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        Winners of the 2024 World Press Photo Contest
        Alan Taylor

        The winning entries of the annual World Press Photo Contest  have just been announced. This year, according to organizers, 61,062 images were submitted for judging, made by 3,851 photographers from 130 different countries. World Press Photo was once again kind enough to share some of this year's global and regional winners, gathered below.

      

      
        The Uncomfortable Truth About Child Abuse in Hollywood
        Hannah Giorgis

        During Nickelodeon's golden era, the network captivated young viewers by introducing them to an impressive roster of comedic talent--who happened to be kids, just like them. Starting in the mid-1990s, actors such as Amanda Bynes, Kenan Thompson, and Ariana Grande became household names, as popular children's shows including All That, Drake & Josh, and Zoey 101 helped propel Nickelodeon to astronomical ratings. For nearly two decades, the network dominated not just kids' programming, but the entire...

      

      
        Your Fast Food Is Already Automated
        Matteo Wong

        Moments after receiving my lunch order, the robots whirred to life. A clawlike contraption lurched forward, like a bird pecking at feed, to snatch dishes holding a faux-chicken cutlet and potatoes, then inserted them onto a metal track that snakes through a 650-degree-Fahrenheit oven. Seven minutes, some automatic food dispensers, and two conveyor belts later (with a healthy assist from human hands), my meal was sitting on a shelf of mint-green cubbies. It was a vegan fried-chicken sandwich, a cu...

      

      
        The Illogical Relationship Americans Have With Animals
        Ben Goldfarb

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.American society has a confused, contradictory relationship with animals. Many dog owners have no compunction about eating feedlot-raised pigs, animals whose intelligence, sociality, and sentience compare favorably with their shih tzus and beagles. Some cat lovers let their outdoor felines contribute to mass bird murder. A pescatarian might claim that a cod is less capable of suffering than a chicken. Why do ...

      

      
        The Crucial Factor of the Stormy Daniels Case
        Hanna Rosin

        In the criminal case now unfolding in a Manhattan courtroom, Donald Trump is accused of having a sexual encounter with Stormy Daniels, finding a way to pay her to keep quiet about it, and then disguising those payments as a business expense. The facts are all very tabloid-y. They also took place before the 2016 election, long before January 6 or the "Stop the Steal" movement, or any of the more serious threats to democracy we associate with Trump.But the Stormy Daniels case has distinct and simpl...

      

      
        The Bone-Marrow Transplant Revolution
        Sarah Zhang

        In the fall of 2021, Gabriel Arias felt like his body was "rotting from the inside." He was diagnosed with acute myeloid leukemia, a form of blood cancer so aggressive that doctors had him hospitalized the day of his biopsy. In cases like his, the ideal treatment is a transplant. Arias's cancer-prone blood cells needed to be destroyed and replaced with healthy ones taken from the bone marrow or blood of a donor who matched him biologically. Fortunately, doctors found him a match in the volunteer-...

      

      
        The Paradox of the American Labor Movement
        Michael Podhorzer

        Updated at 11:05 a.m. ET on April 18, 2024Last year was widely hailed as a breakthrough for the American worker. Amid a historically hot labor market, the United Auto Workers and Hollywood writers' and actors' guilds launched high-profile strikes that made front-page news and resulted in significant victories. Strikes, organizing efforts, and public support for unions reached heights not seen since the 1960s. Two in three Americans support unions, and 59 percent say they would be in favor of unio...

      

      
        Abolish DEI Statements
        Conor Friedersdorf

        This month, Professor Randall L. Kennedy, an eminent scholar of race and civil rights, published an op-ed in The Harvard Crimson denouncing the use of diversity, equity, and inclusion statements in academic hiring. "I am a scholar on the left committed to struggles for social justice," he wrote. "The realities surrounding mandatory DEI statements, however, make me wince."More and more colleges started requiring faculty to submit these statements in recent years, until legislatures in red states b...

      

      
        There's No Easy Answer to Chinese EVs
        Roge Karma

        Chinese electric vehicles--cheap, stylish, and high quality--should be a godsend to the Biden administration, whose two biggest priorities are reducing carbon emissions quickly enough to avert a climate catastrophe and reducing consumer prices quickly enough to avert an electoral catastrophe. Instead, the White House is going out of its way to keep Chinese EVs out of the U.S. What gives?The key to understanding this seeming contradiction is something known as "the China shock." American policy make...

      

      
        How to Be Less Busy and More Happy
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Are you feeling a little guilty about reading this article? Not because of the content, of course--nothing scandalous here!--but rather because of the time it takes away from something else you feel you should be doing. Perhaps you are taking a break from work but feel that you shouldn't because deadlines and obligations are nipping at your ankles this very minute.If so, that's because you're proba...

      

      
        The New Rules of Political Journalism
        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.In our digitally chaotic world, relying on the election-reporting strategies of the past is like bringing the rules of chess to the Thunderdome.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The October 7 rape denialists
	Finding justice in Palestine
	Biden's safe, polite campaign stop in Scranto...

      

      
        The Trump Trial's Extraordinary Opening
        George T. Conway III

        This is The Trump Trials by George T. Conway III, a newsletter that chronicles the former president's legal troubles. Sign up here.The defendant nodded off a couple of times on Monday. And I have to confess, as a spectator in an overflow courtroom watching on closed-circuit television, so did I.Legal proceedings can be like that. Mundane, even boring. That's how the first couple of days of the trial in the People of the State of New York v. Donald J. Trump, Indictment No. 71543-2023, felt much of...

      

      
        The New Empress of Self-Help Is a TikTok Star
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        In 2006, Oprah Winfrey couldn't stop talking about The Secret. She devoted multiple episodes of her talk show to the franchise, which started as a kind of DVD seminar and later became a best-selling book. Its author, Rhonda Byrne, claimed to have stumbled upon an ancient principle, one that can teach anyone to manifest anything they want: money, health, better relationships. Winfrey retroactively credited its core philosophy for bringing her success, and her endorsement helped bring the book inte...

      

      
        Women in Menopause Are Getting Short Shrift
        Rachel E. Gross

        After a decade working as an obstetrician-gynecologist, Marci Bowers thought she understood menopause. Whenever she saw a patient in her 40s or 50s, she knew to ask about things such as hot flashes, vaginal dryness, mood swings, and memory problems. And no matter what a patient's concern was, Bowers almost always ended up prescribing the same thing. "Our answer was always estrogen," she told me.Then, in the mid-2000s, Bowers took over a gender-affirmation surgical practice in Colorado. In her new...

      

      
        The Bicycles of World War II
        Alan Taylor

        Over the course of World War II, countless challenges made basic transportation difficult, costly, and dangerous. The need for fast, efficient, and quiet ways of moving people from A to B--despite fuel shortages, damaged roads, and ongoing battles--led many soldiers and civilians to take advantage of bicycles as transport. Troops in some areas became more nimble, refugees used bikes to carry their family and belongings to safety, air-raid wardens could cover more ground on two wheels, and many civi...

      

      
        Something Weird Is Happening With Caesar Salads
        Ellen Cushing

        On a July weekend in Tijuana, in 1924, Caesar Cardini was in trouble. Prohibition was driving celebrities, rich people, and alcoholics across the border from San Diego, and Cardini's highly popular Italian restaurant was swamped. Low on ingredients, or so the legend goes, he tossed together what he had on hand: romaine lettuce, Parmesan cheese, and croutons, dressed in a slurry of egg, oil, garlic, salt, Worcestershire sauce, and citrus juice. It was a perfect food.On a November evening in Brookl...

      

      
        Biden's Safe, Polite Campaign Stop in Scranton
        John Hendrickson

        Interstate 81, southbound, you can't miss it: Exit 185 PRESIDENT BIDEN EXPRESSWAY. The three-quarter-mile road leads into downtown Scranton, Pennsylvania, birthplace of Joe Biden. Keep going straight and you'll eventually end up--where else?--on Biden Street. That these namesake roads exist while the president is still alive, let alone still in office, feels odd. But this exact strangeness--forced nostalgia, preemptive memorialization--is the essence of Biden's 2024 reelection campaign.Yesterday afte...

      

      
        The Rape Denialists
        Michael A. Cohen

        On October 7, Hamas terrorists crossed the border into Israel and massacred more than 1,100 Israelis. The depths of Hamas's sadism are almost too sickening to comprehend. Babies and children butchered. Parents murdered in front of their children. Families bound together and then burned alive. Others were tortured, and their bodies mutilated while both alive and dead.Even the harshest opponents of Israel's subsequent military campaign in Gaza acknowledge, albeit often half-heartedly, that Hamas ac...

      

      
        The Jews Aren't Taking Away TikTok
        Yair Rosenberg

        "The entire world knows exactly why the U.S. is trying to ban TikTok," James Li declared on March 16 to his nearly 100,000 followers on the social-media platform. His video then cut to a subtitled clip of a Taiwanese speaker purportedly discussing how "TikTok inadvertently offended the Jewish people" by hosting pro-Palestinian content. "The power of the Jewish people in America is definitely more scary than Trump," the speaker goes on. "They have created the options: either ban or sell to the Ame...

      

      
        The Vale of Cashmere
        Benjamin Nugent

        Don't stab me. Don't stab yourself. Don't draw a circle on your arm. They want the tangent to be the length of the radius. So first draw a circle on the page. Good. Now draw a line between the point of the pencil and the point of the stabbing thing.I'm not going to talk to you about that right now, because we're doing math. So that you can be STEM and put me in a luxury nursing home when I'm old. Besides, what I liked about your father wasn't--I can't reduce it to one thing. May I ask why you're i...

      

      
        Finding Justice in Palestine
        Ziad Asali

        The first step toward coexistence for Israelis and Palestinians--and toward the resolution of the conflict between them--must be the abandonment of the zero-sum mentality that has suffused thinking about the conflict for far too long. And it's not just the Israelis and Palestinians who have fallen victim to such thinking. In Western and Arab capitals, elites have chosen to view the issue through ethnic, religious, colonialist, and geopolitical frameworks that are simplistic, woefully misguided, and...

      

      
        Finding Jurors for an Unprecedented Trial
        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.Updated at 6:17 p.m. ET on April 16, 2024Donald Trump is among the most famous and most polarizing people alive. The task of selecting 12 impartial jurors who can render a fair verdict in the criminal trial of a former president is a first for America's court system.First, here are four new stories from...

      

      
        Gaza Is Dividing Democrats
        Ronald Brownstein

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The Iranian attack on Israel has heightened the fierce cross-pressures shaping President Joe Biden's conflicted approach to the war in Gaza.Throughout Israel's military engagement, Biden has struggled to square his historic inclination to support Israel almost unreservedly with growing hostility in his party toward Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's conduct of the war. For months, Biden has been escalating his cr...

      

      
        Trump's Alternate-Reality Criminal Trial
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage."I JUST STORMED OUT OF BIDEN'S KANGAROO COURT!" Donald Trump wrote in an email to supporters late yesterday afternoon, shortly after the end of the first day of his trial on charges of hiding hush-money payments during the 2016 campaign.The statement led off a fundraising appeal, and it was, somewhat predictably, a lie. Trump had walked out of the courtroom when the proceeding ended, made a few comments to reporters, and ...

