin, came down the stairs, clumps of shaving cream on his earlobes, singing, "The corn is as high as an elephant's eye," from the musical Oklahoma!

"Why so chipper?" I asked.

"I had a flash," he said, looking over the headlines of the three newspapers I had laid out for him on the breakfast table in our home in Concord, Massachusetts. Putting them aside, he started writing down numbers. "Three times eight is 24. Three times 80 is 240."

"Is that your revelation?" I asked.

"Look, my 80-year life span occupies more than a third of our republic's history. That means that our democracy is merely three 'Goodwins' long."

I tried to suppress a smile.

"Doris, one Goodwin ago, when I was born, we were in the midst of the Great Depression. Pearl Harbor happened on December 7, 1941, my 10th birthday. It ruined my whole party! If we go back two Goodwins, we find our Concord Village roiled in furor over the Fugitive Slave Act. A third Goodwin will bring us back to the point that, if we went out our front door, took a left, and walked down the road, we might just see those embattled farmers and witness the commencement of the Revolutionary War."

He glanced at the newspapers and went to his study, on the far side of the house. An hour later, he was back to read aloud a paragraph he had just written:

Three spans of one long life traverse the whole of our short national history. One certain thing that a look backward at the vicissitudes of our country's story suggests is that massive and sweeping change will come. And it can come swiftly. Whether or not it is healing and inclusive change depends on us. As ever, such change will generally percolate from the ground up, as in the days of the American Revolution, the anti-slavery movement, the progressive movement, the civil-rights movement, the women's movement, the gay-rights movement, the environmental movement. From the long view of my life, I see how history turns and veers. The end of our country has loomed many times before. America is not as fragile as it seems.

"It's now or never," he said, announcing that the time had finally come to unpack and examine the 300 boxes of material he had dragged along with us during 40 years of marriage. Dick had saved everything relating to his time in public service in the 1960s as a speechwriter for and adviser to John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, Robert F. Kennedy, and Eugene McCarthy: reams of White House memos, diaries, initial drafts of speeches annotated by presidents and presidential hopefuls, newspaper clippings, scrapbooks, photographs, menus--a mass that would prove to contain a unique and comprehensive archive of a pivotal era. Dick had been involved in a remarkable number of defining moments.

For years, Dick had resisted opening these boxes. They were from a time he recalled with both elation and a crushing sense of loss.

He was the junior speechwriter, working under Ted Sorensen, during JFK's 1960 presidential campaign. He was in the room to help the candidate prepare for his first televised debate with Richard Nixon. In the box labeled DEBATE were pages torn from a yellow pad upon which Kennedy had scrawled requests for information or clarification. Dick was in the White House when the president's coffin returned from Dallas, and he was responsible for making arrangements to install an eternal flame at the grave site. He was at LBJ's side during the summit of his historic achievements in civil rights and the Great Society. He was in New Hampshire during McCarthy's crusade against the Vietnam War, and in the hospital room when Robert Kennedy died in Los Angeles. He was a central figure in the debate over the peace plank during the mayhem of the 1968 Democratic convention in Chicago.

For years, however, Dick had resisted opening these boxes. They were from a time he recalled with both elation and a crushing sense of loss. The assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., and Robert Kennedy; the war in Vietnam; the riots in the cities; the violence on college campuses--all the turmoil had drawn a dark curtain on the entire decade. He had wanted only to look ahead.

Doris Kearns Goodwin: The divided legacy of Lyndon B. Johnson

Now he had resolved to go back in time. "I'm an old guy," he said. "If I have any wisdom to dispense, I'd better start dispensing." A friend, Deb Colby, became his research assistant, and together they began the slow process of arranging the boxes in chronological order. Once that preliminary task had been completed, Dick was hopeful that there might be something of a book in the material he had uncovered. He wanted me to go back with him to the very first box and work our way through all of them. I was not only his wife but a historian.

"I need your help," he said. "Jog my memory, ask me questions, see what we can learn." I joined him in his study, and we started on the first group of boxes. We made a deal to try to spend time on this project every weekend to see what might come of it.

Our last great adventure together was about to begin.

FALL 1960

Some 30 boxes contained materials relating to JFK's 1960 presidential campaign. From September 4 to November 8, 1960, Dick was a member of the small entourage that flew across the country with Kennedy for more than two months of nonstop campaigning. The first-ever private plane used by a presidential candidate during a campaign, the Caroline (named for Kennedy's daughter) had been modified into a luxurious executive office. It had plush couches and four chairs that could be converted into small beds--two of them for Dick and Ted Sorensen. Kennedy had his own suite of bedrooms farther aft.

"You were all so young," I marveled to Dick after looking up the ages of the team. The candidate was 43; Bobby Kennedy, 34; Ted Sorensen, 32. "And you--"

"Twenty-eight," he interrupted, adding, "Youngest of the lot."

After midnight on October 14, 1960, the Caroline landed at Willow Run Airport, near Ypsilanti, Michigan. Three weeks remained until Election Day. Everyone was bone-tired as the caravan set out for Ann Arbor and the University of Michigan.

As they approached the Michigan campus, there was little to suggest that one of the most enduring moments of the campaign was about to occur. It was nearly 2 a.m. by the time the caravan reached the Michigan Union, where Kennedy was scheduled to catch a few hours of sleep before starting on a whistle-stop tour of the state. No one in the campaign had expected to find as many as 10,000 students waiting in the streets to greet the candidate. Neither Ted nor Dick had prepared remarks for the occasion.

As Kennedy ascended the steps of the union, the crowd chanted his name. He turned around, smiled, and introduced himself as "a graduate of the Michigan of the East--Harvard University." He then began speaking extemporaneously, falling back on his familiar argument that the 1960 campaign presaged the outcome of the race between communism and the free world. But suddenly, he caught a second wind and swerved from his stock stump speech. He asked the crowd of young people what they might be willing to contribute for the sake of the country.

How many of you who are going to be doctors are willing to spend your days in Ghana? Technicians or engineers, how many of you are willing to work in the Foreign Service and spend your lives traveling around the world? On your willingness to do that, not merely to serve one year or two in the service, but on your willingness to contribute part of your life to this country, I think will depend the answer whether a free society can compete.

What stirred Kennedy to these spontaneous questions is not clear. Weariness, intuition, or--most likely, I suspect--because they had lingered in his mind after the third debate with Nixon, which had taken place only hours before and had been focused on whether America's prestige in the world was rising or falling relative to that of Communist nations. The concept of students volunteering for public service in Africa and Asia might well bolster goodwill for America in countries wavering (as Kennedy had put it) "on the razor edge of decision" between the free world and the Communist system.

Drawing his impromptu speech to a close, Kennedy confessed that he had come to the union on this cold and early morning simply to go to bed. The words elicited raucous laughter and applause that continued to mount when he threw down a final challenge: "May I just say in conclusion that this university is not maintained by its alumni, by the state, merely to help its graduates have an economic advantage in the life struggle. There is certainly a greater purpose, and I'm sure you recognize it."

Kennedy's remarks lasted only three minutes--"the longest short speech," he called it. Yet something extraordinary transpired: The students took up the challenge he posed. Led by two graduate students, Alan and Judith Guskin, they organized, they held meetings, they sent letters and telegrams to the campaign asking Kennedy to develop plans for a corps of American volunteers overseas. Within a week, 1,000 students had signed petitions pledging to give two years of their lives to help people in developing countries.

When Dick and Ted learned of the student petitions, they redrafted an upcoming Kennedy speech on foreign policy to be delivered at the Cow Palace, in San Francisco, working in a formal proposal for "a peace corps of talented young men and women." We pulled the speech from one of the boxes. Dick's hand can be readily detected in the closing lines, which used a favorite quote of his from the Greek philosopher Archimedes. "Give me a fulcrum," Archimedes said, "and I will move the world." Dick would later invoke the same line in a historic speech by Robert Kennedy in South Africa.

Two days after JFK's speech at the Cow Palace, the candidate was flying to Toledo, Ohio. He sent word to the Guskins that he would like to meet them and see their petitions, crammed with names. A photo captures the moment when an eager Judy Guskin clutches the petitions before she presents them to the weary-eyed Kennedy, who is reaching out in anticipation.

Later, Dick and Ted had coffee with Judy and Alan. They talked of the Peace Corps and the election, by then only five days away. Nixon had immediately denounced the idea of a Peace Corps--"a Kiddie Corps," he and others called it--warning that it would become a haven for draft dodgers. But for Judy and Alan, as for nearly a quarter of a million others, the Peace Corps would prove a transformative experience. The Guskins were in the first group to travel to Thailand, where Judy taught English and organized a teacher-training program. Alan set up a program at the same school in psychology and educational research. Returning home, they served as founders of the VISTA program, LBJ's domestic version of the Peace Corps.

For Dick, the Peace Corps, more than any other venture of the Kennedy years, represented the essence of the administration's New Frontier vision. After JFK's inauguration, as a member of the White House staff, Dick joined the task force that formally launched the Peace Corps. He was barely older than the typical volunteer.

SUMMER 1963

Dick and I often talked, half-jokingly, half-seriously, about the various occasions when we were in the same place at the same time before we finally met--in the summer of 1972, when he arrived at the Harvard building where I had my office as an assistant professor. I knew who he was. I had heard that he was brilliant, brash, mercurial, arrogant, a fascinating figure. He was more than a decade older than me. His appearance was intriguing: curly, disheveled black hair; thick, unruly eyebrows; a pockmarked face; and several large cigars in the pocket of his casual shirt. We began a conversation that day about LBJ, literature, philosophy, astronomy, sex, gossip, and the Red Sox that would continue for 46 years.

The first occasion when we could have crossed paths but didn't was the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, on August 28, 1963. It was not surprising that we didn't meet, given that some 250,000 people had gathered for the event.

I was spending the summer before my senior year at Colby College as an intern at the State Department. All government employees had been given the day off and been cautioned to stay home, warned that it wasn't safe. I was 20 years old--I had no intention of staying home. But I still remember the nervous excitement I felt that morning as I walked with a group of friends toward the Washington Monument. We had been planning to attend the march for weeks.

A state of emergency had been declared as people descended on the capital from all over the country. Marchers arriving by bus and train on Wednesday morning were encouraged to depart the city proper by that night. Hospitals canceled elective surgery to make space in the event of mass casualties. The Washington Senators baseball game was postponed. Liquor stores and bars were closed. We learned that thousands of National Guardsmen had been mobilized to bolster the D.C. police force. Thousands of additional soldiers stood ready across the Potomac, in Virginia.

I asked Dick if these precautions had seemed a bit much. He explained that Kennedy was worried that if things got out of hand, the civil-rights bill he had introduced in June could unravel, and "take his administration with it." Though government workers were discouraged from attending the march, Dick grabbed Bill Moyers, the deputy Peace Corps director, and headed toward the National Mall.

So there Dick and I were, unknown to each other, both moving along with what seemed to be all of humanity toward the Reflecting Pool and the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, where the march would culminate. I carried a poster stapled to a stick: Catholics, Protestants and Jews Unite in the Struggle for Civil Rights. A sense that I was connected to something larger than myself took hold.

It's easy to cast a cynical eye upon this youthful exultation, to view it in retrospect as sentimental idealism, but the feelings were genuine, and they were profound. At the start of the march, I had wondered what proportion of the vast throng was white (it was later estimated at 25 percent). By the time I returned to my rooming house in Foggy Bottom, I had forgotten all about calculations and proportions. I had set out that morning apprehensive, yet had been lifted up by the most joyful day of public unity and community I had ever experienced.

Facing the Lincoln Memorial, with Martin Luther King's soaring "I Have a Dream" speech still ahead, we all held hands, our voices rising as we sang "We Shall Overcome"--the hymn that had long instilled purpose and courage in the foot soldiers of the civil-rights movement. That moment made as deep an impression on Dick as it did on me.

SPRING 1964

During our years of archival sifting, Dick and I, like two nosy neighbors on a party line, tracked down transcripts of conversations recorded by Lyndon Johnson's secret taping system.

"How splendid to be flies on the wall, to eavesdrop across the decades!" That was Dick's gleeful response after I read him a transcript of a telephone call between the president and Bill Moyers--by then a special assistant to Johnson--on the evening of March 9, 1964. Here Dick and I were, he in his 80s and I in my 70s, finally privy to the very conversation that, previously unbeknownst to Dick, had led him from the nucleus of the Kennedy camp, through a period of confusion and drift in the aftermath of Kennedy's assassination, to the highest circles of the Johnson administration.

The phone call began with Johnson grousing about the dreary language in the poverty message that he soon planned to deliver to Congress. Passionately invested in the poverty program, he was dissatisfied with the drafts he had seen and was now pressing Moyers to find "whoever's the best explainer of this that you can get."

Johnson: Since [Ted] Sorensen left, we've got no one that can be phonetic, and get rhythm ...
 
 Moyers: The only person I know who can--and I'm reluctant to ask him to get involved in this, because right now it's in our little circle--is Goodwin.
 
 Johnson: Why not just ask him if he can't put some sex in it? I'd ask him if he couldn't put some rhyme in it and some beautiful Churchillian phrases and take it and turn it out for us tomorrow ... If he will, then we'll use it. But ask him if he can do it in confidence. Call him tonight and say, "I want to bring it to you now. I've got it ready to go, but he wants you to work on it if you can do it without getting it into a column."
 
 Moyers: All right, I'll call him right now.
 
 Johnson: Tell him that I'm pretty impressed with him. He's working on Latin America already; see how he's getting along. But can he put the music to it?

As we reached the end of the conversation, Dick swore that he could hear Johnson's voice clearly in his mind's ear. "Lyndon's a kind of poet," Dick said. "What a unique recipe for high oratory: rhyme, sex, music, phonetics, and beautiful Churchillian phrases."

We both knew him so well: Dick because he worked with him intimately in the White House and on the 1964 campaign, and I because, after a time as a White House fellow, I'd joined a small team in Texas to help him go through his papers, conduct research, and draft his memoir. From the time Dick and I met, we often referred to the president simply as "Lyndon" when speaking with each other. There are a lot of Johnsons, but there was only one Lyndon.

SPRING 1965

A year and a half after the March on Washington, the memory of its transcendent finale returned to become the heart of the most important speech Dick ever drafted. We pulled a copy of the draft, some notes, the final speech, and newspaper clippings from one of the Johnson boxes.

The moment Dick stepped into the West Wing on the morning of March 15, 1965, he sensed an unusual hubbub and tension. Pacing back and forth in a dither outside Dick's second-floor office was the White House special assistant Jack Valenti. Normally full of glossy good cheer, Valenti pounced on Dick before he could even open his office door.

The night before, Johnson had decided to give a televised address to a joint session of Congress calling for a voting-rights bill. He believed that the conscience of America had been fired by the events at the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, a week earlier, when peaceful marchers had been attacked by Alabama state troopers wielding clubs, nightsticks, and whips.

"He needs the speech from you right away," Valenti said.

"From me! Why didn't you tell me yesterday? I've lost the entire night," Dick responded.

"It was a mistake, my mistake," Valenti acknowledged. He explained that the first words out of the president's mouth that morning had been "How is Goodwin doing on the speech?" and Valenti had told him he'd assigned it to another aide, Horace Busby. Johnson had erupted, "The hell you did! Get Dick to do it, and now!"


The presidential aides Richard Goodwin ( left) and Bill Moyers discuss a speech with Lyndon B. Johnson, 1965. (Photograph by Sarah Palmer for The Atlantic. Source: Yoichi Okamoto / Courtesy of LBJ Library)



The speech had to be finished before 6 p.m., Valenti told Dick, in order to be loaded onto the teleprompter. Dick looked at his watch. Nine hours away. Valenti asked Dick if there was anything--anything at all--he could get for him.

"Serenity," Dick replied, "a globe of serenity. I can't be disturbed. If you want to know how it's coming, ask my secretary."

"I didn't want to think about time passing," Dick recalled to me. "I lit a cigar, looked at my watch, took the watch off my wrist, and put it on the desk beside my typewriter. Another puff of my cigar, and I took the watch and put it away in my desk drawer."

"The pressure would have short-circuited me," I said. "I never had the makings of a good speechwriter or journalist. History is more patient."

"Well," Dick said, laughing, "miss the speech deadline and those pages are only scraps of paper."

Dick examined the folder of notes Valenti had given him. Johnson wanted no uncertainty about where he stood. To deny fellow Americans the right to vote was simply and unequivocally wrong. He wanted the speech to be affirmative and hopeful. He would be sending a bill to Congress to protect the right to vote for all Americans, and he wanted this speech to speed public sentiment along.

In the year since Dick had started working at the White House, he had listened to Johnson talk for hundreds of hours--on planes and in cars, during meals in the mansion and at his ranch, in the swimming pool and over late-night drinks. He understood Johnson's deeply held convictions about civil rights, and he had the cadences of his speech in his ear. The speechwriter's job, Dick knew, was to clarify, heighten, and polish a speaker's convictions in the speaker's own language and natural rhythms. Without that authenticity, the emotional current of the speech would never hit home.

I knew that Dick often searched for a short, arresting sentence to begin every speech or article he wrote. On this day, he surely found it:

I speak tonight for the dignity of man and the destiny of democracy ...
 
 At times, history and fate meet at a single time in a single place to shape a turning point in man's unending search for freedom. So it was at Lexington and Concord. So it was a century ago at Appomattox. So it was last week in Selma, Alabama.

No sooner would Dick pull a page out of his typewriter and give it to his secretary than Valenti would somehow materialize, a nerve-worn courier, eager to express pages from Dick's secretary into the president's anxious hands. Johnson's edits and penciled notations were incorporated into the text while he awaited the next installment, lashing out at everyone within range--everyone except Dick.

The speech was no lawyer's brief debating the merits of the bill to be sent to Congress. It was a credo, a declaration of what we are as a nation and who we are as a people--a redefining moment in our history brought forth by the civil-rights movement.

The real hero of this struggle is the American Negro. His actions and protests, his courage to risk safety and even to risk his life, have awakened the conscience of this nation ...
 
 He has called upon us to make good the promise of America. And who among us can say that we would have made the same progress were it not for his persistent bravery, and his faith in American democracy?

As the light shifted across his office, Dick became aware that the day suddenly seemed to be rushing by. He opened the desk drawer, peered at the face of his watch, took a deep breath, and slammed the drawer shut. He walked outside to get air and refresh his mind.

In the distance, Dick heard demonstrators demanding that Johnson send federal troops to Selma. Dick hurried back to his office. Something seemed forlorn about the receding voices--such a great contrast to the spirited resolve of the March on Washington. Loud and clear, the words We shall overcome sounded in his head.

It was after the 6-o'clock deadline when the phone in Dick's office rang for the first time that day. The voice at the other end was so relaxed and soothing that Dick hardly recognized it as the president's.

"Far and away," Dick told me, "the gentlest tones I ever heard from Lyndon."

"You remember, Dick," Johnson said, "that one of my first jobs after college was teaching young Mexican Americans in Cotulla. I told you about that down at the ranch. I thought you might want to put in a reference to that." Then he ended the call: "Well, I won't keep you, Dick. It's getting late."

"When I finished the draft," Dick recalled, "I felt perfectly blank. It was done. It was beyond revision. It was dark outside, and I checked my wrist to see what time it was, remembered I had hidden my watch away from my sight, retrieved it from the drawer, and put it back on."

There was nothing left to do but shave, grab a sandwich, and stroll over to the mansion. There, greeted by an exorbitantly grateful Valenti, Dick hardly had the energy to talk. Before he knew it, he was sitting with the president in his limousine on the way to the Capitol.

A hush filled the chamber as the president began to speak. Watching from the well of the House, an exhausted Dick marveled at Johnson's emotional gravity. The president's somber, urgent, relentlessly driving delivery demonstrated a conviction and exposed a vulnerability that surpassed anything Dick had seen in him before.

There is no constitutional issue here. The command of the Constitution is plain. There is no moral issue. It is wrong--deadly wrong--to deny any of your fellow Americans the right to vote in this country. There is no issue of states' rights or national rights. There is only the struggle for human rights ...
 
 This time, on this issue, there must be no delay, or no hesitation or no compromise with our purpose ...
 
 But even if we pass this bill, the battle will not be over. What happened in Selma is part of a far larger movement which reaches in every section and state of America. It is the effort of American Negroes to secure for themselves the full blessings of American life.
 
 Their cause must be our cause too. Because it is not just Negroes, but really it is all of us, who must overcome the crippling legacy of bigotry and injustice.
 
 And--we--shall--overcome.

The words came staccato, each hammered and sharply distinct from the others. In Selma, Alabama, Martin Luther King had gathered with friends and colleagues to watch the president's speech. At this climactic moment when Johnson took up the banner of the civil-rights movement, John Lewis witnessed tears rolling down King's cheeks.

The time had come for the president to draw on his own experience, to tell the formative story he had mentioned to Dick on the phone.

My first job after college was as a teacher in Cotulla, Texas, in a small Mexican American school. Few of them could speak English, and I couldn't speak much Spanish. My students were poor, and they often came to class without breakfast, hungry. And they knew, even in their youth, the pain of prejudice. They never seemed to know why people disliked them. But they knew it was so, because I saw it in their eyes. I often walked home late in the afternoon, after the classes were finished, wishing there was more that I could do ...
 
 Somehow you never forget what poverty and hatred can do when you see its scars on the hopeful face of a young child. I never thought then, in 1928, that I would be standing here in 1965. It never even occurred to me in my fondest dreams that I might have the chance to help the sons and daughters of those students and to help people like them all over this country.
 
 But now I do have that chance--and I'll let you in on a secret: I mean to use it.

The audience stood to deliver perhaps the largest ovation of the night.

I told Dick that I had read an account that when Johnson was later asked who had written the speech, he pulled out a photo of his 20-year-old self surrounded by a cluster of kids, his former students in Cotulla. "They did," he said, indicating the whole lot of them.

"You know," Dick said with a smile, "in the deepest sense, that might just be the truth."

"God, how I loved Lyndon Johnson that night," Dick remembered. He long treasured a pen that Johnson gave him after signing the Voting Rights Act. "How unimaginable it would have been to think that in two years time I would, like many others who listened that night, go into the streets against him."

I realize now that we were both in the grip of an enchanted thought--that so long as we had more boxes to unpack, his life, my life, our life together would not be finished.

Nor could I have imagined, as I talked excitedly with my graduate-school friends at Harvard after listening to the speech--certain that a new tide was rising in our country--that only a few years later I would work directly for the president who delivered it. Or that 10 years later, I would marry the man who drafted it.

SPRING 2015

One morning, two years into our project, I found Dick mumbling and grumbling as he worked his way along the two-tiered row of archival containers. "Look how many boxes we have left!" he exclaimed. "See Jackie and Bobby here, more Lyndon, riots and protests, McCarthy, anti-war marches, assassinations. Look at them!"

"I guess we better pick up our pace," I offered.

"You're a lot younger than me. Shovel more coal into our old train and let's go."

This determination to steam ahead had only increased as Dick approached his mid-80s. A pacemaker regulated his heart, he needed a hearing aid, his balance was compromised. One afternoon, he tripped on the way to feeding the fish in our backyard. He sat down on a bench, a pensive expression on his face. I asked if he was okay.

"I heard time's winged chariot hurrying near," he said, quoting Andrew Marvell's "To His Coy Mistress," but then added, "Maybe it was only the hiss of my hearing aid."

From the June 1971 issue: Richard Goodwin on the social theory of Herbert Marcuse

"Who would you bet on?" he asked me one night at bedtime. "Who will be finished first--me or the boxes?"

Our work on the boxes kept him anchored with a purpose even after he was diagnosed with the cancer that took his life in 2018.

I realize now that we were both in the grip of an enchanted thought--that so long as we had more boxes to unpack, more work to do, his life, my life, our life together would not be finished. So long as we were learning, laughing, discussing the boxes, we were alive. If a talisman is an object thought to have magical powers and to bring luck, the boxes and the future book they held had become ours.



*Lead image sources (left to right from top): Richard N. Goodwin Papers / Courtesy of Briscoe Center for American History; Cecil Stoughton / Courtesy of LBJ Library; Gibson Moss / Alamy; Associated Press; Yoichi Okamoto / Courtesy of LBJ Library; Marc Peloquin / Courtesy of Doris Kearns Goodwin; Heritage Images / Getty; Bob Parent / Getty; Paul Conklin / Getty; Bettmann / Getty


This essay has been adapted from Doris Kearns Goodwin's book An Unfinished Love Story: A Personal History of the 1960s. It appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "The Speechwriter." 
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The RFK-Curious Women of Bucks County

What I heard from some crucial voters who are far from happy about their choice of presidential candidates

by Elaine Godfrey


Lynne Kelleher (center) with friends, who wore name tags for Elaine Godfrey's benefit (Hannah Yoon for The Atlantic)



Updated at 10:40 a.m. ET on April 9, 2024

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


Everybody loves Lynne. At least, that's what all of her friends kept telling me last week, as they filed through Lynne's front door in the Philadelphia suburbs, and sipped chardonnay in her crowded kitchen. When you meet her, you see why. Lynne Kelleher, a 66-year-old Bucks County Realtor, is utterly charming. Her pointed questions take you by surprise, and her impressive range of swear words makes you laugh until you snort.

Kelleher's magnetism is why I reached out to her in the first place. Through her work and the local charity group she founded, she has more friends than she can count. Pennsylvania will again be one of a handful of battleground states that will determine the outcome of the upcoming presidential election, and I'd been searching for women in the area to discuss that with. Kelleher was the ideal person to convene my own personal focus group of educated suburbanites, a crucial segment of the electorate that Joe Biden and Donald Trump are competing for in November. The problem for the two candidates: None of these women likes either of them. 

I'd already assumed as much, based on poll numbers. But these suburbanites disliked their options with an intensity that was almost startling. If other swing-state voters feel similarly, the long-ordained Trump-Biden rematch could be even more volatile than expected.

Last week, Kelleher invited me to talk politics over wine and pizza with her and seven of her friends. The group, which ranged in age from 37 to 69, was not a scientifically representative sample: Everyone was white, and most either inclined to the center or leaned right. All were frankly disgusted with their current choices: Trump is repugnant, the women agreed, while most of them viewed Biden as ancient and incoherent. ("Believe it or not, I'm hoping one of them drops dead" before the election, one told me.)

Elaine Godfrey: Revenge of the wine moms

Trump has long struggled to attract suburban women, and Biden's lead among women generally is narrower with this demographic. At this point, seven months out, Bucks County Woman is not looking like an easy get for either party. About half of Kelleher's circle told me they were casting about for an alternative. A few of them had either settled on or were curious about Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the onetime Democrat who is now running as an independent. "I need to check out Kennedy further," one woman said, at the end. "I'm starting to go, 'Whoa! There's another option here?'"


Lynne Kelleher, 66, in Churchville, Pennsylvania, on March 28 2024 (Hannah Yoon for The Atlantic)



Kelleher's living room is painted bright turquoise, and the chairs are upholstered in orange paisley. The legs of her hall table, displaying vintage pillbox hats, end in gold high heels. You get the picture. The women sat in a circle, munching on pizza and getting a little tipsy, until the time came for me to ruin the mood: "So, how are we all feeling about the election?"

The answer was a resounding Not great. "I don't want to sound melodramatic, but I am so disturbed by the political climate in this country," Kelleher said. (She'd voted for Trump in 2016, but, disgusted by his behavior, switched her vote to Jo Jorgensen, the libertarian candidate, in 2020.) "We've lost our center," added Georganne Ford, a 64-year-old career coach sitting next to her, who voted for Trump in 2020. "I think about what's written on our coins, 'In God We Trust.' We've lost that."

Tara, who is in her early 60s and asked to use her first name only for privacy reasons, sighed. "This is the best the United States can do?" she asked. "That we have no viable candidate other than Biden and Trump? It's sad."

Kelleher and her friends are the kind of well-educated, well-dressed women you'd expect to find in this affluent suburb north of Philadelphia. Some wore heels; many had fresh manicures. Most of them had voted Republican before Trump; some also voted for Trump. But they've been disappointed by what they believe Trump has brought to American politics: a lack of civility and never-ending culture wars that have seeped into school-board meetings and interactions with neighbors.

Read: The governor who wants to be Trump's next apprentice

Suddenly, "it's okay to do the name-calling; it's okay to say things that are blatantly untrue," Kelleher said. Trump "gives those people that have been living under rocks permission to come out and see the light." January 6 was a national nightmare, they agreed. They had been relieved when Republican leaders criticized the former president. "And then the subsequent day, you hear all those--pardon my French--pussies backpedal from it," Kelleher said.

"That's the problem with Trump; he's a bully," Tara said.

Democracy won't go away if Trump wins, said Laura Henderson, a 37-year-old stay-at-home mom who voted for Biden in 2020, but she believes it's on the ballot in November because Trump sees himself as a "supreme ruler." "He's a Putin lover," Kelleher said. "He would like it to be him on horseback without a shirt on." Tina, who also declined to share her last name for privacy reasons, saw Trump's foreign policy differently; she'd voted for him in 2020 and felt his leadership style was effective, if crude. "He's so freakin' crazy that everyone's afraid of him," she said.

Several of the women gave Trump credit on domestic issues: Things didn't cost so much when he was president, they argue, and small businesses were doing better. The migrants who made it across the U.S.-Mexico border were sent back, they believed, instead of being allowed to roam the country.

The women talked a lot about feeling safe in their homes, because they are only two hours' drive from New York City, which has recently seen a large influx of migrants. Trump, they said, would do a better job than Biden at locating those who have committed crimes and deporting them. "And how many terrorist cells are in New York or Chicago or Colorado?" Tina said.

Read: Ro Khanna wants to be the future of the Democratic Party

But what about all the criminal indictments against Trump? "I think he's guilty," Tara said, with a shrug--she had voted for him twice. "If you're repulsive, you're repulsive."


"This is the best the United States can do?" Tara, 63, asked. "That we have no viable candidate other than Biden and Trump? It's sad." (Hannah Yoon for The Atlantic)



So why not vote for Biden then? I asked. A few in the group rolled their eyes. They were mad about housing costs and gas prices. But more important, they said, is that Biden just seems so old. "I was hoping after that report came out in February--where the conclusion was he's an elderly man with a bad memory--that maybe the party would step up and say, 'We've gotta find somebody else,'" Tara said, referring to Special Counsel Robert Hur's investigation of Biden's mishandling of classified documents.

In a way, these women seemed to feel like they'd been conned. Biden had pledged to be a "bridge" candidate back in 2020, and they'd taken him at his word. He "put himself out there as this segue to the next generation, as a palate cleanser," Henderson told me. "But now he still wants to be president?"

"And here we are," Kelleher said. "Joe: Step the hell down, man!" Most of the women had positive feelings about Pennsylvania's Democratic governor, Josh Shapiro, who differs little from Biden politically but is more than 30 years younger. Why couldn't someone like him run for president against Trump?

The Biden campaign is banking on reproductive rights being a motivating force again in this election, as it was in the 2020 midterms. But this factored in for only a few of these women.

Ford, the career coach, had volunteered for Rachel's Vineyard, a pro-life organization offering support to women who have had abortions. She'd voted for Trump in the past, she said, if only to support further anti-abortion legislation.

Kelleher, who described herself as pro-choice, was puzzled. "Even though you know that if, in one of Trump's various and assorted affairs, if one of his girlfriends came back pregnant, he'd send her to get an abortion?"

"I do know that," Ford said.

"Probably to the opposite of you, I will vote for Biden" to support abortion rights, Henderson said. "Even though I don't want to." I was struck by how unfailingly civil they were to one another--even when disagreements were sharp.

The frustrating thing about voting, they said, is that a ballot offers no opportunity to register a nuanced point of view; you can't add a qualifier to your choice that says, Hated January 6, though. Which has led to some of them feeling judged for their choice. "If you say that you voted for Trump to win the last election," Tina said, "you are almost put in the same category as the people that stormed the Capitol."


Delana Fiadino, 58, believes that Kennedy will most likely win. "I don't think they're telling us the way it is, because they want this," she says. "They want us to think there's a two-party option, and that's it." (Hannah Yoon for The Atlantic)



Delana Fiadino, a 58-year-old hypnotherapist who voted for Biden in 2020, was itching to step in to explain that all of this--everything we'd been talking about--is why she's voting for Kennedy this time around. "It's sad because he's painted to be a kook, but he's not," she said. "He's fought Big Pharma, major corporations; he's for good soil, for our foods, our health." And she insisted that he was not an anti-vaxxer. (Kennedy has consistently questioned vaccines' safety and efficacy.)

"But how do you feel about the fact that he most likely won't win?" Henderson asked.

"I think he most likely will," Fiadino said. "I don't think they're telling us the way it is, because they want this. They want us to think there's a two-party option, and that's it."

John Hendrickson: Where RFK Jr. goes from here

Right now, Kennedy has collected only enough signatures to get on the ballot in a handful of states, but his campaign has pledged to get him on the ballot in all 50 before November 5. In national polling, Kennedy stands at about 12 percent, which makes him the highest-scoring third-party candidate since Ross Perot. In a three-way race among Biden, Trump, and Kennedy, some polls show RFK's candidacy making a Trump victory more likely. But Kennedy could pull votes away from Trump, too, if some of his own former voters are disillusioned--as my nonrepresentative sample suggested.

Kelleher was nodding as Fiadino spoke. Everyone always says that voting for a third party is wasting your vote and spoiling the outcome, Kelleher said. "But dammit, if nobody steps up and gets counted, how do things ever change?" If she had to vote right now, she said, it'd be Kennedy, for sure.

Tara and Tina would likely vote for Trump. Henderson was solidly pro-Biden. Joyce Merryman, a 69-year-old Realtor who supports abortion rights, had voted for Trump in 2020 but said she'd have to think about it this time. Maybe she'd read a little more about Kennedy at home. Ford said she would too. Which is when I began to wonder if my little focus group had incubated a whole new batch of Kennedy supporters. Of course, their answers may simply reflect the fact that many Americans haven't yet started thinking seriously about the election. Then again, this may indicate what could happen when they do.

The sun had set on Bucks County hours ago. The bottles of wine were empty, and we'd started gathering empty glasses and plates. Kelleher looked around the room. So much can happen before the election, she said. Maybe seven months would be enough time for something--anything--to give dissatisfied voters some reason for optimism. "I just think we are the majority," Kelleher said to the group. "There's so many people like us."



This article originally stated that Lynne Kelleher voted for Gary Johnson in 2020. 
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How Trump Is Dividing Minority Voters

And why it could propel him to a second term

by Ronald Brownstein




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


The most succinct explanation for how Republicans expect Donald Trump to win in November may have come from, of all people, the firebrand Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida.

"What I can tell you," Gaetz said earlier this year, "is for every Karen we lose, there's a Julio and Jamal ready to sign up for the MAGA movement."

What Gaetz is saying, in his somewhat stereotypical racial shorthand, is that even if Trump alienates a growing number of well-educated white women ("Karen"), he can overcome those losses by attracting more blue-collar, nonwhite men ("Julio and Jamal").

Even most Democrats agree that Trump appears positioned to gain ground this year among Black and Latino men without a college degree--groups that already moved in his direction from 2016 to 2020, according to studies of the vote such as the analysis of the results released by Catalist, a Democratic voter-targeting firm. And even many Republicans acknowledge that Trump in 2024 could face an even bigger deficit among college-educated white women, who already voted against him in larger numbers in 2020 than in 2016, according to those same studies.

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

Those offsetting movements among white women with a college degree and nonwhite men without one point toward the shifting demographic dynamics that could settle the rematch between Trump and President Joe Biden.

The differences in political allegiance across racial groups has long been one of the central divides in American elections, and it will remain crucial in 2024. But the differences within each racial group along the lines of education and gender may prove at least as important this year.

For Trump, the most likely path to victory in 2024 is maximizing his support among voters without a college degree, especially men, in every racial group. Victory for Biden will likely require him to maximize his backing among voters with a four-year degree or more, especially women, in each racial group.

Early polling about the 2024 presidential race mostly shows a continuation of the complex interplay between race, education, and gender that has reshaped the two parties' coalitions over the past generation.

Since the 1980s, the consistent trend among white voters is that Democrats have run better among men than women, and better among those with at least a four-year college degree than those without one. These effects are reinforcing: Democrats typically perform best among white women with a degree and worst among men without one. The men with a degree, and the women without one, are the most closely contested groups among white voters, though those women usually lean red and those men have tilted more toward Democrats in the Trump era.

Traditionally, minority voters did not divide as much along these axes of gender and education. But more of these cross pressures have surfaced since Trump's emergence as the GOP's dominant figure. In 2016, Hillary Clinton drew much less support among Latino men than among Latinas, according to the analysis by Catalist. In 2020, Trump improved substantially among Latino men and Latina women, but this time his gains were greatest among those without degrees. Those cumulative changes moved Latinos closer to the pattern familiar among white voters: Though Biden carried 67 percent of Latina voters with a college degree, he won only 56 percent of Latino men without one, Catalist found.

Black voters didn't differ much along educational lines in either Trump campaign, but those contests opened a consistent gender gap: Each time, Trump ran a few points better among Black men than among Black women, according to the Catalist results.

All of these movements have stirred Republican hopes that they are now poised to advance in minority communities among the same groups where they have gained the most over the past generation among white people--voters without a college degree, especially men. A wide array of national polls, as well as surveys in the swing states, have consistently shown Trump now attracting about 20 percent support among Black voters, and as much as 45 percent among Latinos. That's well above his 2020 showing with both groups and a better performance than any GOP presidential nominee since the civil-rights era.

Read: Trump would break the budget

"People will ask you: Why is it? It's because of the issues these people care about. It's crime, it's affordability, and it's also immigration," Jim McLaughlin, a pollster for Trump, told me.

Biden's support is drooping in these surveys among nonwhite voters of almost every description. But detailed results from the most recent New York Times/Siena College poll show that, among minority voters, Biden now faces the greatest vulnerability with the same group that is toughest for him among white people: men without a college degree. That survey, released early in March, found Trump, stunningly, running even with Biden among those blue-collar nonwhite men, according to the results provided by Don Levy, the director of the Siena Research Institute, which conducts the poll.

In that same poll, only one in seven nonwhite men without a degree said that Biden's policies had helped them personally, while more than one in three said his policies had hurt them. For Trump, the proportions were reversed: More than one in three of those men said his policies had helped them, while only about one in seven said they had been hurt by his agenda.

Like many Democratic strategists, the longtime party consultant Chuck Rocha believes that Biden risks losing ground among blue-collar, nonwhite men, especially those who are younger to early middle age. "I've never seen more of a disconnect when I do focus groups of people who don't give him credit for any of that shit he's done," Rocha told me. "He gets no credit with nobody."

If Biden can hold his losses among nonwhite voters primarily to men without a college degree, Democrats would likely breathe a sigh of relief. That's because those men cast less than 9 percent of all votes in 2020, according to calculations from census data by William Frey, a demographer at Brookings Metro, shared exclusively with The Atlantic. Partly because their turnout is so low, they are not a rapidly growing group in the electorate: Frey projects that only about 500,000 more of those noncollege, nonwhite men will vote in 2024 than 2020.

Biden will face much greater risk if Trump can extend his gains to other segments of the nonwhite community. Polls now suggest that's possible.

Looking through the lenses of gender and education, the largest group of nonwhite voters is women without a college degree. They cast more than 10 percent of all votes in 2020, according to Frey's calculations (although he expects that they will add only a modest 225,000 more voters in 2024).

These blue-collar women of color are not an intrinsically easy audience for Republicans. Nearly three-fifths of them agreed that the Republican Party "has been taken over by racists," and a comparable number supported legal abortion in all or most circumstances, according to polling provided by the nonpartisan Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI). In surveys by the Pew Research Center, four-fifths of non-college-educated Black women said they had an unfavorable view of Trump, as did two-thirds of Latina women without a degree.

Yet economic discontent has left a clear opening for Trump. In last month's New York Times/Siena survey, fewer than one in 10 of these women said Biden's policies had helped them personally; more than three times as many said they had benefited from Trump's policies.

College-educated nonwhite men are another obvious target for Trump, though they are a relatively small group. These men are highly liberal on social issues. But they also express substantial economic discontent: More of them say that they personally benefited from Trump's policies rather than Biden's.

Among voters of color, women with a college degree provide Biden his best chance to improve on his 2020 support. Those women cast about 6 percent of all votes in 2020, Frey calculates, but he expects they will add more voters in 2024 than will any other segment of the minority community.

In PRRI's polling, college-educated women consistently take the most liberal positions of any minority group: Nearly three-fourths of them, for instance, say abortion should be legal in all or most circumstances. High percentages of both Black and Latina college-educated women express negative views about Trump in Pew's polling. And in contrast to the other minority groups, significantly more nonwhite women with a college degree said in the New York Times/Siena poll that they had been helped rather than hurt by Biden's policies, while slightly more of them said the opposite about Trump.

White women with a college degree may be even more important as an offset for Biden if he loses ground among nonwhite men, as polls now suggest he will. These well-educated white women cast more than 16 percent of all votes in 2020, and with women now composing three-fifths of all college graduates, Frey projects that 1.1 million more of them will vote in 2024 than in 2020. These women tilt strongly left on most social issues and were far more likely than any of the other groups in the New York Times/Siena poll to say that Trump's policies had hurt them personally.

McLaughlin said Trump has an opportunity to improve among these women compared with 2020 because they are concerned about the same issues moving men toward Trump, particularly crime and immigration. But Democrats believe these women's strong support for abortion rights should allow Biden to expand his already substantial margin among them.

There's evidence to justify those hopes. The 2022 midterm election was the first campaign after the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision rescinding the constitutional right to abortion. In those races, Democratic gubernatorial candidates supporting abortion rights ran even better than Biden did in 2020 among these college-educated white women in the key swing states of Arizona, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, according to exit polls. "Biden could do better among college white women and get more of them out to vote," the Democratic pollster Celinda Lake, who worked for Biden's 2020 campaign, told me. "He's not tapped out in the number of women [he can win] on the abortion issue."

Mike Madrid, a GOP strategist who has become a prominent Trump opponent in the party, told me Trump faces "a conundrum" as he tries to hold down his losses with these white women while securing more support among nonwhite men. Madrid said that "the only bulwark" Trump has against white college-educated women deserting him over abortion is to heighten their fears about illegal immigration.

But pressing those buttons with inflammatory language, and proposals such as mass deportation of undocumented migrants, risks endangering his gains among Latinos, said Madrid, the author of the upcoming book The Latino Century. Madrid said that Biden may not rebound to the margins Democrats enjoyed among Latinos a decade ago, but that once more of them become aware of Trump's proposals on immigration, the former president's high poll numbers with the group "are going to come back down to earth."

Robert P. Jones, the president of the PRRI, told me that Trump so far "has had the luxury of running two parallel campaigns." All of his belligerent proposals and dehumanizing language about immigrants are reaching his base of socially conservative white voters through conservative media, while little is getting through to nonwhite voters, who are mostly less attuned to the election. Like Madrid, Jones believes that more nonwhite voters will recoil from Trump's harshest policies and words when they learn more about them. "The question is whether he is going to be able to keep up this two-track strategy," Jones said.

Demographic change will provide another thumb on the scale for Biden. White voters without a college degree, now the GOP's best group, have declined about two percentage points as a share of voters in each presidential election for decades, and Frey expects that pattern to continue in 2024. In all, Frey predicts that the number of college-educated voters of all races will increase by about 4 million this year compared with 2020, while the number of noncollege voters will decline by about a million. If Frey is right, the share of college-educated voters of all races in the 2024 electorate will increase by about two percentage points from 2020, while voters of color will increase their share by about one percentage point.

These small changes in the electorate's composition should marginally boost Biden. But they are not enough to overcome the level of defection polls show him now facing among nonwhite voters. Democratic strategists such as Rocha working in minority communities believe that Biden can claw back some of that support, particularly among women, by focusing more attention on abortion and Trump's racially confrontational policies and language. Yet these cultural and race-related issues may work better for Biden with college-educated white voters, who consistently express much less concern in polls about their immediate economic situation than other Americans do.

Matt Morrison, the executive director of Working America, a group that organizes working-class voters who are not in unions, told me that the key for Biden with blue-collar voters of color will be to make them more aware of policies he has pursued to help them make ends meet, such as his programs to reduce prescription-drug costs. The nonwhite voters leaning toward Trump, Morrison noted, are not nearly as attracted to his policies and persona as most working-class white voters are. "I am looking at who Biden has lost support from, and they are not MAGA Republicans," Morrison told me. "They are people who have not gotten a reason to vote for the president."

If Biden can't effectively communicate such a reason to more nonwhite voters, the 2024 election could produce a historic irony. After a political career in which Trump has relentlessly stoked white racial grievances, his ability to fracture the nonwhite community along lines of gender and education could be the decisive factor that propels him to a second term.
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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




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


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 his 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




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


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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        What I've Heard From Gaza
        Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib

        For the first time in more than a month, I recently had the chance to talk with my 11-year-old niece, who is sheltering with my surviving family members in the southern Gazan city of Rafah. She described her daily routine, which consists of little more than playing boring games on her mom's cellphone--which has no cell reception or internet access--and eating whatever food is sent through the Rafah crossing."It's all so salty from the cans, or really dry," she told me. A few days before, they had b...

      

      
        In MAGA World, Everything Happens for a Reason
        Brian Klaas

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.On March 26, in the middle of the night, an enormous container ship--the MV Dali--lost power. Slowly, excruciatingly, it drifted toward the towering steel piers of the Francis Scott Key Bridge in Baltimore, moving slightly faster than a brisk walking pace. But force is mass times acceleration, and the MV Dali weighed at least 220 million pounds--more than 50,000 cars. Even at a snail's pace, it was a wrecker. The bridge buck...

      

      
        Clash of the Patriarchs
        Robert F. Worth

        Photo-illustrations by Cristiana CouceiroIn late August of 2018, Patriarch Kirill, the leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, flew from Moscow to Istanbul on an urgent mission. He brought with him an entourage--a dozen clerics, diplomats, and bodyguards--that made its way in a convoy to the Phanar, the Orthodox world's equivalent of the Vatican, housed in a complex of buildings just off the Golden Horn waterway, on Istanbul's European side.Kirill was on his way to meet Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholo...

      

      
        The War Is Not Going Well for Ukraine
        Eliot A. Cohen

        Kyiv is, as ever, a lovely city, made more so by a brisk, sunny April. The church domes gleam, the cafes are open if not bustling, the streets are swept clean, the parks are trimmed, and the Dnipro flows majestically past the city to which it gave birth. But in the various memorials in public places, thousands of blue-and-yellow flags with the names of the fallen flutter. At Taras Shevchenko University, half of the students in the auditorium to hear a panel discussion I appear in about the war ar...
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        Photographs by Nichole SobeckiThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.It was high safari season in Tanzania, the long rains over, the grasses yellowing and dry. Land Cruisers were speeding toward the Serengeti Plain. Billionaires were flying into private hunting concessions. And at a crowded and dusty livestock market far away from all that, a man named Songoyo had decided not to hang himself, not today, and was instead pinching the skin of a sheep...
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        In early March 2022, I spent two weeks hiding in a basement in my village near Kyiv as Russian soldiers prowled outside. In the months that followed, knowledge of Russia's war crimes in Ukraine spread rapidly across the world. I could not believe that the international community would tolerate such atrocities and fail to intervene. I never imagined that, two years later, I would be in Washington, D.C., having to implore members of the U.S. Congress not to betray Ukraine.Even as my family started ...
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        A rift has opened between Israel and the United States. No breach between the two countries has been as wide or as deep since the mid-1950s, when the Eisenhower administration compelled Israel to withdraw from the Sinai Peninsula. President Joe Biden expressed grave displeasure with Israel this week over the strike that killed seven aid workers from World Central Kitchen, and a phone call between him and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu yesterday was reportedly tense. But those are just ...
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What I've Heard From Gaza

I'm worried about the suffering of civilians right now--and the lack of a plan for a better future.

by Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib


Palestinians who fled Israeli attacks and took refuge in Rafah try to continue their daily lives under difficult conditions in the area near the border wall between Egypt and the Gaza, in Rafah, Gaza, on January 29, 2024. (Abed Zagout / Anadolu / Getty)



For the first time in more than a month, I recently had the chance to talk with my 11-year-old niece, who is sheltering with my surviving family members in the southern Gazan city of Rafah. She described her daily routine, which consists of little more than playing boring games on her mom's cellphone--which has no cell reception or internet access--and eating whatever food is sent through the Rafah crossing.

"It's all so salty from the cans, or really dry," she told me. A few days before, they had bought a frozen chicken for about $20, their first protein in months that hadn't come out of a can. "But at least Dad can afford aid food, which is sold to people instead of being for free." She sounded painfully adult, fully aware of the inequities of aid distribution among desperate Gazans.

Hundreds of thousands of Gazans are struggling each day to secure the calories that they need to stay alive. Greedy merchants, corrupt Hamas officials, and criminal enterprises regularly seize aid meant to be distributed for free and resell it at highly inflated prices. And the food that makes it through, saturated with sodium and other preservatives to keep it shelf-stable, is seldom palatable.

The horrendous humanitarian situation facing the Gaza Strip's civilian population has been worsened by a string of deadly incidents: the deaths of desperate civilians awaiting the arrival of an aid convoy in northern Gaza; the devastating Israel Defense Forces killing of seven World Central Kitchen staff in central Gaza; and strikes on aid sites, including an UNRWA distribution center in southern Gaza. The IDF's combat operations and its negligent and reckless behavior; the breakdown of law and order, leading to looting, theft, and gang activity; and the problems that aid agencies face with their logistics and their access to parts of Gaza are combining to worsen matters.

When the war started, and Israel stopped commercial and humanitarian deliveries to Gaza through the port of Ashdod and the Kerem Shalom crossing, the international community had to quickly figure out how to deliver aid through the Rafah crossing between Gaza and Egypt, which was formerly used for passenger transit and not the transportation of bulky goods. The effort suffered from complicated procedural and logistical challenges, as organizations struggled to comply with Israel's elaborate inspection regime. Israeli authorities insist that the bottlenecks are a result of failures by the United Nations and NGOs, while critics accuse Israel of using food as a tool to pressure Gaza's population and Hamas. Either way, the result is that large segments of the population in the besieged Strip struggle daily to sustain themselves. The crisis is particularly acute in northern Gaza, which faces famine-like conditions. A newly constructed IDF roadway bisects the Strip, restricting access to the north and making it difficult to deliver aid that comes in from Rafah in the south.

David A. Graham: A deadly strike in Gaza

Food airdrops, a measure I have long advocated for, have attempted to put essential items directly into the hands of civilians, bypassing distribution by NGOs and others and reducing interference by Hamas and criminal gangs. World Central Kitchen established a small jetty that was used to open a maritime corridor for delivering food from Cyprus. Additionally, the UN's World Food Programme sent several trucks into northern Gaza in coordination with the Israeli military and used locals to provide security and assist with distribution. These efforts were cumulatively helpful, though their efficacy was hindered by safety issues, inconsistency, unpredictability, and the lack of any entity that could fill the gap caused by Hamas's disappearance as a governing body throughout most of the Gaza Strip. After the killing of the WCK staff and pressure from the Biden administration, the Israeli government announced its intention to open the Erez crossing at the top of the Strip and to resume shipments through Ashdod, which sits just above it, in order to facilitate the entry of aid directly into the north. These are positive steps. But that will take time to yield results. The same is true of the U.S. effort to build a jetty in Gaza that can accept the delivery of aid through an Israeli-approved maritime corridor to Cyprus.

Unfortunately for Gazans, Hamas continues to display ruthless disregard for its own people's well-being. The Islamist terror group appears solely focused on its operational and tactical survival, regardless of the strategic consequences of its actions or the damage it inflicts on the Palestinian cause. Until Gaza can find a viable alternative to Hamas's rule, it will struggle to distribute humanitarian aid, reestablish public safety, and repair its battered infrastructure.

The arrogant intransigence of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who has refused to accept pragmatic proposals such as the reintroduction of a reformed and improved Palestinian Authority, presents a significant obstacle. Furthermore, despite a ferocious military campaign that has destroyed most of Gaza, which Hamas's Health Ministry estimates has killed more than 33,000 people, Hamas has demonstrated an uncanny resilience and ability to persevere. As the IDF withdrew its troops from different parts of Gaza in recent months, remnants of Hamas reconstituted and recongregated in vacated spaces, even firing a few rockets toward Israel. The group's negotiating position on a cease-fire deal has only hardened in recent months.



On a recent trip to the Middle East, I met people who had left the Gaza Strip, and others whose family remains there. They told me about the hardships they had experienced since October 7, in horrifying detail.

At the beginning of the war, the IDF ordered civilians to evacuate northern Gaza. Hamas, though, wanted to keep the population in place to serve as human shields and to complicate the Israeli military's operations. Some Hamas fighters took this to an extreme, killing several civilians on the Al-Rashid coastal highway using small arms and machine guns. Roadside bombs along the Salah al-Din highway were meant to scare people off so that others would stop fleeing south but ended up hitting a convoy of vehicles carrying civilians, and killing more than 70 people.

Disturbingly, members of Hamas and sympathetic clerics kept citing an Islamic war-fighting doctrine from Surat Al Anfal in the Quran, Ayah 15 and 16, that prohibits turning one's back to the enemy when facing them on the battlefield. One man told me that his brother was pressured by his Hamas neighbors to stay in Gaza with his family and children. They referenced these Quranic verses over and over and threatened severe consequences now and "on Judgment Day" if he were to flee the incoming IDF invasion. Imagine how many more lives could have been saved had Hamas not used its Islamist ideology to force Gaza's population into an untenable situation.

I hesitated to share this account, because I don't want it to obscure the fact that the IDF has also killed fleeing civilians. My brother and his family were fired at by IDF tanks in the Zeitoun neighborhood in Gaza City as they were fleeing southward. Some of Israel's supporters have been unwilling to acknowledge that IDF field troops and commanders have committed horrendous acts against civilians, whether due to indifference, recklessness, or vengefulness. However, I am most terrified that if Israel launches an incursion into Rafah, Hamas will again use force and intimidation to prevent civilians from fleeing. I feel obligated to warn of the risk that Hamas will attempt to drag a million and a half civilians in Rafah down with it, in the final chapter of its suicidal adventure.

During my trip to the Middle East, I was discouraged to witness the way that many Palestinians, and their supporters in the Arab world, obtain information about the war in Gaza. A sizable segment of the population gets its news through social-media platforms such as TikTok and Facebook, as well as WhatsApp--all rife with misinformation, disinformation, inaccuracies, conjecture, rumors, and propaganda.

When I tried to convince the people I met that Hamas had committed atrocities on October 7, they responded with open disbelief. Almost everyone denied it, claiming that these were false allegations or that the Israelis had killed their own people. I offered to show them videos of the atrocities, including ones that I'd privately obtained, showing beheadings and executions, and was told the footage must have been fabricated. Approximately half of those I spoke with eventually conceded that Hamas had, in fact, committed terrible atrocities against Israeli civilians, something that is unethical and inconsistent with the Muslim faith and warfare rules. The other half, however, seemed shocked and confused, unable to make sense of what I was telling them, which was entirely at odds with their understanding of the war.

Unfortunately, a large number of Palestinians and their allies in the Middle East and the diaspora do not regularly read news stories or analyses about the conflict from mainstream outlets. In the Middle East, Al-Jazeera Arabic continues to be a substantial source of information, and it spreads Hamas's resistance narrative and its propaganda. People who form their views from TikTok videos, rumors, misinformation-laden social-media posts, and Al-Jazeera Arabic's pro-Hamas coverage will have a skewed understanding of October 7 and the war. They're also unlikely to understand the history of the region, of Hamas, of the peace process, and of the Palestinian leadership's failures and mistakes.

Andrew Exum: Is the destruction of Gaza making Israel any safer? 

My conversations gave me hope that it is possible to challenge preconceived notions through persistent engagement. However, revising deeply held beliefs that undermine healing, coexistence, reconciliation, and peace will be an immense and difficult undertaking. This war has made it abundantly clear that Palestinians and Arabs on one side, and Israelis on the other, live in parallel worlds that are informed by entirely disconnected sets of facts, reducing their ability to find common ground or pragmatic solutions. Even people who dislike and despise Hamas struggle, for a variety of reasons, to reconcile their own sense of historical injustice with what a resolution to the conflict would entail.

The war in Gaza has worsened already deep fissures between the Palestinians and the Israelis and their respective allies. We need to stop the war, free all the Israeli hostages, address the humanitarian crisis, and initiate political transformation in Gaza to prevent Hamas from remaining in power. That will require both sides to recognize their mutual humanity and commit to building a shared future, because the Palestinians and the Israelis are both here to stay. They must abandon their zero-sum thinking, and instead pursue partnership and cooperation.

For the Palestinians, this will require abandoning unrealistic goals, violent resistance, and incendiary rhetoric, all of which have failed them for 75 years. For the Israelis, it will require acknowledging that they cannot achieve lasting safety and security through military force, occupation, settlement expansion, separation walls, or denial of the historic injustices inflicted upon the Palestinian people.

For every loud, hateful, and violent voice in this toxic and divisive discourse, a dozen unheard ones are calling to stop the bloodshed and dehumanization. The people of Gaza are desperately ready for a change, and eager to end the dominion of both Israel and Hamas over their lives.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/04/what-ive-heard-from-gaza/678019/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



In MAGA World, Everything Happens for a Reason

Bridge collapse, earthquake, eclipse--surely the heavens and the Biden administration are up to something.

by Brian Klaas




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


On March 26, in the middle of the night, an enormous container ship--the MV Dali--lost power. Slowly, excruciatingly, it drifted toward the towering steel piers of the Francis Scott Key Bridge in Baltimore, moving slightly faster than a brisk walking pace. But force is mass times acceleration, and the MV Dali weighed at least 220 million pounds--more than 50,000 cars. Even at a snail's pace, it was a wrecker. The bridge buckled. Six men died.

No hidden saboteur or shadowy agent of darkness caused this tragedy, just fallible electricity, a technology that sometimes breaks. Safeguards, such as routine inspections and a backup generator, failed to prevent a poorly timed accident, because even carefully regulated environments remain subject to some degree of chaos and randomness.

Don't try to tell that to Marjorie Taylor Greene, the avatar of the MAGA movement. While rescue operations were still under way, she couldn't resist insinuating a hidden hand: "Is this an intentional attack or an accident?" She eagerly played the role of queen conspiracist, and her like-minded subjects were legion. Perhaps the captain of the ship had been incapacitated by a COVID-19 vaccine. Or maybe President Joe Biden was really behind it, damaging the American economy and taking out a crucial bridge for ... unknown reasons. Conspiracy-theory TikTok videos sprouted up and garnered millions of views; some suggested that Barack Obama was the secret architect of the bridge collapse, or that it was an attempt to distract attention from the recent federal raid on the home of Sean "Diddy" Combs.

Adrienne LaFrance: So much for the apocalypse

Then, last Friday, an earthquake struck the Eastern Seaboard, its epicenter near Tewksbury, New Jersey. That such an unusual event would occur within mere days of a total solar eclipse visible across much of the United States was just too much of a coincidence for MTG: "God is sending America strong signs to tell us to repent. Earthquakes and eclipses and many more things to come. I pray that our country listens."

Greene didn't mention that God's message, if it had been sent from above, seemed to be aimed at Donald Trump himself, because ground zero for the earthquake was just a few miles from the closest thing to a gilded shrine in the MAGA movement: the Trump National Golf Club in Bedminster, New Jersey. Nor did she mention that astronomers can predict, with astonishing accuracy, the next time that God will apparently admonish the faithful through a total solar eclipse: at 3:34 p.m. UTC on August 12, 2026. (Those who must repent next will apparently be the notorious heathens of Greenland, where the eclipse will most easily be viewed.)

The notion that "everything happens for a reason" isn't just a false mantra of comfort to stitch on flowery pillows; it's also a central delusion of the MAGA movement, a fun-house-mirror reflection of reality as a world of perfect, top-down control, in which random accidents never happen and everything has significant, hidden meaning if you only dare to look closely enough.



Conspiratorial thought is an innate feature of human cognition, arguably an inadvertent by-product of evolution. Natural selection shaped the human brain to navigate the world by inferring cause and effect. The impulse is so ingrained that when patients have their corpus callosum severed, making communication between the two hemispheres of the brain impossible, the left hemisphere simply invents plausible explanations to account for inputs to the right side of the brain that the left side hasn't seen. When no reasons are to be found, we automatically make them up.

For hundreds of thousands of years, Homo sapiens were hunter-gatherers. If someone heard a rustling in the grass and stayed put because they assumed it was just a harmless gust of wind, but it turned out to be a lurking saber-toothed tiger, they might die. Conversely, if the rustling was caused by a gust of wind, but the person ran away for fear of a lurking, hungry cat, they might waste a bit of energy, but they would survive.

Human brains therefore adapted to a world in which false positives were annoying, but false negatives were deadly. As a result, our minds are pattern-detection machines, fine-tuned to underestimate randomness. Countless psychology experiments showcase this innate characteristic of cognition. Humanity makes sense of the world through narratives that inscribe clear-cut reasons onto subjective experience. We are, to borrow a phrase from the American literary scholar Jonathan Gottschall, a "storytelling animal."

The problem, as Gottschall points out in The Story Paradox, is that conspiracy theories make exceptional stories. QAnon is deranged, delusional fiction, but if Hollywood had invented it, it would be a blockbuster thriller. A sinister satanic conspiracy at the highest levels of power? Fetch the buttered popcorn.

Conspiracy theories are difficult to debunk precisely because a thrilling story is more cognitively compelling than no story. Once we see it, we can't unsee it, much as in a children's connect-the-dots drawing, seemingly random blobs of ink become a dinosaur, and then the image comes to appear inevitable. Similarly, the magic trick of detectives in mystery novels, such as Agatha Christie's Hercule Poirot, is to fit seemingly random details together like a perfect jigsaw, with no extra pieces left over. Now, on social media, thousands upon thousands of self-proclaimed Poirots search for hidden connections where none exist. Sometimes, they can put enough pieces together to form a superficially plausible image that captivates millions.

Read: Taylor Swift is just the latest subject in a long history of pop conspiracy theories

The real world is messy. Most events don't fit together like a jigsaw. Container ships sometimes knock down bridges in freak accidents. The moon blots out the sun completely, on average, every 18 months, though its visible location on Earth varies wildly. Earthquakes may be fully explainable by the science of plate tectonics, but we're incapable of predicting them, so it feels significant when New Jersey shakes rather than California.

Yet the human mind was forged, through relentless evolutionary pressures, to navigate a less complex world. Growling saber-toothed cats presented our ancestors with a fairly straightforward pattern of cause and effect--at least compared with the intricacies of globally interconnected economics and politics, which allow the people of one country to be instantly affected by a terrorist attack in another or by a single infection in a distant, unknown city. But the cognitive habits inherited from that simpler time yield something I call "magnitude bias," in which we wrongly assume that major events must have major causes, never small or arbitrary ones. A bridge collapse must have a hidden hand, a nefarious purpose behind it, not something so banal as a technical failure.

I've argued in these pages and in my book that the modern world is particularly prone to being upended by small, random perturbations. In the name of efficiency and optimization, we've eliminated slack in our systems, such that a small change--a mutated virus, for example--can produce catastrophic effects globally. Magnitude bias makes those flukes catnip to conspiracists. Something must be going on is the mantra that energizes swaths of the internet, where citizen sleuths admonish the sheep who fail to "do their own research."

Conspiracists, including those in the MAGA movement, from Trump and Greene downward, tend to share two defining traits. First, they are likely to have a Manichean worldview, such that they interpret events around them as a showdown between good and evil, with no third option. If something appears neutral or arbitrary, that can only be because one hasn't seen the hidden truth. This trait is particularly pronounced among evangelicals in the United States, who have inherited the outlook from thousands of years of Christian thinkers. As the literary theorist Terry Eagleton observed: "For Augustine and Dante, the world is a sacred text whose apparently accidental signs are to be deciphered as revelations of divinity."

The second trait, called "collective narcissism," is a belief that one's group is exceptional in some way, with access to special knowledge, while the rest of the world is full of chumps stuck outside, looking in. The Trump movement has cleverly tapped into this psychology, not just by ridiculing the mainstream media as the purveyor of lies to the foolish masses, but also by promoting markers of special identity, such as symbolic hats, QAnon T-shirts, and even secret hand symbols. This trait, too, can dovetail with religious belief, particularly for communities--such as evangelical Christian nationalists--that see themselves as having been chosen by God, in this case working with God through Trump.

The Trumpian conspiracists share a fantasy world of perfect top-down control, where every event--no matter how arbitrary or random--can be chalked up to the machinations of a secret villain, most often with a covert tentacle outstretched from the "Biden regime." Government officials are deemed simultaneously too inept to manage, say, health-care administration, and omnipotent enough to execute a complex global conspiracy involving a cabal of thousands without any mistakes or leaks. (Call it "Schrodinger's Bureaucrat.")

A bridge was felled by a tragic error. Earth's tectonic plates moved slightly underneath New Jersey. And on Monday, for four minutes, the sun went dark. These are mystifying events with rational explanations. Unfortunately, the MAGA movement has discovered its own hidden truth: that lying to people, coddling mass delusions, and insisting that political enemies are part of a secret plot is an effective strategy that converts ordinary supporters into zealous disciples. The only effective way to break the spell and bring people back to reality will be to disprove their most important prophecy, which takes place at the polls in November.

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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Clash of the Patriarchs

A hard-line Russian bishop backed by the political might of the Kremlin could split the Orthodox Church in two.

by Robert F. Worth




In late August of 2018, Patriarch Kirill, the leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, flew from Moscow to Istanbul on an urgent mission. He brought with him an entourage--a dozen clerics, diplomats, and bodyguards--that made its way in a convoy to the Phanar, the Orthodox world's equivalent of the Vatican, housed in a complex of buildings just off the Golden Horn waterway, on Istanbul's European side.

Kirill was on his way to meet Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, the archbishop of Constantinople and the most senior figure in the Orthodox Christian world. Kirill had heard that Bartholomew was preparing to cut Moscow's ancient religious ties to Ukraine by recognizing a new and independent Orthodox Church in Kyiv. For Kirill and his de facto boss, Russian President Vladimir Putin, this posed an almost existential threat. Ukraine and its monasteries are the birthplace of the Russian Orthodox Church; both nations trace their spiritual and national origins to the Kyiv-based kingdom that was converted from paganism to Christianity about 1,000 years ago. If the Church in Ukraine succeeded in breaking away from the Russian Church, it would seriously weaken efforts to maintain what Putin has called a "Russian world" of influence in the old Soviet sphere. And the decision was in the hands of Bartholomew, the sole figure with the canonical authority to issue a "tomos of autocephaly" and thereby bless Ukraine's declaration of religious independence.

When Kirill arrived outside the Phanar, a crowd of Ukrainian protesters had already gathered around the compound's beige stone walls. Kirill's support for Russia's brutal behavior--the 2014 annexation of Crimea and the bloody proxy war in eastern Ukraine--had made him a hated figure, and had helped boost support in Kyiv for an independent Church.

Kirill and his men cleared a path and ascended the marble steps. Black-clad priests led them to Bartholomew, who was waiting in a wood-paneled throne room. The two white-bearded patriarchs both wore formal robes and headdresses, but they cut strikingly different figures. Bartholomew, then 78, was all in black, a round-shouldered man with a ruddy face and a humble demeanor; Kirill, 71, looked austere and reserved, his head draped regally in an embroidered white koukoulion with a small golden cross at the top.

The tone of the meeting was set just after the two sides sat down at a table laden with sweets and beverages. Kirill reached for a glass of mineral water, but before he could take a drink, one of his bodyguards snatched the glass from his hand, put it aside, and brought out a plastic bottle of water from his bag. "As if we would try to poison the patriarch of Moscow," I was told by Archbishop Elpidophoros, one of the Phanar's senior clerics. The two sides disagreed on a wide range of issues, but when they reached the meeting's real subject--Ukraine--the mood shifted from chilly politeness to open hostility. Bartholomew recited a list of grievances, all but accusing Kirill of trying to displace him and become the new arbiter of the Orthodox faith.

Kirill deflected the accusations and drove home his central demand: Ukraine must not be allowed to separate its Church from Moscow's. The issue was "a ticking time bomb," he said, according to a leaked transcript of the meeting. "We have never abandoned the notion that we are one country and one people. It is impossible for us to separate Kyiv from our country, because this is where our history began."

Bartholomew explained that "the Ukrainians don't feel comfortable under the control of Russia and desire full ecclesiastical independence just as they have political independence." He added that he had been receiving petitions and pleas for years from Ukrainians at all levels, including members of Parliament and the country's then-president and prime minister. Kirill replied that those pleas were meaningless because Ukraine's political class was illegitimate. The people, he said with a disquieting certainty, "will overthrow them and expel them." Bartholomew, shocked by the implied violence in Kirill's words, called on the Russians "not to issue such threats, neither for schism nor for bloodshed in Ukraine." When the meeting concluded, Kirill and his men were so angry that they skipped lunch and headed straight back to their private plane, I was told by an adviser to Bartholomew.

In the end, the threats proved unavailing: Bartholomew approved the new Orthodox Church of Ukraine, and Kirill issued an order to cut the Russian Church's ties with the Phanar. (Confusingly, the Moscow-linked Church is called the Ukrainian Orthodox Church.) The clash of the patriarchs--they have not spoken since--now looks a lot like a prelude to the Russian war in Ukraine. Just after Bartholomew announced his decision, Putin convened a meeting of his security council to discuss it. Putin later cited the Church schism as part of his justification for the 2022 invasion, and he and Kirill continue to speak of the breakaway Church as an assault on Russia's national identity.

But the struggle between Bartholomew and Kirill is bigger than Ukraine. It is a battle for the soul of Orthodox Christianity, a faith with 300 million believers around the world. The divide has drawn comparisons to the Great Schism, which a millennium ago separated the Orthodox East and the Catholic West.

On one side, Bartholomew has spent three decades trying to make Orthodoxy more compatible with the modern liberal world. He openly urges the faithful to accept evolution and other scientific tenets. He has been a passionate advocate for environmental protection. And, like Pope Francis, he has quietly promoted a more accepting attitude toward homosexuality. But Bartholomew's power is more limited than the pope's. There are eight other Orthodox patriarchs, each of whom presides over a national or regional Church, and Bartholomew's role is that of "first among equals."

Kirill, who heads by far the largest national Church, has made it into a bastion of militancy. He has given the war against Ukraine his full-throated support, and some of his priests go further, preaching about the glory of firing Grad rockets and dying in battle for Russia. Kirill's tediously Manichaean tirades--about saintly Russia defending "traditional values" against the gay-pride parades of the decadent West--are much more than a justification for Putin's autocracy. His anti-modern ideology has become an instrument of soft power that is eagerly consumed by conservatives across the Orthodox world as well as by right-wing figures in Europe (such as Hungary's Viktor Orban). It has even won adherents in the United States, where some evangelicals and right-wing Catholics seek a stronger hand in the culture wars.

Peacefield: Putin's unholy war

Kirill has also launched an aggressive effort to capture Orthodox parishes allied with Bartholomew, allegedly with the help of the FSB, Russia's intelligence apparatus, and of the Wagner Group, Russia's mercenary arm. The Russian Orthodox Church has used bribery and blackmail, threatening to undermine churches that do not adopt its policies and requiring newly converted (and well-paid) clerics to sign documents renouncing all ties with Bartholomew's Church. The goal of this campaign is a very old one. Five centuries ago, after Constantinople had fallen to the Ottomans, a Russian monk famously wrote that Moscow was now the world's great Christian capital: "Two Romes have fallen, but the third stands, and there shall not be a fourth." Kirill and Putin seem determined to make this declaration of a "third Rome"--Moscow--come true.

The spiritual heart of Orthodox Christianity is on Mount Athos, a densely forested peninsula in northern Greece. It is a community of 20 ancient monasteries, and pilgrims must receive written permission to visit. No women are allowed, and the peninsula--sealed from the mainland by fences--can be reached only by boat, as if it were an island. I got my entry paper stamped just after dawn at a waterside kiosk in Ouranoupoli, a Greek beach town full of restaurants and bars that is the main gateway to Athos. The waitress who had brought my coffee would be the last woman I saw for three days. At the pier, I climbed onto a battered old ferry that gradually filled with bearded monks, construction workers, and a smattering of pilgrims. A heavy funk of unwashed male bodies mingled with the sea breeze. As I looked out at the gorgeous blue-green water, I pitied the monks, who must also renounce swimming here.

Not much has changed on Athos since the monks first arrived, more than 1,000 years ago. They have followed the same candle-lit rituals of prayer and chanting even as the Christian world around them--once contained in a single empire--split and transformed over the centuries like a slow detonation. The Great Schism occurred in 1054. Around that same time, Mount Athos saw the arrival of Slavic monks, recently converted from paganism, who became an important presence on the peninsula and remain so today.

The ferry trawled alongside the western coast of Athos. After half an hour, we saw a cluster of buildings topped by the distinctive onion domes of the Russian Orthodox Church: the St. Panteleimon Monastery. It is the most Russia-friendly monastery on Athos, and its monks have posted a video of one of their priests chanting a prayer for "President Vladimir Vladimirovich, the government, and army of our God-protected fatherland." After the Ukraine invasion in 2022, the monastery's abbot sent Putin a birthday letter expressing the belief that "Russia under your wise guidance will overcome all difficulties and become a world power." The monastery had not responded to my request for a visit. Still, my translator--a Macedonian named Goran who speaks fluent Russian as well as Greek--and I were hoping to persuade the monks to chat.

As we walked uphill from the pier, it became apparent that some of the monastery's buildings were brand-new. Others were still under construction or being renovated, tall cranes hovering above them. Starting in the late 1990s, wealthy Russians, including a coterie of oligarchs close to Putin, began investing huge amounts of money in St. Panteleimon. It is now the largest and most opulent compound in all of Athos. The finances of the monasteries are opaque, and little supervision was introduced even after an abbot with ties to Russian oligarchs was jailed in Greece for embezzlement and fraud in 2011 over a lucrative land deal. (He was acquitted six years later.)

For all the new buildings, I found St. Panteleimon almost empty. Near the main sanctuary, we tried to have a word with a monk who was hurrying past. The man grimaced and brushed us off. We spotted a second monk, and he, too, refused to speak. Goran, who has been to Athos many times, seemed amazed by this rudeness. There is an ancient tradition on Athos of hospitality for pilgrims, and Goran told me he had been warmly received at St. Panteleimon before the war in Ukraine. Not anymore.

Our next stop was the Monastery of Simonopetra, a little farther down the coast. The reception could not have been more different. In the main building, a young monk from Syria named Seraphim escorted us into an anteroom with a magnificent view over the sea. He vanished, reappearing a minute later with a silver tray bearing coffee, water, and tiny glasses of cherry liqueur made by the monks. When we described our experience at St. Panteleimon, Seraphim nodded sadly. He then began telling us about a Russian plot to capture and annex Athos. It took me a moment to realize that he was talking about something that had occurred in the 19th century.

The past is very close on Athos. Clocks there still run on Byzantine time, with the day starting at sunset rather than midnight. The monks live surrounded by frescoes depicting events that happened centuries or even a millennium ago. Most of the clerics have little contact with the outside world, and must seek approval from their superiors to use the internet. Some current events do penetrate. The Ukraine war has had a profound impact, and not just for the Russian monks who gave me the silent treatment; it has begun to erode what the monks call a shared "Athonite consciousness."

"It's like a huge scar, this war between two Orthodox nations," I was told by Elder Elissaios, the abbot of Simonopetra, who met with me the morning after our arrival. "Even if the war ends, the scars will still be painful ... We cannot protect against this kind of thing." I asked him what he meant. He paused for a moment, sipping his coffee and looking out at the blue expanse of the Aegean. "We don't know how to separate the Church from the nation," he said. "This is a problem of the Orthodox tradition."


The Monastery of Simonopetra, on Mount Athos (Yves Gellie / Gamma-Rapho / Getty)



That problem has its origins in the fourth century C.E., when Roman Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity and then imposed it on his subjects. For more than 1,000 years afterward, Church and state in Constantinople "were seen as parts of a single organism," according to the historian Timothy Ware, under a doctrine called sinfonia, or "harmony." The echoes of this fusion can be seen today in many of the symbols of Orthodox authority, including the crown worn by Bartholomew on formal occasions and the throne on which he sits.

One of the paradoxes of modern Orthodoxy is that its rigidity has become a selling point in the West. Many conservatives complain that mainstream churches--Catholic and Protestant alike--have grown soft and spineless. Some in Europe and the United States openly yearn for a more explicitly Christian political sphere. Conversions to Orthodoxy are on the rise, and most of the converts are not looking for a tolerant message like Patriarch Bartholomew's. According to Sarah Riccardi-Swartz, a scholar of Orthodoxy who teaches at Northeastern University, in Boston, the new converts tend to be right-wing and Russophile, and some speak freely of their admiration for Putin's "kingly" role. In the U.S., converts are concentrated in the South and Midwest, and some have become ardent online evangelists for the idea that "Dixie," with its beleaguered patriarchal traditions, is a natural home for Russian Orthodoxy. Some of them adorn their websites with a mash-up of Confederate nostalgia and icons of Russian saints.

Patriarch Kirill is keenly aware of his rising status among American religious conservatives, and he and his deputies have been welcomed warmly during visits to the U.S. (These visits took place before the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine.) During a visit to Moscow in 2015, Franklin Graham--the son of the late Southern Baptist leader Billy Graham--told Kirill that many Americans wished that someone like Putin could be their president.

Read: Steve Bannon's would-be coalition of Christian traditionalists

Russian Orthodoxy looks very different to many who grew up inside it. On my last day on Mount Athos, I had a conversation with a young man named Mykola Kosytskyy, a Ukrainian linguistics student and a frequent visitor to Athos. He had brought with him this time a group of 40 Ukrainian pilgrims. Kosytskyy talked about the war--the friends he'd lost, the shattered lives, the role of Russian propaganda. I asked him about the Moscow-linked Church that he'd known all his life, and he said something that surprised me: "The Ukrainian Orthodox Church"--meaning the Church of Kirill and Putin--"is the weapon in this war."

All through his childhood, he explained, he had heard priests speaking of Russia in language that mixed the sacred and the secular--"this concept of saint Russia, the saviors of this world." He went on: "You hear this every Sunday from your priest--that this nation fights against evil, that it's the third Rome, yes, the new Rome. They truly believe this." That is why, Kosytskyy said, many Ukrainians have such difficulty detaching themselves from the message, even when they see Kirill speaking of their own national leaders as the anti-Christ. Kosytskyy told me it had taken years for him to separate the truth from the lies. His entire family joined the new Ukrainian Church right after Bartholomew recognized it, in 2018. So have millions of other Ukrainians.

But religious ideas die hard, Kosytskyy said. The Russian message lives on in the minds of many Ukrainians, especially older ones. Among the hardest messages to unlearn is that the West represents a threat to Christian values, and that the vehicle for this threat is the humble-looking patriarch in Istanbul.

I first glimpsed Bartholomew on a rainy evening in late November. From where I stood, in the dim and damp recesses of St. George's cathedral, in Istanbul, the patriarch appeared as a distant figure in a red-and-gold cape, framed by a high wall inset with a dense golden filigree of angels and dragons and foliage. Bartholomew walked forward, clutching a staff, and ascended his patriarchal throne. To anyone who was raised, as I was, on threadbare Protestant rituals, Orthodox services are a bit like dropping acid at the opera. The cathedral was as deep and shadowed as a canyon, full of drifting incense and the thrilling sound of low choral chanting. Sparkling eyes gazed down from icons on the sanctuary walls.

That evening, the church was packed with people who had come from all corners of the Orthodox world for the annual Feast of Saint Andrew, the Phanar's patron saint. I heard shreds of multiple languages in the crowd--Greek, Serbian, French--and saw three East African priests in brown robes that were cinched with a rope at the waist. As the service came to an end, Bartholomew delivered the traditional blessing for a new archon, a layperson being honored for service to the Church. "Axios! " he called out three times ("He is worthy"), and each time the faithful repeated after him in unison: "Axios! "

"Kirill is allowing himself to be a tool, to be an instrument of Putin," Bartholomew told me.