      

      
        Salman Rushdie Strikes Back
        George Packer

        Salman Rushdie tells us that he wrote Knife, his account of his near-murder at the hands of a 24-year-old Shia Muslim man from New Jersey, for two reasons: because he had to deal with "the elephant-in-the-room" before he could return to writing about anything else, and to understand what the attack was about. The first reason suggests something admirable, even remarkable, in Rushdie's character, a determination to persist as a novelist and a man in the face of terror. After The Satanic Verses bro...
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            The winning entries of the annual World Press Photo Contest  have just been announced. This year, according to organizers, 61,062 images were submitted for judging, made by 3,851 photographers from 130 different countries. World Press Photo was once again kind enough to share some of this year's global and regional winners, gathered below.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man sits in the rubble of a collapsed building, his left arm reaching out and holding the hand of his daughter, who lies dead, trapped beneath the debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Europe, Winner, Singles--A Father's Pain: Mesut Hancer holds the hand of his 15-year-old daughter, Irmak, who died in the earthquake in Kahramanmaras, Turkey, the day after the 7.8-magnitude quake struck the country's southeast, on February 7, 2023. Rescuers in Turkey and Syria braved frigid weather, aftershocks, and collapsing buildings as they dug for survivors buried by an earthquake that killed more than 50,000 people.
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                Adem Altan / Agence France-Presse
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Looking up through treetops, hundreds of butterflies fill the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North and Central America, Winner, Stories--Saving the Monarchs: Butterflies stream through protected indigenous fir forests in the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve. The mountain hillsides of Oyamel forest provide an ideal overwintering microclimate. Michoacan, Mexico, February 24, 2023.
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                Jaime Rojo / National Geographic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A night view of a soldier running through a field, lit by a red light strapped to their head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Open Format Award--War Is Personal (1 of 2): Amid tens of thousands of civilian and military casualties and an effective stalemate that has lasted for months, there are no signs of peace on the horizon for Russia's war in Ukraine. While news media update their audiences with statistics and maps, and international attention drifts elsewhere, the photographer Julia Kochetova has created a personal website that brings together photojournalism with the personal documentary style of a diary to show the world what it is like to live with war as an everyday reality.
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                [image: A person sits on the floor of a small room, beside a professional camera and a body armor vest labeled with the word "press."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Open Format Award--War Is Personal (2 of 2): Amid tens of thousands of civilian and military casualties and an effective stalemate that has lasted for months, there are no signs of peace on the horizon for Russia's war in Ukraine. While news media update their audiences with statistics and maps, and international attention drifts elsewhere, the photographer Julia Kochetova has created a personal website that brings together photojournalism with the personal documentary style of a diary to show the world what it is like to live with war as an everyday reality.
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                [image: Several young people swim and play in a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Long-Term Projects--Mapuche: The Return of the Ancient Voices (1 of 2): Mapuche communities are the Indigenous inhabitants of territories that are now part of Argentina and Chile. Much of their ancestral land is being commercially exploited--for mining, forestry, and hydroelectric projects in Chile, and fracking in Argentina. Discrimination and punishment of Mapuche activists persist, despite new laws apparently supporting Mapuche rights. For many Mapuche, this presents not solely a territorial dispute: The land is part of their cultural and spiritual identity. Commercial degradation of the environment violates a balance among nature, ancestors, and human health. Here, cousins and friends of Rafael Nahuel swim in the Nirihuau River. Nahuel (22) was killed during a raid by government forces on Indigenous activists in November 2017. Bariloche, Rio Negro, Argentina, January 29, 2019.
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                Pablo E. Piovano, Greenpeace Award, GEO, National Geographic Society
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Five children wear traditional masks while standing in a cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Long-Term Projects--Mapuche: The Return of the Ancient Voices (2 of 2): Children wear traditional Ngillatun masks in a Mapuche cemetery. The local community successfully opposed the building of a hydroelectric dam that would have flooded an adjacent ceremonial site. Maihue, Los Rios, Chile, July 28, 2019.
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                Pablo E. Piovano, Greenpeace Award, GEO, National Geographic Society
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A family plays a board game at a table outside at night, the sky behind them partially lit by burning gas flares.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Stories--Red Skies, Green Waters: Around the turn of this century, oil-rich Venezuela was prosperous, but its fortunes declined following plummeting oil prices, economic mismanagement, sanctions, and political instability. Oil spills from obsolete infrastructure and methane produced by the refining process ravage the environment. In the meantime, nearly 82 percent of Venezuelans live in poverty, according to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. Here, neighbors play Animal Lotto under a sky lit by one of the world's largest gas flares. Punta de Mata, Venezuela, November 5, 2022.
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                Adriana Loureiro Fernandez, for The New York Times
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person steps across the gap between two rail freight cars, while walking on top of them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Long-Term Project Award--The Two Walls (1 of 2): Migrants and asylum seekers lacking the financial resources to pay a smuggler often resort to using cargo trains to reach the United States border. This mode of transportation is very dangerous; over the years, hundreds have fallen onto the tracks and have been killed or mutilated. Thousands more have fallen victim to extortion, rape, kidnapping, or robbery orchestrated by drug cartels or corrupt authorities in various stops along the train's northward route. Here, a migrant walks over a freight train known as the Beast as he arrives at Piedras Negras, Mexico, on October 8, 2023.
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                Alejandro Cegarra, The New York Times / Bloomberg
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Hundreds of people walk and wade through shallow water, crossing a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Long-Term Project Award--The Two Walls (2 of 2): Ever Sosa carries his daughter on his shoulders as they cross the Suchiate River from Guatemala to Mexico, joining a caravan of three thousand migrants and asylum seekers in their attempt to follow the path to the United States in Ciudad Hidalgo, on January 20, 2020.
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                Alejandro Cegarra, The New York Times / Bloomberg
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Hundreds of demonstrators gather in front of a long line of security and police officers beneath an enormous open-pit mining machine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Europe, Winner, Long-Term Projects--No Man's Land (1 of 2): Germany positions itself as a leader in the transition toward renewable energy by 2030, yet remains heavily dependent on coal for energy production. In the Rhineland, forests have been cleared and villages demolished since the 1970s to make way for the Hambach and Garzweiler open-pit coal mines. In 2012, activists began occupying parts of Hambach Forest and later the village of Lutzerath to resist these measures, managing by 2023 to save a remainder of the forest and five of six such villages scheduled for destruction. Here, police and security officers from the energy company RWE block activists belonging to the Ende Gelande action alliance, who have entered the Hambach open-pit mine. Kerpen, Germany, November 5, 2017.
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                [image: Hundreds of people walk in fields along the outside edge of an open-pit mine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Europe, Winner, Long-Term Projects--No Man's Land (2 of 2): Demonstrators walk along the advancing edge of the Garzweiler II open-pit mine near Lutzerath on the last weekend they could legally enter the village. Lutzerath, Germany, January 8, 2023.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Daniel Chatard
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jury Special Mention--The Aftermath of the Supernova Festival Attack: This year, the WPP jury made the decision to include two special mentions in the contest selection, reflecting "the gravity of the Israel-Hamas war in 2023, the extreme suffering of civilians, and its global political impact." Here, an Israeli security-forces officer searches the site of the Supernova music festival for personal effects of victims of the October 7 Hamas attack, which resulted in about 1,200 deaths, more than 2,500 reported injuries, and some 250 people held hostage from the festival and communities near the Gaza border. Re'im, Israel, October 12, 2023.
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                [image: A person walks through debris, surrounded by huge piles of rubble from war-destroyed buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jury Special Mention--Israeli Airstrikes in Gaza: A resident of al-Zahra walks through the rubble of homes destroyed in Israeli air strikes. The strikes hit about 25 apartment blocks in the university and residential neighborhood. At the time of writing (March 4, 2024), Israel's attacks on the occupied Palestinian territories during the Israel-Hamas war had killed some 30,000 people and injured more than 70,000. Gaza City, Gaza, October 19, 2023
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                [image: A dozen or so men work together to lift and carry a small shed near a river shoreline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asia, Honorable Mention--The Edge: When Bangladesh declared independence in 1971, many Bengali Hindus and Muslims migrated to the predominantly Hindu state of Assam in northeastern India, fueling tensions at the border. In 2019, India's government presented an updated National Register of Citizens that put into question the citizenship of more than 1.9 million people ostensibly from Bangladesh, whose status remains in limbo today. This project documents the Miya community that depends on land near the transnational Brahmaputra River for their livelihood and their identity in the eyes of the state. As their land erodes because of worsening floods, they face a fight against both nature and nation. Here, Bengali-speaking Hindus and Muslims help one another shift shops from the edge of the Brahmaputra river at the Tarabari ferry point. The shifting is done in anticipation of the erosion of land that occurs with each monsoon season, which is often devastating for residents as they are forced to constantly adapt to a changing landmass each year. Tarabari, Bahari constituency, Barpeta district, Lower Assam, India, June 15, 2023
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                [image: A grandfather and granddaughter adjust their clothing in a room while preparing to go to church.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Story of the Year--Valim-babena (1 of 2): In Madagascar, lack of public awareness surrounding dementia means that people displaying symptoms of memory loss are often stigmatized. For years, Paul Rakotozandriny, "Dada Paul" (age 91), who lives with dementia, has been cared for by his daughter Fara Rafaraniriana (age 41). Their story illustrates the Malagasy principle of valim-babena--the duty of grown children to help their parents. Here, Dada Paul and his granddaughter Odliatemix get ready for church. He has lived with dementia for 11 years. For much of that time, his family assumed he had "gone mad" or attributed the symptoms to alcohol consumption. Only his daughter Fara noticed something different and continued caring for him. Antananarivo, Madagascar, March 12, 2023
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                [image: A mother and daughter smile while lying on a bed together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Story of the Year--Valim-babena (2 of 2): Fara and her daughter Odliatemix lie together on the bed they share with Dada Paul. Fara is the sole provider for the family of three. Only one organization in Madagascar, Masoandro Mody, provides support and training to family members of people living with dementia. Antananarivo, Madagascar, March 12, 2023.
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                [image: A firefighter stands atop a tall boulder, looking out over a scorched forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North and Central America, Winner, Singles--A Day in the Life of a Quebec Fire Crew: Fueled by high temperatures and dry conditions, gigantic summer forest fires swept across Canada in 2023, affecting all 13 provinces and territories, especially northern parts of Quebec. Here, Theo Dagnaud scans the horizon to ensure that firefighter patrols have left, and he can mark the area as "controlled." July 13, 2023.
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                [image: An elevated view of a person carrying a basket on their back while walking across a broad dry riverbed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Singles--Drought in the Amazon: In 2023, the Amazon experienced its most intense drought since recordkeeping began. The drought disproportionately impacted Indigenous, rural, and river communities. Because Porto Praia has no road access and is normally reachable only by river, the drought meant that residents had to walk for kilometers along the dry riverbed to reach their homes. Here, a fisherman walks across the bed of a branch of the Amazon River, near the Porto Praia Indigenous community. Tefe, Amazonas, Brazil, October 13, 2023.
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                Lalo de Almeida, for Folha de Sao Paulo
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person wearing a space suit and helmet, seen in a darkened space, with several screens reflected in their visor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North and Central America, Winner, Open Format--The Gay Space Agency: This project combines fiction with fact in order to confront the U.S. space program's historical exclusion of openly LGBTQ astronauts. In a review of the NASA and United States National Archives, the photographer found no documentation of the contributions of the queer community to the space program. The absence inspired her to imagine "the Gay Space Agency," a diverse and inclusionary institution that commemorates and celebrates the history of queer astronauts. Here, the Gay Space Agency astronaut Brian Murphy is seen during flight simulations.
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                [image: Four family members hold up their hands in a room, making shadow puppets of birds on a wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asia, Winner, Long-Term Projects--I Am Still With You: This project is a private visual record that aims to explore the concept of family photos. In close collaboration with the family, the photographer tells the story of Jiuer, a young mother of three in northern China who gains more understanding and appreciation for life in her final years after being diagnosed with cancer. Before her surgery, Jiuer invited the photographer to take family photos, and later, when her condition deteriorated, asked her to record the time she spent with her children. In this image, after surgery and radiotherapy treatment, Jiuer recovers well and the family feels optimistic about the future. Jiuer says, "Life is not long. Do what you want to do, and choose what you love." Liaoning, China, November 28, 2020.
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                [image: A woman kneels and puts her head down while embracing the body of a child, wrapped in white cloth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo of the Year--A Palestinian Woman Embraces the Body of Her Niece: Inas Abu Maamar (age 36) cradles the body of her niece Saly (age 5) who was killed, along with her mother and sister, when an Israeli missile struck their home, in Khan Younis, Gaza, on October 17, 2023. The photographer, Mohammed Salem, described the image, taken just days after his own wife gave birth, as a "powerful and sad moment that sums up the broader sense of what was happening in the Gaza Strip." He found Inas squatting on the ground, embracing the child, at the Nasser Hospital morgue, where residents were going to search for missing relatives. Inas had raced to the family home when she heard that it had been hit, and then on to the morgue.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The Uncomfortable Truth About Child Abuse in Hollywood

A new series about the "dark underbelly" of kids' TV raises crucial questions about abuse in Hollywood. But it doesn't go far enough.

by Hannah Giorgis




During Nickelodeon's golden era, the network captivated young viewers by introducing them to an impressive roster of comedic talent--who happened to be kids, just like them. Starting in the mid-1990s, actors such as Amanda Bynes, Kenan Thompson, and Ariana Grande became household names, as popular children's shows including All That, Drake & Josh, and Zoey 101 helped propel Nickelodeon to astronomical ratings. For nearly two decades, the network dominated not just kids' programming, but the entire cable-TV landscape.

A new docuseries argues that at least some of this success came at a great cost. Quiet on Set: The Dark Side of Kids TV explores troubling allegations of child abuse and other inappropriate on-set behavior during this run at Nickelodeon. The documentary builds on a 2022 Business Insider investigation into programs led by the prolific producer Dan Schneider, and on details from a memoir published earlier that year by the former child star Jennette McCurdy. (McCurdy, who doesn't identify Schneider by name in her book but describes an abusive showrunner widely believed to be him, was not involved with the documentary.) Over its five episodes, the series offers an important record of how the adults working on these shows--and Hollywood as a whole--repeatedly failed to protect young actors. But Quiet on Set also, perhaps unintentionally, ends up creating a frustratingly tidy narrative that elides some crucial complexities of abuse.

The series spends its first two episodes painting a picture of the toxic environment that Schneider allegedly cultivated for adults and children alike. Two former Amanda Show writers say that Schneider harassed female employees; former All That actors recall their discomfort performing sketches full of racial stereotypes and sexual innuendo. Several interview subjects described a culture of deference to Schneider, one in which they felt afraid to raise their concerns.

In a video response to the series, Schneider apologized for requesting massages from female staffers, said that he wished he could go back and change "how I treat people," and conceded that he would be willing to cut any upsetting jokes from his shows that are streaming. (At the end of every Quiet on Set episode, a title card relays Nickelodeon's response to the producers' questions: The network said it "investigates all formal complaints as part of our commitment to fostering a safe and professional workplace ... We have adopted numerous safeguards over the years to help ensure we are living up to our own high standards and the expectations of our audience.")

Read: What tween TV teaches kids

Quiet on Set shows how the culture of silence created work environments that endangered young performers. The documentary covers multiple harrowing cases of child sexual abuse perpetrated by individuals who worked in close proximity to Nickelodeon's underage actors. Jason Handy, a production assistant on All That and The Amanda Show, was arrested for lewd acts with children in 2003 and later pleaded no contest to two of the felony counts and one misdemeanor charge. He was sentenced to six years in prison and later arrested on new sex-abuse charges in 2014. In the documentary, the Business Insider journalist Kate Taylor reads stomach-churning quotes from Handy's journal, before revealing that another Nickelodeon crew member was arrested just four months after him: Brian Peck, a dialogue coach and an occasional actor on All That, was charged with 11 counts of child sexual abuse. After pleading no contest, Peck was convicted of two of the counts against him and sentenced to 16 months in prison.

The documentary's most shocking revelation is that the unnamed victim in Peck's case is now an adult who wants to tell his story: The Drake & Josh star Drake Bell, speaking publicly about the abuse for the first time, explains how Peck integrated himself into Bell's life after the two met at an Amanda Show table read. "In hindsight, I should've been able to see," Bell says. "But as a kid, you have no clue." Bell's chronicle of the abuse is wrenching, in no small part because it underscores how adults failed to keep him and the other children in Nickelodeon's studios safe from predators.

Quiet on Set argues that Peck's on-set behavior fits within a larger pattern on Schneider's shows: boundary-crossing behind the scenes and inappropriate sexual innuendo on the air. In a clip from an old All That episode, a celebrity guest complains of hunger, and Peck's recurring character, known as "Pickle Boy," hands him a pickle to eat through a hole in the dressing-room door. The camera zooms in to capture that visual, which clearly evokes a pornographic trope. One former All That actor recalls that, during downtime, Peck would play video games with the children; another reads an old note in which Peck thanked her for walking on his back. The former child actors repeatedly emphasize that although other grown-ups were present on set for many questionable incidents, no one from Nickelodeon ever stepped in. (In his video statement, Schneider says that he didn't hire Peck and was devastated to hear the allegations of abuse.)

In making many of these stories public for the first time, Quiet on Set is the latest project to expose the ways in which Hollywood enables child sexual abuse--and to call for industry reforms. The former actors speaking in the new series echo many of the sentiments expressed in Dear Hollywood, an incisive podcast by the former Disney Channel ingenue Alyson Stoner. Three years ago, Stoner wrote about a phenomenon they called the "toddler-to-trainwreck pipeline," describing it as a profitable system that has continued apace since the 19th century by "censoring the harm happening behind the scenes, manicuring aspirational lifestyles and outcomes, and then watching young lives tragically implode." In their writing and on their podcast, Stoner presents disturbing personal testimony and discusses issues that child stars face, such as the prevalence of eating disorders, fractured family dynamics, and the psychological toll of fame. Stoner also offers concrete steps the industry should take, such as requiring a qualified, third-party mental-health professional on every set.

Last week, Quiet on Set, which was originally billed as a four-part series, released a bonus fifth episode that explores tangible solutions. Shane Lyons, a former All That cast member, said that the first place to start would be updating the law "so that no individual who is a convicted child molester can ever get on a Hollywood set again." That may sound like an obvious fix. But the California law that details protections for children in the entertainment industry, and which mandates background checks for many professionals who work with child actors, has a major loophole: It doesn't apply if a parent or guardian is always present with their child on set.

Read: Don't judge I'm Glad My Mom Died by its title

The show makes the limits of this provision--and the stakes of leaving it unchanged--incredibly clear. Even if the onus is on parents to protect their kids, abusers frequently conceal their predatory actions from other adults. What's more, parents who try to advocate for their kids can end up ostracized, putting their children's career (and self-esteem) on the line.

The docuseries creates a startling and horrifying picture of how Hollywood's systemic flaws have long put children at risk. But Quiet on Set also has its shortcomings. The series isn't always careful with its depictions of alleged victims or of former child stars, especially those who chose not to participate in the project. Amanda Bynes was a key part of Nickelodeon's rise, but the documentary's commentary about her closeness to Schneider and her later mental-health struggles sometimes registers as cursory speculation without Bynes there to speak for herself.

Read: The hard lessons of Amanda Bynes's comeback

Parts of Bell's story are similarly under-contextualized, despite the actor's heavy involvement in the series: Quiet on Set publicizes the names of several industry figures who wrote letters of support for Peck after his conviction. (These letters were previously sealed, along with other court documents.) Excerpts from some of the 41 letters show just how much backing Peck had in Hollywood, but in its eagerness to implicate others, the series overlooks how Peck may have wielded authority over some of the signatories.

Throughout the series, Peck is described as a master manipulator, someone who infiltrated Bell's life when the actor was a teenager partly by earning his mother's trust. But the documentary never meaningfully addresses the fact that some of the performers who wrote letters of support for Peck had met the much older dialogue coach while they, too, were teens. This doesn't necessarily absolve them of criticism. But the series could have examined how such unequal dynamics can influence young people's behavior in an ecosystem as insular as children's programming, and considered the possibility that Peck's manipulation extended further. Even including the detail of the letter signers' ages along with this commentary would have provided valuable information to viewers attempting to make sense of the case and how it was perceived at the time.

In the weeks since the documentary began airing, former Nickelodeon fans have criticized many Hollywood figures, including former child actors, for having shown support for Peck. And some of the network's former actors have faced backlash for simply not speaking up--whether in solidarity with Bell or to publicly share their own negative experiences. In last week's bonus fifth episode of Quiet on Set, Bell asked that fans be more compassionate toward his mom and reiterated an earlier request for fans to "take it a little easy" on his former co-star Josh Peck (who is no relation to Brian Peck).

In another unfortunate misstep, Quiet on Set avoids wrestling with the full reality of Bell's life after Peck's abuse. In 2021, Bell himself pleaded guilty to felony attempted child endangerment and a misdemeanor charge of disseminating matter harmful to juveniles in a case involving a 15-year-old girl, when Bell was 31. The documentary largely brushes past this, allowing Bell to obfuscate the details of these allegations by conflating the case with his other "self-destructive behavior" and suggesting that the media have spread "misinformation" about him.

These oversights undermine the docuseries' attempts to rigorously confront the pernicious nature of abuse, and instead present viewers with clearly delineated camps of good and evil, perpetrator and victim. This flawed framing has also left Bell's accuser vulnerable to heightened public scrutiny: After the series premiered, fans began creating TikTok videos discussing the 2021 case. There, and on other social-media platforms, some people shared the accuser's real name or suggested that she had been lying. People also harassed Bell's former girlfriend, who in 2020 accused the actor of physical and emotional abuse during their relationship--allegations that Bell has flatly denied as "offensive and defamatory." Just last week, Bell insisted that he was innocent in the 2021 case (despite already having pleaded guilty) while speaking about Quiet on Set on a podcast, which further emboldened these fans.

Many of these more recent updates couldn't possibly have been accounted for in a documentary that had already finished filming. But the bonus episode--a coda of sorts--offered a chance for Quiet on Set to reckon with the sad fact that it's not uncommon for abuse victims to become offenders in adulthood. True intervention requires understanding abuse in ways that aren't binary, and the show would have benefited tremendously from asking a mental-health expert to talk about these cycles. Protecting children in Hollywood and beyond is a collective effort, one that demands seriously engaging with even the most uncomfortable truths. Quiet on Set marks one important step in that direction, but there's so much more left to do.
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Your Fast Food Is Already Automated

The founder of Chipotle wants to reinvent lunch using robots. Is that really a reinvention at all?

by Matteo Wong




Moments after receiving my lunch order, the robots whirred to life. A clawlike contraption lurched forward, like a bird pecking at feed, to snatch dishes holding a faux-chicken cutlet and potatoes, then inserted them onto a metal track that snakes through a 650-degree-Fahrenheit oven. Seven minutes, some automatic food dispensers, and two conveyor belts later (with a healthy assist from human hands), my meal was sitting on a shelf of mint-green cubbies. It was a vegan fried-chicken sandwich, a cucumber salad, crispy potatoes, and a smattering of other sides.

This is Kernel, a fast-casual venture that opened its first store, in Manhattan, this February. Its founder, Steve Ells, kicked off the lunch-bowl boom when he started Chipotle in 1993. Now, he told me during my visit, he is betting that machines will trigger a "reinvention of how a fast-food or fast-casual restaurant can run." Robots, he prophesied, will bring faster and more accurate service at lower overhead costs. Plenty of chains have tested out semi-automated cooking, with mixed success--including deep-frying robots at Jack in the Box and robotic bowl assembly at Sweetgreen and Chipotle. But Kernel has been built from the ground up for robots. Just three employees are needed in the restaurant at any time, compared with the dozen required for a typical fast-casual restaurant. Soon many more people may be eating robot-prepared vegan chicken: Ells has raised $36 million and hopes to expand quickly, starting with several more locations throughout New York City this year.

But robots may represent less of a fast-food revolution than the obvious next step in its evolution. For more than a century, technology has made fast food more efficient--and, in particular, more automated. That's what turned McDonald's into a giant 60 years ago. Such restaurants can be considered "sort of mini-factories," Dave Henkes, a food-industry analyst at Technomic, told me, and have always used "automation to drive speed and convenience." And, like the simpler cooking technology before them, today's robots are speeding up humans' work without fully replacing them. For now, Kernel is no different.