When the service ended, we filed out into a small flagstone courtyard that underscores the peculiar status of the Phanar. It is revered as the ecclesiastical capital of the Orthodox world, but it is crammed into a space no bigger than a midsize hotel, and surrounded by a Muslim society that has treated it with undisguised hostility. The compound is overshadowed by the minaret of a neighboring mosque, whose PA system loudly proclaims the Islamic call to prayer five times a day. The clergy must change out of their clerical garb every time they leave the compound, lest they offend Muslim sensibilities.

I had a chance to speak with Bartholomew at an evening reception after an electric-violin concert in his honor at a Greek school in Istanbul. It was surprisingly easy to thread my way through a thicket of fawning diplomats, visiting Catholic bishops, and waiters balancing trays of wine and hors d'oeuvres--and there he was, seated in an armchair. He beckoned to me, and as I sat down he gave my forearm a paternal squeeze. Up close, Bartholomew has a rosy, patchy complexion, and his white beard looks almost like a rectangle of smoke spreading south from his chin. He spoke excellent English; when we were interrupted a few times by well-wishers, he conversed with them in French, Greek, and Turkish. He seemed very much at ease, answering my questions about the Church and its traditions as well as about his two highest priorities as patriarch--fostering greater openness to other sects and religions, and protecting the environment. As for the Ukraine war, he said bluntly that "Kirill is allowing himself to be a tool, to be an instrument of Putin."

I asked him about the political inconvenience of being based in Istanbul. Bartholomew conceded that the Turks were difficult hosts, but added: "It's better for us to be in a non-Orthodox country. If we were in Greece, we would be a Greek Church. If we were in Bulgaria, we would be a Bulgarian Church. Being here, we can be a supranational Church." This larger role is the reason the Istanbul Church is known as the Ecumenical Patriarchate.

Broadening the Church's mission has been a hallmark of Bartholomew's career. He was born Demetrios Archondonis on the Aegean island of Imvros in 1940, just two decades after Turkey's Greek Christian population had been decimated by violence and forced exile in the aftermath of the First World War. A local bishop saw his potential and paid for him to go to secondary school. He continued on to seminary and then to study in Rome, where he arrived in 1963 amid the theological ferment of the Second Vatican Council. Bartholomew had a front-row seat, meeting with council delegates, theologians, and other prominent Catholic figures. The Orthodox Church was, if anything, more rigidly traditional than the Roman Church, and Bartholomew seems to have been inspired by the Vatican reformers' efforts to clear away the cobwebs.

He was no firebrand. But he spoke consistently in favor of modernizing the Church and fostering greater openness. Despite the Church's overall conservatism, he had a few role models in this, including his godfather, Archbishop Iakovos, who was the Phanar's representative in North and South America from 1959 to 1996--and one of the only non-Black clerics to accompany Martin Luther King Jr. on his march from Selma, Alabama, to Montgomery in 1965.

Bartholomew's most distinctive effort to "update" the Church is his commitment to environmentalism. In the press, he is sometimes called the Green Patriarch. When, in 1997, he declared that abusing the natural environment was a sin against God, he became the first major religious leader to articulate such a position. Perhaps more controversial--at least to some Orthodox Christians--is Bartholomew's emphatic call for believers to accept unreservedly the findings of modern science and medicine. He believes in evolution, and regularly reminds his followers that the first life forms emerged on the planet some 4 billion years ago.

Bartholomew and Kirill have at least one thing in common: Both grew up as Christians in the shadow of rigidly secular rulers. But the Turkish republic was mild compared with the Bolshevik regime, whose Marxist faith decreed that religion was illusory and backward--the "opium of the people." The Bolsheviks were especially keen on destroying the Orthodox Church, because of its deep ties to czarist tradition. In the decade following the Russian Revolution of 1917, the new rulers imprisoned and executed thousands of Orthodox priests and bishops.


In early 2019, Patriarch Bartholomew signed a "tomos of autocephaly" blessing the religious independence of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. (Onur Coban / Anadolu Agency / Getty)



By the time Kirill was born, in 1946, Joseph Stalin had changed tack, feeling that he needed religion to shore up popular support. He revived the Church in zombified form, an instrument of the state that was massively surveilled and controlled by the security services. When some of the KGB's archives were exposed in 2014--thanks in part to the brave efforts of the late Gleb Yakunin, a dissident Russian priest who spent years in prison--the collusion of the Church's leaders was revealed. One of the collaborating clerics, whose code name in the files is Drozdov ("The Thrush"), is alleged to be Patriarch Alexy II, Kirill's immediate predecessor. Kirill's name did not come up in the files, but he was the product of a system in which advancement was impossible without the approval of the regime.

As the Soviet Union collapsed, the Church faced a crisis of identity. Kirill was one of its most visible and charismatic leaders, and for a brief moment, he seemed to urge a new and more democratic direction for the Church. But as Russian society descended into chaos and gangsterism, Kirill staked out much more conservative and autocratic views.

By the time Putin came to power, in 1999, some of his old KGB friends had already started getting religion. It made a certain kind of sense that the most devout and pitiless Communists were those who most needed a new faith, and many of them had already spent years collaborating with Church figures. Putin made his first visit to Mount Athos in 2005, attending services at St. Panteleimon and climbing the monastery's bell tower. A year later, one of his old confidants from the KGB helped found the Russian Athos Society to organize donations to the monasteries there. Putin's own religious feelings are hard to discern, though he is rumored to have been brought into the Orthodox faith in the '90s by a priest named Tikhon Shevkunov, who ran a monastery not far from the FSB's Moscow headquarters.

As Putin sought to revive his country's lost status, the Orthodox Church was a superb way to spread propaganda and influence.

In 2008, a documentary called The Fall of an Empire: The Lesson of Byzantium was broadcast on Russian state television, not once but three times. The director and star was the same Tikhon Shevkunov. The movie's thesis was that Byzantium had been irrevocably undermined even before Ottoman armies conquered it in 1453, its religious culture and resolve eroded by the individualism of the encroaching West. Russia was held up as Byzantium's heir, the natural vehicle of its holy mission. Historians pilloried the show as historically illiterate, but they were missing the point. It wasn't really about the past. It was a blueprint for the future.

Kirill became patriarch in 2009. Soon afterward, Putin began invoking Orthodoxy when talking about Russia and its role in the world. Thousands of churches have since been built throughout the country, and Putin has made very public visits to Church elders. Kirill "inspired Putin to a great extent, to make him think in civilizational terms," I was told by Cyril Hovorun, a Ukrainian-born theologian who spent 10 years as a personal assistant and speechwriter to Kirill before resigning in 2012, unhappy with the Church's direction. Putin's loyalists quickly began aping their president's talk of "Holy Russia" and her "satanic" enemies.

Read: Are Ukraine's leaders in league with Satanists? On Russian TV, yes

Putin's decision to restore Orthodoxy to its old public role was a shrewd one, whatever his personal religious feelings. The Russian empire had collapsed, but its outlines could still be seen in the Russian Orthodox religious sphere, which extended beyond Russia's borders and as far afield as Mount Athos and even Jerusalem. For a ruler seeking to revive his country's lost status, the Church was a superb way to spread propaganda and influence.

If Kirill had any illusions about who stood higher in the new sinfonia between Church and state, they were quickly snuffed out. In 2011, he endorsed criticism of corrupt parliamentary elections in Russia. Reports soon appeared in the state-controlled media about luxury apartments belonging to Kirill and his relatives. Other stories began to circulate about billions of dollars in secret bank accounts. One website published a photograph from 2009 in which Kirill could be seen wearing a Breguet watch worth about $30,000. Kirill denied ever wearing it, but after a bungled effort to airbrush it out of the photo, the Church had to admit that the watch was his and make a humiliating apology. Kirill has shown abject loyalty ever since. At a celebration in honor of his first decade as head of the Russian Church, in 2019, he appeared alongside Putin and thanked God and "especially you, Vladimir Vladimirovich." (My request for comment from Kirill and the Moscow Patriarchate went unanswered.)

For Kirill and Putin, it was not enough to restore the Church's status in Russia. To reclaim the "Russian world," they had to wage a much wider battle for influence and prestige, one that would include tarring Bartholomew.

The Russian campaign started in Greece, where there is a natural well of sympathy formed by ancient religious ties and shared enemies. In the mid-2000s, Russian oligarchs began building churches and doling out cash for favors. Bishops who lent holy relics for tours in Russia could make a tidy profit for themselves or their parishes. The Russian investments were followed by a systematic effort to denigrate Patriarch Bartholomew on hundreds of new Greek-language websites, blogs, and Facebook groups, an online offensive documented by Alexandros Massavetas, a Greek journalist, in his 2019 book, The Third Rome. "The message was that Bartholomew is being manipulated by the Turks or the U.S. or the Vatican," Massavetas told me, "and that only Russia represents the true Orthodox spirit, with Putin as its protector."

The Phanar overlooked these attacks for years. Bartholomew was working hard to maintain unity at all costs, because he was planning to convene a historic pan-Orthodox gathering that he saw as the crowning achievement of his tenure. The Church had not held a Holy and Great Council for more than 1,000 years, and the planning for this one had begun in 1961. Bartholomew was so keen on making the synod succeed that he accommodated the Russians at every turn. During a preparatory meeting, the Russians objected to proposed language about the Church's opposition to discrimination and insisted that all references to racial and sexual minorities be deleted. (Kirill seems to see the language of human rights as a tacit endorsement of homosexuality and other supposed sins.) They also demanded that Ukraine's calls for religious independence be kept off the agenda. Bartholomew caved on it all, even the seating plan.


St. Panteleimon Monastery; monks of Mount Athos (Photo-illustration by Cristiana Couceiro. Sources: Vlas2000 / Shutterstock; Agencja Fotograficzna Caro / Alamy; Nicolas Economou / NurPhoto / Getty; Royal Geographical Society / Getty; Library of Congress selected manuscripts in the Monasteries of Mount Athos)



Then, just a week before the synod's start date, in 2016--with all the villas booked and ready at a Cretan resort town--the Russians pulled out. They defended their decision by pointing to three much smaller Orthodox bodies (Bulgaria, Georgia, and Antioch) that had withdrawn just beforehand. Although there appear to have been some genuine disagreements about the documents prepared for the meeting, the three smaller Churches have close ties with Moscow, and the Russian move came off as yet another effort to humiliate Bartholomew.

Kirill, though, appears to have miscalculated. His public snub laid bare the divisions in the Church and removed Bartholomew's incentive to compromise. Archbishop Elpidophoros, who is now the Phanar's senior bishop in the United States, spoke with me about this episode during a conversation in his Manhattan office, on the Upper East Side. Perhaps the most important consequence of Kirill's move, he explained, was that it opened the door to giving the Ukrainians what they wanted. "That was the green light," he said.

The movement for religious independence in Ukraine had been stirring for decades, and it had grown in tandem with the country's political confrontations with Moscow. As early as 2008, the head of Ukraine's Moscow-linked Church at the time, Metropolitan Volodymyr, was declaring that the Church and state should be separate--a position that would be unthinkable in Russia. When Viktor Yanukovych, an instrument of the Kremlin, became president of Ukraine in 2010, he made clear that he wanted the Orthodox Church--the faith of 72 percent of Ukraine's people--back in its cage. A Ukrainian bishop, Oleksandr Drabynko, told me he was called into the ministry of internal affairs one morning in 2013 for a meeting. One of Yanukovych's officials delivered a blunt message, Drabynko said: "We must push out Volodymyr because we need someone loyal to us." The official added that with the next Ukrainian election approaching in 2015, "the Church must support our candidate."

The landmark events of 2014, known in Ukraine as the Revolution of Dignity, were more than just a civilian movement to overthrow a corrupt autocrat. The uprising bred a new sense of independence among Ukrainians, thanks in part to the role played by the Orthodox Church. Though some priests supported Yanukovych and his government, many others openly backed the revolt. When police attacked protesters in Kyiv's central square, one bishop allowed them to shelter from the police in his nearby cathedral.

Russia's brazenly neocolonial response to the 2014 revolution--the seizure of Crimea--infuriated Ukrainians and supercharged the movement for a religious divorce from Moscow. In October 2018, just weeks after his tense meeting with Kirill in Istanbul, Bartholomew dissolved the 1686 edict that had given Moscow religious control over Ukraine. He also set in motion the process that would lead to recognition of a new Ukrainian Church, one that would be under Bartholomew's--not Moscow's--jurisdiction.

The Russians were furious, and Kirill severed ties with the Phanar. Worldwide, Moscow began behaving as if it had already become the third Rome. A vivid illustration was provided by events in Africa, where one of the most ancient Orthodox patriarchates is based (in Alexandria, Egypt). Kirill founded a new branch of the Russian Orthodox Church and began targeting the existing Orthodox parishes there, whose leader had aligned himself with Bartholomew. "Through Facebook and Instagram they approach our followers," Metropolitan Gregorios, a Greek bishop who has been based in Cameroon since 2004, told me. "They begin by sending money. They attach everyone to them, show that Russia is rich, show that they can get more money."

Gregorios, who is 62, spent two hours with me in the lobby of an Athens hotel as he described Russia's religious efforts across Africa, which he said are funded by the Wagner mercenary force. Orthodox priests are more vulnerable to bribery than their Roman Catholic peers, Gregorios explained, because they are allowed to marry, and many have large families to provide for. "So the Russians say, 'We'll give education for your kids.' They bring a motorcycle, a car. They say, 'The Greeks just give bicycles.' And they double the salaries we pay." Last year, he said, he lost six priests in his jurisdiction: "They got approached by the Russians and offered 300 euros a month." Gregorios later shared with me some of the documents that priests under Russia's thumb must sign, swearing loyalty to the patriarch of Moscow "to my dying day."

The Russian Church has made similarly aggressive moves in Turkey, the Balkans, and elsewhere. Russia's secret services appear to be involved in some of these operations. In September, the North Macedonian government expelled a high-ranking Russian priest and three Russian diplomats, accusing them of spying. A week later, the same priest, Vassian Zmeev, was expelled from Bulgaria. According to Nikolay Krastev, a journalist in Sofia, Zmeev appears to have been organizing efforts to divide the Balkan Orthodox Churches and shore up opposition to the new Ukrainian Church. All of this bullying has had its effect: Only four Orthodox branches (out of about 17, depending on how you count) have recognized the new Ukrainian Church approved by Bartholomew.

In late 2021, weary of the conflict and worried that it was damaging all of Orthodoxy, Bartholomew reached out to the Russians--and was rebuffed. The Moscow Patriarchate "sent us a message saying that there is no way we will engage in any dialogue," Archbishop Elpidophoros recalled. The Russians, he went on, declared that "the wound is so deep that we will need at least two generations to overcome." The message may not have been entirely sincere. Russia was already planning what it believed would be a much quicker resolution to its Ukraine problems, one that did not include dialogue.

The Monastery of the Caves, in Kyiv, may be the most important Christian site in the Slavic world. Founded around 1050 C.E. by a monk from Mount Athos, it is a large complex of golden-domed churches, bell towers, and underground tunnels, ringed by stone walls and set on a hill overlooking the Dnieper River, in the center of the city. In the early days of the Russian invasion, in February 2022, there were rumors of a plan to parachute Russian special forces into the monastery grounds. Welcomed by friendly Orthodox priests, the invaders would quickly move on to the government buildings nearby and gain control of the capital.

The rumors were false, but they sounded plausible to many Ukrainian ears. The Russian military and its proxies had begun using Orthodox monasteries and churches as bases as soon as they arrived in eastern Ukraine in 2014, and have continued to do so over the past two years in occupied areas. They have even publicized the fact, in an apparent effort to show that the Church is on their side. Many priests, including prominent figures, did support Russia. The senior cleric at the Monastery of the Caves, Metropolitan Pavel, was well known for his pro-Moscow sympathies.

But the violence of the 2022 invasion united Ukrainians, and Kirill's efforts to sprinkle it with holy water--describing those who opposed the Russians as "evil forces" and praising the "metaphysical significance" of the Russian advance--made him a widely hated figure. Many Ukrainians now view the Moscow-linked branch, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, with deep suspicion. The Ukrainian security services have carried out regular raids on its churches and monasteries over the past two years, including the Monastery of the Caves. Dozens of priests have been arrested and charged with espionage and other crimes. This past October, Ukraine's Parliament approved a measure that could ban the Russia-backed Church altogether. That Church still has more parishes in Ukraine than its newer, independent rival, but its long-term prospects appear grim.

The loss of all of Ukrainian Orthodoxy would be a serious blow for Kirill. At its peak, Ukraine accounted for about a third of the parishes claimed by the Russian Orthodox Church. Ukraine also has a much higher rate of churchgoing than Russia, where actual piety seems to be rare--a fact that sits awkwardly with Kirill's broadsides against the moral depravity of the West. Barely two months after the invasion, a well-known Russian priest and blogger named Pavel Ostrovsky--who was not ordinarily a regime critic--unleashed a tirade on Telegram: "Some argue that Russia is a stronghold of everything noble and good, which is fighting against world evil, satanism, and paganism," he wrote. "What is all this nonsense? How can one be a noble stronghold with a 73 percent rate of divorce in families, where drunkenness and drug addiction are rampant, while theft and outright godlessness flourish?"

It is tempting to conclude that Russia's efforts to capture world Orthodoxy will prove to be a losing bet. Religious leaders of all kinds have denounced Kirill's embrace of the war, including Pope Francis, who famously told him not to be "Putin's altar boy." It may even be, as Archbishop Elpidophoros told me, that "the Patriarchate of Moscow is not a Church" so much as a convenient vehicle for nationalist ideology. The Russian people, he assured me, are the foremost victims of this religious tyranny.

The archbishop may be right about the Moscow Patriarchate: that it's not a Church, not in the sense that we have long accepted in the West. That said, it's not just an arm of the Kremlin. It is something more dangerous, a two-headed beast that can summon ancient religious loyalty even as it draws on all the resources of a 21st-century police state: internet trolls, abundant cash, the tacit threat of violence. Perhaps the most troubling possibility is that Kirill's Church, with its canny blend of politics and faith, turns out to be better adapted to survival in our century than mainstream Churches are.

There are certainly dissenters from Kirill's jingoistic line among the 40,000 Orthodox priests in Russia. But most clerics are pliant, and a vocal minority are even more extreme than their patriarch. Andrei Tkachev, an archpriest who was born in Ukraine and now lives in Moscow, has become notorious for sermons in which he asserts that "a warrior's death is best of all." He has millions of followers on social media. Other priests have reinterpreted Christian doctrine in ways that recall the Crusades. Online, you can easily find videos of Igor Cheremnykh, another well-known priest, asserting that the commandment "Thou shalt not kill" is meant to apply to the behavior only of civilians, not of soldiers. Cyril Hovorun, Kirill's former assistant, knows many of these priests personally. He calls them "turbo-Z Orthodox." (Z is used as a symbol of Russia's war.) Some of them were aligned with or even personally close to Yevgeny Prigozhin, the late oligarch and leader of the Wagner Group. "This monster has outgrown its creators," Hovorun told me. "It's a Frankenstein."

The day after I met Patriarch Bartholomew in Istanbul, I went for a walk near the Phanar. The Feast of Saint Andrew was over, and the ancient streets were no longer full of pilgrims. A cold drizzle fell. As I walked past the relics of dead civilizations--Roman, Byzantine, Ottoman--I found myself wondering if Orthodoxy would ultimately split into two religions, or just weaken itself through bickering, like the Christians who once ruled Constantinople.

It may be that Kirill and his angry zealots represent the last sparks of a dying flame. This is what Bartholomew has been assuring his flock: that he is bringing the Church into the future, while Kirill is holding on to the past. But as a patriarch in Istanbul, he must also know that the arc of history doesn't always bend the way we want it to.



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "Clash of the Patriarchs."
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The War Is Not Going Well for Ukraine

If the United States does nothing, the coming seasons will be even bleaker--and not just in Kyiv.

by Eliot A. Cohen




Kyiv is, as ever, a lovely city, made more so by a brisk, sunny April. The church domes gleam, the cafes are open if not bustling, the streets are swept clean, the parks are trimmed, and the Dnipro flows majestically past the city to which it gave birth. But in the various memorials in public places, thousands of blue-and-yellow flags with the names of the fallen flutter. At Taras Shevchenko University, half of the students in the auditorium to hear a panel discussion I appear in about the war are cadets in uniform. Their young faces are grave in a way the parents of American teenagers would not recognize. Senior officials whom I have met before are drawn and on edge; when they smile, they rarely do so with their eyes. And on the train, as I leave the city for the long trip to Poland, hard-faced officers check and recheck passports to make sure that no draft-eligible men are leaving the country.

At the beginning of its third year, the war is not going well for Ukraine. The war is, in fact, at one of what Winston Churchill called the "climacterics," or inflection points, that characterize all great conflicts. At hideous cost to themselves--measured in tens of thousands of killed, wounded, or missing men a month--Russian armies are advancing slowly. Every night Russian drones distract, expose, and deplete Ukrainian air defenses, and then the cruise and ballistic missiles rain down. Their targets are primarily the electric grid and civilian buildings. Kyiv, for the time being, is well defended, but Kharkiv, which is close to the Russian border, is taking a pummeling. On the front lines, the shell shortage is acute; the Ukrainians are ceding ground not because they are unwilling to fight, but because they lack the high explosives necessary to do so.

George Packer: 'We only need some metal things'

Worse is to come. Russia has managed, by putting its economy on a war footing, to restore its forces and then some. It has secured supplies of weapons and ammunition from North Korea and Iran, and, surreptitiously, much nonlethal gear from China. This coalition of the malevolent is cooperating ever more closely. After a groggy 18 months following the defeat of its initial invasion and the spectacular Ukrainian attacks that drove the Russians back from Kyiv, Kharkiv, and Kherson, the Russian military machine is adapting. It has introduced large numbers of first-person-view drones, manufactured long-range glide bombs of ever-increasing weight, and recovered much of its previously squandered talent at electronic warfare. Having squashed dissent at home, it is mobilizing some 300,000 troops. A new offensive looms this summer.

There are limits to Russian achievement. Its Black Sea fleet has been defeated and largely driven from its Crimean bases. It has proved incapable of fielding a new generation of tanks and other systems. The shattering losses in officers and senior enlisted ranks mean that its ground forces continue to depend heavily on brutal, and often tactically primitive, means. But it feels the tide of battle turning in its favor.

As it does so, Russia has upped the psychological ante. Per Dmitry Peskov, the Kremlin spokesperson, this is no longer a "special military operation" but a real war--not because of the Ukrainians, but because of the West. Not just any war either. The Russian Orthodox Church, a sinister tool of the Russian state, recently declared that "from a spiritual and moral point of view, the special military operation is a Holy War." The Kremlin has made clear that it disdains negotiations with Kyiv. In this respect it is brutally honest: It intends to extirpate the Ukrainian state, returning it to a subjugated province of a restored Russian empire. Failing that, it will depopulate Ukraine's cities, poison its fields with land mines, and deprive its remaining citizens of power, light, and heat.

The Ukrainian war effort is both strengthened and weakened by the nature of Ukrainian society. As I heard one senior official observe, "Doing things 'horizontally' is our national character, our national problem, and our national superpower." This remains true. Aerorozvidka, an organization created in 2014 by a band of enthusiasts from widely varying backgrounds to make drones for Ukraine, remains a major contributor to the war. Its Delta system of command and control--a system that has been described as Uber for artillery support, though it is much more than that--has enabled Ukrainian forces to be far more agile than their centralized foe. Ukrainian entrepreneurs are building more and bigger drones, and in a uniquely anarchic way, supporting the military by going around a Ministry of Defense that is still too slow for a bunch of crowdfunded engineers, investment bankers, and enthusiasts.

But this innovative and democratic spirit, although it has yielded some remarkable successes, and promises to deliver more, is at odds with the disciplined planning systems that modern war requires. Press Ukrainian officials for a view of the war that looks more than a few months ahead, and you do not get very much. Ask what the theory of victory is--the sequence of events that will lead to the shattering of Russian armies and the liberation of Ukrainian territory--and there you do not get much more. Even structurally, the Ukrainian military, with scores of independent brigades but very little by way of coherent structures like divisions or corps above them, seems too decentralized to work effectively.

Anne Applebaum: Is congress really going to abandon Ukraine right now?

For Ukraine, the immediate concern is procuring enough ammunition to feed the hungry artillery pieces that can annihilate Russia's human-wave assaults and supply the anti-aircraft systems that fend off the severe nightly attacks on its cities and infrastructure.

The crucial question is what the U.S. House of Representatives will do, and whether a purblind minority of Republicans can be outwitted by their hesitant leadership, so that the House can deliver aid to Ukraine. Astonishingly, the GOP chairmen of the House Intelligence and Foreign Affairs committees have asserted that some of their colleagues have succumbed to Russian propaganda. The shame and disgrace that this implies cannot be expunged. It will stain the holdouts against aid permanently, and justly so.

But the Biden administration has its own responsibility for this situation, a responsibility that is nearly as heavy. It, too, has no theory of victory and has not attempted to work with Ukraine to devise one. The administration's promises to be with Ukraine as long as it takes are vapid. It repeatedly hesitated to supply Ukraine with advanced weapons in the numbers and with the speed needed, thereby frittering away the great opportunity of Ukraine's first counteroffensive in the summer and fall of 2022. It has not sent a military mission to Kyiv to work closely with Ukrainian planners and trainers. Its representatives have, in ways that are at best strategically illiterate, declared their tepid opposition to Ukrainian deep attacks inside Russia. At the top, the president has not, after two years, summoned the rhetorical force to explain to the American people, in a way that Franklin Roosevelt did, and that John F. Kennedy or Ronald Reagan would have, why this faraway war means so much for the American future.

Ukraine has reported intensifying Russian uses of chemical weapons, beginning with irritants, but with the potential for the more lethal kinds of attacks that characterized the Syrian war. Anxious allied governments, including Sweden and the United Kingdom, have publicly discussed the possibility of war between a conquest-intoxicated Russia and NATO within years. They may be right.

This does not have to be, and it will not be if the United States acts. The prompt passage of aid for Ukraine is but one step. Others include sending a military mission to Ukraine, helping that country build the training and rotation infrastructure that it needs to sustain itself, and accelerating the growth of Ukraine's already remarkable arms industry, which now produces drones that can strike more than 1,000 kilometers into Russian territory, as well as advanced cruise missiles and artillery pieces.

Read: Time is running out for Ukraine

Above all, the Biden administration has to tell the American people that this war threatens us because it threatens European peace, has to explain the values as well as interests in play, and has to conceive its goal not as a mixture of supporting Ukraine just enough and nagging it with fantastic fears of escalation, but as ensuring victory.

That can be achieved. Russia's own strains--revealed in the abortive Prigozhin putsch, its shocking vulnerability to terrorist attack, and the outpouring of grief for the murdered Alexei Navalny--are numerous. Its supposed growth in GDP is an artifact of military spending that is not sustainable. Sanctions are taking a toll but can be intensified. Its army, though operationally adaptable, remains tactically crude and susceptible to being bled out. The Putin regime's ferocious clampdown on dissent reveals weakness, not strength. The job of the Biden administration is to judge those weaknesses correctly, exploit them ruthlessly, and, with its allies, help Ukraine defeat an enemy as cruel and malignant as any in history. Unless the administration rises to the occasion, a dark spring could bring much bleaker seasons to follow.
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'This Will Finish Us'

How Gulf princes, the safari industry, and conservation groups are displacing the Maasai from the last of their Serengeti homeland

by Stephanie McCrummen


A Maasai boy herds goats and sheep in the shadow of Ol Doinyo Lengai--known to the Maasai as the Mountain of God--in northern Tanzania. Government plans call for the removal of the Maasai from this region, the latest in a long series of evictions.



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


It was high safari season in Tanzania, the long rains over, the grasses yellowing and dry. Land Cruisers were speeding toward the Serengeti Plain. Billionaires were flying into private hunting concessions. And at a crowded and dusty livestock market far away from all that, a man named Songoyo had decided not to hang himself, not today, and was instead pinching the skin of a sheep.

"Please!" he was saying to a potential buyer with thousands of animals to choose from on this morning. "You can see, he is so fat!"

The buyer moved on. Songoyo rubbed his eyes. He was tired. He'd spent the whole night walking, herding another man's sheep across miles of grass and scrub and pitted roads to reach this market by opening time. He hadn't slept. He hadn't eaten. He'd somehow fended off an elephant with a stick. What he needed to do was sell the sheep so their owner would pay him, so he could try to start a new life now that the old one was finished.

The old life: He'd had all the things that made a person such as him rich and respected. Three wives, 14 children, a large compound with 75 cows and enough land to graze them--"such sweet land," he would say when he could bear to think of it--and that was how things had been going until recently.

The new life: no cows, because the Tanzanian government had seized every single one of them. No compound, because the government had bulldozed it, along with hundreds of others. No land, because more and more of the finest, lushest land in northern Tanzania was being set aside for conservation, which turned out to mean for trophy hunters, and tourists on "bespoke expeditions," and cappuccino trucks in proximity to buffalo viewing--anything and anyone except the people who had lived there since the 17th century, the pastoralists known as the Maasai.

They were the ones tourists saw through their windshields selling beaded key chains at the gates of Serengeti National Park, or performing dances after dinner at safari lodges. They were famous for their red shawls and recycled-tire sandals. They grazed their cattle with zebras and giraffes, and built mud-and-dung houses encircled by stick fences barely distinguishable from the wild landscape. They were among the lightest-living people on the planet, and yet it was the Maasai who were being told that the biggest threat to conservation and national progress was them. Their whole way of life had to go.

From the April 2020 issue: Ed Yong on the last giraffes on Earth

And so Songoyo, after considering his alternatives, had devised a last-ditch plan for his own survival, one that had brought him to a town in Kenya called Aitong, where a cool wind was slapping sand and dung into his face as he scanned the market for buyers. He was far from home, roughly 65 miles north of the village in Tanzania where he had been tear-gassed and shot at for the first time in his life. He had seen elderly men beaten and guns fired at old women, and now it was down to this: He was a herder for hire, working for a distant relative, trying to make enough money to buy one single cow.

"Come!" he called to the buyers who kept passing his herd and weaving through the bleating mass. "You will not find any better!"

This was his plan: one cow, because that was the starting point of what it meant to be a Maasai man, which was what he still wanted to be.

The forces arrayed against Songoyo, whom I met in the course of two long trips to Tanzania late last year, include some of the world's most powerful people and interests. (I have not used Songoyo's last name out of concern for his safety.) What these people and interests want is what the Maasai are trying to keep: the land they live on.

Global leaders are seeking what they consider to be undeveloped land to meet a stated goal of conserving 30 percent of the planet's surface by 2030. Corporations want undisturbed forests in order to offset pollution. Western conservation groups, which refer to the Maasai as "stakeholders" on their own land, exert great influence, as does a booming safari industry that sells an old and destructive myth--casting the Serengeti as some primordial wilderness, with the Maasai as cultural relics obstructing a perfect view.

The reality is that the Maasai have been stewards, integral to creating that very ecosystem. The same can be said of Indigenous groups around the world, to whom conservation often feels like a land grab. In the past two decades, more than a quarter million Indigenous people have been evicted to make way for ecotourism, carbon-offset schemes, and other activities that fall under the banner of conservation. That figure is expected to soar.

More and more of the finest, lushest land in northern Tanzania was being set aside for conservation, which turned out to mean for trophy hunters and tourists on "bespoke expeditions."

For all its accomplishments, the cause of saving the planet has become a trillion-dollar business, a global scramble in which wealthy nations are looking to the developing world not just for natural resources, but for nature itself. The wealthy players include not only Europeans and Americans but Arabs and Chinese and others. On the African continent, political leaders are enthusiastic about what so-called green foreign investment might mean for their own economies (and, maybe, their bank accounts).

Such are the pressures being brought to bear on northern Tanzania, where the Maasai migrated with their cattle 400 years ago, settling in an area encompassing hundreds of thousands of square miles of grassy plains, acacia woodlands, rivers, lakes, snowcapped mountains, salt flats, forests, and some of the most spectacular wildlife on the planet. They called it Siringet, which in the Maa language means "the place where the land runs on forever." The Maasai see their recent history as a struggle to save that land from those who claimed it needed saving.

First came the British colonial authorities, who established the 5,700-square-mile Serengeti National Park, pushing the Maasai to an adjacent zone called the Ngorongoro Conservation Area, with its famous crater, where they were promised they could live. Then came UNESCO. It declared both Serengeti and Ngorongoro to be World Heritage Sites, which came with new restrictions. Western tourists began arriving, seeking an experience of Africa that a thousand movies promised--one of pristine beauty and big game, not people grazing cattle. Tanzanian authorities began leasing blocks of land to foreign hunting and safari companies, many of which promoted themselves as conservationists--a word the Maasai have come to associate with their own doom. Spread among the villages that dot the northern tourist zone, the Maasai have meanwhile been growing in number--their population has doubled in recent decades, to about 200,000. Inevitably, the clash of interests has led to bitter and occasionally violent conflict.

Still, the threat unfolding now is of greater magnitude. It emerged soon after President Samia Suluhu Hassan took office, in 2021. "Tourism in Ngorongoro is disappearing," she declared during one of her first major speeches. "We agreed that people and wildlife could cohabitate, but now people are overtaking the wildlife." The Maasai listened with alarm, realizing that the people she was referring to were them.

Not long after Hassan's speech, officials announced plans to resettle the roughly 100,000 Maasai who were living in and around Ngorongoro to "modern houses" in another part of the country. Meanwhile, in a region north of Ngorongoro, bordering Serengeti National Park, government security forces began rolling into Maasai villages. They were carrying out another part of the plan: annexing 580 square miles of prime grazing land to create an exclusive game reserve for the Dubai royal family, which had long hunted in the area. The government characterized the move as necessary for conservation. Traditional Maasai compounds, known as bomas, were burned. Park rangers began seizing cattle by the tens of thousands.


Songoyo at an abandoned boma in the village of Ololosokwan. It lies within a tract now placed off-limits except for the use of the Dubai royal family. (Nichole Sobecki for The Atlantic)



And more was coming: a $7.5 billion package with the United Arab Emirates, of which Dubai is a part, that included new plans for tourism and conservation. A $9.5 million deal with the Chinese for a geological park that overlapped with additional Maasai villages. An offer from Tanzania to make Donald Trump Jr.--an avid trophy hunter--an official "tourism ambassador." New maps and proposals from the government indicated that further tracts could soon be placed off-limits, including a sacred site that the Maasai call the Mountain of God.

Read: What trophy hunting does to the elephants it leaves behind

"This is 80 percent of our land," a Maasai elder told me one evening during a meeting with other leaders in northern Tanzania. "This will finish us." They had tried protesting. They had filed lawsuits. They had appealed to the United Nations, the European Union, the East African Court of Justice, and Vice President Kamala Harris when she visited Tanzania in 2023. They'd unearthed old maps and village titles to prove that the land was theirs by law, not just by custom. They'd written a letter to John and Patrick McEnroe after hearing that the tennis stars were hosting a $25,000-a-person safari-and-tennis expedition in the Serengeti. People made supportive statements, but no one was coming to help.

This is what Songoyo understood as he paced the market in Aitong. It was closing soon. Buyers were filtering out through the wire fence, and he still had 12 sheep left to sell, one of which was lame. A man tapped it with a stick.

"A cow stepped on his leg; that's why he walks like that," Songoyo said, bracing the animal with his knees.

The man walked away. Another came and tapped his stick on the lame sheep, and then on the rest of them. They agreed on a price, and the buyer pulled out a roll of bills.

"Please, can you add 500?" Songoyo said, asking for the equivalent of an extra $3.60 in Kenyan shillings. "I need 500. Please."

The man added 200, and Songoyo brought the day's earnings to the relative who had hired him. They sat under a tree, and he counted out Songoyo's share for a week of work, roughly $10. One cow would cost about $200.

"See you next week," the man said.

"May God give you favor," Songoyo replied, putting the money in the pocket of his blue track pants. His cellphone rang, a battered plastic burner.

"I am coming," he told one of his wives, who was waiting for him at their home in Tanzania.

He'd had options other than this. There had always been Maasai who'd given up traditional ways to reinvent themselves, shedding their red shawls for all kinds of lives. Now many more of them, having lost their cattle, were moving to cities, where the Maasai reputation for bravery and rectitude meant there was always work as a security guard--I saw them everywhere in Arusha and Dar es Salaam, in front of shops and banks. Others had taken a government offer to resettle in a town called Msomera, far to the south, only to return home with stories of loneliness and conflict with locals. Still others were falling apart. Songoyo had seen them, drunk men hobbling along the road or passed out on their red shawls under trees in the daytime. That would not be him.

"Never," he said, and began the long walk back to his village in Tanzania, a tall man wrapped in a pink-and-purple plaid shawl passing cinder-block taverns where he would not drink, and motorbikes he would not hire, because the point was to save money for the cow. No cows, no life, he told himself, picking up the pace along an orange dirt road stretching into the late afternoon.

His earliest memories were of cows; he had never been without them. They were the huge, warm, brown beasts kept in the center of the boma. Their dung formed the walls of his home. Their milk and blood were what he drank as a child, when his father told him what Maasai children were traditionally told: that when the earth split from the sky and God left the world, he entrusted the Maasai with all the cattle, and by extension the land and the other animals that shared it. Songoyo learned how to herd with rocks, pushing them around in the dirt. He got his first calf when he was a small boy, herding it with a stick near the boma. When he was big enough, he followed his older brothers out into the wider grazing areas, including one the Maasai called Osero, a word that refers to lush grasslands--in this case, the 580 square miles of land adjacent to Serengeti National Park where Maasai had lived and kept cattle for generations.

It was in Osero that he learned about different kinds of grasses and trees: which ones had good branches for bows or good bark for tea that could ease a backache. He learned where to find natural salt and the coolest streams, and he learned certain rules: Never cut down a tree. Keep cattle away from wildebeests during calving season, because they carry a disease deadly to cows.

He listened to older boys tell stories, including one whose lesson he still lived by, about a group of Maasai heading out on a cattle raid when one of the warriors broke his sandal. The warrior turned to the man behind him and asked if he would stay and help, but the man refused. He asked another, who also refused, and so on until the very last one agreed to stay, while the rest continued on to cattle-raiding glory. The stern moral was: Be prepared. Don't fall behind. Stay with the group. Struggle.

Songoyo had struggled. He held himself together after his father died, when he was still a boy, a moment when he might have turned delinquent but didn't. He endured his adolescent coming-of-age ceremonies with dignity, by all accounts managing not to cry or shake during his circumcision, when people scrutinize and taunt boys for any sign of weakness, and he was rewarded with cows. He learned how to shoot arrows and use a machete, and became a moran--entering a stage of life when young Maasai men bear responsibility for protecting their village--and was given more cows, each with a name, each with a certain character he came to know. In this way, the life he wanted became possible.

He married his first wife, then a second and a third, and eventually built a boma in the village where his children went to school, and a larger compound on the edge of Osero, where the cattle were kept, and where he'd had one of the happiest moments of his life. This was just before everything began to unravel, an otherwise ordinary day when the rains were full and the cows were fat and he'd walked out into the middle of them, their bells jangling, realizing how far he'd come and thinking, "Yes, I am a real Maasai."

Not that life was an idyll. In village after village that I visited, people described years of tensions with safari companies and conservation authorities. People who lived within the Ngorongoro Conservation Area--a vast zone that was almost like its own country--had complained about schools falling apart and poisoned salt licks and the indignity of their identity being checked as they came and went through the tourist gate. In other areas, people had accused certain safari companies of illegally acquiring leases and paying local police to beat herders off concessions. One company was notorious for using a helicopter to spray scalding water on cows.

In Osero, the problems went back to 1992, when an Emirati company called Otterlo Business Corporation (OBC) was first granted a hunting license for the Dubai royal family. They had their own private camp and a private airstrip and, for the emir himself, Sheikh Maktoum bin Rashid Al Maktoum, a compound on a hill, guarded by a special unit of the Tanzanian military police. When the rains ended each year, cargo planes full of four-wheelers and tents and pallets of food would buzz low over villages before landing, followed by private jets delivering the royal family and their guests. A few weeks later, they'd buzz out with carcasses of zebras and antelope and other trophies. For a while, OBC had its own cellphone tower, and Maasai villagers noticed that when they were near it, a message would pop up on their phone screens: "Welcome to the U.A.E." The arrangement had been that the Maasai were supposed to keep away when the royals were in residence, but just about everyone had caught a glimpse. Songoyo had seen them speeding around, shooting animals from trucks with semiautomatic rifles. "Once, they pulled up in the middle of my cows and I saw them shooting so many antelope," he told me. "They just kill, kill, kill!"