Read: A robot's nightmare is a burrito full of guac

Kernel's entirely vegan menu is limited (Ells prefers "focused"), but everything looked and tasted like it came from fine dining. That is no coincidence: Kernel's chief culinary officer, Andrew Black, was a sous-chef at Eleven Madison Park, a three-Michelin-star restaurant with a $365 tasting menu, located a block away from Kernel. While I ate, he and Ells gave passionate spiels about each item: The marinated beets, a surprise best seller, are topped with quinoa, green hummus, and a seed crunch to make the dish nutritionally complete. For the crispy potatoes, Black specially selected a spud variety for its sugar, starch, and water content, and they're then cooked three times--steamed, fried, baked--to achieve a shattering crunch and pillowy interior. Black and his staff dredge and fry every piece of "chicken" by hand; as I bit into my sandwich, Ells mused that they should try swapping imitation meat for a block of tofu.

Simply put, Kernel is a group of excellent chefs equipped with the world's most high-tech toaster oven. All the food is cooked by chefs at a central kitchen about 10 minutes away, delivered hourly by a bicycle courier, and heated by a robot. That off-site preparation, Ells told me, provides at least 80 percent of the menu's quality. The food then has to be assembled by still three other people. Human one, the "replenisher," loads the hourly delivery of prepared food onto a shelf that the robotic arm can reach. The "assembler" puts together every sandwich and side, and a third person, the "bundler," bags each order and places it in a cubby.


Courtesy of Kernel



The setup is "extraordinarily fast, accurate, and predictable," Ells told me, nothing less than a "paradigm shift." Employees barely have to move their feet. But a robot that heats and moves around your food is just the next iteration in the pursuit of speed and standardization. The restaurant with the strongest claim to inventing fast food may be White Castle, which, in 1921, "did something that was unusual for the time--they tried to standardize their operations from restaurant to restaurant," David Hogan, a fast-food historian at Heidelberg University, in Ohio, and the author of Selling 'em by the Sack: White Castle and the Creation of American Food, told me. Cooking procedures were precise and uniform; cooking implements were manufactured in a single location; even the physical buildings came out of a central factory.

The playbook hasn't substantively changed since. Before buying McDonald's and launching its global success, Ray Kroc sold the chain automatic milkshake mixers. What first captivated him about the restaurant, he wrote in his 1977 memoir, was how "each step in producing the limited menu was stripped down to its essence and accomplished with a minimum of effort." That year, the Bureau of Labor Statistics published a study noting that fast-food chains had "introduced principles of industrial engineering" to restaurants. In particular, "the off-premise preparation of foods" and improved "cooking devices," such as microwaves and convection ovens, reduced preparation time and added uniformity. Restaurants today use specialized equipment, extensive training manuals, and various trackers to ensure speed and consistency. Sweetgreen has an app that instructs employees exactly how to heat and prepare food, and McDonald's cooks beef patties for precisely 42 seconds. If anything, Kernel's off-site kitchen is conceptually closer to the centrally prepared, frozen patties and fries served by fast-food burger joints of old than the chicken grilled on-site at a Chipotle.

Read: Too many Americans are missing out on the best kitchen gadget

To the extent that Kernel is a reinvention, Ells hasn't invented a new paradigm so much as found another. Sweetgreen already acts like a tech company, and Domino's has touted itself as one. Now Ells talks about his robot-assisted process as an "operating system." What may one day distinguish Kernel's automation is that the space is designed for robots from inception. So far, other chains have retrofitted human kitchens with robots, which creates confusion and disaster, Stanislav Ivanov, who studies robotics and restaurants at Bulgaria's Varna University of Management, told me. Robots malfunction, and even when they don't, bulky machines interfere with equipment, stations, and a floor plan designed for human movement. In 2018, an early burger-flipping robot that was tested at a CaliBurger in Pasadena was temporarily decommissioned because it couldn't be incorporated into the human workflow.

Kernel is, at least in theory, built for "the technology that we know is coming," Ells said. The equipment is all mobile and can be swapped or calibrated for newer gadgets (permanent counters, ovens, and stovetops, for instance, are unnecessary because robots don't care if workstations are waist-height). Drones could bring prepared food from the central kitchen to restaurants, and robots might assemble burgers in their entirety. Efficient robots and a vegan menu, he said, will continue to reduce the restaurant's carbon footprint. Gesturing to the "bundler" who bagged all the food, Ells said, "Instead of Carlos, imagine a robot arm." (Carlos kept bundling without so much as a flinch.)

With automation, of course, comes the risk of disappearing jobs. Kernel and other restaurants are experimenting with robots not only in pursuit of efficiency, but because the industry is facing a chronic labor shortage. The low pay doesn't help, and the jobs are also exhausting as well as, at times, hazardous. Deep-frying, for instance, is extremely dangerous, which is why one of the most popular cooking robots in the industry simply runs the fry station. Fast-food chains pursuing automation are trying to reduce head count, especially as some states raise their minimum wages. But for now, Henkes said, robots have typically led restaurants to redeploy people to different positions. Ells claimed that Kernel's existing employees, who are currently paid $25 an hour, will eventually be moved to more front-of-house jobs, helping guests and monitoring the robots.

But a burger prepared, cooked, and served without a human touch is still more accurately described as speculation. Faster and more automated cooking technology may well be imminent, but humans will still be involved for years to come. Automated pizzaiolos, line cooks, and salad tossers have failed; successful robots typically target a specific task, such as plunging fries into boiling oil.

Just as the quality of Kernel's food depends on human chefs, the quality of its automation will depend less on technology than on human vision and feedback. Each day, employees meet to discuss what worked and what didn't, which will help iterate the technology: Dozens of bugs, including stalled production and locked cubbies, have been smoothed out. On the first day, the cubbies didn't open; last month, a stray potato shut down Kernel's production line. Kernel is building new tools, but relying on the same human logic that made White Castle, McDonald's, and Chipotle successful. I came to the restaurant to witness fancy robots, but I would return simply for the faux-chicken sandwich and the cucumbers topped with cashews and chili jam. Kernel the restaurant is far more impressive than Kernel the tech company.
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The Illogical Relationship Americans Have With Animals

A new book explores the roots of our love for certain creatures--and our indifference toward many others.

by Ben Goldfarb




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


American society has a confused, contradictory relationship with animals. Many dog owners have no compunction about eating feedlot-raised pigs, animals whose intelligence, sociality, and sentience compare favorably with their shih tzus and beagles. Some cat lovers let their outdoor felines contribute to mass bird murder. A pescatarian might claim that a cod is less capable of suffering than a chicken. Why do some species reside comfortably within our circles of concern, while others squat shivering beyond the firelight, waiting for us to welcome them in?

In Our Kindred Creatures, their meticulously researched history of the dawn of the animal-rights movement, Bill Wasik and Monica Murphy argue that America's animal attitudes were largely shaped over a period spanning the mid-1860s to the mid-1890s. It was during those decades, Wasik and Murphy write, that many Americans came to realize that animals weren't mere "objects" but "creatures whose joys and sufferings had to be taken into consideration."

This moral awakening, described by one contemporaneous journalist as a "new type of goodness," still influences Americans' love of certain animals today, and our indifference toward many others. These disparate feelings, Wasik and Murphy suggest, are an inheritance from that late-1800s era. They are also influenced by spatial and psychic proximity: Most people are more likely to care about the well-being of a pet with whom they cohabit than a pig that resides in a slaughterhouse. The future of animal welfare in the United States may depend on whether Americans can expand their concern beyond the boundaries drawn by 19th-century reformers--whether, as Wasik and Murphy put it, we can apply our "reservoirs of pet love" to other, more distant creatures.

Read: The meat paradox

Wasik and Murphy's book often makes for disturbing reading, so unflinchingly does it document humankind's capacity for cruelty. In the 19th century, horses, ubiquitous beasts of burden in the pre-automotive age, were whipped mercilessly and forced to haul impossibly heavy loads. Medical-school instructors vivisected rabbits in anatomy lessons. High-society women sported fanciful hats adorned with the plumes of egrets, terns, and other birds "slaughtered wholesale for the cause of fashion"; offshore bobbed ships full of live sea turtles flipped on their shell, slowly dying as they waited to become soup. Every day in New York City, stray dogs were rounded up and "killed by drowning in a giant metal box ... used to dispatch some sixty to eighty dogs at a time."

Although Wasik and Murphy make the case that women eventually became central to the animal-rights movement, their account focuses principally on two men who were among its most forceful leaders. One is Henry Bergh, the dyspeptic heir to a shipbuilding fortune who embraced animal welfare after watching a bullfighting exhibition in Spain. Bergh's approach was a punitive one: Beginning in the 1860s, he cajoled New York's legislators into passing welfare laws, then, under the auspices of a new organization called the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, delegated agents to enforce those laws in cooperation with local police. His counterpart was George Angell, the president of the Massachusetts SPCA and the son of a Baptist preacher, who founded a newsletter called Our Dumb Animals and packed its pages with treacly poetry and stories written from the perspective of horses. Angell was a skilled rhetorician and salesman: When a compassionate "autobiography of a horse" called Black Beauty was published in the United Kingdom, Angell reprinted it in the U.S. (ignoring its original publisher's copyright) and marketed it so ardently that one reporter speculated it would outsell the Bible.

Through legal and moral suasion, Bergh, Angell, and their conspirators made rapid progress. They passed laws preventing horse abuse, broke up dog-fighting rings, and nudged the meat industry to adopt less crowded train cars for cattle. In Philadelphia, a reformer named Caroline White opened a humane dog shelter at which strays were "fed a healthy diet of horsemeat, cornmeal, and crisped pork skin." Those who weren't adopted were euthanized in a carbon-dioxide chamber, which was thought to be less painful than drowning. Some species, then as now, were easier to promote than others: Bergh's prosecution of a ship captain for mistreating sea turtles failed when a judge absurdly ruled that turtles were fish, and thus not subject to new welfare laws. Such setbacks notwithstanding, near the end of the 19th century, 39 of the country's 44 states had adopted laws proscribing animal cruelty.



Although Wasik and Murphy share their subjects' sympathies, they are admirably clear-eyed about their deficiencies, including some lamentable anti-science sentiments. Wasik and Murphy's previous book, Rabid, tackled the history of rabies, and Our Kindred Creatures, too, spends time on that dread disease. Rabies, a common and deadly scourge in the 19th century, posed a contradiction to animal advocates. On the one hand, the development of a human rabies vaccine in 1885 was good for dogs: Once pooches were no longer terrifying disease vectors, people could welcome them into their home without reservation. On the other hand, the vaccine's creation entailed copious animal experimentation, including "cerebral inoculation," whereby researchers drilled holes in anesthetized animals' skulls to infect them. Bergh and his allies deemed the rabies vaccine a "hideous monstrosity" and campaigned against its "evils," seeming to recognize only the cruelties associated with the vaccine, and not its ultimate benefits.

Early welfarists had another blind spot: agriculture. Although Bergh and his allies occasionally waded into livestock advocacy, they railed primarily against abuses they could see: the horse whipped by his rider, the dog kicked by her owner. To Bergh's mind, such public displays inculcated a culture of cruelism--the notion, as Wasik and Murphy put it, that witnessing meanness had a "coarsening influence on human minds ... priming them for further acceptance of cruelty against man and beast alike."

But a worldview focused on the prevention of visible cruelty proved a poor match for the meat industry. The slaughterhouses and packing plants that sprang up in Chicago in the late 1800s, for instance, concealed the brutality of their slaying methods--cows battered in the head, the occasional still-living pig dunked in boiling water--behind closed factory doors. Humane groups mostly ignored meatpacking's horrors. The Illinois Humane Society even appointed the meat magnate Philip Armour to its board of directors and wrote him a praiseful obituary that, as Wasik and Murphy write, washed "away the blood of the countless millions of animals so cruelly disassembled in his slaughter factories."

That cognitive dissonance--"the selective care for certain species and not others"--still afflicts American society. In their afterword, Wasik and Murphy argue that modern Americans, like their 19th-century forebears, need to adopt their own new "goodness," one that emphasizes a "systems-driven moral thinking." The misery of sows held captive in feedlots, or the suffering of wild creatures evicted by habitat loss, must become as real and urgent as the pain of chained dogs and starved cats. Meat-loving Americans would do well, Wasik and Murphy write, to reconsider the "patterns of consumption" that have led to the confinement of about 99 million cows and 74 million pigs. They might use their concern for pets as "well-springs from which to love, and to aid, all those distant, unseen animals we know only as abstractions."

It's a welcome proposal. Aside from that brief afterword, though, Wasik and Murphy's book is almost entirely a study of the past. Our Kindred Creatures would have benefited from a more thorough examination of how early animal-welfare campaigns still reverberate--or don't--today. Does P. T. Barnum's deplorable treatment of captive beluga whales in the 19th century inform the campaign to free orcas and other cetaceans housed in modern aquariums? How have Indigenous-led efforts to restore bison to North America's prairies managed to grow from the poisoned soil of 19th-century buffalo massacres? Lingering in the present would have made for a different--and longer--book, but also, perhaps, a more resonant one.

Read: How P. T. Barnum helped the early days of animal rights

Our Kindred Creatures also could have spent more time on the evolution of wildlife conservation. At the animal-welfare movement's outset, some of the same people and groups who inveighed against horse beatings and dog drownings also fought the annihilation of bison and birds. But those causes soon diverged, as scientists and upper-crust sportsmen came to dominate conservation and largely squeezed out the lay crusaders who had launched welfarism. Today, many animal-welfare groups focus on pets and livestock, while organizations such as the National Wildlife Federation and the World Wildlife Fund advocate for their free-roaming brethren. Some scientists seek to reunify conservation and animal rights via the wild-animal-welfare movement, which works to both protect creatures and make their daily lives more pleasant--for example, by studying the effects of light pollution on owls, and by sponsoring research that provides birth control to overpopulated and starving pigeons in urban areas. After more than a century of divergence, animal welfarism and conservation may once more align, potentially to the benefit of the wild creatures whose lives have been immiserated by human activity.

Ultimately, in spite of its accomplishments, the crusade launched by Bergh, Angell, and their peers remains unfinished. As Wasik and Murphy point out, early welfarists were fond of analogies as a rhetorical tool. Some activists even extended the logic of animal rights to protect children from domestic abuse; in one instance the authors write about, Bergh dispatched ASPCA agents to rescue a mistreated child and prosecuted one of the first child-welfare cases on her behalf. If the modern animal-rights movement is to continue racking up victories, more Americans should perhaps think in analogy. If dogs and cats deserve good lives, why not cows, pigs, and chickens? If elephants, tigers, and other large, charismatic mammals are worthy of protection, why not bats, reptiles, insects, and other smaller, less endearing critters? Animals have long been beset by not only human cruelty but also human hypocrisy. What they need now, perhaps, is moral consistency.
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The Crucial Factor of the Stormy Daniels Case

The case has one important advantage the others don't.

by Hanna Rosin




In the criminal case now unfolding in a Manhattan courtroom, Donald Trump is accused of having a sexual encounter with Stormy Daniels, finding a way to pay her to keep quiet about it, and then disguising those payments as a business expense. The facts are all very tabloid-y. They also took place before the 2016 election, long before January 6 or the "Stop the Steal" movement, or any of the more serious threats to democracy we associate with Trump.

But the Stormy Daniels case has distinct and simple advantages: In the other, more sprawling cases that deal directly with election interference, Trump's lawyers have been remarkably successful at piling on delay tactics and are unlikely to go to court any time soon. But in the Stormy Daniels trial, the defendant has been summoned, the jury is being selected, witnesses have been called. And the D.A., Alvin Bragg, has honed his argument that the hush-money payments were in fact an attempt to interfere with the election.

In his indictment, Bragg lays out a detailed case for why the former president, in hiding the payments, intended to violate both state and federal election laws. It's a comparatively indirect case that he has no guarantee of winning. It will not bring legal resolution to the central question of whether Trump interfered in the 2020 election. But it makes the trial much harder to dismiss as just an old grudge about an affair.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, staff writer David Graham tests the importance of the Stormy Daniels case with the Al Capone model: Can you most effectively address the most serious question of our political moment with the arguably least serious case? And he explains how, whatever the outcome, Trump might benefit from, and even enjoy, this new form of courtroom campaigning.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Newscaster 1: Donald Trump is facing more legal trouble.
 Newscaster 2: He's now facing four different felony trials as he runs for president.
 Newscaster 3: Donald Trump is facing 37 criminal counts over retaining national-defense information.


[Overlapping news audio]

David Graham: It's been overwhelming covering these cases. At the beginning, it was very exciting and sort of surreal, and then as they piled up, it became really hard to keep track of all of them.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: This is David Graham, the Atlantic staff writer who's following all of Trump's legal entanglements.

You may remember the civil trials Trump faced in Manhattan. Now on appeal, they total over half a billion dollars in judgments.

But Trump also faces criminal charges in four separate cases: one in Florida about classified documents, one in D.C. about attempting to subvert the 2020 election, another about election subversion (that one is in Georgia), and, lastly, the one we are talking about today.

It involves hush-money payments to Stormy Daniels. And the main and very important distinction between this case and all the others? Trump's lawyers have failed to bog it down with infinite delays. It's actually underway, right now--the first criminal trial of a former president.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And this week, why this one matters.

[Music]

Rosin: So this week is the first time a former president has faced a criminal trial. What's happening, and how big of a deal is it?

Graham: You know, it's funny. What's happening now is just jury selection. So we say the trial has started, but in a lot of ways, the main event is still to come. And this is kind of the dry, boring stuff--but dry, boring stuff that matters so much down the line. But here we are, you know, in this case about Trump paying hush money and whether he covered that up and whether it was an attempt to interfere with the election, as prosecutors say.

Is it a big deal? I mean, it is. It's so weird. In the Trump era, I feel like, we're like, Is it a big deal for the former president to be on trial for this particular charge? Which is both a valid question and also kind of a bonkers one. Of course it's a big deal, but also not as much of a big deal as some of the other things. So I have a hard time calibrating it myself.

Rosin: Well, we can even start more elemental. Is it a big deal that a former president is sitting in the defendant's chair at a criminal trial? Like, is that alone a big deal? Never mind the substance of the trial, which we will get to.

Graham: I think that is a big deal. And I think it's a big deal that has been a little--we've been already acclimated a little bit to that by him sitting in the defendant's chair for so many civil trials, and it's possible to maybe even overlook what a big deal it is just for him to be there.

Rosin: Although the penalty in a civil trial is money. The penalty in a criminal trial is a conviction, like an actual criminal conviction. So even on those grounds alone, this seems unprecedented.

Graham: Oh, absolutely. In those cases, what he stood to lose was money. And in this case, he stands to lose potentially his freedom and certainly his clean criminal record, and I think that's pretty different.

Rosin: Can you give me a brief explanation of the case? What is this case about?

Graham: It is a little bit arcane. Let me see if I can sum it up without missing anything, but also not getting bogged down.

Rosin: And also tabloidy. It's simultaneously arcane, tabloidy, and important.

Graham: Well, it's literally tabloidy too. I mean, this involves tabloids. You know, people may remember the case: So, Trump had these sexual liaisons with Stormy Daniels and other women, allegedly. He denies them. But the basic allegation is that Trump paid to keep their stories quiet. This is a complicated maneuver involving these "catch-and-kill" deals, where the National Enquirer would pay for the rights to the story with the express purpose of not running it.

And then money. Trump would also pay them--the money would come from Trump via Michael Cohen, who was then his fixer. And these things were recorded as business expenses. And what the prosecution alleges is that, in fact, this was political: The whole goal here was to keep the public from knowing about these allegations of sexual relationships, and that was an attempt to interfere with the election.

Rosin: So, essentially, it's two steps. The first step--the first allegation--is business fraud. Like, you're paying money and covering it up. It's like an accounting scheme.

Graham: Right.

Rosin: So that in and of itself is a crime, but in the scheme of things not a deeply serious crime. Maybe the reason this takes on a different level of importance is because the prosecutor, the D.A. Alvin Bragg, is trying to link that to a form of election interference.

Graham: Right. And so there have been all these complaints: Well, you know, this case isn't all that serious. It's often compared to the classified-documents case in federal court in Florida or the election-subversion case in federal court in Washington, D.C., in an unflattering way. And what Alvin Bragg has tried to say is, No, guys. This is also an election-interference case. Trump was trying to keep the public from learning this information, which would interfere with voters. And so this is just as serious as these other cases. This too is election interference.

And I think that's maybe more of a moral point than it is about the actual substance of the law. But when we're thinking about how serious this is, I think a question that people have to think about is, you know, what are the stakes in this case? And that's the prosecution's argument.

Rosin: Right. We do have all these complicated cases, like the one in Georgia about election interference. But people see the one in New York as less serious because if he's convicted there, it would be for bookkeeping and for under half a million dollars.

Graham: Yeah, this is what I call the Al Capone objection. You know, they got Al Capone for tax fraud, not for being a notorious mobster. I don't know what to say to that, because I think it is true and also not true. Like, you know, let's be serious. This is not as serious as the election subversion we saw in 2020. But also, you know, if they're able to prove that he broke the law, then he broke the law.

Rosin: So, can we stick with the Al Capone example for a minute? Because I think it's, actually, a pretty important way to think about this. I'm not calling our former president a mobster, so just leave that aside for now. It's just a useful legal metaphor. In cases involving RICO statutes and extremely complicated crimes, like the election-interference cases--they're unbelievably complicated and, in fact, the president's legal team has managed to bog them down for months and months and, in some cases, years.

Graham: Right.

Rosin: It seems like, just like Al Capone and tax evasion, here you have a case that, even though less on paper is at stake, it's straightforward and achievable.

Graham: I think that's exactly right.

Rosin: And so you do end up getting Al Capone on tax evasion for a reason, because that's a gettable offense.

Graham: Right.

Rosin: And none of these other cases are likely to move along before the election, right?

Graham: That seems right. You know, we just don't know. I think the wild card there is what happens in the election-subversion case. The Supreme Court is going to hear that next week. We'll see how fast they rule. It's possible that we could see that case moving before the election. But you know, unless they move really fast, I think it's easy to imagine not.

Rosin: Right. I think the last thing I want to say about this Al Capone metaphor is: So is the idea that if there is cause to hold Trump accountable for not playing by the rules, for any kind of attempt to interfere in democratic elections, this case is the last chance to do it? The only chance to do it?

Graham: It seems that way.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay. So is that a reason why this case is important? Maybe.

Graham: Yes.

Rosin: Okay. So who's convinced who now, at the end of this?

Graham: I don't know. I think over time, I have become more convinced of this case being serious. And part of that is, you know, we heard these challenges early on to the statute of limitations and the application of the law, and there's still places where Bragg's team could lose this, but he's cleared some of those bars, including, notably, the statute of limitations. So I think he's quietly proven that this case is a little stronger than some of its critics said at the outset, and that has helped to convince me.

Rosin: Let's get into the implications for the election. What does this mean for his campaign? What does it change for him having to sit in that defendant's chair for the next few weeks?

Graham: You know, we've heard of a whistle-stop campaign or a front-porch campaign, and now he's running a courtroom campaign.

Rosin: Did you make that up, or does everyone say that?

Graham: I don't know if someone else has made it up, but I did just come up with it on the spot as far as I know.

Rosin: That's good. Courtroom campaignTM.

Graham: He can't be out holding rallies. He can't be out doing events. He can't be out glad-handing. And, you know, this looks like an impediment to him. It may actually be something he likes. He has been holding not that many rallies so far this season. They're expensive. I think they're a hassle. He drones on. They're not necessarily always that successful.