Bumper-to-bumper in Serengeti National Park, the first enclave in northern Tanzania to be set aside for conservation and tourism (Nichole Sobecki for The Atlantic)



There had been attempts at diplomacy. Sometimes the Arabs, as the Maasai called them, would give out bags of rice. They had hired Maasai men to work as guides and drivers and had flown some of their favorite employees to Dubai, buying them clothing and cars. One driver recalled being at the camp on a day when the emir arrived. The driver lined up with other staff, and the emir greeted each one of them while an assistant followed behind with a large bag of cash, inviting each worker to reach in. The driver said he pulled out $1,060.

But a bitterness was always there. Maasai leaders had long claimed that Osero belonged to 14 adjacent villages, and that they had never consented to the OBC deal. Tanzanian officials asserted authority over not only Osero but a far larger expanse--Loliondo--citing its colonial-era designation as a game-controlled area; they often resorted to violence to enforce this view. Maasai villagers described to me how government security forces had collaborated with OBC at least twice in recent years to conduct a large-scale torching of bomas in the vicinity of the camp. Young men grazing cows had been beaten and shot at. One man described to me being shot in the face, then handcuffed to a hospital bed as he was bleeding through his ears and nose and eyes, slipping in and out of consciousness. He remembered a police officer shouting at a doctor to let him die, and the doctor refusing the order and saving his life. He lost his left eye, the socket now scarred over with skin, and had kept a thin blue hospital receipt all these years in the hope of receiving restitution that never came. Most villages have people who can tell such stories.

Read: The war on rhino poaching has human casualties

In 2017, amid rising complaints and lawsuits filed by Maasai leaders, Tanzanian authorities suspended OBC's license and accused the company's director of offering some $2 million in bribes to the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism, which led to a court case that ended in a plea deal. Requests to interview OBC executives, representatives of the Dubai royal family, and officials of the U.A.E. government about their involvement in Tanzania went unanswered.

By the time Hassan became president, in 2021, the director was back on the job and the OBC flights had resumed.

Samia Suluhu Hassan was widely embraced by West and East. Her predecessor, John Magufuli, who died in office, had been a populist with an authoritarian streak and became infamous for downplaying the dangers of COVID. He suspended media outlets, banned opposition rallies, and alienated foreign investors, even as many Maasai saw him as a hero for brushing back OBC.

Hassan eased his more repressive policies and embarked on an ambitious plan to bring foreign investment into the country, especially through tourism. She branded herself a forward-looking environmentalist.

And she found willing collaborators. The World Bank had been encouraging more tourism, arguing that it could help Tanzania achieve what official metrics define as middle-income status. One of the country's main conservation partners, UNESCO, had been pressing Tanzanian authorities for years to implement what it called "stringent policies to control population growth" in Ngorongoro, although UNESCO also says it has never supported the displacement of people. A German conservation group called the Frankfurt Zoological Society, a major partner in managing Serengeti National Park, has expressed concern that traditional Maasai practices are becoming less tenable because of population growth. "There is a risk of overuse and overgrazing that should be addressed," Dennis Rentsch, the deputy director of the society's Africa department, told me. "I don't want to vilify the Maasai. They are not enemies of conservation. But the challenge is when you reach a tipping point."

In response to these pressures, the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism produced a report that blamed rising Maasai and livestock populations for "extensive habitat destruction" in conservation zones. It recommended resettling all of Ngorongoro's Maasai. It also recommended designating the 580-square-mile Osero tract, farther away, as a more restrictive game reserve, describing the land as an important wildlife corridor and water-catchment area for the Serengeti ecosystem. The designation left the Dubai royal family with an exclusive hunting playground. But none of the Maasai who lived in the area would be allowed to graze their cattle or continue living there.

Maasai leaders countered with two reports of their own--more than 300 pages covering colonial history, constitutional law, land-use law, and international conventions, and providing copies of village titles, registration certificates, and old maps--to prove their legal right to the land as citizens. They blamed habitat destruction on sprawling lodges, roads bisecting rangeland, trucks off-roading across savannas, and "huge tourist traffic." Overgrazing was a result of being squeezed into ever smaller domains, which kept the Maasai from rotating grazing zones as they normally would. Citing their own surveys, they said the government had inflated livestock numbers, a claim supported by Pablo Manzano, a Spanish ecologist with the Basque Centre for Climate Change, who had conducted research in the region and found that the government was perpetuating a tragic misunderstanding.

Manzano and others pointed to a growing body of scholarly research demonstrating what the Maasai had long known: that their management of the land did not degrade the Serengeti ecosystem but had actually helped sustain and even create it--the grasslands the Maasai had cultivated for hundreds of years were the same grasslands that many wild animals needed to thrive. In that sense, the land had already been conserved before the Germans, the British, and various international groups decided that they needed to save it.


A Maasai moran with his family's livestock in one of the areas targeted by the Tanzanian government's latest plans (Nichole Sobecki for The Atlantic)



In their reports, Maasai leaders concluded that the government was engaged in "a calculated process to wipe out animals" and to "devastate their livelihood and culture." They took a bus to the capital and delivered the two reports in person to government officials.

But there would be no debate, no discussion of complexities. Hassan moved forward with her agenda. She was finalizing the $7.5 billion package with the United Arab Emirates, the fourth-largest (after China, the EU, and the U.S.) investor in Africa. One deal turned over management of roughly two-thirds of Dar es Salaam's port to DP World, a company owned by the U.A.E. government. Another deal turned over management of some 20 million acres of forest--roughly 8 percent of the nation's entire territory--to a company called Blue Carbon, which is run by a member of the royal family, Sheikh Ahmed Dalmook Al Maktoum, and uses conserved land to generate carbon credits that it sells to other companies. The package also included money for tourism.

Hassan invited travel agents to the country for a "tourism reboot." She spoke of wanting more five-star hotels. She filmed a promotional documentary called The Royal Tour, which at one point involved helicoptering with a travel reporter over some Maasai villages near the Serengeti.

"All those round things down there are the Maasai bomas," Hassan says in the film, as several villagers look up into the sky. The reporter then comments in a way that Maasai leaders found ominous: "Over the years, the Tanzanian government has tried to persuade the Maasai to become traditional farmers or ranchers, but they've persisted in clinging to their ancient ways. And yet, they may not have a choice now."

Some 400 miles to the south, in the hotter, flatter farming area of Msomera, bulldozers broke ground on a new development. The military was building 5,000 cinder-block houses intended for Maasai families. Officials had been dispatched to villages in the Ngorongoro Conservation Area to present the government's offer: a free house on 2.5 acres. Electricity. Piped water. New schools. A cash bonus of roughly $4,000 for early takers. At one such presentation, a crowd pelted the officials with rocks.

I requested an interview with Hassan to better understand her decisions. In response, a government spokesperson arranged interviews with several other officials, one of whom was Albert Msando, a district commissioner, who told me, "Whatever I am answering is whatever the president would have answered." We met in the town of Handeni, near Msomera. Msando's office was inside a former British-colonial building, where a portrait of Julius Nyerere, Tanzania's founding father, hung on one wall and a portrait of Hassan hung on another.

"For the public interest," Msando said of the Maasai, "we have to relocate them." A lawyer by training and demeanor, Msando emphasized that any relocation is voluntary, at least for now. He also made it clear that if persuasion fails, the government maintains the legal right to remove the Maasai from conservation areas, by force if necessary. "That's why there are guys here with their shoulders decorated," Msando said, pointing around the room to police and military officers.

He told me that anyone in Tanzania would be lucky to get what the Maasai were getting. "We are giving them nice houses, I believe, according to modern standards." He said that the Maasai currently live in "filthy conditions" and should be helped to "live a better life."

He and other officials I spoke with said that they disliked even using the term Maasai. They invoked the spirit of Nyerere, saying that Tanzania was supposed to have a national identity, not tribal ones. Msando said he could understand the Maasai's concern about losing their culture, even if he had little sympathy for it. "Culture is a fluid thing," he said. "I am Chaga--the Chaga were on the verge of having their own nation. Today look at me. People do not even know I'm Chaga. My kids don't even speak Chaga." He was unapologetic: "The Maasai are not exempted from acculturation or cultural acclimatization, or cultural extinction."

The government's plans moved forward. In June 2022, a convoy of trucks carrying hundreds of security personnel rolled into the 14 villages bordering Osero, a show of force that the Maasai had never seen before. Soldiers, police, and park rangers set up camps on the outskirts of each village, announcing their intention to demarcate the boundary of the new game reserve. What happened next unfolded sporadically over several days. It has been documented in reports by human-rights groups and was described to me by dozens of witnesses and victims.

First, village leaders summoned to what was billed as a routine ruling-party meeting were arrested after they refused to go along with the demarcation--27 of them in all. The security forces then began planting a long line of three-foot-high rectangular cement markers called beacons along the perimeter of Osero. Villagers came behind them, kicking the markers down before the concrete foundations had set; women hacked at them with machetes. "I felt like I was fighting for myself," one woman told me later. "I knew if this land goes away, there is nowhere for my children to be, and that forced me to lose my fear." But the security forces kept beating the villagers back. Elders called more than 1,000 moran to take up positions with bows and arrows in forested areas along a main road where government trucks were patrolling.

"How many are ready to die?" a leader said to the group, and at some point, one of them shot an arrow at a police officer, killing him.

After that, the security forces opened fire. They shot at the legs of elderly women waving grass as a sign of peace. They shot an elderly man, who fell and then was heaped onto a truck "like a sack of maize," his son told me. He has not been found. The security forces shot at men and women trying to destroy the beacons, wounding them in their arms and legs and backs. They shot tear gas into bomas and burst into one where a traditional ceremony was being held, firing into the crowd. The moran waited for orders to retaliate, but the elders, seeing what the government was willing to do, called them off. "It's only because we didn't have guns," a Maasai elder told me. "If someone helped us with guns, they cannot even fight with us, because they are very cowardly." Another elder said, "You cannot fight a gun with arrows."

Dozens of people with bullet and machete wounds, blocked by police from local clinics, limped their way across the border into Kenya for treatment. Several thousand more fled there for safety. Others hid in the forest. Then the burning and bulldozing began. For several days, security forces plowed through circles of stick fences. They crushed houses and corrals and lit the debris on fire, burning more than 300 bomas, including Songoyo's, and finishing the work before the start of high safari season. In a statement issued a few days after the violence, the Tanzanian government said the new game reserve had "no settlements as it is alleged and therefore there is no eviction" taking place. It described what had happened as "normal practice for all wildlife and forest protected areas in Tanzania"--a necessary step to keep the Serengeti ecosystem from being "disrupted and eventually erased from the face of the Earth."

Songoyo's boma had been by a hot spring. His father's and grandfather's graves were nearby. In the aftermath of the violence, he moved his family and cattle from Osero to a smaller boma nearer to his village, where he and others returned from hiding to find homes ransacked and skeletons of cows that had been eaten by wild animals.

Security forces roamed up and down the roads. Officials called people into immigration offices and accused them of being Kenyans, requiring them to show up in court for weeks on end, until judges threw out their cases for lack of evidence. Rangers patrolled Osero more heavily than ever, shooting at and beating herders who went anywhere near the new reserve, punishments that now came with a kind of psychological torture--forcing people to consent to the legitimacy of their own dispossession. One young man told me that rangers dragged him to their truck and beat him on his back with a stick for hours, calling him "rubbish" and yelling, "You don't agree this land was taken? We will punish you until you agree!" They would feed him cornmeal, he said, and beat him some more. But he never did agree. Now he can barely walk.

The Maasai had other problems. One was grass: There was not enough. Everywhere I went, I saw bony cows picking at short clumps of weeds in dry patches of dirt. Out of desperation, some people were taking their cows to graze in Kenya, while others were sneaking into Osero at night. To avoid alerting rangers, cows went in without bells, making them harder to keep track of in the dark. Herders used cheap flashlights for safety, shining them fleetingly in the bush to detect the eyes of lions and other predators. They struggled to keep themselves awake, wearing small radios around their necks, playing tinny music at a low volume only they could hear.

Another problem was worse: Rangers were seizing cattle. Not just a few here and there, but huge herds of them, by the hundreds and then by the thousands. One day, Songoyo got a call from his brother, who had been grazing Songoyo's 75 cows near Osero with other herders.

He said rangers had chased them down and seized more than 700 cattle, including all of Songoyo's. He said the rangers had then crossed with the cattle into Serengeti National Park, and were holding them in a pen. Songoyo imagined them staying like that, not eating, not drinking. He imagined his favorite, Kiripa, a brown heifer he could always count on to lead the other cattle to distant grasses and home again, slowly dying, and rushed with the other owners to the park gate.

"I tried to reason with the rangers, but I totally failed--it was like they were ready to shoot us," he recalled, and so the group contacted a Maasai lawyer, Melau Alais, whose practice had been overwhelmed by such emergency calls in the past year.

After several days, Songoyo learned that the rangers were alleging that the cattle had been illegally grazing inside Serengeti National Park, and that they would all be auctioned off unless the owners prevailed in court. The court was in a town called Mugumu, clear on the other side of the park, a two-hour drive away. The hearing was in a few days. So Songoyo and the other owners scrambled together the park fees and set off in the lawyer's car past lush green grass and fat, grazing zebras and Land Cruisers full of tourists enjoying the scenery. When they reached the courthouse, the owner whom they had elected to represent all of the owners in the case, a man named Soloi Toroge, was formally charged with illegal grazing and jailed until the hearing.

The next day, Songoyo and the others sat in the gallery as Toroge took the stand. Both Songoyo and Alais recalled for me the day in the courtroom.

"So what happened?" Alais asked Toroge, and as the defendant began telling the story of how the rangers had beaten the herders and taken the cattle, Songoyo said he felt his anger rising.

Alais asked Toroge how he knew the cows were his, and as he described their particular colors and markings, Songoyo thought about his own cows, and became more desperate.

At another point, Alais asked Toroge how many children he had, and as Songoyo thought about his own, he began to feel physically ill.

"So what other business do you do?" Alais continued.

Toroge said he depended only on livestock.

"This livestock, or others?" Alais asked him.

This livestock, he answered. There was no other.

"So if the court decides to auction the cattle, what will happen?" Alais asked.

"All of us will die of hunger," Toroge answered.

As he continued, Songoyo remembered thinking that this was it. That he really was about to lose everything he'd worked his whole life to achieve--not because of drought or his own foolishness, but because of his government, and the Arabs, and something called conservation. He said he began making noises, and felt himself becoming so disoriented, so altered, that he thought he could kill someone, or that someone might kill him, and soon people were surrounding him, court officers threatening to arrest him. Songoyo was saying, "Then let us die. There is no special death."

He did not return for the other days of testimony. He was back in his village when Alais called to tell him that the judge had ruled that the cows would be auctioned off unless the owners paid a fine, and that his share--calculated per head of cattle, per day, for more than 30 days and counting--would be roughly $5,000.

He briefly considered what others had done, which was borrow money from a Somali loan shark who was doing a brisk business, but decided that was no solution.

"Let them sell them all," he told Alais.

He did not leave his boma for days.

Normally, relatives and neighbors would give someone in his position one of their cows to help him rebuild, but nothing was normal any longer. More than 50,000 head of cattle had been taken by rangers, according to a local tally. Between the seized cattle and the fines, a huge transfer of wealth was under way from the Maasai community to the government.

People came by Songoyo's boma to say they were sorry. They tried to encourage him. He considered what to do. He could be a security guard. He imagined standing still for hours in front of some building in Arusha. Then he began thinking that death would be preferable. Traditional Maasai cosmology includes no afterlife, no reward or punishment in the hereafter, so that would be that. Hanging or poison were the usual methods; hanging was more certain. Then he thought about his children. "And I said no," he recalled. He told himself what others had told him since his father had died. He was a hard worker. He knew how to struggle. He thought, "Maybe something good is ahead of me." He thought that if he just kept going, "God will bless me for that."


A boma at dawn, its days likely numbered, in a region bordering the Ngorongoro Conservation Area (Nichole Sobecki for The Atlantic)



He tore down a large corral where he had kept his cattle and built a smaller one for the seven goats he still had, and for the one cow he hoped to buy. He remembered a distant relative, a businessman in Kenya; they got in touch, and the plan was set: Pick up the livestock at a market near his village. Herd them across the border to a market in Kenya, and if he didn't sell them there, go on to Aitong, a roughly 130-mile circuit every week. He had been doing this for months.

When he got home from Aitong, he would give half the money he'd earned to his wives for food. He would rest, and then start out again. He noticed himself becoming skinnier.

Songoyo headed north with his next herd of sheep, through a clearing with a seasonal stream and smooth rocks. He skirted Serengeti National Park, where he was not allowed to be, then crossed over a low mountain range that marked the Tanzania-Kenya border, his sandals splitting at the soles. At the gates of the park, some of the half a million people who visit every year were lining up in Land Cruisers, the bumpers displaying flag decals representing the United Kingdom, Germany, Italy, the United States. And as the sun rose one morning, in they went, tourists with bucket lists, anniversaries, dreams, and romanticized images in mind.

They roamed the dirt roads through grassy plains that really did seem to stretch on forever--a rolling sea of greens and yellows and flat-topped trees. They slowed for herds of gazelles and elephants. They sped to a leopard sighting in trucks bearing the wishful names of various outfitters--Sense of Africa, Lion King Adventures, Peacemakers Expeditions--and soon they began gathering along one side of the Mara River.

On the other side, great black herds of wildebeests were massing, waiting for the right moment to dive off a small cliff and swim across. What the animals saw waiting for them was a long line of trucks, a metal fortification.

"I want a picture!" said a woman hoisting her camera.

"My God, I want them to come down!" said her companion.

An hour passed. Another hour. The wildebeests were not migrating. A Maasai driver grumbled that obviously there were too many trucks. A man pressed binoculars to his face.

"See, it looks fine to us, but to them, something's not right," he said.

He wondered if it was crocodiles. They waited. A woman took a nap. Then some wildebeests began moving downriver, opposite some gaps in the otherwise solid wall of trucks. And then one hurled itself over the cliff in heroic fashion, and soon they were all diving.

"They're flying!" someone said.

The animals were flailing, tumbling, and splashing down into the river, swimming for their lives, and now engines were cranking as trucks roared toward the crossing point, wedging into every open gap.

"We got 'em!" yelled a woman holding up a camera, and as far as anyone could see, the view was wildebeests, river, trees, and the grassy savanna beyond--no cows, no goats, no Maasai herders, no people at all, except the ones beholding the spectacle they'd been promised.

What they could not see was a tall man in blue track pants and a pink-and-purple plaid shawl herding sheep across a rocky path, trying not to think about how his knees hurt, his ankles hurt; trying to forget about all that had come before now.

Songoyo walked along a dirt road as trucks blasted him with fumes. He felt so hungry. At times he knelt on the ground and said, "God, can you see this?," then got up and kept going.

Songoyo reached the first market, where he did not sell the sheep but picked up some more animals for another client and kept going, heading for Aitong.

It was late afternoon when he began crossing the Maasai Mara--the Kenyan national park--with only a stick for protection because bows and arrows are not allowed in the park. He hustled the sheep through the bush, past thorns, under branches, over sharp rocks and soft grass. He saw zebras. He saw giraffes. At one point, he saw a lion, which began following him, then another, coming closer and closer, and as he began to think that this would be how his life ended, a tourist truck came speeding along the road and scared the lion away, and he took off running with the sheep until he came upon elephants--"So, so many elephants," he said--and managed to dodge those, too.

He kept walking, trying to stay alert. The night was moonless and very dark. After some hours, he reached the edge of the park and saw a boma--a cultural boma, as it turned out, the kind set up for tourists, where Maasai act out versions of the life now being extinguished--and asked if he could sleep there, but the people at the park said that was against the rules, even though welcoming him would have been the true Maasai way. So he waited outside a while and then entered anyway, lying down in a corner. It was cold, and he felt himself becoming sick.

He reached Aitong the next morning but still didn't sell the sheep, and this meant he would have to press on another 50 miles to a town called Kilgoris. By now he was so exhausted that he decided to sleep, and this was when, as he put it, "evil came during the night," in the form of a hyena that killed five of his sheep, two of which belonged to the new client. When Songoyo called to tell him, the man told Songoyo that he would have to repay him for the animals. Songoyo told him he didn't have any money. The man said in that case, he would have to work without pay. Songoyo set off for Kilgoris, now in debt.


Maasai gather at a livestock market, one stop on Songoyo's 130-mile circuit from Tanzania to Kenya and back. (Nichole Sobecki for The Atlantic)



He walked along a dirt road as trucks blasted him with fumes. He walked across one farm after another. He felt so hungry. At times he knelt on the ground and said, "God, can you see this?," then got up and kept going. Another farm. A man who gave him water. A man who yelled at him to get off his land. A tree where he took a nap. His dreams lately were of cows grazing in lush grass, and of dying. More hours crossing an area that belonged to a rival pastoralist tribe, sneaking along the edges and behind stands of trees, feeling like a thief, he said, feeling like he had no place to be in this world. He kept going like that, across more land that was not his.

The land Songoyo considered his was now part of the new Pololeti Game Reserve. That was what Osero had become. The government had constructed a gate bearing the name along the main road into the area, not far from where Songoyo's boma had been, and when the Dubai royal family was not around, tourists could pay a fee and go inside.

"As far as you can see, all this is now Pololeti," said a Maasai driver who had grown up on the land and been away from it for a year, ever since the violence. "I feel like crying." The only reason he was able to go inside now was that I had hired him as a guide.

What he saw was miles and miles of a particular grass that was good for cattle, at the moment so tall and golden. "If your cows are weak and they eat this, in two days they will stand," he said, driving ahead.

He saw the yellowing tops of grasses that zebras favored, and thick, wetter grasses that wildebeests favored. He saw some impalas in the distance and said, "I wish to see my goats there," because they would usually graze together.

He saw wiry red oat grasses, and thick swirls of cattail grasses, and here was the kind of acacia with bark that helped with nausea and there was the tree with large, rough leaves useful for sanding down a staff. He saw lavender morning glories used for tissues, and a sacred stream whose water was used for ceremonies. He smelled the familiar scent of bush mint in the cool afternoon, and heard such a strange quiet without the bells of cows.

"In this area, in the evening, you'd see so many cows," the driver said, and soon he reached a clearing where it was possible to see grass pressed into faint circles.

"Over here used to be houses," he said.

"Over here, there used to be more than 20 bomas," he said, continuing on.

"Here used to be a boma, because you can tell the difference between this grass and the other grass," he said. "We always have soft-soft."

He navigated by trees he remembered and small hills he knew by heart.

"Here was a very large boma--you can see the fence," he said, pointing to some scattered branches with thorns. He continued on.

"Over here was the Pyando family," he said, passing a certain spot in the grass.

"The Kairungs were here," he said, but it was hard to tell.

"Here were the Saing'eus," he said, pointing to black weeds that grew where cow dung had been.

Here lived the Purengeis and the Ngiyos. The Kutishos, the Oltinayos, the Kikanais, the Mungas. A whole world that would soon be gone with no trace.

The driver turned and headed back toward the gate, noting a road that led up to a compound on the mountain, where the emir could look down and enjoy one of the most magnificent landscapes on Earth, with no cows or bomas or red shawls obstructing the view.

"Just imagine," the driver said, and soon he was passing a line of white beacons.

"Oh, our land," he said, exiting through the gate, wondering what would become of all the life that had been here.

One answer was taking shape 5,000 miles to the north, in the United Arab Emirates, at a place called Sharjah Safari park. It had been open a year, a project sponsored by an Emirati royal who wished to re-create the experience of a real African safari. It was an hour's drive from the Dubai airport, out along a smooth, straight highway lined with green palms and bright-yellow marigolds, past mirrored skyscrapers, many mosques, discount strip malls, a crematorium, camels, and miles of desert.

At the entrance was a concrete elephant. The $75 gold package entitled visitors to tour 12 distinct African landscapes with animals procured from Africa itself, and on a 70-degree December day, tourists climbed into a modified Land Cruiser that whisked them through a series of metal gates.

"Savanna," the tour guide said as the first gate slid open to reveal some fake termite mounds, some half-dead acacia trees, and a living waterbuck. "Ngorongoro," she said as another gate slid open, revealing a few gazelles and four white rhinos. "Serengeti," she said, and on it went.

Soon the tour arrived at the last exhibit: "Boma." At the end of a curved path lined with grass was a collection of round structures made of cement, not mud and dung, with wooden doors and thatched roofs. There was a corral with goats and donkeys. And here and there were signs with cartoons explaining life in this place. One of them included a drawing of a man. He was wearing a blue-plaid shawl. His features were simply drawn, and he stared blank-faced from the confines of a rectangular wood frame.

When he saw the low mountain range, Songoyo felt a burst of energy, knowing he was near home, such as it was, the place where he was trying to start over. He crossed the clearing with the smooth rocks, and soon he arrived at a grassy slope, and there were the remnants of the larger corral he'd torn down, and there was the smaller one he'd built for the goats and the cow he still could not buy, a circle of sticks with jackets and plaid shawls drying on top. There was a mud-walled house, and a child running out of it.

His wife made him some tea. He gave her money for the market. He'd made roughly $20 on this trip, but of course he was now in debt for the sheep the hyena had killed. They discussed which neighbors were still around. So many had left. Then Songoyo went outside to check on his seven goats.

He looked inside the corral. Four, he counted. Another two were running around outside, so that made six. He kept looking. He walked to where the old corral used to be, then back to the new corral. No goat. He began walking faster, looking around the house. Still no goat. He walked farther out into the grass, seeing nothing, becoming more alarmed.

"Where's the other one?" he said. "There is one missing!"

His wife came outside and began looking too. He ran out beyond a thorn fence and into the taller grass, now frantic, scanning the landscape for all that he had left of a vanishing life he loved and still wanted.

He kept looking, and finally he spotted the goat. It was sitting in the grass. As he came nearer, he saw that it was injured. A back leg was bloody, and seemed to have gotten stuck in some thorns. Songoyo knelt down to examine the wound more closely. He was a Maasai man without a cow, in debt, getting skinnier, and now he was shaking his head.

"Who did this?" he shouted, expecting no answer.



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "The Great Serengeti Land Grab." Stephanie McCrummen can be reached at smccrummen@theatlantic.com.
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Time Is Running Out for Ukraine

I just want the U.S. to deliver its promised aid--so that I still have a country to go back to.

by Mariia Hlyten




In early March 2022, I spent two weeks hiding in a basement in my village near Kyiv as Russian soldiers prowled outside. In the months that followed, knowledge of Russia's war crimes in Ukraine spread rapidly across the world. I could not believe that the international community would tolerate such atrocities and fail to intervene. I never imagined that, two years later, I would be in Washington, D.C., having to implore members of the U.S. Congress not to betray Ukraine.

Even as my family started to run out of food during the initial occupation, it didn't occur to me that our fate would eventually come to depend on political posturing and partisan point scoring in America, the guarantor of the free world.

Today I am part of a small group that stands near the Capitol waving placards that urge support for Ukraine. We have been holding these protests, in all weather conditions, week after week since October 2023, when the Ukraine aid bill stalled in Congress over a combination of southern-border politics and some Republicans' hostility toward support for my country.

As long as my hands can still hold a sign on behalf of all those who cannot join me, I will be there. The Capitol Hill vigil takes up most of my day, and at night I work to complete my bachelor's degree at the Ukrainian university where I am still enrolled.

I am very grateful. If the United States hadn't taken me in a year ago on a student visa, I wouldn't be able to make my case for congressional assistance and still continue my studies. I deeply admire this country, but I don't want to remain here. Like many Ukrainians forced into exile by Russia's invasion, I want to go home. Helping more than a quarter of a million Ukrainians like me escape a war zone is no substitute for enabling us to win the war so that we can return and rebuild our country.

David Frum: The GOP's great betrayal

You don't have to be Ukrainian to understand the threat that Russia poses. For Americans, this fight should not simply be about choosing sides between Ukraine and Russia. It's about doing what's right rather than appeasing a rapacious and predatory evil. It's about promoting democracy and freedom rather than supporting oppression and imperialism. It's about living up to America's historic commitment to a free and democratic Europe.

Although the price tag to help Ukraine seems enormous, the amount of money is small in comparison with what America spends on its own defense--and provides an incalculable investment in U.S. national security. Much of the stockpiled equipment that ends up in Ukraine is outdated as far as the U.S. military is concerned and needs replacement anyway. In this respect, support for Ukraine acts as a giant modernization program for American forces. Ninety percent of these aid dollars actually stay in the U.S., providing manufacturing jobs to tens of thousands of Americans in the armaments industry.

In the Budapest Memorandum of 1994, the U.S. pledged to provide assistance, including military assistance, to help Ukraine defend itself and to guarantee its territorial integrity (though, of course, without sending U.S. troops). The promise America made nearly 30 years ago--renewed by President Joe Biden--was to stand by Ukraine. If American assistance is approved by Congress, Russia can be stopped and held accountable for its aggression and war crimes. I still believe the U.S. will hold to its commitment.

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

But that belief is getting harder to maintain. To witness the behavior of some Republican members of Congress and their party leader, Donald Trump, together with prominent pro-Russian commentators such as Tucker Carlson, is profoundly demoralizing. They seem content to let America abandon its democratic values and break its word. They seem eager to tell Ukraine to give up and let Russia keep the land it has stolen. They do not contest the idea that large nations can seize territory from smaller ones with impunity, commit atrocities, abduct children.

I struggle to explain to my parents back home why Ukraine has not yet received more vital aid from the U.S. My younger sister thinks the world has forgotten Ukraine. I keep telling her, "It's not quite like that; we just have to wait a little longer." But my own doubts are creeping in. Although I can, and will, keep standing outside the Capitol holding my placard, my relatives in Ukraine, along with millions of our compatriots, are running out of time.

America still has the chance to be the mighty ally I imagined it was when I was hiding in that basement from Russian executioners. The U.S. remains the most powerful nation in the world. It has the resources to help us defeat Russia, and it committed itself to doing so. The question is whether it has the will to carry that through.
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The United States and Israel Are Coming Apart

The disagreements aren't just over tactics. They've become fundamental.

by Hussein Ibish




A rift has opened between Israel and the United States. No breach between the two countries has been as wide or as deep since the mid-1950s, when the Eisenhower administration compelled Israel to withdraw from the Sinai Peninsula. President Joe Biden expressed grave displeasure with Israel this week over the strike that killed seven aid workers from World Central Kitchen, and a phone call between him and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu yesterday was reportedly tense. But those are just the surface-level fissures that emanate from a much more profound split.

Washington and Jerusalem don't just differ over tactics, nor even just over plans for the medium term. For the first time in modern memory, the two countries are also at odds over long-term visions and goals, as Israel's territorial ambitions are coming into ever-greater and more direct conflict with U.S. strategic interests in the Middle East.

Last week, the Biden administration abstained from a UN Security Council resolution demanding an immediate cease-fire in the Gaza war. An abstention by a Security Council permanent member amounts to a "yes" vote, because a "no" vote constitutes a veto. To demonstrate his displeasure, Netanyahu canceled a White House visit by some of his most senior advisers.

The de facto "yes" vote on the cease-fire resolution was a long time coming. For months, the Biden administration has been slowly building pressure on Israel, starting with calls for brief pauses in the fighting to allow humanitarian-aid transfers. The administration then pressed for longer-term truce proposals, including the 10-day halt in fighting during which women and children captives were exchanged. More recently, first Vice President Kamala Harris and then Biden himself have called explicitly for a cease-fire. The abstention last week leaves Israel standing alone before the international community's now unanimous demand for the fighting to stop, at least temporarily.

Read: U.S. support for Israel's war has become indefensible

Israeli denial of humanitarian aid to Gazans is another source of tension that has come to a head. The Kerem Shalom crossing into Gaza is the only one equipped to handle major shipments of goods into the territory, and Israel has failed to open it in a meaningful way for aid transfers. Israel has turned the basic human needs of civilians in Gaza into an instrument of pressure in hostage negotiations with Hamas. In his State of the Union address on March 7, Biden bluntly warned Israel that "humanitarian assistance cannot be a secondary consideration or a bargaining chip."

The United States and its partners have tried to circumvent Israeli obstruction by loading boxes of goods onto trucks at the Egyptian crossing near Rafah, then by air-dropping aid into Gaza. Now the U.S. military is building a temporary pier off the coast to get supplies into Gaza more efficiently. By doing so, the United States and its partners are effectively going around Israel and undercutting an important part of its negotiating strategy.

On March 14, Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer urged Israel to hold new elections as soon as possible because Netanyahu has "lost his way," has become an obstacle to peace, and threatens to turn Israel into "a pariah" among nations. These striking remarks from a Biden ally suggest a desire to frame the rift as political, a dispute between leaders and personalities with different perspectives. But the split between the United States and Israel runs much deeper than that and will be much harder to resolve.



The most immediate dispute between Washington and Jerusalem concerns the next tactical phase of the Gaza war. The Israeli offensive began in the north of Gaza and has pushed all the way to the outskirts of the southernmost city of Rafah, on the Egyptian border. Israelis are virtually unanimous in insisting that they cannot consider military operations complete until the remaining Hamas battalions, as well as commanders and even hostages, are rooted out of that city. In the abstract, the Biden administration agrees that Hamas remnants and assets in Rafah are a valid target.


Humanitarian aid falls in Gaza. (Hannah McKay / Reuters)









But Israel's drive from the north has also pushed Gaza's civilians south. Approximately 1.4 million Palestinians now huddle in tent encampments surrounding Rafah. With the Egyptian border closed to them, they have literally nowhere to go. The Biden administration has told Israel that before assaulting Rafah, it must find these civilians a haven with at least minimal shelter, food, and potable water, if not basic medical care. Israel claims to be working on a plan, but the Biden administration appears distinctly unimpressed with its progress.

How and when Israel proceeds into Rafah is a short-term, tactical dispute. In the medium term, Israel and the Biden administration have a strategic difference over the prospect of an Israeli offensive against Hezbollah in Lebanon.

Hezbollah is probably one of the most potent nonstate fighting forces in human history and the most serious immediate military threat to Israel. Its estimated 150,000 rockets and missiles, many with precision guidance, are capable of striking any target in Israel and could probably overwhelm the Iron Dome anti-missile system.

Hawkish members of the Israeli war cabinet, most notably Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, have been pressing for a preemptive strike against Hezbollah since the first days after the October 7 Hamas-led attack. Daily skirmishes have caused fatalities on both sides, particularly among the Lebanese, but Hezbollah has made clear in word and deed that it does not want a broader war with Israel at the moment. Nonetheless, Israel appears to be preparing for a major ground offensive into Lebanon in the spring or early summer (at least, it is trying to convey that impression).

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

Such an invasion could be the prelude to precisely what the Biden administration has been striving to avoid since October 7: a regional conflagration that could draw in the United States and Iran. Tehran doesn't want this either. But other actors would be happy to see the war go regional. These include some of the militias in Iran's "axis of resistance" network, such as Hamas and some Iraqi groups, but not Hezbollah, and a strong faction within Israel's war cabinet.

An expanded war would certainly be bad for the United States, Hezbollah, and Iran, but it might be good for Israel, the country's hawks surmise. By their logic, if a decisive victory is not achievable in Gaza, a war in Lebanon could yet restore Israeli deterrence, damage Iran's deeper strategic interests, and possibly initiate a spiraling conflict that could lead the U.S. to strike Iran and its nuclear facilities. The Biden administration thus faces the vexing problem of having its most important policy goal regarding the Gaza crisis challenged and perhaps derailed by its primary regional partner.



The near- and medium-term disagreements between Washington and Jerusalem are significant, but the true scope of the rift comes into view only from the highest altitude. The United States and Israel have divergent visions for the future of the region, Israel's identity and borders, and U.S. strategic interests.

Virtually every major U.S. goal in the Middle East requires a strong, integrated, U.S.-led alliance that combines Israeli military capability with Saudi financial, cultural, and religious authority. Such was the thinking behind the Israeli-Saudi normalization agreement that was on the cusp of success just before October 7. The war in Gaza prompted Saudi Arabia to freeze those negotiations. But by early January, senior Saudi officials signaled interest in reviving the deal, provided that Israel accept the Palestinian right to a state and help create the framework for establishing one.

The United States, and really the entire international community, has also concluded that any resolution to this nearly 100-year-old conflict must involve a Palestinian state alongside Israel. But Israel is charging headlong the other way. Not only Netanyahu but his whole cabinet, and a large Knesset majority, reject the idea of a two-state solution.

Israel has never formally recognized the Palestinian right to a state or entered into any process that defined the establishment of one as its end goal. Rather, since the mid-1990s, Israel first slowly and then rapidly moved in the opposite direction--toward annexing large parts of the occupied West Bank, which would render Palestinian statehood practically unattainable. This anti-peace agenda is now the official position of the Israeli government, not just Likud and other right-wing parties. The Trump administration endorsed it in 2020 with the "Peace to Prosperity" proposal, which envisaged Israel annexing 30 percent more of the West Bank, including all of the Jordan Valley, such that any potential Palestinian entity would be entirely surrounded by a greater Israel. Senior ministers in the current Israeli cabinet have gone so far as to speak not only of annexing Gaza but of removing Palestinians from the territory.

The U.S. and Israel have a tactical disagreement about Rafah and a medium-term strategic one about Lebanon. Over a Palestinian state, however, the breach is visionary. The desire for Israeli expansion to include much of the occupied West Bank has not become a full consensus view in Israel, but enough Israelis support it--as much as half of the public, according to a poll from 2020--that no government is likely to move decisively against it. A slower walk toward this disaster is probably the best that Israeli politics can produce.

Read: Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

Israel has come to a fork in the road. It can consolidate its affiliation with Washington--and strengthen it through partnerships with Saudi Arabia and other Arab countries--or it can commit to illegally gobbling up occupied territory, expelling many Palestinians in the process and denying citizenship to those who remain. If it chooses the latter course, the opportunity for a broader Middle Eastern alliance will slip away. So might the American people: Right-wing evangelicals and Orthodox Jews may be sympathetic to the expansionist project, but many other Americans, including Jewish Americans, see it as illegitimate and profoundly unjust. Their misgivings will flow into the already existing consensus that Israeli intransigence on the Palestinian issue is disastrous for American interests in the region.