And, you know, he can go to this trial, where there are gonna be dozens and dozens of cameras on the courtroom and on the courthouse when he's coming in and out. And he's using that to try to get attention. So he has to run in a different way, but maybe this is actually to his advantage and allows him to sort of create the kind of media spectacle that he loves.

Rosin: Interesting. So it's to his advantage because, one, it's a free media spectacle. Like, we're talking about this. There's probably hundreds of reporters in New York. He is going to get a lot of coverage. Are there ways that he's leaning into it, making that part of his message?

Graham: Oh, totally. He is just loving playing the victim. You get this in his fundraising emails. He's always been sort of a high-volume spammer on emails. But the kinds of emails we've seen the last couple months, I think, are a different thing. He talks about miscarriage of justice, and They're persecuting me, and They're coming for me because I'm between you and them. And there's just tons of this stuff. And so there's both that stuff, and then I think you see him trying to draw the court system into battles that he thinks will benefit him politically.

Rosin: What do you mean?

Graham: Oh, anytime he picks a fight with a judge. So in this case, he's been going after Juan Merchan, you know, saying his daughter's a Democratic operative, saying that he can't be impartial, blah blah blah.

Rosin: So [he's] trying to portray the justice system--I don't know if it's part of the deep state--but as a kind of political cabal organized against him.

Graham: Right. Well, I guess it works in a bunch of ways. Like, one, he's saying that Alvin Bragg is George Soros's favorite prosecutor. So he's saying this is biased, and he's saying that, you know, this is a Biden prosecution. There's no evidence that Joe Biden is directing this. In fact, Joe Biden is trying to stay as quiet as possible about this. But that's what he does.

Then he wants to draw the judge into things. And I think that works in two ways: One, he can argue that the proceeding is totally, you know--it's a kangaroo court, and they're out to get him. And then, if he can draw the judge into engaging, maybe he can make that point even more salient.

And so that's what we saw, I think, in the civil case with Justice Arthur Engoron. He, you know, wanted Engoron, it seemed like, to fine him, to gag him, to say critical things about him. Because then he can say: Look. See, I told you. I told you they were out to get me, and the way he's behaving proves that they're out to get me.

Rosin: Yeah. I mean, do you have a sense, or has it been reliably polled, how this plays outside with his audience? Because, for example, the mugshot. Like, he's gotten so much mileage from that mugshot. It's on a lot of T-shirts.

Graham: I think this works like a lot of Trump rhetoric going back to the 2016 campaign, where it really revs up his base. And you see in the polling, they think he's being persecuted. They think the justice system is biased. They think that these judges are tools of the Democratic deep state, or whatever.

And on the other hand, it doesn't do that well with other voters. It's not winning over many independents. It's turning some of them off. So, you know, he's really good at turning up the temperature for the base but often at the expense, potentially, of turning off other people. And I think that's going to be the case here, too.

Rosin: Interesting. And do we have any idea, in greater detail, how that could play out?

Graham: You know, it seems to be the case that a high-turnout election probably helps Trump. And there's a lot of people who support Trump but are infrequent voters. And so he really does need to get those people fired up. But, you know, there's a risk to it on the other side.

Rosin: Right. I see. One other thing I've noticed in keeping with this theme, as I've seen him on the campaign trail and in rallies the last couple months, is how much he closely identifies all of a sudden with the January 6--as he calls them, "the hostages"--talking about all of them as a group being unfairly persecuted. I feel like that's coming up more and more in his speeches.

Graham: That's exactly right. And he's done that a little bit for a while, but it is becoming, really, a central part of his rallies. He'll play these recordings of the January 6 choir. He talks about this hostage or sort of martyr attitude, and it's become the centerpiece of a lot of these rallies.

Rosin: Yeah, and when I've seen him do it, I have to say, it feels less, who can know--I'm talking about intent here--less strategic than it is deeply felt and furious. It doesn't feel like a ploy. It feels angry.

Graham: I think that's right. I mean, it's been interesting with a lot of Trump things that started out seeming like shtick and have started to feel like he really believes them, insofar as he believes anything. You know, I think about this with the way he talked about the media. Like, he blasted the media in 2016, and it was nonsense.

He loves the media, and he can't resist calling reporters. But, over time, I think it curdled into a pretty serious enmity. And I think that's true of the kind of deep-state rhetoric, and I think it's true now about the court system. You know, after January 6, there was a certain amount of opportunistic talking about these people.

Rosin: Theatrics.

Graham: Yeah. I mean, and he waffled. He was like, On the one hand, I told them to go home. I called for a peaceful rally. But also, Why are they going after them? And also, Antifa revved this up. And you could see him sort of grasping for what the right messaging was. And as the court system has zeroed in on him, you see him coming around to that sort of hostage rhetoric.

[Music]

Rosin: Alright, well, depending on how long jury selection takes, this trial could be a matter of weeks. It could even stretch to a couple of months. After the break, David and I get into the meat of the trial.

[Music]

Rosin: So let's get into it. How has Trump behaved in the run up to this trial?

Graham: He's mostly been focused, as far as I can tell, on impugning the prosecutor and impugning the judge. So rather than going after the specifics of the evidence, he's saying this is a political prosecution, this judge is biased.

And then, of course, [he's] going after Michael Cohen, who we expect to be the star witness, who was his fixer, who was involved in these payments, lied about the payments to Congress, and was convicted of perjury for that and now has turned against Trump. And he's saying, This guy can't be trusted. He's a convicted perjurer. Which has the benefit of being true.

We don't see him so much going after the evidence. And part of that, I think, is a question of whether Bragg has evidence up his sleeve that we don't yet know about. And so that's one of the things I'm most interested to see: Does he bring something new to bear on this, or is it kind of a rehash of already public information?

Rosin: Right. Now, looking at the case, there are two parts of it, as we talked about. One is proving that the hush-money payments happened, that there was this complicated scheme involving the executives at National Enquirer to kind of shift money around--and Michael Cohen to shift money around, pay Stormy Daniels, and sort of hide that money and make it look like a legitimate payment. There's so much public-record evidence that that occurred. Right?

Graham: Yeah. Like, the outline, you know--we're gonna get details, but the outlines of that have been clear since fall 2016, when The Wall Street Journal first reported it.

Rosin: So is the difficult part of the case the second part of the case?

Graham: Yes. It's tying this to politics and showing these weren't a business expense, because it's not against the law to pay someone hush money. It might be unsavory, but it's not criminal. The question is whether there's a falsification of business records and if the purpose was for political gain.

Rosin: So what's in the public record is the existence of hush money. What remains to be proven is falsification of records and tying that falsification of records to election interference.

Graham: Right. And some of that falsification--you know, we have some of that. When Cohen appeared before Congress and perjured himself, some of that information came out. We saw some things that hint at what the case might look like. There have been, I don't even want to say, like, intimations, but there's speculation that Bragg has more evidence along those lines to prove that, you know, there was chicanery inside the business and this was a concerted effort. And that is something that we just, you know, we don't know yet, and I think that will be really interesting to see.

Rosin: For you and others who are watching this case, what counts as a smoking gun? Like, what would be an incredible piece of evidence that the prosecutor could pull out?

Graham: You know, the gold standard would be a recording.

Rosin: And a recording saying what?

Graham: A recording of Trump saying, you know: Hey, Michael. Make sure we pay off Stormy Daniels. And then we're going to put it in the books this way, so make sure that we do it that way so that nobody knows it's to keep it out of the election.

Rosin: Right, right. All the way to the word "election." That's like the real smoking gun.

Graham: Yeah. You know, failing that, I think they're going to have to rely a little bit more on witnesses like Cohen to say, This was the purpose, and potentially other executives inside the Trump organization or inside National Enquirer or--you know, or possibly Daniels. I don't know.

Rosin: So this is a hard case to prove, both elements of it.

Graham: It's a complicated case. I don't know how hard it is, but it's definitely complicated. This is, I think, where the Al Capone metaphor breaks down a little bit because if you're evading taxes, you're evading taxes. And it's a little bit easier to pay that, but this is a multistep process.

And it's a little bit more complicated. So yeah, it's elaborate.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. Okay. How does this fit, then, into the broader constellation of other Trump cases? Can we do just a very brief rundown of the cases so we know where to place this one and how to think of them all together?

Graham: I mostly tend to think of them in terms of gravity.

Rosin: Okay, so let's do them in terms of gravity.

Graham: Okay, so I think this is good. I think this is, although for all the reasons we've said, totally a relevant case and one that's important, also the least grave.

Next up, I would say, is the classified-documents case. People became aware of this in August 2022, when the FBI went to Mar-a-Lago to collect these documents. But, as we now know, it was the culmination of a long process where the National Archives recognized they were missing things--like a letter from Kim Jong Un to Trump--and asked Trump to return them. And Trump, allegedly, over a period of months, refused and tried to hide them, claimed he didn't have them, wouldn't cooperate with a subpoena to return them.

And that's, in fact, what he's charged with here: not so much absconding with these documents but trying to hide from the government that he had them and trying to obstruct them, including documents that were, apparently, really sensitive national-security documents dealing with things like nuclear defense and foreign militaries and who knows what else.

Rosin: So that's serious for a different reason, not for the reason of election interference.

Graham: Correct.

Rosin: Right. Okay. Next one.

Graham: So we have these two cases that both deal, in one way or another, with Trump's attempts to steal the 2020 election: the federal case on election interference and the Fulton County election-interference case, in Georgia.

Rosin: And is there another one? Have we covered them? That's it.

Graham: That is all, for now. (Laughs.)

Rosin: I guess the one thing that allows this one to rise in importance, even if the facts being discussed aren't as important, is that it's happening before November. Like, that fact alone makes it important.

Graham: Yeah, exactly. I mean, people have a right to know if the person they're considering voting for president committed a felony or, for that matter, a serious misdemeanor before they go to the voting booth, if it's going to happen soon after. And this might be the only chance for them to get that.

Rosin: Right. Although, David, do you think, maybe, we're putting too much on this case? I feel like we're maybe overlaying everything we know about January 6 and the 2020 election onto this criminal trial, which is actually about 2016.

Graham: I think that's exactly right. Because the other cases seem bogged down and because we have seen Trump's behavior and we saw January 6 and we saw what came before January 6, it's impossible not to kind of see it in that light. And I think Trump is involved, kind of on the flip side of that, in the same way, because he is making all of these cases to be part of the same supposed conspiracy against him--you know, They're all out to get him, and each of these is a tendril of that.

And also his argument that he can't be held legally accountable--in all of these cases, he's arguing that he shouldn't be held legally accountable for one reason or another. And so, insofar as he is making it a question about rule of law, I think it's hard not to also think about it as a sort of basic rule-of-law question from the other side.

Rosin: Yeah, I guess what's hanging out there--both in the way that he's delayed these cases and conducted himself in other ways--is: Is he above the law? So that's the cultural question being tested. It's not exactly the question that's being asked by the prosecutor.

Graham: Yeah.

Rosin: Is it a weird, rare advantage that he's running for president? Because he can just delay cases until he's in office. I mean, that's another incredibly unusual thing that we haven't talked about.

Graham: Yes. So he can delay all of these cases, and then it plays in different ways if he gets reelected. If he gets reelected, he can, basically, instruct the Justice Department to end the two federal cases against him, and that would be that. And, you know, it's not quite as simple as he picks up a phone, but it's pretty close to that.

And you hear people threatening, Oh, it would be the Saturday Night Massacre. You would have all these people resigning. And I think what we've seen of the Trump team is they would say, And? So what?

It's a little bit murkier in this case and in the Fulton County case. But you can totally be sure that if he wins, he will then say, I can't be sitting in court. I can't be defending these cases. I am the president of the United States, and I am busy doing this, and it's improper to interfere with this. You've got to let me free on these things too, or you have to wait 'til after I'm president, or you name it.

Rosin: Right. So that would be yet another way in which things that were unimaginable X years ago were now perfectly routine.