So the split between the United States and Israel that is obvious over Rafah in the moment, imminent over Lebanon for the spring and summer, and seemingly irreconcilable over annexation versus Palestinian independence in the long term becomes all the more cavernous as the aperture widens. The United States and Israel both oppose Iranian hegemony in the Middle East--but unless Israel changes its position on Palestinian statehood, that may be the only place where U.S. and Israeli interests coincide.
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        Photos of the Week: Solar Oasis, Leaf Spirit, Burning Judas
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            The World Coal Carrying Championships in England, damage from an earthquake in Taiwan, a destroyed hospital in the Gaza Strip, a beekeeper at work in Ukraine, cherry-tree blossoms in Germany, an appearance by the Easter Bunny at the White House, rally racing in Kenya, flooding in west-central France, and much more

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: About a dozen dancers perform together in a studio during an audition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancers perform during Radio City Rockette auditions at Radio City Music Hall, in New York City, on April 3, 2024.
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                [image: A race-car driver runs on a stage, celebrating, while spraying champagne from a huge bottle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Maximilian Gunther of Maserati MSG Racing celebrates his win on the podium during the Formula E Tokyo E-Prix on March 30, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan.
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                People reach their arms through the bars of a fence around a church in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, on Good Friday, March 29, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Clarens Siffroy / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Rows of tree trunks rise out of floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rows of partially submerged poplar trees are seen as the Vienne River floods in Chinon, France, on April 1, 2024. More than 100 people were evacuated from their homes in Indre-et-Loire and Vienne, and a kayaker was reported missing in Haute-Vienne, following heavy river flooding in west-central France.
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                [image: Two women wearing niqabs pose in front of rows of tulips.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors pose in front of a tulip field at the Indira Gandhi Memorial Tulip Garden in Srinagar on April 3, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands atop a ladder, holding out a tool on a long stick, touching many blossoms on tree branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer pollinates pear blossoms in an orchard in Zaozhuang, Shandong province, China, on April 1, 2024.
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                [image: A rally car gets some air during a race, passing beneath a pair of trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Elfyn Evans and Scott Martin compete during day two of the FIA World Rally Championship Kenya on March 29, 2024, in Naivasha, Kenya.
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                [image: Seven small drones hover above a farm field, spraying the crops below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Drones carry out a coordinated spraying operation in a wheat field in the city of Binzhou, in China's Shandong province, on April 1, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people in a park watch and fly many kites, which fill the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kite flyers and fans take part in the Blossom Kite Festival on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., on March 30, 2024.
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                [image: A man works outside, as many bees swarm around him.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Yuri Ponurenko tends to his beehives in the Ukrainian village of Bohorodychne as fighting between Russia and Ukraine continues in Donetsk Oblast, on March 30, 2024. Yuri has stayed through most of the fighting in the former frontline village, which changed hands 13 times. He now lives in his absent neighbors' home after his was destroyed.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Wolfgang Schwan / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a cicada nymph on a person's fingertips]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A periodical cicada nymph is held in Macon, Georgia, on March 27, 2024. This periodical cicada nymph was found by a person digging holes for rosebushes. Trillions of cicadas are about to emerge in numbers not seen in decades and possibly centuries.
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                [image: A child wearing a playful raincoat decorated with eyes on the hood leans over to nab an Easter egg on grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A child participates in the White House Easter Egg Roll on the South Lawn on April 1, 2024, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: A person wearing an Easter Bunny costume stands at a lectern labeled "The White House, Washington."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Easter Bunny makes a guest appearance in the White House briefing room, in Washington, D.C., on April 1, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of the face of an eagle]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fletcher, a white-tailed sea eagle, seen on March 28, 2024, has been trained by French falconer Jacques-Olivier Travers at Les Aigles du Leman park, a raptor aviary and reintroduction center in Sciez, Haute-Savoie, France.
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                [image: A stork flies to its nest on cliffs high above crashing ocean waves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A stork flies to its nest on cliffs high above the Atlantic Ocean in Cabo Sardao, Portugal, on March 29, 2024.
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                [image: Traffic moves past several multistory buildings, one of which leans at a dangerous angle, near collapse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Local residents ride past a damaged building following a violent earthquake in Hualien City, Taiwan, on April 4, 2024. At least nine people were killed and more than 1,000 injured by the earthquake, which damaged dozens of buildings and prompted tsunami warnings as far as Japan and the Philippines.
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                [image: A scorched and rubble-strewn hallway in a war-damaged hospital]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A picture shows the destruction in the dialysis unit of Gaza's devastated Al-Shifa hospital on April 3, 2024, two days after the Israeli military withdrew from the hospital complex amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and the Palestinian Hamas militant group.
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                [image: A human-size effigy of Judas burns, hanging above a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An effigy representing "the abuser" is burned during the traditional "burning of Judas," the biblical figure who supposedly betrayed Jesus, during Easter celebrations in El Cementerio, Caracas, Venezuela, on March 31, 2024.
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                [image: A boy dressed in a costume made of hay and colorful ribbons walks through a field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy dressed in a hay suit walks through a village as part of an Easter celebration called "Marching Judas" in the village of Stradoun, near Vysoke Myto, Czech Republic, on March 30, 2024.
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                [image: A model wears a head covering decorated with many long, white feathers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model presenting creations by Arjun Putra checks her makeup backstage during Indonesia Fashion Week at the Jakarta Convention Center in Jakarta, Indonesia, on March 31, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands in front of a sculpture--a large human face--in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman poses by "Leaf Spirit" by Simon Gudgeon at the Form 2024 show at Sculpture by the Lakes in Dorchester, England, on April 2, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd walks beneath a canopy of blossoming cherry trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry trees bloom along the Old Town, in Bonn's Cherry Blossom Alley, on March 31, 2024, in Bonn, Germany.
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                [image: Two people walk on a path through a hilly field of wildflowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk through rolling hills of wildflowers following a wet and rainy winter in Chula Vista, California, on April 2, 2024.
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                [image: A man holds green wheat stalks in his hands, standing near flattened wheat in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer looks at flattened wheat crops, following heavy rain and strong wind, at a field on the outskirts of Amritsar, India, on March 30, 2024.
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                [image: A low industrial building, clad in mirrored tiles, in a desert setting]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of Oasis, the control center for the Kalyon Solar Power Plant, which monitors the solar-electricity-generation data of more than 3.5 million panels, in the Karapinar district of Konya, Turkey, on April 2, 2024. The outer surface of the building is inspired by different solar-panel designs, and the cover materials prevent the building's interior from overheating.
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                [image: An aerial view of a grid of houses with roof-mounted solar panels]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows residential buildings with roof-mounted photovoltaic solar panels in Yinchuan, in China's Ningxia region, on March 31, 2024.
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                [image: Low clouds cover the hilly landscape below an elevated, looping highway interchange.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Low clouds cover the landscape below the Shijiazhai Interchange Bridge in Xiangxi Tujia and Miao Autonomous Prefecture, Hunan province, China, on March 29, 2024.
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                [image: The sun rises behind the Statue of Liberty and the skyline of New York City.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises behind the Statue of Liberty and the skyline of Brooklyn, in New York City, on March 30, 2024, as seen from Jersey City, New Jersey.
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                [image: An aerial view of a person in a small boat sailing through a channel in a broad marshland]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Raad al-Ghalibi, an inhabitant of the Chibayesh marshland in Iraq's southern Ahwar area, in Dhi Qar province, sails home to prepare iftar, the fast-breaking meal, on April 2, 2024, during the month of Ramadan. Ghalibi lived in the marshland with his family and raised buffalo, but because of the drought in recent years, he has sent his family to live in a more hospitable area in the country and remained in the marshland with his brother to look after his cattle.
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                [image: A herd of wild elephants bathe in a wetland, chest-deep in plant-covered water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A herd of wild Asian elephants bathe at Khamrenga wetland in Thakurkuchi village, on the outskirts of Guwahati, India, on April 1, 2024.
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                [image: Two basketball players dump a bucket of water over their coach after winning a game.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Milton Doyle and Will Magnay of the JackJumpers pour a bucket of water over Scott Roth, their head coach, after winning game five of the National Basketball League Championship Grand Final Series between Melbourne United and the Tasmania JackJumpers at John Cain Arena, on March 31, 2024, in Melbourne, Australia.
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                [image: Dozens of men wearing shorts and yellow T-shirts run in a race while carrying heavy bags of coal over their shoulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors race during the World Coal Carrying Championships in Gawthorpe, England, April 1, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of men hold books to their head while praying together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Muslim worshippers perform prayer rituals on Laylat al-Qadr (Night of Destiny), one of the holiest nights during Islam's holy month of Ramadan, at the shrine of Imam Musa al-Kadhim, in Baghdad's Kadhimiya neighborhood, on April 3, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of an evenly spaced stand of trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a stand of dawn redwoods in Haihong Wetland Park in Kunming, Yunnan Province, China, on March 30, 2024
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                [image: Several visitors walk through a field of purple and blue flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors walk in a field of nemophila flowers on Miharashi no Oka Hill, at Hitachi Seaside Park, in Hitachinaka, Ibaraki prefecture, Japan, on April 2, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Welcome to the Golden Age of User Hostility

They don't make 'em like they used to!

by Charlie Warzel




What happens when a smart TV becomes too smart for its own good? The answer, it seems, is more intrusive advertisements.



Last week, Janko Roettgers, a technology and entertainment reporter, uncovered a dystopian patent filed last August by Roku, the television- and streaming-device manufacturer whose platform is used by tens of millions of people worldwide. The filing details plans for an "HDMI customized ad insertion," which would allow TVs made by Roku to monitor video signals through the HDMI port--where users might connect a game console, a Blu-ray player, a cable box, or even another streaming device--and then inject targeted advertisements when content is paused. This would be a drastic extension of Roku's surveillance potential: The company currently has no ability to see what users might be doing when they switch away from its proprietary streaming platform. This is apparently a problem, in that Roku is missing monetization opportunities!



Although the patent may never come to fruition (a spokesperson for Roku told me that the company had no plans to put HDMI ad insertion into any products at this time), it speaks to a dispiriting recent trend in consumer hardware. Internet-connected products can transform after the point of purchase in ways that can feel intrusive or even hostile to users. Another example from Roku: Just last month, the company presented users with an update to its terms of service, asking them to enter a pre-arbitration process that would make it harder to sue the company. On one hand, this isn't so unusual--apps frequently force users to accept terms-of-service updates before proceeding. But on the other, it feels galling to be locked out of using your television altogether over a legal agreement: "Until I press 'Agree' my tv is essentially being held hostage and rendered useless," one Roku customer posted on Reddit. "I can't even change the HDMI input."



A Roku spokesperson confirmed that a user does have to agree to the latest terms in order to use the company's services but said that customers have the option to opt out, by sending a letter, in the actual mail, to the company's general counsel (though the window to do so closed on March 21). "Like many companies, Roku updates its terms of service from time to time," the spokesperson told me. "When we do, we take steps to make sure customers are informed of the change."



Back in the day, a TV was a TV, a commercial was a commercial, and a computer was a computer. They have now been mixed into an unholy brew by the internet and by opportunistic corporations, which have developed "automatic content recognition" systems. These collect granular data about individual watching habits and log them into databases, which are then used to serve ads or sold to interested parties, such as politicians. The slow surveillance colonization of everyday electronics was normalized by free internet services, which conditioned people to the mentality that our personal information is the actual cost of doing business: The TVs got cheaper, and now we pay with our data. Not only is this a bad deal; it fundamentally should not apply to hardware and software that people purchase with money. One Roku customer aptly summed up the frustration recently on X: "We gave up God's light (cathode rays and phosphorus) for this."



And this phenomenon has collided with another modern concern--what the writer and activist Cory Doctorow evocatively calls "enshittification." The term speaks to a pervasive cultural sense that things are getting worse, that the digital products we use are effectively being turned against us. For example: Apart from its ad-stuffed streaming devices, Roku also offers a remote-control app for smartphones. In a Reddit post last month, a user attached a screenshot of a subtle ad module that the company inserted into the app well after launch--gently enshittifying the simple act of navigating your television screen. "Just wait until we have to sit through a 1 minute video ad before we can use the remote," one commenter wrote. "Don't give them any ideas," another replied.



Cory Doctorow: This is what Netflix thinks your family is



Part of Doctorow's enshittification thesis involves a business-model bait and switch, where platforms attract people with nice, free features and then turn on the ad faucet. Roku fits into this framework. The company lost $44 million on its physical devices last year but made almost $1.6 billion with its ads and services products. It turns out that Roku is actually an advertising company much like, say, Google and Meta. And marketing depends on captive audiences: commercial breaks, billboards that you can't help but see on the highway, and so on.



Elsewhere, companies have infused their devices with "digital rights management" or DRM restrictions, which halt people's attempts to modify devices they own. I wrote last year about my HP inkjet printer, which the company remotely bricked after the credit card I used to purchase an ink-cartridge subscription expired. My printer had ink (that I'd paid for), but I couldn't use it. It felt like extortion. Restrictive rights usage happens everywhere--with songs, movies, and audiobooks that play only on specific platforms, and with big, expensive physical tech products, such as cars. The entire concept of ownership now feels muddied. If HP can disable my printer, if Roku can shut off my television, if Tesla can change the life of my car battery remotely, are the devices I own really mine?



Read: My printer is extorting me



The answer is: not really. Or not like they used to be. The loss of meaningful ownership over our devices, combined with the general degradation of products we use every day, creates a generally bad mood for consumers, one that has started to radiate beyond the digital realm. The mass production and Amazon-ification of cheap consumer goods is different from, say, Boeing's decline of quality in airline manufacturing allegedly in service of shareholder profits, which is different from televisions that blitz your eyeballs with jarring ads; yet these disparate things have started to feel linked--a problem that could be defined in general by mounting shamelessness from corporate entities. It is a feeling of decay, of disrespect.



In some areas, it means that quality goes down in service of higher margins; in others, it feels like being forced to expect and accept that whatever can be monetized will be, regardless of whether the consumer experience suffers. People feel this everywhere. They feel it in Hollywood, where, as the reporter Richard Rushfield recently put it, the entertainment industry is full of executives "who believe the deal is more important than the audience"--and that consumers ultimately "have no choice but to buy tickets for the latest Mission Impossible or Fast and Furious--because they always have and we own them so they'll see what we tell them to see." People feel it in unexpected places such as professional golf: Recently, I was surprised to read an issue of the Fried Egg Golf newsletter that compared NBC Sports' weak PGA Tour broadcasts to the ongoing debacle at Boeing. "Is there a general lack of morale amongst people right now?" the author wrote. "Does anyone take pride in their work? Or are we just letting quality suffer across all domains for the sake of cutting costs?"



These last two examples aren't Doctorowian per se: They are merely things that people feel have gotten worse because companies assume that consumers will accept inferior products, or that they have nowhere else to go. In this sense, Doctorow's enshittification may transcend its original, digital meaning. Like doomscrolling, it gives language to an epochal ethos. "The problem is that all of this is getting worse, not better," Doctorow told me last year when I interviewed him about my printer-extortion debacle. He was talking about companies locking consumers into frustrating ecosystems but also about consumer dismay at large. "The last thing we want is everything to be inkjet-ified," he said.



Doctorow's observation, I realize, is the actual reason I and so many others online are so worked up over a theoretical patent that might not come to fruition. Needing to do a hostage negotiation with your television is annoying--enraging, even--but it is only a small indignity. Much greater is the creeping sensation that it has become standard practice for the things we buy to fail us through subtle, technological betrayals. A little surveillance here, a little forced arbitration there. Add it up, and the real problem becomes existential. It sure feels like the inkjets are winning.
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America Is Sick of Swiping

Dating apps are falling back to Earth.

by Lora Kelley




Modern dating can be severed into two eras: before the swipe, and after. When Tinder and other dating apps took off in the early 2010s, they unleashed a way to more easily access potential love interests than ever before. By 2017, about five years after Tinder introduced the swipe, more than a quarter of different-sex couples were meeting on apps and dating websites, according to a study led by the Stanford sociologist Michael Rosenfeld. Suddenly, saying "We met on Hinge" was as normal as saying "We met in college" or "We met through a friend."



The share of couples meeting on apps has remained pretty consistent in the years since his 2017 study, Rosenfeld told me. But these days, the mood around dating apps has soured. As the apps seek to woo a new generation of daters, TikTok abounds with complaints about how hard it is to find a date on Tinder, Hinge, Bumble, Grindr, and all the rest. The novelty of swiping has worn off, and there hasn't been a major innovation beyond it. As they push more paid features, the platforms themselves are facing rocky finances and stalling growth. Dating apps once looked like the foundation of American romance. Now the cracks are starting to show.



In 2022, a Pew Research Center survey found that about half of people have a positive experience with online dating, down from October 2019. With little success on the apps, a small but enthusiastic slice of singles are reaching for speed dating and matchmakers. Even the big dating apps seem aware that they are facing a crisis of public enthusiasm. A spokesperson for Hinge told me that Gen Z is its fastest-growing user segment, though the CEO of Match Group, the parent company of Tinder and Hinge, has gone on the defensive. Last week, he published an op-ed headlined "Dating Apps Are the Best Place to Find Love, No Matter What You See on TikTok." A spokesperson for Bumble told me that the company is "  actively looking at how we can make dating fun again."



In part, what has changed is the world around the apps, Rosenfeld said. The massive disruptions of the pandemic meant that young people missed out on a key period to flirt and date, and "they're still suffering from that," he told me. Compared with previous generations, young people today also have "a greater comfort with singleness," Kathryn Coduto, a professor of media science at Boston University, told me. But if the apps feel different lately, it's because they are different. People got used to swiping their hearts out for free. Now the apps are further turning to subscriptions and other paid features.



Tinder, for example, launched a $499-a-month premium subscription in December. On Hinge, you can signal special interest in someone's profile by sending them a "rose," which then puts you at the top of their feed. Everyone gets one free rose a week, but you can pay for more. Hinge users have accused the app of gatekeeping attractive people in "rose jail," but a spokesperson for the app defended the feature: Hinge's top goal is to help people go on dates, she said, claiming that roses are twice as likely to lead to one.



It's the same process that has afflicted Google, Amazon, Uber, and so many other platforms in recent years: First, an app achieves scale by providing a service lots of people want to use, and then it does whatever is needed to make money off you. This has worked for some companies--after 15 years, Uber is finally profitable--but monetization is especially tricky for dating apps. No matter how much you fork over, apps can't guarantee that you will meet the love of your life--or even have a great first date. With dating apps, "you're basically paying for a chance," Coduto told me. Paying for a dating-app subscription can feel like entering a lottery: exciting but potentially a waste of money (with an added dose of worry that you look desperate). And there has always been a paradox at the core of the apps: They promise to help you meet people, but they make money if you keep swiping.



Over the past few years, the big dating companies have faltered as businesses. Tinder saw its paid users fall by nearly 10 percent in 2023, and the big apps have been beset by layoffs and leadership changes. Bumble and Match Group have seen their stock prices plummet as investors grow frustrated. Perhaps the biggest problem that the apps might face is not that people are abandoning them en masse--they aren't--but that even a small dip could prove detrimental. The current big apps' edge relies on lots of people using them. Apps such as Tinder and Grindr "have an enormous network advantage over newcomers," Rosenfeld said, for the same reasons Facebook does: It's not that they're amazing; it's that they're giant. If you want to meet other single people, the apps are where other single people are.



So far, the big apps' efforts to avoid this doom loop have involved the same basic feature that has been around since the beginning: swiping. "We're essentially at a tipping point for at least this version of the technology," Coduto said. Like so many other industries, dating apps swear they have the answer: AI. George Arison, the CEO of Grindr, told me that the app plans to use AI (with users' permission) to suggest chat topics and power an "AI wingman" feature, and to scan for spam and illegal activity. Hinge's CEO has suggested that AI will help the app coach users and enable people to find matches, and a product leader at Tinder said last month that the app has used AI to power safety features, adding that the technology can help users select their profile photos.



But AI also holds the potential to unleash chaos on the apps: Bot-written messages and bot-written profiles don't exactly sound like a recipe for finding love. For Gen Z, the future may hold a grab bag of sliding into DMs, reluctant swiping, and generally doing what humans have always done--seek companionship and love through any means they can muster. With all the time spent online now, people are finding love on Strava, Discord, and Snapchat, among many other sites. In a sense, any app can be a dating app.



Traditional dating apps might be most useful not to young people but to those middle-aged and older, with money to spare. They are more likely to be part of "thin" dating markets, or segments of the population where the number of eligible partners is relatively small, Reuben Thomas, a professor at the University of New Mexico, told me. Online dating is "really useful for people who don't have that rich dating environment in their offline lives," Thomas said.



In this way, the future of dating apps may look more like their past: a place for older daters to go after exhausting other options. In the 2000s, the heyday of OkCupid, eHarmony, and desktop dating, middle-aged people were the power users, Thomas said. Millennials had their fun on Tinder in the 2010s; many found lasting relationships. But as a top choice for young people looking for love, dating apps may have been a blip.
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You Don't Have to Type Anymore

Welcome to the golden age of voice dictation.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




As a little girl, I often found myself in my family's basement, doing battle with a dragon. I wasn't gaming or playing pretend: My dragon was a piece of enterprise voice-dictation software called Dragon Naturally Speaking, launched in 1997 (and purchased by my dad, an early adopter).



As a kid, I was enchanted by the idea of a computer that could type for you. The premise was simple: Wear a headset, pull up the software, and speak. Your words would fill a document on-screen without your hands having to bear the indignity of actually typing. But no matter how much I tried to enunciate, no matter how slowly I spoke, the program simply did not register my tiny, high-pitched voice. The page would stay mostly blank, occasionally transcribing the wrong words. Eventually, I'd get frustrated, give up, and go play with something else.



Much has changed in the intervening decades. Voice recognition--the computer-science term for the ability of a machine to accurately transcribe what is being said--is improving rapidly thanks in part to recent advances in AI. Today, I'm a voice-texting wizard, often dictating obnoxiously long paragraphs on my iPhone to friends and family while walking my dog or driving. I find myself speaking into my phone's text box all the time now, simply because I feel like it. Apple updated its dictation software last year, and it's great. So are many other programs. The dream of accurate speech-to-text--long held not just in my parents' basement but by people all over the world--is coming together. The dragon has nearly been slain.



"All of these things that we've been working on are suddenly working," Mark Hasegawa-Johnson, a professor of electrical and computer engineering at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, told me. Scientists have been researching speech-recognition tools since at least the mid-20th century; early examples include the IBM Shoebox, a rudimentary computer housed within a wooden box that could measure sounds from a microphone and associate them with 16 different preprogrammed words. By the end of the 1980s, voice-dictation models could process thousands of words. And by the late '90s, as the personal-computing boom was in full swing, dictation software was beginning to reach consumers. These programs were joined in the 2010s by digital assistants such as Siri, but even these more advanced tools were far from perfect.



"For a long time, we were making gradual, incremental progress, and then suddenly things started to get better much faster," Hasegawa-Johnson said. Experts pointed me to a few different factors that helped accelerate this technology over the past decade. First, researchers had more digitized speech to work with. Large open-source data sets were compiled, including LibriSpeech, which contains 1,000 hours of recorded speech from public-domain audiobooks. Consumers also started regularly using voice tools such as Alexa and Siri, which likely gave private companies more data to train on. Data are key to quality: The more speech data that a model has access to, the better it can recognize what's being said--"water," say, not "daughter" or "squatter." Models were once trained on just a few thousand hours of speech; now they are trained on a lifetime's worth.



The models themselves also got more sophisticated as part of larger, industry-wide advancements in machine learning and AI. The rise of end-to-end neural networks--networks that could directly pair audio with words rather than trying to transcribe by breaking them down into syllables--has also accelerated models' accuracy. And hardware has improved to allow more units of processing power on our personal devices, which allows bigger and fancier models to run in the palm of your hand.



Of course, the tools are not yet perfect. For starters, their quality can depend on who is speaking: Voice-recognition models have been found to have higher error rates for Black speakers compared with white speakers, and they also sometimes struggle to understand people with dysarthric, or irregular, speech, such as those with Parkinson's disease. (Hasegawa-Johnson, who compiles stats related to these issues, is the principal researcher at the Speech Accessibility Project, which aims to train models on more dysarthric speech to improve their outputs.)



The future of voice dictation will also be further complicated by the rise of generative AI. Large language models of the sort that power ChatGPT can also be used with audio, which would allow a program to better predict which word should come next in a sequence. For example, when transcribing, such an audio tool might reason that, based on the context, a person is likely saying that their dog--not their frog--needs to go for its morning walk.

Yet like their text counterparts, voice-recognition tools that use large language models can "hallucinate," transcribing words that were never actually spoken. A team of scholars that recently documented violent and unsavory hallucinations, as well as those that perpetuate harmful stereotypes, coming from OpenAI's new audio model, Whisper. (In response to a request for comment about this research, a spokesperson for OpenAI said, in part, "We continually conduct research on how we can improve the accuracy of our models, including how we can reduce hallucinations.")



So goes the AI boom: The technology is both creating impressive new things and introducing new problems. In voice dictation, the chasm between two once-distinct mediums, audio and text, is closing, leaving us to appreciate the marvel available in our hands--and to proceed with caution.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/04/voice-dictation-siri-ai-boom/678001/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Web Became a Strip Mall

Domain names once gave the internet a sense of place. Now they are meaningless.

by Ian Bogost




One morning in 1999, while I sat at the office computer where I built corporate websites, a story popped up on Yahoo. An internet domain name, Business.com, had just sold for $7.5 million--a shocking sum that would be something like $14 million in today's dollars.



The dot-com era, then nearing its end, had been literally named for addresses such as this one. By that time, it had become easy for anyone to register and own a domain name--typically at a cost of $70 for a two-year stretch--which encouraged "squatting," wherein people would buy an address simply because they thought it would have some future value. Desirable URLs worked and traded like real estate, with actual domain-name agents, escrow, rental and sale deals, and commissions. The web was a place, and where you could be found mattered.



I pondered the web's placeiness after receiving a notice to renew one of my personal domains recently. It seemed pointless now: I'd bought the address decades ago, and it has been years since it got any real traffic. Being found online has long ceased to involve acquiring a plot of digital real estate for ourselves. Instead, we submerge in Big Tech service platforms, hoping to find engagement: by gaming the YouTube algorithm, perhaps, or spam-replying to Elon Musk's posts on X.



Much is made of the tendency toward "personal brands" in the current era of the web, but domain names arguably originated the phenomenon. Back in the day, the ease of remembering and correctly typing a domain name into a browser address bar was paramount. Dot com was most desirable because people thought of it first; "Business.net" would have seemed like a knockoff by comparison. A short name was ideal. Likewise, a distinctive one: Yahoo.com, say. But, counterintuitive to the rules of brands and trademarks more generally, generic domain names were also highly desirable. When your mom or accountant sat down at a blank browser in 1999, they might not have known what they were looking for. Thus the appeal of Business.com (for what? for business). An apartment-rental site called Viva.com ended up using Rent.com as its primary domain instead, because people were looking to rent a place, not to live abstractly in Spanish.



Those of us who had commercial and creative lives starting in the dot-com era developed a special relationship with the domain name. Before owning or leasing a server became easy and cheap, people had "home pages" instead, their URLs often occluded behind long, forgettable domains owned by your university or internet-service provider. To own a domain, by contrast, was to exist at a top level online, akin to Yahoo or Amazon, at least in name. A domain staked a claim in the internet's Wild West. It was, well, a domain, a lair, a realm. Don't find me at www-la1.my-webhost.net/~ianb; visit me at Bogost.com.



Many ordinary people would register a domain name as a way of affirming a commitment to a creative or commercial project, even if it never came to fruition. For years, I have paid to renew domains such as GelateriousEffects.com (a hypothetical brand for my gelato hobby) and Baudrillyard.com (a postmodernist lawn-mowing game I never built). To renew them was to keep those dreams alive.



Google changed all of this. The ability of a website to appear in search results--in response to a query such as apartment for rent in Kansas City--became more important than the ability to remember a URL. A practice that became known as search-engine optimization, SEO, supplanted domain-name speculation. To be discoverable online once meant putting up a shingle, having a place where your internet stuff happened. In the search age, controlling the route to that place became more important.



The social-media era further undermined domains. Home pages, to say nothing of personal websites, gave way to accounts on platforms. You didn't have a blog anymore; you hosted a blog on WordPress or Blogger. You had not a home page but a profile on MySpace or Facebook; instead of a stand-alone web store, you might just start an Etsy shop. Search has spread from Google to everything: You find stuff by fishing with keywords, not by navigating to a location. If the internet feels different to you today than it once did, this may be a large reason--a convenience that has reoriented everything.



Today, value lies in the ability to link, not the name of the place linked. QR codes allow people to access a catalog, a menu, or an ordering form by pointing a camera at a sign rather than typing an address. Instagram users, free to put links on their profile pages but unable to place them in the captions of their images, began using and referencing "Link in bio" services. Often, links in bios point to other services, such as Linktree, which branch out to more profiles elsewhere--YouTube, TikTok, and so on, an endless slink between places that incidentally have names, rather than named places. Domain names were invented because people couldn't be expected to remember numerical server addresses as the internet grew. Now one doesn't even have to remember the names.



Domain names persist, of course, and they continue to bear value. In 2007, Business.com was sold at a 46-fold premium, for $345 million. You are probably reading this article on TheAtlantic.com, a corner of cyberspace from which this magazine would never decamp. But even so, you likely arrived here through a web search, or by clicking a link on LinkedIn or perhaps one shared via text message. A domain is necessary but no longer notable. A dot com is just a historical accident of the web's structure.



After three decades collecting domains, the ones I own have started to feel burdensome. I will never make Baudrillyard--it should have been a tweet, not a project. I will never open a gelato shop--it's enough to churn some ice cream for my friends. Bogo.st, a domain I registered during the heyday of URL-shortening tools (so I could personalize my short links on blogs or Twitter), costs me a modest $40 a year to maintain, but I never use it anymore. I'd rather spend that cash on cheeseburgers to put in my human mouth than on virtual plots on the internet.



So I've begun letting my domains lapse--the equivalent of finally junking an unfinished project in the closet or letting a yard grow feral. Business.com is just a website now. Viva.com is a European bank. Yahoo.com is a joke. A domain used to mark off the space for a dream online. Now most of those dreams have been realized, or abandoned.
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What Neuralink Is Missing

It turns out that connecting brains with computers is the easy part.

by S. I. Rosenbaum




Until recently, in all of human history, the number of true cyborgs stood at about 70. Ian Burkhart has kept a count because he was one of them--a person whose brain has been connected directly to a computer.

Burkhart had become quadriplegic in a swimming accident after a wave ran him into a sandbar and injured his spine. He was later able to receive an implant from a research study, which allowed him to temporarily regain some movement in one hand. For seven and a half years, he lived with this device--an electrode array nestled into his motor cortex that transmitted signals to a computer, which then activated electrodes wrapped around his arm. Burkhart now heads the BCI Pioneers Coalition, an organization for the small cohort of other disabled people who have volunteered their brain to push the boundaries of brain-computer-interface technology, or BCI.

Last month, Burkhart, along with perhaps millions of other people, watched the debut of the newest cyborg. In a video posted on X, the first human subject for Elon Musk's BCI company, Neuralink, appeared to control a laptop via brain implant. Neuralink has not published its research and did not respond to a request for comment, but the device presumably works this way: The subject, a paralyzed 29-year-old named Noland Arbaugh, generates a pattern of neural activity by thinking about something specific, like moving the cursor on his computer screen or moving his hand. The implant then transmits that pattern of neural signals to the computer, where an AI algorithm interprets it as a command that moves the cursor. Because the implant purportedly allows a user to control a computer with their thoughts, more or less, Musk named the device Telepathy.

Read: Demon mode activated

Burkhart watched Arbaugh play hands-free computer chess with a mix of approval and frustration at how clearly the demo was created for investors and Musk fans, not for disabled people like him. It's no secret that Musk's real goal is to create a BCI device for general consumers, and not just so we can move a cursor around; he envisions a future in which humans can access knowledge directly from computers to "achieve a symbiosis with artificial intelligence." That dream is ethically fraught--privacy, for instance, is tricky when your thoughts are augmented by proprietary algorithms--but it is also a long way from being realized. Researchers have sort of managed two-way information transfer with rats, but no one is sure how the rats felt about it, or whether it's an experience they'd be willing to pay for at a mall kiosk.

Yet a more modest vision for a safe, workable neuro-prosthesis that would allow disabled people to use a computer with ease is realizable. The question is whether our social structures are ready to keep pace with our advanced science.

It's taken decades for BCI tech to get to this point--decades of scientists building prototypes by hand and of volunteers who could neither move nor speak struggling to control them. The most basic challenge in mating a brain and a computer is an incompatibility of materials. Though computers are made of silicon and copper, brains are not. They have a consistency not unlike tapioca pudding; they wobble. The brain also constantly changes as it learns, and it tends to build scar tissue around intrusions. You can't just stick a wire into it.

Different developers have tried different solutions to this problem. Neuralink is working on flexible filaments that thread inconspicuously--they hope--through the brain tissue. Precision Neuroscience, founded in part by former Neuralink scientists, is trying out a kind of electrode-covered Saran Wrap that clings to the surface of the brain or slips into its folds. Then there's the Utah Array, a widely used model that looks a little like a hairbrush with its bristly pad of silicone spikes. That's what Burkhart had in his head until 2021, when the study he was part of lost funding and he decided to have the implant taken out. He was worried surgeons might have to "remove some chunks of brain" along with it. Luckily, he told me, it came out "without too much of a fight."

Once an implant is in place, the tiny signals of individual neurons--measurable in microvolts--have to be amplified, digitized, and transmitted, preferably by a unit that's both wireless and inconspicuous. That's problem number two. Problem three is decoding those signals. We have no real idea of how the brain talks to itself, so a machine-learning algorithm has to use a brute-force approach, finding patterns in neural activity and learning to correlate them with whatever the person with the implant is trying to make the computer do.

None of these problems is trivial, but they've been substantially tackled over the past 30 years of BCI research. At least six different companies are now testing applications such as desktop interfaces (like the one that helped Arbaugh play chess), drivers for robotic limbs and exoskeletons, and even speech prostheses that give voice to thought. Proof-of-concept devices exist for all of these by now.

But that only brings us to problem number four--which has nothing to do with engineering and might be harder to solve than all the others. This problem is what Ben Rapoport, the chief science officer at Precision, described to me as "the productization of science." It's where engineering successes run into political and economic obstacles. To roll out even a basic point-and-click medical BCI interface, developers would have to win approval not just from the FDA but also from "payers": Medicare, Medicaid, and private insurance companies. This is make-or-break: Medical devices, even ingenious ones, won't get to consumers if insurance won't cover them. Few people can afford such expenses out of pocket, which means too small a pool of potential consumers to make production profitable.

Read: I'm disabled. Please help me.

Other devices have cleared this hurdle--cochlear implants, deep-brain stimulation devices, pacemakers--and it's not unlikely that BCI implants could join that list if insurers decide they're worth the expense. On the one hand, insurance companies might argue that BCI devices aren't strictly medically necessary--they're "life-enhancing," not "life-sustaining," as Burkhart put it--but on the other hand, insurers are likely to see them as cost-efficient if their implementation can save money on other, more expensive kinds of support.

Even so, there's a limit to what brain implants can do and what they can replace. The people who would benefit most from BCI devices, people with major motor impairments like Arbaugh and Burkhart, would still depend on human labor for many things, such as getting in and out of bed, bathing, dressing, and eating. That labor can easily cost as much as six figures a year and isn't typically reimbursed by private health-insurance companies. For most people, the only insurer that covers this kind of care is Medicaid, which in most states comes with stringent restrictions on recipients' income and assets.

In Ohio, where Burkhart lives, Medicaid recipients can't keep more than $2,000 in assets or make more than $943 a month without losing coverage. (A waiver program raises the monthly income cap for some to $2,829.) The salary they'd have to make to cover both expenses and in-home care out of pocket, though, is much more than most jobs pay. "A lot of people don't have the opportunity to make such a giant leap," Burkhart said. "The system is set up to force you to live in poverty."

In addition to his work with the BCI Pioneers Coalition, Burkhart also leads a nonprofit foundation that fundraises to help people with disabilities cover some of the expenses insurance won't pay for. But these expenses would be "nowhere near the size that would pay to get a BCI or anything like that," he told me. "We do a lot of shower chairs. Or hand controls for a vehicle."

Starting in the late 20th century, simple switch devices began to enable people with severe motor disabilities to access computers. As a result, many people who would previously have been institutionalized--those who can't speak, for example, or move most of their body--are able to communicate and use the internet. BCI has the potential to be much more powerful than switch access, which is slow and janky by comparison. Yet the people who receive the first generation of medical implants may find themselves in the same position as those who use switch technology now: functionally required to stay unemployed, poor, or even single as a condition of accessing the services keeping them alive.

Musk may be right that we're quickly approaching a time when BCI tech is practical and even ubiquitous. But right now, we don't have a social consensus on how to apportion resources such as health care, and many disabled people still lack the basic supports necessary to access society. Those are problems that technology alone will not--and cannot--solve.
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Did You Feel That?

The earthquake internet actually works.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




In the decade I have lived in California, I've learned to be on edge for "The Big One"--an earthquake so powerful, it can bring down houses. The roughly 10 or so tremors I have actually experienced haven't been like that. Mostly, the shakes are big enough to jolt me upright but small enough to leave me doubting: Was that what I thought it was?



Today, tens of millions of East Coasters got to experience that feeling firsthand when a magnitude 4.8 quake hit just outside Tewksbury, New Jersey, some 50 miles west of New York City. The rumbling was felt from Maine down to Philadelphia, sending books tumbling off shelves and cellphones blaring with emergency alerts warning about possible aftershocks. So far, the physical damage appears to be minimal. ("New Yorkers should go about their normal day," New York City Mayor Eric Adams said in a press conference.)

By now, I'm fully accustomed to the specific pageantry that accompanies these tiny quakes: First you feel it, then you Google it, and then you post about it. The internet does not often work as well as most of us would like; it is riddled with all kinds of problems from the inconvenient (clunked-up search) to the outright dangerous (political disinformation). But the earthquake internet works tremendously well. Almost instantly, you can easily find information about whether that rattling was a quake and, if so, basic details such as the epicenter and magnitude.



The United States Geological Survey reported today's quake within five minutes, a geophysicist for the organization told me. (On the West Coast, where earthquake-detection mechanisms are more common, a second system can send push alerts in mere seconds.) And within 20 minutes of the quake today, the USGS website already had a map of how intense the quake felt in 2,500 different locations, presumably culled in part from submissions. Of course, most people probably aren't checking a government website right after an earthquake. Google takes this info and puts it in its standard red alert box, so even a basic search like earthquake will probably tell you what you need to know. (Earthquake nj and nyc earthquake have been the top trending searches in the U.S. today, a Google spokesperson told me.)



That earthquakes have been efficiently optimized for the web is especially useful for managing bigger earthquakes that are real emergencies. But a tiny earthquake--when the damage is minimal, if not nonexistent--can also provide a rare communal touchpoint when any sort of shared reality is harder to come by. In moments like these, people can set aside their differences and instead focus on the important question: Did you feel that? Today's earthquake set off a slew of chatter on social media, making X feel more like the Twitter of the old days. Workdays were interrupted as people paused to consider the ground beneath them--usually ignored, until it's not. Many Americans took the opportunity to commiserate and come together after a stressful 30 seconds of rumbling.



Like the Earth, sometimes we all just need to blow off some steam.
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End the Phone-Based Childhood Now

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

by Jonathan Haidt




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


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

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

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

Read: It sure looks like phones are making students dumber

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

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

1. The Decline of Play and Independence 

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

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

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

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

From the April 2014 issue: The overprotected kid

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

And then we changed childhood.

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

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

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




2. The Virtual World Arrives in Two Waves

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

We had no idea what we were doing.

4. The High Cost of a Phone-Based Childhood

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

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

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




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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



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

5. So Many Harms

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

Fragmented Attention, Disrupted Learning

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

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

Addiction and Social Withdrawal

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

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

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

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

Jonathan Haidt: The dangerous experiment on teen girls

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

The Decay of Wisdom and the Loss of Meaning 

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

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

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

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




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



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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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


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

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


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

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




7. Collective-Action Problems

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

8. Four Norms to Break Four Traps

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

No smartphones before high school  

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

No social media before 16

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

Phone-free schools 

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

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

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

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

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

9. What Are We Waiting For?

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

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

Read: Why Congress keeps failing to protect kids online

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

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




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

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

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



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

"Very simply, the Israeli military has a sort of lower threshold for what it's willing to tolerate and the risk that it's willing to put civilians in."

by The Editors




President Joe Biden put Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on notice in their first call since Israeli strikes killed seven aid workers in Gaza. In a sharp shift, Biden told Netanyahu he wants to see an immediate cease-fire and warned that future U.S. military support now comes with conditions.

Meanwhile, Donald Trump is also distancing himself from Netanyahu's handling of the war. The former president hit the campaign trail on Tuesday for the first time in nearly three weeks, making stops in key swing states as a slew of new polls show that the race between Trump and Biden is neck and neck.

Joining Franklin Foer, a staff writer at The Atlantic and the guest moderator, to discuss this and more are Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Leigh Ann Caldwell, an anchor for Washington Post Live and a co-author of the Early 202 newsletter; Francesca Chambers, a White House correspondent for USA Today; and Nancy Youssef, a national-security correspondent for The Wall Street Journal.

Watch the full episode here.
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The Sober-Curious Movement Has Reached an Impasse

No one can decide on the drinking age for "adult" drinks that don't contain alcohol.

by Haley Weiss




At Hopscotch, Daryl Collins's bottle shop in Baltimore, he happily sells wine to 18-year-olds. If a customer isn't sure what variety they like (and who is, at that age?), Collins might even pull a few bottles off the shelves and pop the corks for an impromptu tasting. No Maryland law keeps these teens away from the Tempranillo, because at this shop, none of the drinks contains alcohol.