Graham: Right. I mean, could you imagine, also, if Trump is president but has to be going to a Fulton County courthouse three or four days a week to sit in his trial while also trying to administer the country? I mean, I just can't imagine how it would work.

Rosin: Yeah. I can't, but I also couldn't have imagined that somebody would be conducting a presidential campaign from the defendant's chair in a courtroom. So lots of things we couldn't previously imagine.

Well, David, thank you so much for walking us through this trial.

Graham: Oh, my pleasure.

[Music]

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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The Bone-Marrow Transplant Revolution

Finding a matched donor has always been the major challenge. A drug has solved that problem.

by Sarah Zhang




In the fall of 2021, Gabriel Arias felt like his body was "rotting from the inside." He was diagnosed with acute myeloid leukemia, a form of blood cancer so aggressive that doctors had him hospitalized the day of his biopsy. In cases like his, the ideal treatment is a transplant. Arias's cancer-prone blood cells needed to be destroyed and replaced with healthy ones taken from the bone marrow or blood of a donor who matched him biologically. Fortunately, doctors found him a match in the volunteer-donor registries--a man in Poland. Unfortunately, Arias's single match in the entire world was no longer available to donate.

In the past, the road to transplant might have ended here, but a medical advance had dramatically expanded the pool of donors for patients such as Arias. With the right drug, Arias could now get a transplant from his brother, a partial match, or, as he ultimately chose, he could join a clinical trial in which his donor would be a stranger who shared just eight of 10 markers used in bone-marrow transplants. Under this looser standard, Arias's registry matches multiplied from one to more than 200. "It really is a game changer," says Steve Devine, the chief medical officer of the nonprofit NMDP,  which runs the U.S. donor registry and has led research into the use of mismatched donors. Today, agonizing searches for a matched donor are largely a thing of the past.

The drug powering this breakthrough is actually very old. Cyclophosphamide was first developed in the 1950s for chemotherapy. Fifty years later, researchers at Johns Hopkins began studying whether it could be repurposed to prevent a common and sometimes deadly complication of bone-marrow transplants called graft-versus-host disease, where the donor's white blood cells--which form the recipient's new immune system--attack the rest of the body as foreign. The bigger the mismatch between donor and recipient, the more likely this was to happen. Cyclophosphamide worked stunningly well against graft-versus-host disease: The drug cut rates of acute and severe complications by upwards of 80 percent.

Cyclophosphamide has now enabled more patients than ever to get bone-marrow transplants --more than 7,000 last year, according to NMDP. (Bone-marrow transplant is still used as an umbrella term, though many of these procedures now use cells collected from the blood rather than bone marrow, which can be done without surgery. Both versions are also known, more accurately, as hematopoietic or blood stem-cell transplants.) The field has essentially surmounted the problem of matching donors, a major barrier to transplants, Ephraim Fuchs, an oncologist at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Fuchs couldn't remember the last time a patient failed to get a blood stem-cell transplant because they couldn't find a donor.



It wasn't obvious that cyclophosphamide would work so well. "I'm just going to come clean," Devine told me. "Back in 2003 and 2005, I thought it was crazy." Derived from a relative of mustard gas, the drug is known to be highly toxic to a variety of blood cells; in fact, doctors had long used it to kill the diseased bone marrow in patients before transplant. Why would you want to give such a drug after transplant, when the new donor cells are still precious and few? It defied a certain logic.

But as far back as the 1960s, researchers also noticed that high doses of post-transplant cyclophosphamide could prevent graft-versus-host disease in mice, even if they did not know why. Over the next few decades, scientists working away in labs learned that cyclophosphamide isn't quite carpet-bombing the blood. It actually spares the stem cells most important to successful transplant. (Blood stem cells differentiate into all the types of red and white blood cells that a patient will need.) Why cyclophosphamide works so well against graft-versus-host disease is still unclear, but the drug also seems to selectively kill white blood cells active in the disease while sparing those that quell the immune system.

By the late '90s, doctors saw a clear need to expand the search for donors. Bone-marrow transplants are most successful when donor and recipient share the same markers, known as HLA, which are protein tags our cells use to distinguish self from nonself. We inherit HLA markers from our parents, so siblings have about a one-in-four chance of being perfectly matched. As families got smaller in the 20th century, though, the likelihood of a sibling match fell. Donor registries such as NMDP were created to fill the gap, however imperfectly.

Doctors soon began coalescing around the idea of using family members who were only haploidentical, or half matched, meaning they shared at least five out of 10 HLA markers. Every child is a half match to their parents, and every parent to their child; siblings also have a 50 percent chance of being half matches. But when doctors first tried these transplants, the "outcomes were horrible," Leo Luznik, an oncologist at Johns Hopkins, told me. Patients had frighteningly high rates of graft-versus-host disease, and more than half died within three years.

Based on the lab findings, Luznik, Fuchs, and other colleagues at Johns Hopkins wondered if post-transplant cyclophosphamide could help. The pharmaceutical companies that made it were uninterested in funding any research, Luznik said, because "it was an old, very cheap drug." With government grants, however, the team was able to prove that cyclophosphamide got the rate of graft-versus-disease as low as in matched sibling transplants. By the late 2000s, transplants with half-matched family members were becoming routine.

Still, not every patient will have a sibling or parent or child who can donate. Doctors began wondering if cyclophosphamide could work for unrelated donors too. If only eight of the 10 markers have to be matched, then almost everyone would find a donor, even multiple donors. This was especially important for patients of mixed or non-European ancestry, who have a harder time finding unrelated donors, because people of those backgrounds make up a smaller proportion of registry donors and because they can carry a more diverse set of HLA markers. Two-thirds of white people can find a fully matched registry donor, but that number drops to 23 percent for Black Americans and 41 percent for Asians or Pacific Islanders.

Amelia Johnson, who is half Indian and half Black, was one of the first children to get a transplant from a mismatched unrelated donor in a clinical trial in 2022. Her mom, Salome Sookdieopersad, remembers being told, "You guys need to start recruiting bone-marrow donors to help increase your chances." When that still didn't turn up an ideal match, Sookdieopersad prepared to donate to her daughter as a half match. But then Amelia was offered a spot in the clinical trial, and they decided to take it. Transplants with mismatched unrelated donors had already been tried in adults--that was Arias's trial--and they offered other potential benefits. A younger donor, for example, has younger cells, which fare noticeably better than older ones. Amelia did end up with a bout of graft-versus-host disease; cyclophosphamide lowers the risk but not to zero. Still, the transplant was necessary to save her life, and her mom pointed out that some risk was unavoidable, no matter the type of donor: A friend of Amelia's got graft-versus-host even with a perfectly matched one. Doctors were able to treat Amelia's complications, and she returned to school last August. The pediatric trial she was part of is ongoing.

In adults, where more data are available, doctors are already moving ahead with mismatched, unrelated donors. Between this and half-matched family members, patients who once might have had zero donors are now finding themselves with multiple possibilities. Doctors can be choosier too: They can select the youngest donor, for example, or match on characteristics such as blood type. The larger pool of donors also prevents situations like Arias's, in which a single matched donor who signed up years ago is no longer available, which happens with some regularity. Cyclophosphamide is now routinely used in matched transplants too, because it lowers the risk of graft-versus-host disease even further.

Arias's mismatched unrelated donor in the trial was an anonymous 22-year-old man who lives somewhere in the United States. When Arias and I spoke last month, it had been almost exactly two years since his transplant. He's cancer free. He and his wife just welcomed a baby girl. None of this would have likely been possible without the transplant, without the donor, without a 70-year-old drug that had been smartly repurposed.
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The Paradox of the American Labor Movement

It's a great time to be in a union--but a terrible time to try to start a new one.

by Michael Podhorzer




Updated at 11:05 a.m. ET on April 18, 2024

Last year was widely hailed as a breakthrough for the American worker. Amid a historically hot labor market, the United Auto Workers and Hollywood writers' and actors' guilds launched high-profile strikes that made front-page news and resulted in significant victories. Strikes, organizing efforts, and public support for unions reached heights not seen since the 1960s. Two in three Americans support unions, and 59 percent say they would be in favor of unionizing their own workplace. And Joe Biden supports organized labor more vocally than any other president in recent memory. You could look at all this and say that the U.S. labor movement is stronger than it has been in decades.

But you could just as easily say that worker power in America is as low as it has been in nearly a century. Despite all the headlines and good feeling, a mere 10 percent of American workers belong to unions. In the private sector, the share is just 6 percent. After years of intense media attention and dogged organizing efforts, workers at Amazon, Starbucks, and Trader Joe's still don't have a contract, or even the start of meaningful negotiations to get one. Union membership is associated with higher earnings, better benefits, stable hours, protection from arbitrary discipline, and more--but most Americans haven't had the chance to experience these advantages firsthand. In 2023, according to an estimate by the Economic Policy Institute, a progressive think tank, 60 million working people in this country wanted a union but couldn't get one.

How can this be? The answer, as I learned during my 25 years working for the AFL-CIO, the nation's largest federation of unions, is that the story of organized labor in America is really two stories. On the one hand, established unions--especially those that emerged in the 1930s, when labor protections were at their most robust and expansive--are thriving. On the other hand, workers who want to unionize for the first time can't get their efforts off the ground.

This is because the legal and policy shifts that hobbled the American labor movement were not primarily aimed at dismantling existing unions, at least not right away. Rather, they were designed to make it difficult to form new ones. Those efforts worked. In 1954, 16 million working people belonged to a union, and they accounted for about a third of the workforce. Today, nearly as many people are in unions--about 14 million--but they make up only 10 percent of the workforce. In other words, the numerator of unionized workers has held steady even as the denominator of overall jobs in the economy has grown dramatically. And all the support from the public and even the president can't do much to change that. As hopeful as today's moment might seem for workers, those hopes will not be realized without reversing the changes that laid unions low in the first place.

A century ago, an even smaller portion of the workforce belonged to a union than does today, and it showed. Then, as now, income inequality had reached staggering heights. Industrial workplaces of the 1920s were police states, with corporate spy agencies, private armies, and company stores.

The tide shifted in workers' favor during the Great Depression. In 1935, responding to years of rising labor militancy, Congress passed the Wagner Act, an integral part of Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal agenda. The law gave working people robust rights to form and join labor unions and to take collective action, such as strikes. It created the National Labor Relations Board, tasked with ensuring that employers didn't violate these rights. And it declared that protecting "the free flow of commerce" also meant protecting the "full freedom" of working people to organize. Overall union membership rose from just 11 percent of the workforce in 1934 to 34 percent in 1945.

Morgan Ome: What the labor movement can learn from its past

Then the tide shifted back. After the Congress of Industrial Organizations began organizing multiracial unions in the South, segregationist Southern Democrats, whose votes had been crucial for passing the Wagner Act, joined forces with pro-corporate Republicans to stymie the New Deal labor agenda. This effort culminated in the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, which stripped key labor protections from the Wagner Act. President Harry Truman denounced the bill as "a shocking piece of legislation" that would "take fundamental rights away from our working people." But the Senate overrode his veto.

Taft-Hartley marked the beginning of the end of America's short-lived period of strong organized-labor rights. It allowed states to pass "right to work" laws that let workers free-ride on union benefits without paying dues, which would help keep southern states low-wage and non-union. Taft-Hartley made it a crime for workers to join together across employers in "sympathy strikes" (unlike in Sweden, where postal workers refused last year to deliver license plates as a show of support for striking Tesla workers), or even across workplaces in the same industry. It also included anti-communist provisions that led to a purge of many of the labor movement's most effective organizers, especially those most successful in promoting multiracial organizing. Taken together, these changes choked off the growth of working-class solidarity that was flourishing in other Western democracies at the time.

Taft-Hartley did not immediately doom the labor movement, however. It was more like a time bomb. Established unions remained strong and popular for decades, boosted by the conventional wisdom that a careful balance between labor and capital was the goose laying the postwar golden eggs. As Dwight Eisenhower wrote to his brother in 1954, "Should any political party attempt to abolish social security, unemployment insurance, and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you would not hear of that party again in our political history."