The number and variety of zero- and low-alcohol beverages, a once-lagging category that academics and the World Health Organization refer to as "NoLos," has exploded in the past five-plus years. The already growing "sober curious" movement--made up of adults who want to practice more thoughtful or limited alcohol consumption while still socializing over a drink at home or at a bar--snowballed during pandemic shutdowns. Today, about 70 NoLo bottle shops like Hopscotch dot the U.S., along with several dozen nonalcoholic, or NA, bars, most less than four years old.

Nearly all of the products they're stocked with were designed with adults in mind. But broken down to their most basic ingredients, many are hardly different from juice, soda, or kombucha. In theory, these are teen-friendly drinks. But not every bar or shop owner will sell to under-21s; state laws, too, when they exist, differ on what kind of alcohol-like beverages are appropriate for people too young to drink actual alcohol. As nonalcoholic adult beverages become more mainstream, they're forcing a reckoning over what makes a drink "adult" if not the alcohol, and testing whether drinking culture can truly be separated from booze.

Picture, for instance, a Shirley Temple, the consummate children's drink. Add a shot of vodka, and it becomes a Dirty Shirley. Now replace the vodka with about an ounce of cinnamon-infused "Zero-Proof Vodka Alternative" from a sexy glass bottle. Can a 10-year-old have that Shirley Temple? What if the add-in is instead an ounce of tap water with an identical-tasting cinnamon extract?

Read: Millennials are sick of drinking

This puzzle is a diagnostic for how zero-proof entrepreneurs approach the allures and dangers of drinking culture, along with the role they'd like alternatives to play in changing it. Some think brand or bottle design makes a beverage "adult," and worry that packaging elements more frequently associated with alcohol could open the door to consuming it. Others make decisions based on a drink's name, how it was created, or what it's an homage to--a mocktail with a distinct identity is preferable to one that impersonates a well-established recipe. The atmosphere matters too: Is the bar modeled more closely after a family-friendly taproom or an upscale cocktail joint?

The decision to sell booze-like substances to under-21s is constrained by law. The federal government defines an alcoholic beverage as a drink with 0.5 percent or more alcohol by volume, in line with your average kombucha and lower than some apple, orange, and grape juices. (Beer alternatives are subject to additional regulation by the U.S. Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau--which, among other requirements, bans the word beer from the packaging unless it's part of the phrase near beer.) But state definitions of specific alcoholic beverages can zero in on processes and ingredients (such as malt) in a way that fails to distinguish between the real deal and NA alternatives. NoLo manufacturers keep their products below the 0.5 percent federal cutoff, but the drinks can still end up with murky legal status once they arrive on local shelves. Pennsylvania, for example, has a law that makes it illegal to supply under-21-year-olds with a NoLo analogue of any real adult beverage--something no other state prohibits.

In Lafayette, Indiana, Rob Theodorow splits the policy at his combination bar and bottle shop, Generation NA, down the middle. Any NA beers, wines, and spirits (say, a six-pack from Athletic Brewing Co., Noughty's Sparkling Rose, or Seedlip's ginlike Spice 94) are off-limits to under-21s. Customers over 18 are welcome to purchase drinks that are less reminiscent of those in a real liquor store--like wellness sodas made by brands such as Recess and Kin Euphorics--or to sample the beers at free tastings.

Read: The meaning of dry January

Selling NA drinks to younger people isn't explicitly illegal under Indiana law, but even if he had a clear green light, Theodorow would draw the line at selling any product that ever contained alcohol--even fully dealcoholized drinks such as Heineken 0.0--to under-21s. "I am a big believer in trying to steer people away from alcohol," he told me. To him, that means treating products that taste and look just like alcohol with the same discretion as those that actually contain alcohol.

Some proprietors worry that developing a taste for NoLos will make young people more likely to desire the real thing. "When it comes to children, permitting them to consume any versions of beer or wine or spirits can normalize or desensitize them to the concept of alcoholic beverages," says Cate Faulkner, a co-founder and the director of Zero Proof Collective, an industry group in Minnesota. Others are mostly concerned that selling younger people NoLo beverages could still feed the toxic side of drinking culture: Imagine 15-year-olds shotgunning NA beers in the backyard. "It's not about the liquid so much as it is about the ritual," Laura Silverman, the founder of the NA information hub Zero Proof Nation, told me.

From the July/August 2021 issue: America has a drinking problem

Still other advocates and entrepreneurs see NoLos as a way for young adults to form healthier habits. One of them is Laura Willoughby. She's the director of partnerships at Club Soda, a shop and bar she co-founded that hosts many 16th-, 17th-, and 18th-birthday parties in London, where the legal drinking age is 18. "Once you take alcohol out of beer," Willoughby told me, "it's got four ingredients, no sugar, it's hydrating, and it's full of vitamin B-12. Aside from water, it's the healthiest thing you can drink in the pub." But she, like Theodorow, won't offer anyone under the legal drinking age a nonalcoholic beverage made by a brand that also sells alcohol.

Both abroad and in the U.S., these conversations are rooted in old questions about the "right age" and way to introduce young people to alcohol: Should it be done gradually throughout childhood, or all at once at 21? Research has yet to provide a clear answer, let alone one that applies to NoLos too. A few international studies have shown that, for young people, consuming NoLos is associated with drinking real alcohol, but the cultural role of alcohol varies greatly around the world. Some early evidence from Europe suggests that NoLos can worsen existing substance cravings in adults with alcohol-use disorder, but the zero-proof community is also full of people--including Silverman--who credit the drinks with helping them maintain sobriety. The answer will probably never be clear-cut. Molly Bowdrig, a clinical psychologist and postdoctoral scholar at the Stanford Prevention Research Center, just wrapped up one of the first-ever studies of U.S. consumers of nonalcoholic beverages; her strongest finding was that the way NA beverages change people's relationships with alcohol is nuanced and varied. (Her research has yet to be peer-reviewed and published.)

Without a firm consensus, Willoughby and other shop and bar owners told me that they often err on the side of caution and let parents make decisions about what their underage kids can drink. But even for parents deeply enmeshed in the NA industry, the decision isn't straightforward. Collins's own daughter is 9, and even after months of running Hopscotch, he struggled to describe what he would or wouldn't let her drink. When I asked him, he paused, then collected four cans from the fridges along a shop wall. In his house, a nonalcoholic Bee's Knees would be for adults only, because it shares a name with a real cocktail and has just 15 percent juice. But a Fauxmosa, with 65 percent juice and a distinct mocktail name, is kid-friendly in his book. White Claw's new nonalcoholic seltzers, though functionally the same product as LaCroix or Spindrift, would only get the okay from Collins if served to his daughter in a glass. ("Imagine my daughter going to school and telling her teacher, 'Hey, I had a White Claw on Saturday," he says.) And he classified the last can, a seltzer flavored with hops, as an adult-only beverage "because of American culture," in which the flavor of hops is closely associated with beer.

Read: Canned cocktails give Millennials what they've always desired

It was enough to make my head spin, even though the cocktails Collins mixed me when I arrived didn't contain a drop of alcohol. His answers made sense, but others would have too. As long as these drinks exist in a liminal space in our culture, norms will grow and change in real time along with the kids subject to them. Maybe one day, we'll look back to find that they've changed for alcohol too.
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Almost No One Is Happy With Legal Weed

Will legal psychedelics be any better?

by Jane C. Hu




The legalization of cannabis in the United States--the biggest change in policy for an illegal substance since Prohibition ended--has been an unqualified success for approximately no one. True, the drug is widely available for commercial purchase, many marijuana-related charges have been dropped, and stoner culture has become more aligned with designer smoking paraphernalia featured on Goop than the bumbling spaciness of Cheech and Chong. But a significant part of the market is still underground, medical research is scant, and the aboveground market is not exactly thriving. Longtime marijuana activists are unhappy. Entrepreneurs are unhappy. So are people who buy weed, as well as those who think weed should never have been legal in the first place.

The country is now poised to change the legal status of a new class of psychoactive drugs: psychedelics. They have shown early promise in treating mental-health issues, even though some enthusiasts are concerned that easing regulations without a better understanding of these drugs could put patients in a degree of danger. Oregon is now licensing centers that can administer psilocybin, and MDMA is moving toward FDA approval. In some ways, the fate of legalized pot could be read as a cautionary tale for how these drugs, too, could be left in a limbo that hardly anyone really likes. But as psychedelics enter the mainstream--becoming decriminalized, state-legal, or even FDA-approved--they will be dispensed and sold differently from marijuana. The process is unlikely to please everyone, but if advocates, manufacturers, and lawmakers can keep psychedelics from falling into the same traps that marijuana did, they have a chance of creating an industry that serves at least some Americans well.

Despite its wide availability, cannabis is still illegal under federal law. Since 1970, it's been listed as a Schedule I drug, meaning the government believes it carries a high likelihood of abuse and no medical value. Starting in the 1970s, states began passing laws lowering penalties for cannabis possession and allowing it for medical purposes and, eventually, recreational use. In 2013, U.S. Deputy Attorney General James M. Cole issued a memo declaring that the Justice Department would not strictly enforce federal marijuana laws in states that legalized it.

Americans were eager to buy marijuana as states launched legalization programs, but in most states, cannabis hasn't proved to be a great legal business. Because cannabis is still illegal at the federal level, many entrepreneurs don't benefit from many of the tax breaks that other businesses do, meaning the industry essentially pays billions in extra taxes, according to an analysis by a cannabis-research firm. In most states, big corporations dominate the industry while small-business owners struggle to afford high licensing fees. One promise of legalization was its potential benefit to Black and Latino communities, who were disproportionately affected by the War on Drugs, but as of 2017, members of these communities accounted for single-digit percentages of state-sanctioned cannabis entrepreneurs. Because legal weed is sometimes more expensive than old-school dealer prices, plenty of people simply stick with the unregulated underground. In states like New York, the gap between what's legal and what's enforced has allowed illicit stores to pop up among the legitimate ones.

Read: America loves its unregulated wellness chemicals

That's all in places where recreational use is legal. In the 14 states where only medical use is allowed, dispensaries must make a different calculus: They serve patients in need, but others treat them only as a loophole to access the drug--and are likely to go elsewhere if recreational access becomes available. In the 12 states where even medical marijuana is illegal, the only cannabis products legally available are a handful of medications that have been approved by the FDA, all for a narrow set of indications, such as vomiting among chemotherapy patients, AIDS-related anorexia, and certain kinds of seizures. Active clinical trials to study cannabis are few and far between, which means that the drug currently has no clear pathways to be federally approved for other indications.

Psychedelics are much further behind in their journey to wider availability, but on the surface, they appear poised to mimic marijuana. The drugs are undergoing a sea change in public sentiment; Aaron Rodgers has a trip story, and so does Michael Buble. Half of state governments have introduced psychedelics-related bills, some of them to form working groups that will dig into the science of psychedelics, and some to launch full-blown psilocybin industries. Assuming that reform moves at a comparable speed to cannabis, researchers have estimated that 25 states could legalize psychedelics in the next decade or so. Voters in Oregon and Colorado have already passed ballot initiatives that opened the way for psilocybin industries in their states.

But instead of following marijuana's trajectory for reform--first decriminalization, then medical legitimacy, followed by recreational use--psychedelics are barreling down all those avenues at once. State-regulated psilocybin centers are shaping up to be less like cannabis dispensaries and more like a hybrid of a psychotherapy office, a medical clinic, and a spa. Rules in the psilocybin industry are much more restrictive than those for cannabis ever were, because many people believe unlocking the possible benefits of these drugs requires more careful support and perceive the risks of a bad trip as higher. Whereas Oregonians over 21 can pop into a dispensary, flash an ID, and take their bud (or gummies, or soda, or cookies) home, adults seeking psilocybin must undergo a comprehensive mental- and physical-health screening, then ingest their dose under the supervision of a trained and licensed facilitator. Meanwhile, researchers and start-ups are pushing psychedelics forward on the medical front. We might see the first MDMA approval to treat PTSD as soon as August.

Read: What if psychedelics' hallucinations are just a side effect?

This air of legitimacy--the idea that psychedelics could be more serious drugs than cannabis--gives drugs like MDMA and psilocybin certain advantages. Psychedelics research is booming in a way that marijuana research never really has. Few scientists have overcome the hurdles of studying cannabis; for instance, by most accounts, the government-grown weed that researchers have to use is less potent than what's sold at dispensaries, and has been known to arrive in labs already moldy. And with the thriving black market, pharmaceutical companies have seemed uninterested in sponsoring cannabis clinical trials. But for psychedelics, which support much less illegal trade, start-ups and nonprofits are leaning hard into the clinical-trial route. Sue Sisley, a physician and marijuana researcher who previously developed clinical trials for marijuana, says psychedelics have moved toward legalization so quickly in large part because they're following Big Pharma's traditional drug-development playbook.

In some ways, the FDA-forward approach is a gamble for people hoping to create a psychedelics industry. For one thing, Ariel Clark, an Anishinaabe cannabis and psychedelics attorney, worries that this pathway could put the drugs firmly out of (legal) reach for the people who could most benefit from the protections that come with legalization, including the Indigenous communities that already use some psychedelics in traditional ceremonies. Currently, a single psilocybin session at an Oregon service center costs thousands; companies that receive FDA approval could possibly further inflate the prices of approved psychedelics and treatment. (That has already happened with ketamine.) Additionally, FDA approval of proprietary psychedelics might still leave growers paying the same high taxes that have caused small-cannabis-business owners to fold. "Farmers already have really low margins," and taxes don't help, says Hadas Alterman, a partner at Plant Medicine Law Group and a member of Oregon's Psilocybin Advisory Board's equity subcommittee.

But even in a scenario that leaves small-time entrepreneurs in the dust, some advocates argue that medicalization would be a net good. Medicalization might not lead the United States to a hallucinogenic utopia, but compared with underground use, it very well could increase access to psychedelics, improve patient safety, and build a functional (if inequitable) industry. Psychedelics manufacturers and people with the means to afford their pricey treatments might be perfectly happy with that outcome.

Read: Psychedelics open your brain. You might not like what falls in.

Psychedelics are still in uncharted territory in the U.S. Even though start-ups are investing millions on the assumption that they'll be approved as medicines, and state-run programs are charging ahead with developing their own psychedelic industries, research on the drugs is still in early days, and their exact path to legalization remains murky. But at the very least, lawmakers have a great model of what not to do. "Folks sitting in government saw what happened with cannabis," Clark told me. One can only assume that they don't want to repeat the experience.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/04/marijuana-psychedelics-legalization-medical/677983/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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 prevents 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 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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        So You Looked Directly Into the Sun
        Ross Andersen

        This afternoon, as the moon's shadow slanted across the United States of America, millions upon millions of people within the centermost line of its path gazed up at totality, the most extraordinary sight that nature has to offer, here on Earth and perhaps in the universe at large. During the Great American Eclipse of 2017, totality left me awestruck. This year, outside the total-eclipse zone, was a more muted affair: On The Atlantic's rooftop terrace in Washington, D.C., we dutifully slipped on ...

      

      
        Totality Is Worth It
        Marina Koren

        Like migratory birds guided by the stars, hundreds of thousands of Americans have flocked in the direction of today's total solar eclipse. They have settled within a narrow strip of Earth where the moon will blot out the sun almost completely. For a few precious minutes, if the clouds don't interfere, eclipse watchers will experience the surreality of being held by the shadow of the moon. The sky will suddenly be cast in twilight, the sun appearing as a radiant, pearl-white ring. Then the light w...

      

      
        Drones Could Unite Ranchers and Conservationists
        Kylie Mohr

        This article was originally published by High Country News.In the summer of 2022, several researchers with USDA Wildlife Services held their breath as a drone pilot flew a large drone, equipped with a camera, toward a wolf standing in a pasture in southwestern Oregon. The team members, watching from a distance, expected the wolf to freeze or run away the minute the whirring rotors approached it. But to their disbelief, it did neither.Instead, the wolf wagged its tail, stretched out its front legs...

      

      
        Why a Cognitive Scientist Put a Head Cam on His Baby
        Sarah Zhang

        When Luna was seven months old, she began wearing, at the behest of her scientist father, a hot-pink helmet topped with a camera that would, for about an hour at a time, capture everything she saw, heard, and said.Her dad, Brenden Lake, is a cognitive scientist at New York University, where he thinks about  better ways to train artificial intelligence. At home, he trains human intelligence, by which I just mean that he's a dad. On a recent Sunday morning, he held up a robot puppet and asked Luna,...

      

      
        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 ...

      

      
        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 prevents 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 the reproductive plumbing. The method that's furthest along in trials is a topical gel that promises to induce temporary in...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        The Most Dazzling Eclipse in the Universe
        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...

      

      
        How Long Should a Species Stay on Life Support?
        Katherine J. Wu

        Updated at 6:50 p.m. ET on March 15, 2024At about 3:30 a.m., four hours into our drive, Travis Livieri's phone began to thrum. "I've got a ferret for you," a voice crackled through the static. The animal in question was one of North America's most endangered mammals, for which the next hour might be the strangest of her life; for Livieri, the wildlife biologist tasked with saving her, it would be one of thousands of interventions he's made to prevent her kind from permanently vanishing. Over the ...
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So You Looked Directly Into the Sun

Scientists may have overstated eclipse risk.

by Ross Andersen






This afternoon, as the moon's shadow slanted across the United States of America, millions upon millions of people within the centermost line of its path gazed up at totality, the most extraordinary sight that nature has to offer, here on Earth and perhaps in the universe at large. During the Great American Eclipse of 2017, totality left me awestruck. This year, outside the total-eclipse zone, was a more muted affair: On The Atlantic's rooftop terrace in Washington, D.C., we dutifully slipped on cardboard glasses, watched the orange hole-punch sun become a thin fingernail clipping, and went back inside. No one descended into a feral Dionysian state or even so much as gasped. A non-total eclipse just doesn't stir up many feelings. In the immediate aftermath, the sun went on shining, and it occurred to me that the weeks of breathless alarm about eclipse safety may have been more intense than the celestial spectacle itself.



In parts of the country, at least, the eclipse activated a pronounced strain of safetyism in American culture. School officials sent surprisingly panicked emails: One from the staff at P.S. 29 in Brooklyn asked parents to be sure to be at pickup on time and to "exit the schoolyard quickly" ahead of the "extremely dangerous" eclipse. Many school districts in Connecticut, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey announced that they would dismiss students early. In other states, they closed altogether. I've heard reports of scared parents vowing to keep their kids locked inside for the duration of the eclipse. To be fair, these were also centered in Brooklyn, but media outlets elsewhere struck a comically fearful tone too. An article on the website of NBC's Charleston affiliate offered tips on how to cope with eclipse anxiety, including deep-breathing exercises and a few practice rounds of putting on eclipse glasses.



Eclipse fear has long stalked our species in one form or another. Shakespeare described an eclipse as an omen, a stain on the sun that "portend[s] no good." Milton compared totality's pale light to Lucifer's tarnished glow. When the sun blackens in the Book of Revelation, nature itself unravels; stars fall, and mountain ranges come unmoored. According to Ojibwe oral tradition, people once shot flaming arrows into the eclipsed sun to try to bring about its reignition. Today, scientific explanations for eclipses abound, but a bit of the ancient dread lingers. It's just laundered now into the distinctive patois of helicopter parenting and psychotherapy.



Article after article quotes very serious scientists claiming that glancing up at an eclipse for only a few seconds could cause permanent eye damage. For visual creatures like us, this is a potent and terrifying warning, but it may exaggerate the actual risk. A sustained stream of solar photons will indeed destroy the retina's sensitive cells, but that danger isn't exclusive to an eclipse. It's present on every clear day. In normal times, most of us--except for Andrew Huberman disciples--don't need specific instructions to avoid looking at the sun, but the partially eclipsed sun is thought to be more tempting. Its dimmer light encourages the pupil to dilate, leaving its cells vulnerable to ultraviolet light in the precise place where the eye discerns fine detail in a beautiful landscape or face.



Today's eclipse was a useful test case for the reality of these dangers. NASA estimated that 99 percent of Americans live in a place where the sun was partially obscured. Assume that more than half of the country's 336 million people were under cloudy skies, or otherwise occupied indoors. That leaves more than 100 million people, and not all of them are inclined to dutifully obey the edicts of public-health officials. Some significant fraction of Americans will always refuse vaccines and continue to text and drive. Millions, if not tens of millions, of people likely chanced a naked-eye glance at the fractional sun. If only a few seconds of exposure can cause permanent damage, a whole bunch of people would have wrecked their retinas today, and also during previous eclipses.



But mass retinal-casualty events are difficult to find, in either news reports or the scientific literature. In 1991, an eclipse was viewed by almost 50 million people in Mexico. Only 21 moderate cases of solar retinitis were reported, and all patients said that they recovered after four months. Eight years later, when an eclipse slashed through Europe's heart, only 147 people in France reported eye damage. Widespread eye injuries didn't seem to follow the Great American Eclipse of 2017, either. Nor, according to some very informal polling on my part, do many of us have a friend, or even a friend of a friend, whose vision suffered afterward.



Maybe eclipse risk is a tiny bit overhyped; there's still little harm in erring on the careful side when looking at the sun. And maybe these warnings have another purpose too, as a secularized, medical way of expressing the sun's majesty. Helios and Ra and other sun gods of antiquity have fallen out of favor, but there remains ample justification for solar worship. The sun anchors us in place. It illuminates our world. In most food chains, its light is the first link. We no longer kneel before it or offer up blood sacrifices. Instead, when the eclipse comes around, we perform a small ritual and tell ourselves a slightly exaggerated story: Don't even peek at the sun without special eyewear; its light is so awesomely powerful, it will burn straight through your eyes.
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Totality Is Worth It

A total solar eclipse is a rare opportunity to experience unadulterated communion with the cosmos.

by Marina Koren




Like migratory birds guided by the stars, hundreds of thousands of Americans have flocked in the direction of today's total solar eclipse. They have settled within a narrow strip of Earth where the moon will blot out the sun almost completely. For a few precious minutes, if the clouds don't interfere, eclipse watchers will experience the surreality of being held by the shadow of the moon. The sky will suddenly be cast in twilight, the sun appearing as a radiant, pearl-white ring. Then the light will wobble, shifting to a shimmery gold, and the sun will burst through, reclaiming its place in the sky.

Humans are privy to all kinds of space wonders these days, thanks to Mars rovers, Jupiter orbiters, and giant space-dwelling telescopes. We can pull up Hubble's famous deep field at any moment and see, on a single screen, several thousands of galaxies. But these captured marvels have been reassembled for the sake of our senses. Electromagnetic radiation is converted into visible light, strings of zeros and ones into meaningful information. The sights and sounds are filtered through the government agencies, space companies, and academic institutions that package them for public release.

But to be in the path of totality during an eclipse is to experience the cosmos in a truly rare way. We can remove our eclipse glasses and stare at our star. We can experience unadulterated communion with the universe.

Read: Don't miss this eclipse

The past several years have given us an absolute plethora of cosmic awe. Each time NASA releases a new picture from the James Webb Space Telescope, which is more powerful than Hubble, we meet a luminous, freshly ignited star; shimmery interstellar clouds; sparkling, ancient galaxies as they were billions of years ago, close to the Big Bang. These images are astonishing. They are real. They also require some human tinkering.

The Webb telescope observes the universe in infrared, so scientists must fill its images in with color that's detectable by the human eye. Because we perceive the longest wavelengths of visible light as red, longer wavelengths of infrared light are also made red. The shortest wavelengths of visible light look violet to us, so the shortest infrared wavelengths are rendered violet. The wavelengths in between take on other colors of the rainbow, a process that involves some artistic license. "You really are trying to show the different details and the processes that are happening in astronomical images, but at the end of the day, you want it to be very compelling," Alyssa Pagan, a science-visuals developer at the Space Telescope Science Institute, said in 2022 during the unveiling of Webb's first images.

Visual artists must strike a balance between accuracy and artistry when conveying scientific observations that exist in data that only experts can parse. In 2017, scientists announced the discovery of seven Earth-size planets around a star 40 light-years away, including artist-created "plausible models" of those alien worlds. The artists had little data to go on, so they drew inspiration from worlds in our own solar system. The innermost planet, hot and tumultuous, was modeled after Io, a moon of Jupiter that churns with lava. The planets with lower densities, suggesting the presence of water around rock, were made to resemble Earth. A planet they thought was the likeliest to have an atmosphere was given a Neptune-like facade, with a few white clouds hovering over a smooth, blue-green exterior. Until technology becomes advanced enough to truly photograph these and thousands of other known exoplanets, scientists and artists must make approximations and use their imagination.

Read: The most dazzling eclipse in the universe

A total solar eclipse, by contrast, requires no embellishment or interpretation. You don't need an expert to decipher "the un-sunlike sun," as the astronomer Maria Mitchell described it during her own eclipse experience in 1878. You don't need a solar physicist by your side to experience the wonder of the corona, the outermost layer of the sun's atmosphere, which peeks out from behind the moon as it sends light shimmering in waves across the skin of your arms and the grass at your feet. And even without a sense of sight, eclipses are visceral: Some birds cease chirping; watchful humans will hoot and holler. And when the sun temporarily stops warming the Earth, the air suddenly grows chillier.

In their easy perceptibility, eclipses can make us keenly aware of the universe's machinations. Rarely do we consider sunrises and sunsets for what they actually represent: the movement of a giant rocky planet rotating on its axis, toward and away from its parent star. When I admire a full moon or a gleaming crescent, I don't think at all about the orbital mechanics that produce our satellite's shifting appearance. Such spectacles are clear-cut signs of a universe in motion, but a total solar eclipse provides unignorable proof.

The scenes of an eclipse unfold within minutes, transitioning smoothly from one set to another, as if guided by an invisible stagehand. They make one very aware of the fact that, as Andy Rash, an illustrator of a children's book about eclipses, put it to me recently, "you're watching giant objects move around and hide one behind the other." The realization can prompt us to consider the moon and the sun and the Earth as the three-dimensional objects they really are, shaped into spheres by the same gravitational forces that keep them looping around one another forever. Outer space, during an eclipse, seems more alive. That effect is unusual even for other kinds of cosmic alignments, such as planetary conjunctions. About every 20 years, the orbits of Earth, Jupiter, and Saturn align, and Jupiter and Saturn appear close together in the night sky, like a pair of sparkling earrings; you can even see them with your naked eye. But because the planets take several weeks to move toward one another, the distance between them shrinking marginally every evening, we can't meaningfully observe the movement in real time.

Read: Solar eclipses are always with us

Not everyone who wants to experience totality firsthand can. To be an eclipse chaser requires financial resources to cover travel and planning, and time and flexibility to do it. Countless Americans cannot afford to race against celestial orbits and must instead wait for the shadow of the moon to come to them. When it does, even after decades of suspense, the raw, unmediated experience is a jolt to the system.
 
 This year, I've been lucky enough to fly toward the eclipse to Niagara Falls, where I'm hoping clouds won't obscure the event. Even though I know it's coming, I also know that the sudden shift into darkness will feel unnatural, as it did during my first eclipse experience, in 2017--that I will feel as if I have suddenly been transported to an alien planet. After, when the sun returns to its usual intensity, it will seem as if nothing has happened. But I'll hold on to the memory of the most undiluted view of the universe available from this perch.

Related podcast

Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Google Podcasts | Pocket Casts
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Drones Could Unite Ranchers and Conservationists

Flying robots could offer a nonlethal way to keep wolves away from cattle.

by Kylie Mohr




This article was originally published by High Country News.

In the summer of 2022, several researchers with USDA Wildlife Services held their breath as a drone pilot flew a large drone, equipped with a camera, toward a wolf standing in a pasture in southwestern Oregon. The team members, watching from a distance, expected the wolf to freeze or run away the minute the whirring rotors approached it. But to their disbelief, it did neither.

Instead, the wolf wagged its tail, stretched out its front legs, lowered its head, and lifted its butt--a classic canine invitation to play and precisely the opposite of the response researchers were hoping for. The project, led by Paul Wolf, the southwest Oregon district supervisor for Wildlife Services, was designed to find ways to use drones to scare wolves away from livestock, not give the animals a new toy.

Later that night, the researchers tried again, this time outfitting the drone with a speaker that broadcast human voices. The wolf took off running. For the rest of the summer and fall, the field staff focused on using drones to discourage wolves from approaching cattle, in one case using a speaker-equipped drone to halt an ongoing attack. The three wolves fled, and the wounded steer survived. "We know for sure that we saved at least one (animal) doing this," says Dustin Ranglack, the Predator Ecology and Behavior Project leader for Wildlife Services' National Wildlife Research Center and a collaborator on the Oregon project. (An arm of the Department of Agriculture, Wildlife Services sometimes kills predators, such as wolves, in addition to implementing nonlethal livestock-protection measures.)

Ranglack and other researchers hope drones will help keep the peace between predators and livestock. "Early detection is your best means of mitigating conflict before something negative occurs," says Jared Beaver, an assistant professor and a wildlife-management specialist at Montana State University. "Before livestock gets killed or before a wildlife species gets in trouble and has to be killed as well."

Drones are already used for population surveys and even health assessments of hard-to-reach species, such as orcas. This can reduce the need for going up in small aircraft, one of the riskiest parts of a wildlife biologist's job.

But Beaver would like to see the technology more widely used with predators. He says that drones would likely be most effective when used with existing methods of predator deterrence, such as range riders (people who accompany herds in order to deter wolves through their presence), guard dogs, and strings of flapping flags, called fladry. If equipped with thermal sensors, cameras, and artificial-intelligence systems trained to recognize large predators, a drone could theoretically fly over a calving pasture at night and alert a sleeping rancher to possible trouble. Drones could also monitor areas where wolves or bears have been sighted, guiding range riders in their livestock-monitoring efforts.

Ranglack's analysis of the drones' effects on wolves in Oregon showed that they can reduce attacks. Prior to the 2022 drone flights, a wolf killed a cow in the study area almost every other night. But when drones were used to detect wolves near cattle and then scare them away with recorded voices, wolves killed only two animals over 85 nights.

Though wolves are responsible for less than 1 percent of cattle deaths in the northern Rocky Mountain states, predator attacks can be costly and emotional for ranchers. Some federal and state wildlife protections permit landowners to kill wolves that are caught in the act, but by heading off conflicts before they start, drones could reduce the use of lethal control.

Daniel Anderson, the founding director of the nonprofit the Common Ground Project, has been experimenting with drones on his family's ranch in Montana's Paradise Valley since 2017. Tucked inside Tom Miner Basin, the land is a haven for grizzlies and wolves. A licensed drone pilot, Anderson uses his drone to look out for his cows, surveying the landscape via his smartphone, which is connected to a handheld controller. If he detects a cow carcass, he can use the drone to check for nearby predators. "It's a little dangerous to walk into those settings," Anderson says. "Maybe we can use a drone to flush out animals, go in and do some recon to see if there's a bear on that carcass."

After a neighbor was chased by a bear during a horseback ride, he asked Anderson to look for evidence of livestock predation by flying a drone into the densely wooded drainage where the incident occurred. Anderson's drone saw no sign of cow carcasses but discovered that the sow had two cubs, a possible explanation for her defensive behavior. "That's obviously helpful," Anderson says. "That's a good use of the technology." He's also used a drone to monitor elk populations over the course of the year, and to watch how different animals--deer, moose, sandhill cranes--respond to drones. Anecdotally, he's found that they're all sensitive to the disturbance, acting startled even when the drones are still hundreds of yards away.

In his office at Montana State University, Beaver is modeling the kind of simplified drone that he hopes to see become commercially available to landowners: a flying robot that can be operated without the help of computer scientists, software developers, or wildlife biologists. "I'm looking for those win-wins," Beaver says. "From an ag standpoint, helping [ranchers] sleep better at night, and a win from a wildlife-conservation standpoint too." He imagines a "Roomba for ranch operations" that could be activated with a smartphone.

But drones still face barriers to widespread implementation. "We're all keenly aware of the limitations of this tool," Ranglack says. For one thing, they're expensive: Drones mounted with the thermal-imaging capabilities necessary for nighttime monitoring and with speakers such as the ones tested by Wildlife Services can cost $20,000 or more, he says. Anderson purchased his own drone, a simpler model, for about half that.

Federal Aviation Administration regulations also require drone pilots to pass a certification test. And operators need to keep a line of sight on drones while they're in use; the Oregon researchers were working in flat, open pastures, where wolves could be easily spotted, but trees and rugged topography can obscure the view and make flight more challenging.

Then there's battery life: A drone's rechargeable batteries must be changed every half hour or so. In at least one instance in Oregon, a drone that detected a wolf ran low on power and had to return to base before it could scare off the animal. Although a ground crew was able to reach the site and stop the attack, the cow was injured so badly that it had to be euthanized. Anderson is also concerned that flying at high elevation, especially in the summer, can overheat drone batteries. "This isn't something any producer can just decide, 'Hey, I'm going to go do this,' and pick up and do it,'" Ranglack says. "At least not yet. But it has some real promise under the right conditions."

For his part, Anderson worries about the effects on wildlife. "I don't fly nearly as much now, just because of the impact," he says. Flying a drone, he surmises, is akin to introducing another predator, and it could drive off or stress birds and other animals he's not trying to keep away from his cattle. He also realizes that no single tool can fix everything. The No. 1 killers of his cattle aren't wolves or bears but noxious weeds such as larkspur, and at least for now, Anderson can find those only by riding through pastures himself, on the back of a horse.
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Why a Cognitive Scientist Put a Head Cam on His Baby

The perspective of a child could help AI learn language--and tell us more about how humans manage the same feat.

by Sarah Zhang






When Luna was seven months old, she began wearing, at the behest of her scientist father, a hot-pink helmet topped with a camera that would, for about an hour at a time, capture everything she saw, heard, and said.



Her dad, Brenden Lake, is a cognitive scientist at New York University, where he thinks about  better ways to train artificial intelligence. At home, he trains human intelligence, by which I just mean that he's a dad. On a recent Sunday morning, he held up a robot puppet and asked Luna, who was meting out her wooden toys, "That's for robot?" "Oh, goodness!" he added in a silly Muppet voice. Luna seemed only half-interested--in the way small children are always sort of on their own planet--but a couple of minutes later, she returned to pick up the puppet. "Robot," she said. "Robot," she repeated, dispelling any doubt about her intentions. Her dad turned to me, surprised; he'd never heard her say "robot" before. Had she learned the word just now?



At one and a half years old, Luna has mastered a technique that current AI models still struggle with. Humans are able to learn from very few examples, meaning that even a single encounter can solidify the connection between a silver hand puppet and the phonemes that comprise robot. Artificial intelligence, by contrast, might need dozens or hundreds of examples; large language models such as the one powering ChatGPT are trained on hundreds of billions, if not trillions, of words--an inhuman amount of data. "It would take 1,000 years to hear a word count of that magnitude," Lake told me. Given that humans require far less time--and far fewer words--to master language, could AI be trained more efficiently? Could it learn more like, say, a toddler?



These questions are what initially motivated Lake to record his daughter's early life. (He convinced his wife with a more sentimental pitch: They could capture and replay Luna's baby milestones.) Along with 25 or so other babies, Luna is part of the BabyView study, a project run out of Stanford that aims to capture exactly what young kids see and hear in the crucial period when they're picking up language at a shocking speed. Lake hopes to one day feed the data from Luna and others back into his own models--to find better ways of training AI, and to find better ways of understanding how children pull off the ubiquitous yet remarkable feat of learning language.


The camera helmet in action (Wai Keen Vong)



Recent technological leaps--in artificial intelligence but also in hardware--have given scientists new tools to study developmental psychology. Cameras and microphones are now small and light enough for infants to wear for longer stretches, including at home. In the early 2010s, Michael Frank, a developmental psychologist at Stanford who now leads the BabyView study, decided along with two colleagues to put head cams on their own babies. They would track their kid's development from about six months, when babies have enough neck strength not to be bothered by a camera, to around two and a half years, when toddlers really start to protest. Frank's baby, however, refused to consent from the start; she absolutely loathed having anything on her head. "I didn't have the fortitude" to continue, he told me, and his daughter dropped out. But the data collected from the two other babies--and later a third--were released in 2021 as a research data set called SAYCam.



Not long after, Frank decided to go bigger and more ambitious with BabyView, which has the same idea but would feature more babies, crisper audio, and higher-resolution video. This resulting data will be shared online, but to protect the privacy of the babies, it'll be accessible only to institutional researchers, and participants can choose to delete videos well before they are shared.



Lake decided to sign his daughter up for BabyView--fortunately, Luna tolerates a head cam just fine--because he was immediately interested in using the SAYCam corpus to train AI. On a basic level, would it even work? His group at NYU published a much-publicized paper in Science this past winter, which showed that even AI models trained on 61 hours of low-res video, or just 1 percent of the waking hours of one SAYCam baby, could classify images that showed objects including a ball, a cat, and a car. A suite of other studies from his lab has found that AI models trained on SAYCam can form their own categories such as "food," "vehicle," and "clothing," or clusters of words that correspond to nouns or verbs--as you might expect a young toddler to do as they learn about the world.



To be clear, Lake and his colleagues do not claim to have replicated in silico how toddlers actually learn. The models are trained, after all, on snippets of video and text--a poor imitation of the rich sensory experience of being in a physical world. But the studies are most interesting as proof of concept. In the field of language acquisition, for example, experts have long debated the extent to which babies are born with innate knowledge, strategies, and biases that prime them for language. On one extreme, one could posit that babies are born as blank slates. The AI models definitely started as blank slates; if training them with just a small percentage of a baby's audiovisual experience can get them to classify balls and cats, that shows how a neural network can learn "starting from nothing," says Wai Keen Vong, a research scientist with Lake at NYU who was the lead author on the paper. By adult-human standards, though, the model might not be that impressive; its overall accuracy was just over 60 percent. Maybe it needs more data, or maybe it needs a different way of learning.



This is so where things could get interesting. Lake would like to equip artificial intelligence with some of the strategies babies seem to display in lab experiments. For example, when young children are presented with a new word--such as kettle--they seem to instinctively know that kettle refers to the entirety of the kettle, not just to its handle or its material or its color. When they are presented with two objects--one familiar and one unfamiliar--they will assume that a new word they hear refers to the new object. These strategies likely help babies sift through the cluttered, chaotic world of their everyday life, and they might help artificial intelligence learn more like a child too, though AI is far, far from actually imitating a child.

That said, AI models could also inspire new ideas about how children learn. Chen Yu, a developmental psychologist at the University of Austin, told me about a study he conducted with his collaborators, in which parents and children wore head cams as they played with toys in a lab. Curiously, Yu and his collaborators noticed that a computer vision model trained on the child's POV outperformed one trained on the parents'. What about a child's perspective is more conducive to learning? They wondered if children were manipulating the toys more thoroughly, turning them back and forth to see the objects from different angles. With these AI-enabled approaches, Yu said,  researchers can generate new hypotheses that can then be tested back in the lab. Linda Smith, a frequent collaborator of Yu's and a longtime researcher of children's cognitive development at Indiana University, told me that when she got her start, decades ago, "artificial intelligence and human cognition were one field. It was all the same people." The fields may have since diverged, but the overlap still makes perfect sense.

In his academic career, Lake, who had previously taught an AI model how handwriting works, has also been seeking out ways to create an AI that learns more like a human. This naturally led him to how children learn. "Children are the most impressive learners in the known universe," he told me. After having kids of his own, he thought parenting might inspire fresh insights for his research. Has it? I probed, curious because I too have a 1-year-old at home, whose intellectual progression is possibly the most remarkable thing I have ever witnessed. Not really, he admitted. Watching children learn is so fascinating, so surprising, so fun. But the process is also so intuitive--if it were that easy for any parent to understand how their child learns, wouldn't we have figured it out already?
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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?" he 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



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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 prevents 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 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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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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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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How Long Should a Species Stay on Life Support?

Decades into their recovery program, black-footed ferrets still don't have a clear-cut path to leaving the endangered-species list.

by Katherine J. Wu




Updated at 6:50 p.m. ET on March 15, 2024

At about 3:30 a.m., four hours into our drive, Travis Livieri's phone began to thrum. "I've got a ferret for you," a voice crackled through the static. The animal in question was one of North America's most endangered mammals, for which the next hour might be the strangest of her life; for Livieri, the wildlife biologist tasked with saving her, it would be one of thousands of interventions he's made to prevent her kind from permanently vanishing. Over the past 28 years--through two graduate degrees, a marriage, the founding and running of a nonprofit, and multiple cross-state moves--he has thought of little else.

Livieri coaxed his Chevy Silverado off the bumpy stretch of South Dakota grassland that he and I had been circling and headed toward a designated meeting point, where Maddie Hartlaub, a biologist at Livieri's conservation organization, Prairie Wildlife Research, handed him a crimped black tube. Inside was a black-footed ferret that needed a vaccine.

With the young ferret secured in the back seat, Livieri steered us toward his vaccination headquarters: a white trailer, its packed interior jury-rigged into a laboratory workbench. Inside, Livieri strapped on an N95 mask (a precaution to protect the ferrets) and--with a paper-towel roll duct-taped to the handle of a broomstick--nudged the two-pound kit, who was snarling, hissing, and chattering, out of her tube and into a makeshift anesthesia chamber. Four minutes later, she was asleep. With her black-tipped paws and tail outstretched, canines peeking from beneath her upper lip, she suddenly resembled a plushie more than a wild predator.

Livieri combed her back for fleas and inspected her ears for ticks; he sampled her blood, her fur, the cells that lined her cheeks. He poked a microchip between her shoulder blades. The main event was the vaccines, one into each hip, each a Crystal Light pink. The shot on the left guarded against canine distemper, the shot on the right against plague--a flea-borne bacterial disease that kills virtually every unvaccinated black-footed ferret it infects.

Roughly a century ago, scientists estimate, up to a million black-footed ferrets scampered across the plains of North America; nowadays, just 340 or so of the weasels are left in the wild, fragmented across 18 reintroduction sites. And plague "is their No. 1 nemesis," Dean Biggins, a grassland ecologist with the U.S. Geological Survey, told me. If ferrets were facing only habitat destruction or food insecurity, multiplying them in captivity might be enough to replace what nature has lost. But each time conservationists have added ferrets to the landscape, plague has cut down their numbers.

To keep the species from dying out, researchers have deployed just about every tool they have: vaccines and captive breeding, but also insecticides, artificial insemination, and a medley of safeguards for prairie dogs, the weasels' primary prey. In 2020, black-footed ferrets even became the first endangered animal in North America to be successfully cloned for conservation purposes. Still, those efforts are not enough. Mike Lockhart, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service's former black-footed-ferret recovery coordinator, once thought that, this far into the 21st century, ferrets "would be downlisted at least, maybe even recovered," he told me. But their numbers have been stagnant in the wild for about a decade. Without new funds, technology, or habitat, the population looks doomed to only decline.

Ferrets' woes are "absolutely our fault," Biggins told me. Humans imported plague to North America more than a century ago, unleashing it on creatures whose defenses never had the chance to evolve. That single ecological error has proved essentially impossible to undo. Today, black-footed ferrets exist in the wild only because a select few people, including Livieri, have dedicated their lives to them.



Within an hour, the freshly vaccinated ferret was on her way back to her burrow in her species' last remaining paradise. Livieri and his colleagues have counted roughly 150 ferrets--almost half of the individuals estimated to remain in the wild--currently living in South Dakota's Conata Basin and the nearby Badlands; this stretch of cactus-studded grassland is the only place where researchers are certain that ferrets have been sustaining themselves for decades without regular infusions of captive-bred kits. "If something happened to Conata Basin, we would be done, literally done, with the recovery program for the species," Steve Forrest, a biologist who has been working with black-footed ferrets since the 1980s, told me.

Conata Basin/Badlands is also the ferret habitat where humans have intervened the most. Over the past two decades, Livieri, who is 52, estimates that he has vaccinated 1,500 black-footed ferrets in the region--many of them twice, the gold standard for plague shots. "He's caught more ferrets than anyone," Kristy Bly, the manager of black-footed-ferret restoration for the World Wildlife Fund's Northern Great Plains Program, told me.

Mainly because of Livieri, who has been working with ferrets full-time since the '90s, about 95 percent of the modern Conata Basin/Badlands ferret population has received at least one plague-vaccine dose. Every August since the late aughts, whether it meant traveling from his home in Colorado or from his next residence in Wisconsin, Livieri has trekked down to South Dakota to spend two to three months "on ferret time." By day, he grinds away at data sets and gets what sleep he can in a camper on a friend's bison ranch. By night, he dons his weasel-catching uniform--a periwinkle work shirt and a gray cap, stamped with Prairie Wildlife Research's ferret-centric logo--and blasts Van Halen, scouring the landscape with a spotlight fastened to the top of his truck, and planting a cage over every burrow where he's seen the green glint of a ferret's eye.

The weasels were once easier to find. In 2007, more than 350 ferrets roamed the region, enough that researchers were scooping up kits to augment populations elsewhere. Then, in May 2008, the prairie-dog corpses began to pile up--and researchers realized that plague had arrived. By 2013, the local ferret population had plummeted to 49; at the nearby Lower Brule Indian Reservation, Shaun Grassel, the Lower Brule Sioux Tribe's former wildlife biologist, watched a community of about 60 dwindle to a single breeding pair.

Scientists had initially assumed that plague wouldn't trouble black-footed ferrets, because early studies had suggested that their cousins, domestic ferrets and Siberian polecats, were largely immune. By the end of the '90s, researchers saw how wrong they'd been. Plague killed ferrets without fail, filling their lungs with fluid and their abdomen with blood; prairie dogs--which make up as much as 90 percent of the weasels' diet--were extremely vulnerable too. When epidemics broke out, whatever ferrets didn't succumb to the disease generally starved instead. During the first big outbreaks in ferret territory, researchers sometimes didn't realize that the scourge had begun to spread until thousands of acres of prairie-dog town had gone quiet, the burrows caved in, their entrances lidded with cobwebs.

As plague outbreaks intensified across the Mountain West and Midwest, Livieri told me, some researchers seemed resigned to letting the disease run its course. But he had already dedicated the past decade of his life to black-footed ferrets. "It wasn't within me to just walk away," he said. He got his hands on a plague vaccine, still being tested by the Geological Survey and the Fish and Wildlife Service, and recruited a vet friend in Texas to teach him how to take tricky blood samples in the field. "Everyone said, 'There's no way you can vaccinate all the ferrets,'" Livieri told me. "I said, 'Try me.'"

To immunize wild ferrets, Livieri and other weasel-chasers (as some call themselves) must drive through the night, often for weeks, keeping themselves alert by chain-snarfing candy and caffeinated drinks. The ferrets are not keen on being caught: Even though a team might place a trap on the same burrow night after night, Livieri estimates that at most half of the cages end up filled. Many other sites lack the resources and reinforcements to immunize half their ferrets in a given year with even a single plague-vaccine dose.

Livieri stumbled into ferret conservation fresh out of college, eager to work with wildlife. In 1995, he helped discover the first litter of wild-born kits to be seen in South Dakota in at least two decades. A couple of years later, he and a colleague released a cohort of captive ferrets and watched 80 percent of them survive. He started to see how he could contribute, year by year, to the ferrets' future. The success drew him in, but his growing attachment to the slinky, mischievous mammals kept him coming back, even as plague culled the populations that he and his colleagues had built. He can still remember the four-digit numerical codes of animals he snared in the '90s; he married a fellow ferret lover and has six domestic ones at home.

Through all of this, he has been hoping for some breakthrough that might render his work obsolete: He knows that he alone cannot determine the species' fate. But "I don't know," he told me, "who's going to be the next me."


Left: A black-footed ferret in a temporary trap, prior to being vaccinated against plague, at a ferret reintroduction site on the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation in Montana (Matthew Brown / AP) Right: A black-footed ferret under anesthesia, being readied for sample collection and vaccination (Katherine J. Wu)





In the 1980s, conservationists gathered near the small town of Meeteetse, Wyoming, to scoop up the last 18 black-footed ferrets remaining in the wild, all presumably from the same extended family. Only seven bred. Every modern member of the species is their descendant, each the genetic equivalent of a half-sibling to the rest--with three exceptions.

To preserve what genetic diversity is left, a conservation geneticist at the Smithsonian logs every captive ferret's relatedness in a stud book to determine each spring's optimal mating pairs; a reproductive biologist at Georgia State University has banked cryogenically frozen ferret semen since the '90s, as an option to supplement natural matings. Still, captive ferrets bear inbreeding's toll: lower birthing success, poorer sperm quality, the occasional crooked tail.

Two female ferrets born last spring, named Noreen and Antonia, may be key to slowing their species' decline, several experts told me. Both are clones of Willa, a Meeteetse ferret that died in the 1980s and left no living descendants. They are the result of years of effort by the conservation nonprofit Revive & Restore, partnering with Fish and Wildlife. The plan is for at least one of these clones to breed this spring and add a much-needed eighth genetic founder to the species. But ferret health can be finicky, and cloning from old tissue samples is still a fairly new scientific pursuit. Another Willa clone, Elizabeth Ann, born in 2020, had just one kidney and a malformed uterus that had to be removed before she had the chance to breed.

Captivity is, in one sense, good for ferrets: Plague does not reach them there. But that safety has trade-offs. Ferrets are normally solitary hunters, but in captivity, the animals spend their days in metal cages, often alongside dozens of their own kind; the staple of their diet is a factory-made horse-meat blend, fed to them by humans, whom the animals learn to rely on. Biggins, the USGS ecologist, told me that in the 1990s some of the first ferrets to be reintroduced into the wild were so flummoxed by their surroundings that they were picked off by coyotes, owls, and other predators within days. Alarmed, scientists began to train captive-born kits in outdoor pens, where they could learn to treat burrows as havens and hunt live prairie dogs before their release. Those boot camps increased survival about tenfold. But today's captive-borns still lack some basic skills, Grassel told me. They never fare as well as ferrets born in the wild.

Initially, the intent of the captive-breeding program was "to do ourselves out of business," Lockhart, the former U.S. Fish and Wildlife recovery coordinator, told me. But as plague's threat has grown, so has conservationists' dependence on breeding ferrets--including in ways that could permanently alter them. In collaboration with scientists at MIT, Revive & Restore is working on a heritable plague vaccine that, once written into black-footed-ferret DNA, could enable the animals to sire a line of ferrets that can generate their own immunity. Meanwhile, scientists at the Smithsonian-Mason School of Conservation and Penn State have been hunting for genes in other, more plague-resistant weasels that could theoretically be stitched into the black-footed-ferret genome.

Even if they bred a legion of plague-proof ferrets, though, conservationists would still need to find more places for them to live. Black-footed ferrets currently occupy 300,000 acres of North America; to leave the endangered-species list, they will likely need three times that amount, the WWF's Bly told me. Last year, researchers had to scramble to find homes in the wild for all 231 captive-born kits--close to a record--that Fish and Wildlife had dispatched to them for release. (Fish and Wildlife did not respond to requests for comment.) Wild habitats are simply too scarce, Bly said: The captive-breeding program has effectively outstripped what's left of nature's capacity to benefit from it.




Left: A black-tailed prairie dog. (Kevin Moloney / The New York Times / Redux)  Right: A black-footed ferret in northern Colorado. (Kathryn Scott Osler / The Denver Post / Getty)



To save a species, scientists must save its way of life--which, for black-footed ferrets, means preserving prairie dogs. At night, the weasels sneak into the rodents' burrows to prey on them, suffocating them while they sleep with a lethal bite to the neck; their vacant chambers also double as dens in which ferrets eat, rest, breed, and raise their kits. Lose prairie dogs, and ferrets will die too.

One morning, Livieri, fresh off a night of spotlighting, offered to show me what the ferrets' world looks like by day. We drove through a series of grazing pastures, carefully opening and closing gates, until we reached a stretch of prairie pockmarked with burrows, each wide enough to stick an arm down. Several burrows had bright-red grain piled at their entrance. This bait, laced with a drug that turns prairie dogs' blood into a flea-killing insecticide, could be a slightly less labor-intensive alternative to painstakingly spraying pesticide on individual burrows. But both strategies have their drawbacks--and no single intervention has yet been enough to protect prairie dogs. In recent decades, the prairie-dog species that black-footed ferrets most depend on have declined so precipitously that conservationists and researchers have petitioned to get them federally listed as threatened.

Fish and Wildlife so far hasn't budged. And prairie dogs do remain abundant enough to rankle many of the ranchers and farmers whose grasslands and crop fields they wreak havoc on. "They're like moles on steroids," Gene Williams, whose family has ranched in South Dakota for decades, told me. Across the Mountain West and Midwest, poisoning of prairie dogs remains common, and in several places, it is carried out by the U.S. Forest Service. Where they're allowed to, ranchers shoot the rodents.

Williams is among the ranchers who appreciate that without prairie dogs, black-footed ferrets--a species he's admired since childhood--have no hope. It helps that the rodents make him money: He runs a prairie-dog-centric tourist attraction--complete with a giant prairie-dog statue--where visitors can buy prairie-dog-themed shirts and mugs, and toss unsalted peanuts to a small colony adjacent to his parking lot. Other ranchers have accepted financial incentives from government to host the animals on their property. Some, though, oppose just about any prairie-dog presence in their pastures.

In 2009, the Forest Service designated at least 18,000 acres of Thunder Basin National Grassland--a 550,000-acre expanse of federal, state, and private lands in northeastern Wyoming--as protected prairie-dog habitat, laying the groundwork for ferret reintroductions. That area is widely considered one of the "most promising" uninhabited spots for ferrets left in the U.S., Bly told me. But the proposal sparked backlash from local ranchers such as Ty Checketts. In 2016, a population boom blanketed about a third of his property with colonies of prairie dogs, which so thoroughly stripped the vegetation that his cattle went hungry, wild deer and elk migrated away, and swaths of his land succumbed to weed overgrowth and erosion. When plague wiped out most of the prairie-dog population, "it was a blessing from God," he told me. In 2020, the Forest Service amended its plans for Thunder Basin, paring back prairie-dog protections.

Finding suitable sites for ferret reintroductions is only getting harder as droughts brought on by climate change exacerbate conflicts between ranchers and prairie dogs, and as demand for wind, solar, and other renewable energy sources pushes development deeper into the Mountain West. Maintaining new sites would require still more investment: Fish and Wildlife supplies sites with captive-born ferret kits for reintroduction but does not routinely follow those infusions with funds for plague management; sites must find money for those measures themselves. Of the 34 North American habitats where ferrets have been released, about half no longer have any of the animals, primarily because of plague. The two dozen ferrets I saw over my three nights in Conata Basin may be more than some sites will ever host.

On the second night of my visit, Livieri and I prepped one of those ferrets for release beneath a nearly full moon--a time, weasel-catchers believe, when the animals are especially active. From inside his pet carrier, the young kit scuffled impatiently. But when Livieri popped open the cage's front, the animal paused and locked eyes with us. On his chest was a freshly drawn blue stripe, running from the base of his left ear to the top of his right shoulder, denoting his first plague shot. His chances of survival were far higher now; with the shot's defensive molecules teeming within him, his body was also no longer entirely wild.

Livieri often compares himself to an alien abductor, swooping in with his giant spotlight, poking and prodding and microchipping the animals, then dropping them back at their burrows to wake, groggy and unsure. If all goes well, each benefits and then forgets anyone was there. But this particular ferret existed because humans intervened in his species' past--capturing those last 18 ferrets from the wild, planting some of their descendants here. He may even have existed because this specific person looming above him had vaccinated one of his direct ancestors.



Conservation dogma generally holds that the best version of a species to preserve is the most untouched one. But meddling with ferrets' lives may be necessary for as long as plague is around and humans want black-footed ferrets to be, too. Our species has so thoroughly changed the world that we now have little choice but to retrofit ferrets to a version of nature that is no longer hospitable to them.

At his burrow's entrance, the ferret hesitated again, before vanishing in a cream-colored flash. He had no way of knowing that ideally, he would be caught again. For his best chance at survival, he still had to earn another blue stripe, right ear to left shoulder--the second half of Livieri's hand-drawn X.
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        The Atlantic's May Cover Story: Stephanie McCrummen on the "Great Serengeti Land Grab"
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's May cover story, "The Great Serengeti Land Grab," staff writer Stephanie McCrummen reports from Tanzania on how Gulf princes, wealthy tourists, and conservation groups are displacing the Maasai people. McCrummen, who was once an East Africa bureau chief, reports extensively from the region, speaking with Tanzanian government officials and telling the story of the Maasai as they confront their ongoing displacement.

The Maasai migrated to northern Tanzania 400 years ago, becomin...
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s May Cover Story: Stephanie McCrummen on the "Great Serengeti Land Grab"






For The Atlantic's May cover story, "The Great Serengeti Land Grab," staff writer Stephanie McCrummen reports from Tanzania on how Gulf princes, wealthy tourists, and conservation groups are displacing the Maasai people. McCrummen, who was once an East Africa bureau chief, reports extensively from the region, speaking with Tanzanian government officials and telling the story of the Maasai as they confront their ongoing displacement.
 
 The Maasai migrated to northern Tanzania 400 years ago, becoming stewards of a land that encompasses hundreds of thousands of square miles of grassy plains, woodlands, rivers, and lakes, as well as some of the most spectacular wildlife on the planet. British colonial authorities, in the wake of their own arrival, went on to establish part of the land area as the Serengeti National Park, followed by UNESCO declaring the area a World Heritage Site. Western tourists arrived to experience a version of Africa they'd been promised in movies, and Tanzanian authorities started leasing blocks of lands to foreign hunting and safari companies, as well as to the Dubai royal family. But, as McCrummen writes, "the threat unfolding now is of greater magnitude."
 
 Tanzania's president, Samia Suluhu Hassan, took office in 2021. In one of her first major speeches, she emphasized the renewed role of tourism in the country and how "we agreed that people and wildlife could cohabitate, but now people are overtaking the wildlife." Not long after the speech, officials announced plans to resettle the roughly 100,000 Maasai living in and around the area to "modern houses" in another part of the country. McCrummen reports on how compounds were bulldozed and houses were crushed; families were forcibly removed, shot at, and beaten; cattle were seized by the tens of thousands; and the finest land in northern Tanzania was set aside for conservation, which turned out to mean "bespoke expeditions" for trophy hunters and tourists--anything and anyone except the Maasai.
 
 McCrummen interviews Albert Msando, a district commissioner who was empowered to speak on behalf of President Hassan. Msando told McCrummen that he could understand the Maasai's concern about losing their culture, even if he had little sympathy for it. "Culture is a fluid thing," Msando said, adding: "The Maasai are not exempted from acculturation or cultural acclimatization or cultural extinction."
 
 McCrummen focuses on the plight of a Maasai man named Songoyo, who was displaced from his home and is struggling to rebuild his life. She follows Songoyo as he attempts to raise enough money to buy a single cow, because, as McCrummen writes, "that was the starting point of what it meant to be a Maasai man, which was what he still wanted to be." The Maasai have tried to resist their displacement through appeals to the United Nations, the European Union, the East African Court of Justice, and Vice President Kamala Harris, when she visited Tanzania, in 2023. They have produced original reports and unearthed old maps and village titles to prove that the land is theirs by law--but, as McCrummen reports, it has ultimately been to no avail.
 
 "The Great Serengeti Land Grab" was published today in The Atlantic. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press Contact:
 Sammi Sontag | The Atlantic 
 press@theatlantic.com
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The Golden Age of Dating Doesn't Exist

Romance in America has never been easy.

by Faith Hill




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.


"I wish I knew some young men!" the writer Eliza Orne White declared in The Atlantic's July 1888 issue. "I am fully aware how heterodox this sentiment is considered, but I repeat it boldly, and even underline it--I should like to know some interesting men!"

White, a fiction author, was writing in the voice of her 20-year-old protagonist May, but her story had plenty to do with the romantic truths of the day. A 19th-century woman couldn't just make a Tinder account and message a strapping stonemason two towns over. If she wanted a suitor, she had to choose one from a limited supply of options and then charm him--just enough to encourage interest but not so much that she'd seem like she was trying. When I spoke with Beth Bailey, the author of From Front Porch to Back Seat: Courtship in Twentieth-Century America, she told me that this had long been the classic tale of American courtship: Because women couldn't conventionally initiate or steer a relationship themselves, all they could hope for was to subtly influence men to act in a certain way. (Even if they weren't straight, they probably had few options besides marrying a man.) Poor May had to pretend she enjoyed reading Robert Browning's poetry to catch the attention of her crush, who was leading a club on the poet's oeuvre; after going through all that trouble, she was deemed a "flirt" by the haughty ladies of the neighborhood.

When you're struggling in love, it's easy to feel like you were simply born at the wrong time. Today, media outlets have amply covered "dating-app fatigue"; some polls have found that the majority of online daters say they experience "burnout" from all that swiping. But courtship has always been hard. Moira Weigel, the author of Labor of Love: The Invention of Dating, told me that for much of early American history, your relatives likely arranged or at least surveilled your budding relationships. Before the Industrial Revolution, the point of marriage was often to unite families so they could share agricultural work, so your dating life was, in fact, their business. That meant little freedom for your own personal canoodling.

Once young people started living and working in cities, it became more common for them to pair up on their own. But that presented its own challenges. As marriage became, more and more, an arrangement of love rather than of logistics, the pressure to find the perfect mate was cranked up and up. "Marriage was not designed as a mechanism for providing friendship, erotic experience, romantic love, personal fulfillment, continuous lay psychotherapy, or recreation," the sociologist Mervyn Cadwallader argued in a 1966 Atlantic article titled "Marriage as a Wretched Institution." (Please, Cadwallader, tell us how you really feel.) Perhaps a mere practical contract was enough when people could lean on their family and their neighbors. But in a fractured, urbanized nation, the stakes were higher. "Cut off from the support and satisfactions that flow from community," Cadwallader wrote, "the confused and searching young American can do little but place all of his bets on creating a community in microcosm, his own marriage."

For decades, it was hard to know where to even start looking for such a bond. Once more women began attending college in the early 20th century, one clear answer emerged: Young couples more commonly met in school. (Perhaps if May had had that opportunity, she wouldn't have been so afraid of becoming one of the dreaded "maiden ladies"--single women--in her town, left wandering around with a "resigned expression" and meddling in the affairs of eligible bachelorettes like herself.) But academia wasn't possible for everyone, nor did it grant all who took part a soulmate. And as the world kept changing, courtship, and its inevitable frustrations, shifted yet again.

In her book, Why There Are No Good Men Left, the historian Barbara Dafoe Whitehead wrote that as women were encouraged more and more to develop their own career, many of them sought to settle down at a later age. But it was harder, by then, to find a partner. "The large pool of eligible young men to which they had access in college--with backgrounds and ambitions similar to their own--has disappeared," Sage Stossel wrote in a 2002 review of the book. Where were people meant to meet anymore?

In the years that followed, dating apps provided a solution to that problem and created another: the issue of too many options. It's fair that people feel exhausted by the labor of scrolling and swiping on repeat; I do too. But, of course, we're also lucky to have a way to access new possibilities--and the agency to pursue them at all.

Love is trying not just because of historical circumstance but also because of human nature. People are complex; finding someone who brings out the best in you couldn't possibly be simple. In that sense, as much as times have changed, they've also stayed quite the same. We keep searching and hoping and failing, pleading and misreading, getting obsessed and getting hurt and getting the ick--and, eventually, starting all over again. Until, if we're very lucky, we don't have to.
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Why Tax Filing Is Such a Headache

It's not just you. Tax filing in America really is more challenging and expensive than it needs to be.

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.


Yes, the American tax code is complicated. But a web of other forces makes the country's tax-filing system much trickier than it needs to be.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Clash of the patriarchs
 	Israeli rage reaches new levels.
 	In MAGA world, everything happens for a reason.
 	The parents being scapegoated for America's gun failures




Difficult and Expensive

Doing taxes isn't many people's idea of a good time--especially right now, in the crunch of filing season. (For those of you still in the process, my apologies for reminding you of the impending deadline.) America has a complicated tax code, but that's not the only reason tax filing online is so stressful: Companies have lobbied hard over the years to keep the experience difficult and expensive.

Americans who have an income below a certain level are entitled to free federal tax filing. But millions of people who should qualify for free filing have ended up paying to file in recent years. In the early 2000s, after the government started talking about providing free tax filing to the public, a group of companies led by TurboTax, with the help of high-powered lobbyists, told the government that they would provide free federal tax filing for a swath of Americans through the IRS's Free File program. In exchange, the government agreed to back off. The companies kept their end of the deal, partnering with the IRS, and they later turned to creating additional free services on their own websites. (TurboTax and H&R Block remained affiliated with the IRS's Free File program until a few years ago.)

But free tax filing did not turn into an idyllic public resource. For one, TurboTax marketed as "free" products that ended up involving fees for some users--earlier this year, the Federal Trade Commission told TurboTax that it needs to stop claiming that its services are free unless they are free to everyone or exceptions are disclosed. (Intuit has appealed.) And ProPublica reporting in 2019 found that TurboTax deliberately suppressed links to its IRS Free File service in Google searches, in order to divert people to one of their paid products. (A spokesperson for Intuit, the parent company of TurboTax, told me that it has helped more than 124 million people file for free over the past decade, and ProPublica reported that TurboTax changed the code on its Free File option page after the publication of the ProPublica report in 2019 so that the option was no longer suppressed from search engines.)

Many tax-filing systems aren't just expensive; they're also confusing to use. Some companies have employed design choices to make certain steps of the process feel more laborious. In 2017, Kaveh Waddell wrote for The Atlantic about how TurboTax showed users fake progress bars--illustrations that seemed to show the site checking every detail of a return but that turned out to be generic. Waddell described the fake progress bar as an example of the concept of "benevolent deception"; as a spokesperson for Intuit put it at the time, the animations were used to assure customers "that their returns are accurate and they are getting all the money they deserve." Still, although an illustrated progress bar might be reassuring, it also highlights the apparent complexity of the process. Look how hard we're working to file your taxes, the bar seems to say.

Does tax filing need to be this complicated? A new government pilot program is trying to prove that it doesn't: Earlier this year, the IRS, which is not exactly known for its technological prowess, released a version of its own free online-filing service. As my colleague Saahil Desai reported last month, "That Direct File exists at all is shocking. That it's pretty good is borderline miraculous." Right now the service is available in just 12 states and only works for simple federal returns--and it has guaranteed funding for just this year. Still, Saahil writes, "it's a glimpse of a world where government tech benefits millions of Americans. In turn, it is also an agonizing realization of how far we are from that reality."

A free and easy way to file returns seems like a real public benefit. But the program's haters have been loud (already, TurboTax and H&R Block, which make billions of dollars from filers every year, have reportedly spent millions lobbying against it and other matters). Some critics of an IRS-backed filing alternative are skeptical of what they describe as its conflict of interest: If the IRS is the institution that collects money from you, will they have the taxpayers' interests in mind, or their own? The IRS has said that its goal is simply to apply the tax code; still, private companies' promise to get users the best refund possible sounds, on its face, more consumer friendly. Skeptics are also focusing on the question of funding: TurboTax pointed me to a recent Government Accountability Office report calling into question how much taxpayer money would be spent on the program--and a spokesperson for Intuit told me in an email that "IRS Direct File is a solution in search of a non-existent problem."

One day, perhaps, tax filing will be affordable and transparent for all. But if your immediate future involves parsing W-2s and rustling up receipts, I wish you the best of luck.

Related:

	The IRS finally has an answer to TurboTax.
 	Why some apps use fake progress bars




Today's News

	When asked about Arizona's recent abortion-ban ruling, Donald Trump said that the state's supreme court went too far, but added that the law would likely be reined in by Arizona's governor and others. He also said that he would not sign a federal abortion ban.
 	Allen Weisselberg, the former CFO of the Trump Organization, was sentenced to five months in a Rikers Island jail for perjury during Trump's New York civil fraud trial.
 	The six former Mississippi law-enforcement officers who assaulted and tortured two Black men were sentenced in state court to 15 to 45 years in prison, to be served concurrently with the federal sentences they had already received.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: The numbers are in, and they show that married couples are working as much as ever, Derek Thompson writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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The Sober-Curious Movement Has Reached an Impasse

By Haley Weiss

At Hopscotch, Daryl Collins's bottle shop in Baltimore, he happily sells wine to 18-year-olds. If a customer isn't sure what variety they like (and who is, at that age?), Collins might even pull a few bottles off the shelves and pop the corks for an impromptu tasting. No Maryland law keeps these teens away from the Tempranillo, because at this shop, none of the drinks contains alcohol ...
 In theory, these are teen-friendly drinks. But not every bar or shop owner will sell to under-21s ... As nonalcoholic adult beverages become more mainstream, they're forcing a reckoning over what makes a drink "adult" if not the alcohol, and testing whether drinking culture can truly be separated from booze.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"What I've heard from Gaza"
 	America is sick of swiping.
 	Are pitchers pitching too hard?




Culture Break


Keystone / Hulton Archive / Getty



Play. The adult stuffed-animal revival is here, Valerie Trapp writes. What's behind the rising popularity of plushies?

Beef. J. Cole dared to insult Kendrick Lamar--and, more surprisingly, he immediately apologized for it, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/04/why-tax-filing-is-such-a-headache/678027/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The 67-Hour Rule

Married couples are working as much as ever.

by Derek Thompson




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

One of the hard-and-fast laws of economics is that people in rich countries work less than their peers in poorer countries. The rule holds across nations. British and Japanese people work less on average than those in Mexico and India. It's also true across history. Today, the typical American works about 1,200 fewer hours a year than he did in the late 19th century.

But something strange happens when we shift our attention from individual workers to households. In the 1880s, when men worked long days and women were mostly cut off from the workforce, the typical American married couple averaged just over 68 hours of weekly paid labor. In 1965, as men's workdays contracted and women poured into the workforce, the typical American married couple averaged 67 hours of weekly paid labor--just one hour less. In the early 2000s, the typical American married couple averaged, you guessed it, almost exactly 67 hours of weekly paid labor. In 2020? Still 67 hours.

These figures come from two papers: "The Great Transition," which covers labor-market changes since 1880, by the economists Jeremy Greenwood, Ricardo Marto, and Nezih Guner, and "Measuring Trends in Leisure," which covers labor-market changes from 1965 to 2003, by the economists Mark Aguiar and Erik Hurst. There exists no perfect statistical time series to track work hours for married couples in the U.S. over the past 140 years. Sources do not always agree on precise figures, and over time dual earners may have averaged a little less or a little more than 67 hours exactly. And, of course, taking an average across many different industries is an extremely blunt measure. But as I read and reread these statistics, I was struck by the clear implication that married couples are working as much as ever.

That's astonishing. After all, in the past 140 years, almost everything about the American economy has changed radically. In the 19th century, about half of the U.S. labor force worked in farming. By the 1940s, agriculture's share of employment fell, and about a third of the country worked in manufacturing. Today, both sectors combined barely account for one in 10 American jobs. After all this, the average married couple in America still works about 67 hours a week. It is as if some god with an affinity for double-digit prime numbers descended from heaven and decreed that, no matter what seismic changes upended the world from one generation to the next, the average American family must labor for the same number of hours a week, for all of eternity.

So what explains the 67-Hour Rule? Any answer must begin with the fact that paid working hours have increased for women even as they have declined for men, for very different reasons.

In 1900, just 5 percent of married women held down a paid job. Instead, they typically put in a full 60-hour week at home, where basic upkeep was grueling by modern standards. Washing, drying, and ironing one load of laundry took up to seven hours, almost a full day's work. By the mid-20th century, electricity had made possible a set of household technologies--the automatic washer and dryer, the refrigerator, the vacuum, and the dishwasher--that combined to reduce housework by 30 hours a week. Many women took advantage of those efficiencies (and shifting women's-rights norms) to get a job. From 1880 to 1965, women's labor-participation rate skyrocketed from about 5 to more than 40 percent; by the 1990s, six in 10 women were in the labor force. Meanwhile, housework hours kept falling. From 1965 to 2003, the average married woman reduced her "nonmarket" labor--cleaning, cooking, shopping, running errands--by 13 hours a week and redirected about nine of those hours toward paid work.

As married women worked less in the home and more outside of it, married men underwent an opposite shift. In 1880, 98 percent of men participated in the labor force, and the typical worker labored 10 hours a day, six days a week. Gradually, labor-rights protests and union strikes combined to pressure employers to shorten the workweek. In her paper "The Wage and the Length of the Work Day: From the 1890s to 1991," the economist Dora Costa writes that state governments in the late 1800s and early 1900s moved to limit work hours through legislation. During World War I, the War Labor Board established an eight-hour workday for contractors. In 1938, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed the Fair Labor Standards Act, which created a right to overtime pay for those who worked more than 40 hours a week.

Meanwhile, the widespread adoption of new technologies, including tractors and cars and, later, computers, made workers more productive in their shorter workdays. Men gradually used their extra time to take on more hours of chores, errands, and child care at home.

The 67-Hour Rule is, then, a reflection of increased efficiency. Fantastic news, in other words, especially for women. One study of women in rural areas without electricity in the 1940s found that hand-washing and ironing a 38-pound laundry load required taking about 6,300 steps around the house, the well, the stove, and back to the house. After nine such loads, a woman would have walked the equivalent of a marathon. The electrification of housework reduced the ambulatory burden of that same laundry load by 90 percent.

"It was a tremendous gain for women to be freed from housework and be able to join the labor force in exchange for a wage," Marto wrote to me by email. "Most people would argue that is a good thing. My wife certainly does!" Household automation, combined with cultural and economic changes, freed women to work as they pleased. At the same time, labor laws shortened the typical workweek and outlawed child labor, while industrial technology increased productivity.

The economist Jeremy Greenwood is emphatic that the most important theme of the past 140 years of work in America has been the rise of leisure time. "Popular books like The Overworked American and More Work for Mother tell people that we're doing more work than ever and have less leisure time than ever, but this is clearly false," he told me. In fact, the decline of men's paid work and women's housework has freed up more leisure hours, even after accounting for the increase in child-care time. According to Aguiar and Hurst, leisure time increased in the second half of the 20th century for all groups they studied: men and women, singles and married couples.

But pointing out that men's workweeks declined while women's workweeks increased, and that both men and women have more leisure time, doesn't fully explain why, together, they still labor as long as they used to outside the home more than 100 years ago.

Greenwood told me that, beyond rising efficiency, the 67-Hour Rule may also reflect rising costs and rising expectations. Americans are more productive than ever. But buying homes, raising kids, and caring for older family members are all more expensive than they used to be. (Prices for housing, medical care, and college have been rising faster than inflation for practically this entire century.) The typical home today is also larger than it used to be, and outfitted with a suite of technologies--air-conditioning, flatscreen televisions, dirt-cheap electric lighting--that would have flabbergasted an 1880s monarch.

Several factors determine why a married couple might work more or less in any given year. Laws shape the normal workweek, employers set schedules, and workers choose jobs based on diverse needs and preferences. Describing the average family is difficult because doing so requires glossing over large differences: Some households with five children get by with one working spouse, while some couples without children work long hours. But overall, millions of families across time have independently concluded that it takes about 67 hours to afford the essential features of a comfortable American life, as they define it. After all, if American families felt that they could be comfortable and happy by working only 15 hours a week, many more of them would do so.

The consistency of the workweek for married couples might also reflect a keeping-up-with-the-Joneses effect. As workers get raises, some of them could choose to work less. But richer economies also create new categories of desire: movies, amusement parks, electronics, travel, summer camps, Stanley water coolers. If people become envious of their peers' rising standard of living, they'll instead choose to continue working at higher wages to buy nicer stuff. Thus the hedonic treadmill sustains higher working hours and holds the 67-Hour Rule in place.

Why 67 instead of 60 or 70 or some other number? Again, other sources may not replicate that precise figure. More generally, my guess is as good as yours. Here I feel tempted to blame that prime-number god again.

At any rate, there is something a little disappointing about the possibility that married couples have the same market workweek that they did in 1880. I'm not the first writer to worry about the tragic ironies of the dual-earner household. In their book, The Two-Income Trap, Senator Elizabeth Warren and her daughter Amelia Warren Tyagi observed that the rise in household income in the late 1990s was driven by the rise in two-income households. Clearly, they acknowledged, this was progress. But when a household adds a second earner, they said, it creates additional expenses, especially for child care, which often consumes much of the additional income. Thus, many working parents with kids feel like they're running in place rather than pooling their income to buy more comfort.

The overwork worrywarts are narrowly wrong: Americans really do have more leisure time than they used to. But they're broadly right: Americans ought to have more leisure time than they have, and it is a little scandalous that they don't.
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The Federal Judges Speaking Out Against Trump

The judiciary may be the last line of defense for American democracy.

by Charles Sykes




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 federal judiciary may turn out to be an endangered democracy's last line of defense.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	So you looked directly into the sun.
 	The logical end point of college sports
 	Do we really want a food cartel?




Pointed Rhetoric

Four decades ago, Neil Postman prophesied an apocalypse of moral idiocy in the age of mass media. "When a population becomes distracted by trivia," he wrote, in Amusing Ourselves to Death, "when cultural life is redefined as a perpetual round of entertainments, when serious conversation becomes a form of baby-talk, when, in short, a people becomes an audience and their public business a vaudeville act, then a nation finds itself at risk; culture-death is a clear possibility."

Postman was prophetic, but he couldn't have had any idea how bad things would get in the age of Donald Trump and Twitter. Faced with Trump's behavior, America's norms of decency and truth proved to be far more fragile than many of us imagined. And we don't have many of those barricades left now, do we?

But the federal judiciary may turn out to be an endangered democracy's last line of defense. Here again, Trump--who faces 91 felony charges and massive judgments in civil cases for fraud and defamation--is responding with an onslaught of personal attacks and insults, almost daring judges to hold him in contempt for violating the gag orders they have slapped on him. Over the weekend, Trump declared on Truth Social that he was prepared to become "a Modern Day Nelson Mandela" if he was thrown into jail. "It will be my GREAT HONOR."

In the short run, Trump is trying to delay, disrupt, and discredit the various cases against him. But his attacks are also part of his larger effort to delegitimize the justice system as a whole and to spread fear within the institutions tasked with holding him accountable.

Some judges, however, are pushing back. Hard. The picture is admittedly mixed: A dilatory Supreme Court has thrown Trump a lifeline by delaying a ruling on his immunity claims, and U.S. District Judge Aileen Cannon seems intent on rescuing Trump from his stolen-document case with her repeated delays (whether she means to do so is not yet clear).

But others in the federal judiciary--including Republican appointees--are using remarkably vivid language to express their disgust and concern over Trump's behavior. Although some conservative-leaning judges view the Trump era as an opportunity to reorient constitutional law, a sizable group of these judges has come to see Trump's lies and threats as a clear and present danger.

U.S. District Judge Reggie Walton, an appointee of George W. Bush, took the remarkable step of going on CNN to sound the alarm over Trump's social-media attacks on the family of the judge presiding over his New York hush-money case.

"It's very disconcerting to have someone making comments about a judge, and it's particularly problematic when those comments are in the form of a threat, especially if they're directed at one's family," Walton told CNN. "The rule of law can only function effectively when we have judges who are prepared to carry out their duties without the threat of potential physical harm." Walton specifically highlighted the case of an assailant who went to the home of U.S. District Judge Esther Salas in 2020, shot and killed her son, and wounded her husband.

Walton's fears are widely shared among federal judges. As Reuters reported in February, serious threats to federal judges have more than doubled since 2021, and more than 70 percent of the judges currently opt into the U.S. Marshal Service's offer to provide electronic security systems for their homes.

U.S. District Judge Royce C. Lamberth, also a Republican appointee, has called out Trump's embrace of the January 6 rioters--albeit without naming the former president. Lambert said at the resentencing hearing of the January 6 rioter James Little that he was "shocked to watch some public figures try to rewrite history, claiming rioters behaved 'in an orderly fashion' like ordinary tourists, or martyrizing convicted January 6 defendants as 'political prisoners' or even, incredibly, 'hostages.'"

Just last week, in a blistering sentencing memo, Lamberth reiterated that the January 6 attack on the Capitol was not an act of civil disobedience, "because it was violent, not peaceful; opportunistic, not principled; coercive, not persuasive; and selfish, not patriotic." (Emphasis in original.)

January 6, Lamberth wrote, "must not become a precedent for further violence against political opponents or governmental institutions. This is not normal. This cannot become normal. We as a community, we as a society, we as a country cannot condone the normalization of the January 6 Capitol riot."

These themes have been repeated by one judge after another. The retired federal appellate judge (and Atlantic contributor) J. Michael Luttig has called Trump a "clear and present danger" to democracy. Last month, U.S. District Judge Rudy Contreras warned that Trump could encourage his supporters to instigate another violent attack after the 2024 election. Jeffrey Sabol, a man sentenced to prison for his actions in the January 6 riots, told the FBI that he had "answered" a "call to battle" on January 6. "It doesn't take much imagination to imagine a similar call coming out in the coming months," Contreras said during Sabol's sentencing hearing.

As Tom Nichols wrote last week, Americans can become exhausted and numbed by Trump's falsehoods and violent rhetoric. But the evidence suggests that federal judges are neither exhausted nor numbed.

Trump envisions a presidency in which he would quite literally be above the law, immune from accountability, and free to wreak vengeance on his opponents. The Trump 2.0 strategy depends on the former president and his associates bending the institutions of government--including the military and the Department of Justice--to his will. Congress, especially one controlled by the GOP, is unlikely to be either a check or a balance if the other institutions fail.

Which leaves the courts.

The pointed rhetoric from these judges is an important indicator: The federal judiciary is the one institution left standing that viscerally understands, and is willing to actively resist, the threat the former president poses.

Related:

	Trump's shoot-the-moon legal strategy
 	A military loyal to Trump




Today's News

	Arizona's supreme court ruled that a restrictive Civil War-era abortion law, which bans abortion unless the pregnant person's life is at risk (with no exceptions for rape or incest), is enforceable.
 	A New York appeals judge rejected Trump's bid to delay his Manhattan criminal trial while he challenges the gag order imposed on him in the case.
 	James and Jennifer Crumbley, the parents of a Michigan school shooter, were sentenced to 10 to 15 years in prison for involuntary manslaughter. Their unprecedented cases raised the question of who can be held legally responsible for mass shootings.




Evening Read


Photograph by Sarah Palmer for The Atlantic*



Our Last Great Adventure

By Doris Kearns Goodwin

"It's now or never," [Dick Goodwin] said, announcing that the time had finally come to unpack and examine the 300 boxes of material he had dragged along with us during 40 years of marriage. Dick had saved everything relating to his time in public service in the 1960s as a speechwriter for and adviser to John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, Robert F. Kennedy, and Eugene McCarthy: reams of White House memos, diaries, initial drafts of speeches annotated by presidents and presidential hopefuls, newspaper clippings, scrapbooks, photographs, menus--a mass that would prove to contain a unique and comprehensive archive of a pivotal era ...
 For years, however, Dick had resisted opening these boxes. They were from a time he recalled with both elation and a crushing sense of loss. The assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., and Robert Kennedy; the war in Vietnam; the riots in the cities; the violence on college campuses--all the turmoil had drawn a dark curtain on the entire decade. He had wanted only to look ahead.
 Now he had resolved to go back in time.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Annie Dillard: "Total Eclipse" (From 2019)
 	You don't have to type anymore.




Culture Break


Jack Mitchell / Getty



Read. Cynthia Carr's new prismatic biography, Candy Darling: Dreamer, Icon, Superstar, traces the life of an inscrutable Warhol superstar long beloved in queer and trans circles.

Watch. These critically unappreciated 26 films, compiled by David Sims in 2021, deserve a fresh look.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Lately I've been attempting to step away from the daily hamster wheel of crazy. This means that even though I follow the news, I'm experimenting with the radical concept of actually reading nonpolitical books during the day. 

Old habits are hard to break, and I admit that I have a mental block about reading novels or watching movies during what used to be work hours. My solution has been to listen to an eclectic--perhaps even eccentric--collection of books on tape while I'm walking my two dogs, Eli and Auggie. Sometimes I'll listen to different genres on the same stroll: Robert Graves's Good-Bye to All That, Nathaniel Philbrick's In the Hurricane's Eye, and the always sanity-enhancing The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, by Douglas Adams. And if I want to get into a particularly snarky mood, there's always H. L. Mencken, who goes especially well with wrangling two immense German shepherds.

Who knows? One day soon I may even take in a movie matinee, as long as Dune 2 is still playing on the big screen. I'll keep you updated.

-- Charlie



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 Tough Sell of the Third-Party Candidate

Fear of handing the election to Donald Trump is making an outsider run radioactive.

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.


Third-party and independent candidates are never all that popular in American presidential elections. But this year, fear of handing the election to Donald Trump is making an outsider run radioactive.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Our May cover story: The great Serengeti land grab
 	So much for the apocalypse.
 	The RFK-curious women of Bucks County
 	The government isn't ready for the violence Trump might unleash.




Outsider Attempts

The third-party presidential candidate is not a beloved figure in American life. Many of these contenders are ignored or mocked for their unrealistic ambitions--unless, in rare cases, they end up influencing a close race, at which point they are blamed for spoiling things for the major candidates.

This year, outsider candidates are trying their luck in a particularly high-stakes election--and facing major pushback from those who fear that a spoiler could hand the White House back to Donald Trump. That dynamic helped fuel the downfall of No Labels, a sincere and well-funded--though confusing and perhaps naive--attempt to get a centrist alternative on the presidential ballot. After months of courting various candidates (the list reportedly included Condoleezza Rice, Will Hurd, and Nikki Haley), collecting what it said in November of last year was $60 million in donations, and getting on 18 state ballots, the organization called it quits last week: It just couldn't get a credible candidate to run on its ticket.

"Anyone who earnestly opposes Donald Trump--Democrat, Republican, independent, whatever--is terrified of participating in anything that will hasten Trump's return to power," my colleague John Hendrickson, who has covered No Labels, told me today. Even though No Labels itself insisted that its third-party bid would not be a spoiler in the race, John explained, many people saw it as just that.

A theoretical No Labels candidate sweeping the general election was never a realistic risk. Americans have never elected a third-party candidate--in part because such politicians don't have the combination of fundraising machinery and party backing that Republicans and Democrats do, John told me. He explained that third-party candidates can also have a hard time getting on the ballot in various states, which have their own laws determined by politicians who are overwhelmingly members of either party. "We often think of presidential elections as 'national' elections, but the reality is that ballots are administered by states," John said.

Still, there's just enough precedent for "spoiler" candidates changing the game at the last minute to give pause to those who do not want Trump back in the White House. These candidates have siphoned votes in a few close races in the past--notably in the 2000 election when Ralph Nader nabbed about 97,000 votes in Florida, where Democratic candidate Al Gore lost by about 500 votes, and in 2016, when Jill Stein garnered some that could have gone toward Hillary Clinton. (Both candidates ran for the Green Party, so were likely more attractive to liberal voters or those who voted for Democrats.)

Many voters are unenthused--even distraught--about the major-party candidates on offer in this election. These negative feelings could inject real volatility into the race. My colleague Elaine Godfrey, who published an article this morning about a group of undecided women voters in the electorally vital suburbs of Philadelphia, found that some--appalled by Trump, wary of Joe Biden's age--were casting about for other options. A few of them were checking out Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the former Democrat and conspiracy-minded political scion who has shown surprising momentum in his outsider bid.

RFK Jr.'s "We the People" Party is present only on the Utah ballot so far, but he is currently polling around 12 percent--well below either of the major-party candidates, but a number that distinguishes him as the highest-polling independent candidate since Ross Perot ran in 1992 (in what was then the most successful outsider bid in many decades). As John wrote of RFK Jr. last month: "His movement's potential to 'spoil' the election remains very real." He just announced his vice-presidential pick as Nicole Shanahan, a wealthy Silicon Valley lawyer who was until recently married to a Google co-founder, whom he selected from a bucket of contenders that reportedly included Aaron Rodgers, Tulsi Gabbard, and Killer Mike; Shanahan's wealth and age (she is 38) could help RFK Jr. bring in new voters.

Some of the women Elaine interviewed did seem to think that RFK Jr. has a real shot at winning. But other Americans, as Jon Krosnick, a political-science professor at Stanford University, told me last fall, vote for an outside candidate not because they think that person has a chance but because they will feel better about themselves if they choose that person. Krosnick's point is a reminder that voting is not only a political act--it is emotional, social, and deeply human.

Related: 

	A wild and dangerous 2024 experiment
 	Where RFK Jr. goes from here




Today's News

	A total solar eclipse emerged along Mexico's western coast and finished its path across continental North America in Newfoundland, Canada.
 	In a new video, Donald Trump said he would leave the issue of abortion rights up to states' discretion.
 	President Biden outlined his plans to lower or cancel student-loan debt for more than 30 million Americans.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal collects some of our writers' journeys into new communities, ways of thinking, and ways of being.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Photograph by Stephen Ross Goldstein for The Atlantic



Civil War Was Made in Anger

By David Sims

When the first trailer for Alex Garland's new movie, Civil War--a harrowing depiction of conflict between American states in the near future--was revealed, a wave of bafflement spread across the internet. Incredulous articles questioned the conditions that would lead Texas and California to become allies against "loyalist states," as was written on a promotional map. Others wondered how the film could dare to depict such conflict without really explaining its origins, given that Civil War takes place well into its titular war, with rebel forces descending on the White House to evict a president (played by Nick Offerman) who has refused to leave office.
 This reaction only justified Garland's reasons for making Civil War--not merely as a gnarly war drama, he told me in a recent interview, but as an argument against political polarization: "I find it interesting that people would say, 'These two states could never be together under any circumstances.' Under any circumstances? Any? Are you sure?"


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Almost no one is happy with legal weed.
 	Totality is worth it.
 	Time is running out for Ukraine.
 	The web became a strip mall.
 	The great dictation boom is here.
 	What Neuralink is missing
 	Drones could unite ranchers and conservationists.




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



Don't blink. Because the Rock doesn't either. Dwayne Johnson's career is a parade of different personas and ventures, but if there's one thing that unites it all, it's that he will "always spin things his way," Robin Sloan writes.

Watch. The SNL "Secretaries" sketch, starring the former cast member Kristen Wiig, knew just how to skewer mid-century office culture, Esther Zuckerman writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The 'American Tolstoy' of TV Shows

Culture and entertainment musts from Roge Karma

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 Roge Karma, a staff writer who has written about the secretive industry devouring the U.S. economy, Americans' enduring economic pessimism, and the large-scale evaporation of the crime and inflation crises.

Roge is currently enjoying his first watch of The Wire, a show described by a friend as "American Tolstoy." His media diet also includes reading The Brothers Karamazov, keeping up with ContraPoints videos on YouTube, and listening to Taylor Swift while waiting for her upcoming album.

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	"Crying myself to sleep on the biggest cruise ship ever"
 	The doctor will ask about your gun now.
 	What the suburb haters don't understand




The Culture Survey: Roge Karma

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: I have to pick two here. The first is Schitt's Creek, which I think is hands down the funniest show I've ever watched.

The second is The Wire, which I began watching a few months ago after a friend (who happens to have an English Ph.D.) described it to me as "American Tolstoy." I thought there was no way any show could live up to that description--and then it did. What stands out most is the way it blurs the lines between good and evil, just and unjust. Most police shows are predicated on a neat separation between the heroic cops and the terrible criminals. But The Wire makes clear that what sets apart the police officers and the drug dealers isn't some intrinsic moral superiority; the difference is the respective systems they find themselves in. In one of those systems, anger and ambition are rewarded with accolades and promotions; in the other, they are punished with prison time.

An online creator that I'm a fan of: Again, I have to pick two. There's just something about lefty YouTubers who create feature-length videos combining dazzling theatrics, ironic humor, and long monologues that really does it for me.

The first is ContraPoints. At a time when I didn't personally know many trans people, she really opened my mind to what it means to have an experience so unlike my own--but did so in a way that brought me along, and that sincerely answered my very basic (and at times ignorant) questions about everything from pronouns to J. K. Rowling. It also helps that her videos are legitimate works of art.

The second is Dan Olson at Folding Ideas. I first came across his viral video, "Line Goes Up," in early 2022 and have been hooked ever since. There is, to this day, no single more compelling exploration--and indictment--of the world of crypto than that video. Olson completely immerses himself in fringe internet subcultures and conspiracy theories and then brings you inside of them too, while retaining a sense of bemused detachment that makes his content wildly entertaining.

An author I would read anything by: Greg Boyle, a Jesuit priest and the founder of Homeboy Industries, the world's largest gang-rehabilitation organization. Boyle's singular gift as a writer is his ability to see--and communicate--the best of humanity in those who are often considered the worst of it. All of his books are incredible, but my favorite is Barking to the Choir. I don't think any other author has broken my heart open so fully. And if you're not convinced yet, just try getting through this 11-minute speech of his without bawling.

Best novel I've read, and the best work of nonfiction: I'm usually a nonfiction obsessive, but I'm going to break form and go with two novels here.

The Brothers Karamazov is the single greatest work of moral philosophy I've ever read (and I was forced to read a lot of philosophy in college). It is fundamentally about the question: What does it mean to live an ethical life (and how much does morality hinge on belief in God)? The characters don't just sit in an ivory tower opining about the answers to these questions; they move through the world with radically different ontologies and ethical frameworks, and as a reader, you get to witness firsthand where those worldviews lead them. No amount of Aristotle or Kant can give you that.

There's a quote from the Dutch historian Rutger Bregman that I love. To him, imagining utopia "isn't an attempt to predict the future. It's an attempt to unlock the future. To fling open the windows of our minds." That's what The Dispossessed, by Ursula K. Le Guin, did for me. I've never come across a more serious effort to imagine what it would mean to build a truly socialist society--including the political structures, cultural traits, social norms, and even linguistic tics that would make that economic system work. The result is neither the hellish dystopia that the right imagines nor the perfect paradise the left does.

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: Looking at food recipes and recipe videos. I spend an inordinate amount of time thinking about food. Because of my family background, I'm partial to Lebanese and Palestinian cuisine, but I've recently been on a pretty strong Korean food kick, and I've found The Korean Vegan's TikTok videos (and cookbook) to be a godsend. Pick Up Limes's YouTube channel is also a must-watch for anyone who wants access to a plethora of delicious, cheap, healthy, and easy-to-cook meals.

The upcoming entertainment event I'm most looking forward to: Honestly, it's the release of Taylor Swift's next album, The Tortured Poets Department. First, because I am engaged to one of the biggest Swifties the world has ever seen (who has successfully converted me to the cause). Second, because of what a once-in-a-generation opportunity it is to witness an artist who is at the top of her game the way T. Swift is. I always wonder what it would have been like to experience Beatlemania, in the 1960s. I think this may be the closest I'll ever get.



The Week Ahead

	Civil War, a dystopian action film about a team of journalists pushing to reach the White House before rebel factions do (in theaters Friday)
 	Fallout, a postapocalyptic drama series based on the popular video-game franchise, about the survivors of a nuclear war who finally venture out of their fallout bunkers (premieres Thursday on Prime Video)
 	Mania, a novel by Lionel Shriver that's set in an alternate version of 2011, in which everybody is considered equally smart and discrimination against less intelligent people is banned (out Tuesday)




Essay


Millennium Images / Gallery Stock



The True Cost of the Churchgoing Bust

By Derek Thompson

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	A brilliantly brutal Dev Patel
 	What Orwell really feared
 	Is Theo Von the next Joe Rogan?
 	A vision of the city as a live organism
 	Seven books to read in the sunshine
 	If teenage girls ran America
 	What's so bad about asking where humans came from?
 	This is what an album needs to do right now.
 	The fans aren't always right.




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	The United States and Israel are coming apart.
 	How Trump is dividing minority voters
 	Joe Biden lowered drug prices. Does anyone care?




Photo Album


A farmer looks at flattened wheat crops, following heavy rain and wind, at a field on the outskirts of Amritsar, India. (Narinder Nanu / AFP / Getty)



Check out these images from the past week, showing a farmer in India; the World Coal Carrying Championships, in England; a beekeeper at work in Ukraine, and more.



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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Into the Unknown

Our writers' journeys into new communities, ways of thinking, and ways of being

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.


Gary Shteyngart spent seven nights (or, as he calls them, seven "agonizing" nights) on the Icon of the Seas, the biggest cruise ship that's ever sailed. In our May 2024 issue, he writes about what he found there. "The ocean is teeming with fascinating life, but on the surface, it has little to teach us," he writes. "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 ... 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."

Shteyngart is the latest Atlantic writer to venture into a place he doesn't quite understand and tell the tale. Today's newsletter collects some of our writers' journeys into new communities, ways of thinking, and ways of being--explorations that left them skeptical, enlightened, or a bit of both.



Explorations

Crying Myself to Sleep on the Biggest Cruise Ship Ever

By Gary Shteyngart

Seven agonizing nights aboard the Icon of the Seas

Read the article.

I Went to a Rave With the 46-Year-Old Millionaire Who Claims to Have the Body of a Teenager

By Matteo Wong

Bryan Johnson wants to build a nation of immortals. Would you join?

Read the article.

I Gooped Myself

By Amanda Mull

I spent $1,279 of The Atlantic's money on creams, crystals, and a vibrator from Gwyneth Paltrow's wellness empire. Things got weird.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Why is Joe Rogan so popular? The writer Devin Gordon tried to live like Joe Rogan for several weeks. He came away both more comfortable with and more skeptical of Rogan's vision of masculinity.
 	"I went to Disney World": As the coronavirus pandemic ravaged Florida, the Magic Kingdom welcomed back its most loyal subjects--and our staff writer Graeme Wood.




Other Diversions

	The one big thing you can do for your kids
 	Seven books to read in the sunshine
 	What's so bad about asking where humans came from?




P.S.

I'll leave you with Annie Dillard's account of her journey to witness a solar eclipse in Washington State.

"It had been like dying, that sliding down the mountain pass ... It was like slipping into fever, or falling down that hole in sleep from which you wake yourself whimpering," she writes in the essay, first published in her 1982 collection, Teaching a Stone to Talk. "We had crossed the mountains that day, and now we were in a strange place--a hotel in central Washington, in a town near Yakima. The eclipse we had traveled here to see would occur early in the next morning."

-- Isabel
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Why Beyonce Keeps Reinventing Herself

A conversation with Spencer Kornhaber about all that Beyonce takes on in her new album

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.


One week ago, Beyonce released a sprawling 27-track album, the second in a promised trilogy. In the days since, it has dominated conversations about country music in America. I spoke with my colleague Spencer Kornhaber, who writes about music for The Atlantic, about how the pop icon is taking on genre, the country-music establishment, and her own celebrity.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The United States and Israel are coming apart.
 	How Trump is dividing minority voters
 	What Orwell really feared




More Chaos and Surprise

Lora Kelley: How does Beyonce play with genre on Cowboy Carter?

Spencer Kornhaber: Beyonce is at a point in her career where she has already proved herself to be the best at what she's most known for: pop, R&B, powerful vocals. She reached the height of that 10 years ago. With Cowboy Carter, she's making a conscious decision to be an artist who has more range and more ambition, who is thinking about art outside of the context of genre.

There's a track on the album with Linda Martell saying that genre is a funny little thing, that some people find genre confining. Genre, for all sorts of creators, is inherently in tension with the artistic impulse--so any artist who has ambition, who is staying true to their muse, is going to be playing with it.

That Beyonce is more complex than labels would suggest has been an explicit theme of her work for years. And in her new album, there's a layer on top of that, which is her statement about what country music is, whom it's for, what it means--and she's playing with people's hang-ups and preconceptions too.

Lora: Beyonce covers so much ground on this album. She sings part of a classical Italian song; she covers the Beatles and "Jolene."

Spencer: This is part two of a three-act trilogy. This era for her is marked by a willingness to shed overthinking and perfectionism. She had this reputation for being a polished, type-A pop star, someone who's in control of her image. During the early pandemic, she made a conscious decision to make music that expresses a lot more mess, chaos, surprise, and wackiness.

There's also this question of: How do you extend a winning streak? You have to mix it up. Longevity in pop--especially for female pop stars--has always involved reinvention.

Lora: Beyonce features a number of guests on this album. What was she trying to say about country music, and America, by inviting the people she did to collaborate with her?

Spencer: The big conversation on this album is about race and country music. It was explicitly designed to comment on a contradiction in country music: The genre traces a lot of its traditions to Black people and to formerly enslaved people in particular, and still, popular songs are overwhelmingly written and performed by white people. Country music is notoriously not a diverse place. So she's trying to say: We're here, we do that too, and we do it as well as anyone else. She brought in four young Black country singers to cover "Blackbird," and by putting in snippets of Chuck Berry and Sister Rosetta Tharpe, she is highlighting Black pioneers of country music.

Then she brings on Dolly Parton and Willie Nelson, who are white icons of the genre and the keepers of it. They have a lot of credibility and are saying they support what Beyonce is doing so much that they are going to be on her album. That may also be a message to more traditionalist listeners to give this a chance.

She also brought in Post Malone and Miley Cyrus, who are younger white stars with a lot of crossover appeal, who have built a career on borrowing from Black styles. They're allowed to move between genres in a way that's questioned a lot more for someone like Beyonce.

Lora: Beyonce became the first Black woman to top the Billboard Hot Country Songs chart, for a song on this album, "Texas Hold 'Em." Why did it take so long for a Black female artist to reach this milestone?

Spencer: Many, many people have been trying. There has been so much activism and discussion around why Black artists face so many roadblocks in this genre. Racism clearly plays a role.

Beyonce was able to do it in part because she's as famous as she is, and could use her marketing powers to make a splash. This could happen only in the streaming era. "Texas Hold 'Em" hit No. 1 not because country radio was playing it but because fans and the public can influence what gets on the charts now, regardless of whether traditional gatekeepers are supporting it.

Lora: At this point in Beyonce's career, when she is a major celebrity, to what extent is she trying to bring in new fans versus playing to her existing fans?

Spencer: On her previous album, Renaissance, she was seeming pretty okay speaking to her core fan base, and pop-music fans. But on Cowboy Carter, I think she wants to make the tent a little bigger. She doesn't need to have a big authentic hit in order to make a lot of money. She has superfans who will stream her music no matter what. But I think she still has a hunger for conquering arenas she hasn't conquered before.

The thing about Beyonce is that she is an actual music genius. She's a great singer and performer. But she's also masterful at bringing collaborators in, bringing things together into a coherent story, keeping the energy going even while switching up moods and styles from song to song. Her music sounds like one person's brain expressing their creativity with all the resources they have. And it's awesome that we live in a time when someone like that is at the peak of their game.

Related:

	This is what an album needs to do right now.
 	Beyonce stands her ground.




Today's News

	A 4.8-magnitude earthquake with an epicenter in New Jersey struck northeastern U.S. states this morning.
 	The Israel Defense Forces investigated its air strike on a World Central Kitchen humanitarian convoy, which killed seven people, and found that the attack was a "serious violation" of its policies. World Central Kitchen said that the IDF "cannot credibly investigate its own failure."
 	U.S. employers added 303,000 jobs last month on a seasonally adjusted basis, according to the Labor Department, as economic forecasts continue to improve.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: These are the books that Atlantic staff writer Sophie Gilbert turns to when thinking about feminism today.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: AI is losing its spark, which means it's here to stay, Ian Bogost wrote yesterday.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella. Source: Daniele Venturelli / WireImage / Getty.



Is Theo Von the Next Joe Rogan?

By James Parker

Someone is talking to you. Or is he talking to himself ? A deep, spacey voice with pondering pauses and a resinous Louisiana accent. "There's this trick," the voice says. "That's the devil out there ... That's Satan, baby. That's Lucifer, bruh. That's Lucifer, that darkness sniffer." Your whole life, it goes on; "you think, Oh, I'll, I'll just keep judging, keeping people at a distance ... But then I get to the end of my life and I'll realize, You know what? I didn't win anything by doing that. That was a trick. And the only thing I won was being alone."
 Theo Von is not a preacher. Not officially. Officially, he's a comedian with a podcast. But unofficially, he'll take you right there, into that biblical light, into the hell-chasm and the soul in its solitude and the benevolent rays of the divine.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why a cognitive scientist put a head cam on his baby
 	The clock is running out on migratory birds.




Culture Break


Universal Pictures



Watch. In Monkey Man, Dev Patel channels his persistent irritations about Hollywood into a brutal and stylish thriller, Shirley Li writes.

Read. Jennine Capo Crucet's second novel, Say Hello to My Little Friend, features a young man and an orca named Lolita, who knows him better than he knows himself.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What Is AI Without Its Capacity for Delight?

The technology is losing its spark, which means it's here to stay.

by Matteo Wong




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.


In the first few months after the release of ChatGPT, AI chatbots felt, to many, like magic: They conjured poems and cocktail recipes, and secretly did at least one writer's job. These programs appeared to be the first nonhuman entity to master human language, and many people ascribed them with intelligence, even sentience. My colleague Ian Bogost wrote at the time that AI offered a way "to play text--all the text, almost--like an instrument."

More than a year later, as he wrote in a story this week, Ian has changed his mind: While AI exploded in popularity because of its novelty, that initial excitement is giving way to a kind of resigned acceptance. Rather than using the software to fuel his imagination, he has come to assign AI "the mule-worthy burden of mere tasks": coding a website, selecting students from a waitlist, conducting research for multiple Atlantic stories (which he, and then a fact-checker, verified). AI, like laptops and smartphones before it, has faded, or perhaps ascended, to the background. The future of the technology may not rest on whether a chatbot becomes "superintelligent" but simply on whether the technology continues to be useful, and if growing numbers of people can trust it enough to consistently rely on it.

-- Matteo Wong, associate editor




Piyavachara Arunotai / Getty



AI Has Lost Its Magic

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.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	The AI Mona Lisa explains everything: "Depending on how you look at it, generative AI is either astonishingly powerful or totally pointless," Caroline Mimbs Nyce writes.
 	Welcome to a world without endings: "Thanks to AI, every painting can now have an expanded border, every minor character a ChatGPT-written spinoff series," Charlie Warzel writes.
 	How ChatGPT will destabilize white-collar work: "No technology in modern memory has caused mass job loss among highly educated workers. Will generative AI be an exception?" Annie Lowrey asks.




P.S.

AI's trajectory appears to mirror a prior wave of Silicon Valley hype: crypto. The crypto crash has seemingly concluded with Sam Bankman-Fried's sentencing, yet the digital assets have matured into a more stable, if boring, financial instrument, Will Gottsegen writes.

-- Matteo
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Feminism, Womanhood, and Celebrity

The books Sophie Gilbert turns to while writing

by Gal Beckerman




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.

This week, Sophie Gilbert, a staff writer at The Atlantic, won the National Magazine Award for reviews and criticism (The Atlantic took home a bunch of other awards too). Sophie's work has long circled the way women are depicted in pop culture, and her winning set of essays all explore the constraining categories that movies and television shows and celebrities propagate and, every once in a while, try to subvert. I'll read anything by Sophie, but I particularly enjoyed her review of Mary Gabriel's new biography of Madonna. The pop star's life and changing persona have been "an exercise in reinventing female power," Sophie writes. "That people are still arguing about her--over whether she's too old, too brazen, too narcissistic, too sexual, too deluded, too Botoxed, too shameless--underscores the scope and endurance of Madonna's oeuvre."

The prize presented a good opportunity for me to chat with Sophie about what she's reading and the books that she feels offer interesting pathways for thinking about feminism today.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	There is more good than evil in this country.
 	This whale has something to say.
 	What's so bad about asking where humans came from?
 	Seven books to read in the sunshine


This interview has been condensed and edited for clarity.

Gal Beckerman: Inspired by your winning essays, I'm curious if there are books about womanhood or girlhood and pop culture that you find to be particularly revealing.

Sophie Gilbert: So many! The gold standard, I think, is Melissa Febos's 2021 book, Girlhood, which is part memoir, part cultural criticism, part historical analysis. We tend to romanticize girlhood and things that are "girly" as being somehow soft, cosseted, or frivolous, and yet the reality is that it's often a time that is so much darker than that, filled with emotional violence and shock. Febos, who is somehow both a really poetic, lyrical writer and a bracing polemicist, makes the case that girlhood is when we learn to prioritize the feelings and beliefs of others over our own--a moment, for me at least, when so much of what I'm interested in begins. I also recently read, for the first time, Sheila Heti's 2012 novel, How Should a Person Be?, which is a brilliant and slightly trollish work that replicates the constructed nature of reality television and parses 21st-century womanhood through The Hills, Dostoyevsky, and celebrity sex tapes.

Beckerman: How about biographies? Your Madonna essay managed to cover many eras of changing expectations for women and pop stars.

Gilbert: One of my all-time favorite autobiographies is Faithfull, Marianne Faithfull's unflinching account of what it was like trying to make art as a woman whom virtually every single 1960s music icon wrote songs about. The muse trap is quite a pernicious one, I think. But for the Madonna essay, Mary Gabriel's book was obviously an extraordinarily detailed, thorough, and persuasive work that also felt like a powerful defense of an artist who's been hated since the absolute beginning. There was a book in 1991, The I Hate Madonna Handbook, that was prescient in terms of pointing to the future of celebrity discourse--it can't decide if Madonna is a feminist or a slut, a wannabe "pop tart" or a shrewd self-marketer. And one of the books I really appreciated while thinking about the essay was The Madonna Connection, a 1993 book of academic essays on Madonna that identified her (correctly) as a political postmodern artist whose medium was power as much as it was music.

Beckerman: And are there any books you love that have helped you tap into a particular feminist perspective?

Gilbert: I absolutely adored Constructing a Nervous System, by Margo Jefferson, a memoir in which Jefferson looks at her own life through the lens of criticism. The project of both her life and her career as one of the few Black female cultural critics in the 20th century, she argues, has been the same: to identify the "center" of American culture and forcibly carve out space for other, dissenting perspectives. There's a line I haven't stopped thinking about since I read it: "Women's anger needs to be honored--celebrated and protected--the way virginity used to be!" Can you imagine? It blows my whole brain up in such a satisfying way.

Beckerman: Finally, any one particular novel, new or old, that you find yourself lately pressing on friends and strangers?

Gilbert: I've mentioned this in the past, but a brilliant friend gave me Heartburn, by Nora Ephron, when I couldn't read anymore after my twins were born, and it's the perfect novel but also utterly radical in how determined Ephron is to get the last word. She was pilloried at the time for airing her family's dirty laundry in public--ironic, because it was not her who dirtied it--and I've come to think of Heartburn since as forcing us to acknowledge that our entire canon of literature is missing half the story. It's only relatively recently that women have had the ability to present their own narratives, and when they do, they're critiqued in a way that men never are. (I just read a review of Rachel Cusk's divorce memoir, Aftermath, that called her "a brittle little dominatrix and peerless narcissist," and that was in 2012.) So I'm grateful, always, for all the women who refuse to be quiet, and who see the power in telling the story, as Ephron writes, and controlling the version of events that endures.



The Atlantic's 2024 National Magazine Award Winners and Finalists

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Day the Earth Caved In: An American Mining Tragedy, by Joan Quigley

Quigley, the granddaughter of coal miners, grew up in Centralia, Pennsylvania, home of the nation's worst mine fire. In her fascinating book, she returns as a trained journalist to investigate the origins of the still-ongoing burn, which began in 1962 after, some believe, a spark in a coal-mining shaft used as a makeshift garbage dump instigated an out-of-control blaze. For nearly two decades, Centralia's residents seemed committed to collectively ignoring the fires, sulfurous steam, and fissures beneath their feet--until Valentine's Day in 1981, when a 12-year-old was swallowed by an old tunnel that became a sinkhole in his grandmother's backyard. The book exposes the background of the tragedy, taking in the perspectives of a local cook turned activist, a coal-magnate senator, and the handful of people who decide to remain while the town smolders. As an insider, Quigley can get the thorniest players talking while unpacking generations-old layers of working-class pride, corporate conspiracy, and the stakes of survival when an emergency becomes normalized. Ultimately, Quigley shows the collateral damage of living with a threat that is impossible to extinguish.  -- Kelly McMasters

From our list: Seven books that will make you rethink your relationship to nature



Out Next Week

? Slouch: Posture Panic in Modern America, by Beth Linker

? The Limits, by Nell Freudenberger


? Mania, by Lionel Shriver




Your Weekend Read


Gary Shteyngart for The Atlantic



Crying Myself to Sleep on the Biggest Cruise Ship Ever

By Gary Shteyngart

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.

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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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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                [image: About a dozen dancers perform together in a studio during an audition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancers perform during Radio City Rockette auditions at Radio City Music Hall, in New York City, on April 3, 2024.
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                [image: A race-car driver runs on a stage, celebrating, while spraying champagne from a huge bottle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Maximilian Gunther of Maserati MSG Racing celebrates his win on the podium during the Formula E Tokyo E-Prix on March 30, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan.
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                People reach their arms through the bars of a fence around a church in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, on Good Friday, March 29, 2024.
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                Rows of partially submerged poplar trees are seen as the Vienne River floods in Chinon, France, on April 1, 2024. More than 100 people were evacuated from their homes in Indre-et-Loire and Vienne, and a kayaker was reported missing in Haute-Vienne, following heavy river flooding in west-central France.
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                Visitors pose in front of a tulip field at the Indira Gandhi Memorial Tulip Garden in Srinagar on April 3, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands atop a ladder, holding out a tool on a long stick, touching many blossoms on tree branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer pollinates pear blossoms in an orchard in Zaozhuang, Shandong province, China, on April 1, 2024.
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                [image: A rally car gets some air during a race, passing beneath a pair of trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Elfyn Evans and Scott Martin compete during day two of the FIA World Rally Championship Kenya on March 29, 2024, in Naivasha, Kenya.
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                [image: Seven small drones hover above a farm field, spraying the crops below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Drones carry out a coordinated spraying operation in a wheat field in the city of Binzhou, in China's Shandong province, on April 1, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people in a park watch and fly many kites, which fill the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kite flyers and fans take part in the Blossom Kite Festival on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., on March 30, 2024.
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                [image: A man works outside, as many bees swarm around him.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Yuri Ponurenko tends to his beehives in the Ukrainian village of Bohorodychne as fighting between Russia and Ukraine continues in Donetsk Oblast, on March 30, 2024. Yuri has stayed through most of the fighting in the former frontline village, which changed hands 13 times. He now lives in his absent neighbors' home after his was destroyed.
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                [image: A close view of a cicada nymph on a person's fingertips]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A periodical cicada nymph is held in Macon, Georgia, on March 27, 2024. This periodical cicada nymph was found by a person digging holes for rosebushes. Trillions of cicadas are about to emerge in numbers not seen in decades and possibly centuries.
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                [image: A child wearing a playful raincoat decorated with eyes on the hood leans over to nab an Easter egg on grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A child participates in the White House Easter Egg Roll on the South Lawn on April 1, 2024, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: A person wearing an Easter Bunny costume stands at a lectern labeled "The White House, Washington."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Easter Bunny makes a guest appearance in the White House briefing room, in Washington, D.C., on April 1, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of the face of an eagle]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fletcher, a white-tailed sea eagle, seen on March 28, 2024, has been trained by French falconer Jacques-Olivier Travers at Les Aigles du Leman park, a raptor aviary and reintroduction center in Sciez, Haute-Savoie, France.
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                [image: A stork flies to its nest on cliffs high above crashing ocean waves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A stork flies to its nest on cliffs high above the Atlantic Ocean in Cabo Sardao, Portugal, on March 29, 2024.
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                [image: Traffic moves past several multistory buildings, one of which leans at a dangerous angle, near collapse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Local residents ride past a damaged building following a violent earthquake in Hualien City, Taiwan, on April 4, 2024. At least nine people were killed and more than 1,000 injured by the earthquake, which damaged dozens of buildings and prompted tsunami warnings as far as Japan and the Philippines.
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                [image: A scorched and rubble-strewn hallway in a war-damaged hospital]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A picture shows the destruction in the dialysis unit of Gaza's devastated Al-Shifa hospital on April 3, 2024, two days after the Israeli military withdrew from the hospital complex amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and the Palestinian Hamas militant group.
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                [image: A human-size effigy of Judas burns, hanging above a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An effigy representing "the abuser" is burned during the traditional "burning of Judas," the biblical figure who supposedly betrayed Jesus, during Easter celebrations in El Cementerio, Caracas, Venezuela, on March 31, 2024.
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                [image: A boy dressed in a costume made of hay and colorful ribbons walks through a field]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy dressed in a hay suit walks through a village as part of an Easter celebration called "Marching Judas" in the village of Stradoun, near Vysoke Myto, Czech Republic, on March 30, 2024.
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                [image: A model wears a head covering decorated with many long, white feathers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model presenting creations by Arjun Putra checks her makeup backstage during Indonesia Fashion Week at the Jakarta Convention Center in Jakarta, Indonesia, on March 31, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands in front of a sculpture--a large human face--in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman poses by "Leaf Spirit" by Simon Gudgeon at the Form 2024 show at Sculpture by the Lakes in Dorchester, England, on April 2, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd walks beneath a canopy of blossoming cherry trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry trees bloom along the Old Town, in Bonn's Cherry Blossom Alley, on March 31, 2024, in Bonn, Germany.
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                [image: Two people walk on a path through a hilly field of wildflowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk through rolling hills of wildflowers following a wet and rainy winter in Chula Vista, California, on April 2, 2024.
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                [image: A man holds green wheat stalks in his hands, standing near flattened wheat in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer looks at flattened wheat crops, following heavy rain and strong wind, at a field on the outskirts of Amritsar, India, on March 30, 2024.
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                [image: A low industrial building, clad in mirrored tiles, in a desert setting]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of Oasis, the control center for the Kalyon Solar Power Plant, which monitors the solar-electricity-generation data of more than 3.5 million panels, in the Karapinar district of Konya, Turkey, on April 2, 2024. The outer surface of the building is inspired by different solar-panel designs, and the cover materials prevent the building's interior from overheating.
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                [image: An aerial view of a grid of houses with roof-mounted solar panels]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows residential buildings with roof-mounted photovoltaic solar panels in Yinchuan, in China's Ningxia region, on March 31, 2024.
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                [image: Low clouds cover the hilly landscape below an elevated, looping highway interchange.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Low clouds cover the landscape below the Shijiazhai Interchange Bridge in Xiangxi Tujia and Miao Autonomous Prefecture, Hunan province, China, on March 29, 2024.
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                [image: The sun rises behind the Statue of Liberty and the skyline of New York City.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises behind the Statue of Liberty and the skyline of Brooklyn, in New York City, on March 30, 2024, as seen from Jersey City, New Jersey.
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                [image: An aerial view of a person in a small boat sailing through a channel in a broad marshland]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Raad al-Ghalibi, an inhabitant of the Chibayesh marshland in Iraq's southern Ahwar area, in Dhi Qar province, sails home to prepare iftar, the fast-breaking meal, on April 2, 2024, during the month of Ramadan. Ghalibi lived in the marshland with his family and raised buffalo, but because of the drought in recent years, he has sent his family to live in a more hospitable area in the country and remained in the marshland with his brother to look after his cattle.
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                [image: A herd of wild elephants bathe in a wetland, chest-deep in plant-covered water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A herd of wild Asian elephants bathe at Khamrenga wetland in Thakurkuchi village, on the outskirts of Guwahati, India, on April 1, 2024.
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                [image: Two basketball players dump a bucket of water over their coach after winning a game.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Milton Doyle and Will Magnay of the JackJumpers pour a bucket of water over Scott Roth, their head coach, after winning game five of the National Basketball League Championship Grand Final Series between Melbourne United and the Tasmania JackJumpers at John Cain Arena, on March 31, 2024, in Melbourne, Australia.
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                [image: Dozens of men wearing shorts and yellow T-shirts run in a race while carrying heavy bags of coal over their shoulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors race during the World Coal Carrying Championships in Gawthorpe, England, April 1, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of men hold books to their head while praying together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Muslim worshippers perform prayer rituals on Laylat al-Qadr (Night of Destiny), one of the holiest nights during Islam's holy month of Ramadan, at the shrine of Imam Musa al-Kadhim, in Baghdad's Kadhimiya neighborhood, on April 3, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of an evenly spaced stand of trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a stand of dawn redwoods in Haihong Wetland Park in Kunming, Yunnan Province, China, on March 30, 2024
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                [image: Several visitors walk through a field of purple and blue flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors walk in a field of nemophila flowers on Miharashi no Oka Hill, at Hitachi Seaside Park, in Hitachinaka, Ibaraki prefecture, Japan, on April 2, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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