The time bomb finally began to go off in the 1970s, when a confluence of factors--the stagflation crisis, the rise of Milton Friedman-style economic theory, the fracturing of the Democratic coalition--made anti-union policy much more politically viable. And corruption in some unions, laid bare by high-profile congressional hearings, cast doubt on the integrity of unions generally. Richard Nixon appointed pro-corporate justices to the Supreme Court who over the following decades would dilute labor protections even further than Taft-Hartley had. And in 1981, Ronald Reagan crushed the air-traffic-controller strike, signaling that the federal government would tolerate aggressive union-busting actions by employers. This in turn gave birth to a new "union avoidance" consulting business that taught bosses how to exploit the vulnerabilities that had been injected into labor law. Those vulnerabilities turned out to be extensive.

During the period between the passage of the Wagner Act and Taft-Hartley, union organizing was relatively straightforward. Organizers would typically distribute cards to rank-and-file activists, who would collect signatures and return them to the organizers, who would file the signed cards with the NLRB. If a majority of a workplace signed the cards, the NLRB would certify the union. During bargaining, if the company and the union couldn't reach agreement, the workers had various ways of exerting leverage, including calling a sit-down strike or blocking the employer's goods from being accepted at other workplaces.

Today, even if a majority of workers sign union cards, the union has to win an NLRB election to be recognized. This process does not much resemble the free and fair elections we vote in every other November. The company can hire anti-union consultants, who will advise doing everything possible to delay that election, giving management time to intensify its lobbying efforts to scare employees out of voting yes. Thanks to Taft-Hartley's so-called free-speech clause, employers have a broad range of tactics to choose from. For instance, although they are not technically allowed to threaten to close a warehouse if workers unionize, they can "predict" that the warehouse will have to close if the union goes through. They can make employees attend anti-union propaganda meetings during work hours, and they don't have to let union organizers set foot in the parking lot to respond.

If a union overcomes these obstacles to win majority support, corporate higher-ups, though technically obligated to bargain in good faith, can drag their heels on contract negotiations with few repercussions. This helps explain why the Amazon Labor Union--which was founded in Staten Island in April 2021 and recognized by the NLRB in April 2022-- still doesn't appear close to having a contract. Labor might be regaining its cultural cachet, but after the triumphant vote is complete and the news cameras go away, employers hold almost all the cards.

Adam Serwer: The Amazon union exposes the emptiness of 'woke capital'

This dynamic, rather than economic or technological shifts, is the key reason workers in more recently established industries are not organized. If Uber and Lyft had been invented in the 1930s, there would be a large, powerful Rideshare Drivers' Union. If movies had been invented in the 2020s, the notion of an actors' guild or a screenwriters' union would seem absurd to most people. There is nothing more inherently "unionizable" about one job versus another.

Organized labor could still make a true comeback, one reflected not just in public goodwill but in actual union jobs. The Protecting the Rights to Organize Act, first introduced in 2019, is a comprehensive effort to restore the balance of power in the workplace--repealing much of the Taft-Hartley Act, including its so-called right-to-work provisions and its ban on solidarity actions. The PRO Act passed the House, but stalled in the Senate when a few Democratic senators refused to back filibuster-reform efforts in 2021.

The PRO Act is a strong bill, and I fought for it during my time as political director of the AFL-CIO. But one of the lessons of the American labor movement is that legal change tends to follow cultural change. Recent trends are encouraging. Biden brags about being the first president to visit a picket line, and Trump, despite having pursued anti-labor policies while president, at least feels the need to try to appear pro-union. At the same time, with less fanfare, the strategic effort to dilute worker power continues apace: Red-state legislatures are rolling back basic labor laws, including those that protect children, and lawyers for Amazon, Starbucks, SpaceX, and Trader Joe's have recently challenged the constitutionality of the NLRB.

The paradox is that it's hard for labor law to become a top-tier political issue precisely because so few Americans have firsthand experience with union membership, or recognize what they have to gain from resetting the balance of power between workers and corporations. Overcoming that challenge requires recovering the wisdom that created the modern labor movement: that the fate of working people anywhere is the fate of working people everywhere. It happened once, nearly a century ago. The country was a very different place back then. But, for better and for worse, it was also much the same.



This article previously misstated the legal venue in which Amazon, Starbucks, SpaceX, and Trader Joe's have challenged the constitutionality of the NLRB.
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Abolish DEI Statements

Assessing a debate about a controversial hiring practice

by Conor Friedersdorf




This month, Professor Randall L. Kennedy, an eminent scholar of race and civil rights, published an op-ed in The Harvard Crimson denouncing the use of diversity, equity, and inclusion statements in academic hiring. "I am a scholar on the left committed to struggles for social justice," he wrote. "The realities surrounding mandatory DEI statements, however, make me wince."

More and more colleges started requiring faculty to submit these statements in recent years, until legislatures in red states began to outlaw them. They remain common at private institutions and in blue states. Kennedy lamented that at Harvard and elsewhere, aspiring professors are required to "profess and flaunt" their faith in DEI in a process that "leans heavily and tendentiously towards varieties of academic leftism." He concluded that DEI statements "ought to be abandoned."

Conor Friedersdorf: The hypocrisy of mandatory diversity statements

But a "contrasting perspective" on diversity statements that the Crimson published argued that "furor over diversity statements in hiring is a red herring." Edward J. Hall, a Harvard philosophy professor, acknowledged flaws in the way DEI statements are currently used, going so far as to declare, "I share my colleague professor Randall L. Kennedy's anger." However, he continued, "we should direct that anger at its proper target: not diversity statements themselves, but rather the horribly distorted view that has taken hold about what they should contain."

The headline of his op-ed, "Don't Eliminate. Improve," seemed to endorse a reformist position on DEI statements that I've begun to encounter often in my reporting. Lots of liberal-minded academics feel favorably toward diversity and inclusion as values, but they also dislike dogmatism and coercion, qualities that they see in today's DEI statements. If only there were a way for a hiring process to advance DEI without straying into illiberalism.

But people who see the flaws of the status quo should not be seduced by the illusion that tweaking how DEI statements are solicited or scored is a solution. In fact, interviewing Hall, the ostensible reformer in the Harvard Crimson debate, left me more convinced that abolishing DEI statements is the best way forward.



In Kennedy's case against DEI statements, he provides an example: a job opening for an assistant professor at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, where applicants are required to submit a statement of teaching philosophy that includes "a description of their 'orientation toward diversity, equity, and inclusion practices.'"

Notice what is implied: that there is a set of known DEI practices professors can deploy to advance diversity, equity, and inclusion, if they possess the desire to do so. In reality, however, there are robust scholarly debates about how best to advance or even define diversity, equity, and inclusion, let alone a bundle of all three values. One cannot reliably distinguish among applicants by their "orientation to DEI practices" without advantaging one side in such debates, infringing on academic freedom and contributing to an ideological monoculture.

I am not a neutral observer here. In 2023, I published "The Hypocrisy of Mandatory Diversity Statements," in which I argued that forcing all who seek faculty jobs to pledge fealty to the same values will make colleges less diverse. I interviewed a math professor who grew up in the Soviet Union about why he abhors diversity statements. I documented how California's community colleges are violating the First Amendment rights of their faculty by enforcing conformity with DEI ideology. And I endorsed Utah's decision to eliminate diversity statements in public institutions.

Still, each time I encounter a new proposal for a reformed diversity-statement regime, I try to evaluate it on the merits. Frustratingly, Hall's op-ed stopped short of offering details about what an improved system for DEI statements would look like. In a best-case scenario, what specific prompt would applicants be compelled to write on? How would the answers be evaluated? When pressed, Hall was up for wrestling with my skeptical questions. And his answers were illuminating. To my surprise, he and I barely disagree.

Although Hall's op-ed was titled "Don't Eliminate. Improve," the position he actually wants to stake out is better summed up this way: Critics should be clear about what makes today's DEI statements flawed, because otherwise the understandable and necessary backlash against them could go too far. It could convey the conclusion that there is no legitimate reason a faculty hiring process would be concerned with diversity, inclusion, or belonging. He believes an applicant's orientation to diversity, if defined in the right way, is useful to probe.

"Students should come out of a liberal-arts education vastly more skilled at diagnosing, combating, and guarding against ignorance," Hall said. "I don't mean mere lack of knowledge but the kind of ignorance that is akin to having a blind spot." He recounted the old riddle about the father and son who get in a car accident. Both are rushed to the hospital, where the surgeon says, "I can't operate on this boy, he's my son." How can that be? Those confounded by the riddle have a blind spot: They assume the surgeon is a man, when, of course, the surgeon is the boy's mother.

"You don't produce knowledge without well-structured inquiry. You don't have well-structured, healthy inquiry if it's infected by this kind of ignorance," Hall said. "A good liberal-arts education should provide the kind of flexibility of mind and social skills needed to identify, guard against, and combat ignorance. And if this kind of vaccination against ignorance is a core part of what we're trying to give our students, it's essential that students learn how and why to disagree with each other and with us."

Conor Friedersdorf: The state that's trying to rein in DEI without becoming Florida

And "disagreement requires diversity," he said. "So now you've got a rationale for valuing diversity. You've got a rationale for valuing inclusion and belonging, understood the right way." He sees belonging as classrooms where all students have "equal standing to have their voices taken up, responded to, and engaged with," so their diverse viewpoints can work to combat ignorance.

I followed his logic. But in this example, why not ask prospective hires how they'd teach students to combat ignorance rather than about their perspective on diversity?

He agreed, noting that there is no shared understanding of what diversity means today, and that lots of applicants try to guess at what those evaluating DEI statements want to hear. "The language has been corrupted," he said. To yield useful information, better to avoid the word diversity. Then he offered what he'd consider an improved prompt: "What do you do to foster a culture in the classroom in which students can engage in serious, good-faith, curiosity-driven disagreement? That's a question I would like to see."

I asked how he would evaluate different answers to that prompt.

Say one applicant writes, Having delved deeply into research literature on authoritarian personality types, I feel the best way to minimize racial animus in classroom culture is to treat members of every racial group in a color-blind manner, because who we consider "other" is malleable and raising the salience of race could foster a climate that resulted in more minority students being othered.

Meanwhile, a competing job candidate writes, Having delved deeply into critical race theory, explicitly race-conscious approaches to classroom management strike me as vital for students of color to participate as equals in curiosity-driven disagreement.

Both applicants are earnestly and cogently propounding theories that are plausibly derived from peer-reviewed scholarship and utterly in conflict. Who scores more highly?

"They both can't be right, but they could both be excellent candidates, and they've signaled that by the seriousness with which they took the question," Hall said. "I would probe for signs that they try to evaluate whether their approach is actually working. Are they absolutely convinced of the soundness of their theory, which would be worrying, or are they empirical about it and open to adjustments if it isn't working? But on the content, I would judge them equally strong." In a university, he argued, "you shouldn't take for granted that something as complex as teaching is an area where we should all agree there's one right way to do it. I'm happy with a kind of pluralism."



The information that Hall wants to elicit from job candidates, and his pluralistic attitude toward evaluating their answers, strikes me as defensible and even sensible.

But his approach is wildly different from every actual DEI-statement process I've seen. "Wouldn't most supporters of today's DEI statements hate the approach you're proposing?" I asked.

Conor Friedersdorf: A uniquely terrible new DEI policy

"What I'm proposing is absolutely a different thing," he said. "My vision would be viewed as hostile by many who are ardent supporters of DEI in its current incarnation."

Hall told me that "given the current climate, it's really not possible to get useful information from diversity statements." In fact, "we probably should just get rid of them," he clarified soon after. "There is not any kind of useful purpose that they're serving, and there's a pretty destructive purpose that they can serve." As a result of all the signaling around DEI in academia, "we need to do some counter-signaling," he added, to make clear that hiring committees are open to diverse perspectives from job seekers--otherwise, the effect is "perceived pressure to align with politicized concepts" that "narrows the range of perspectives we get in our applicant pools."

After talking with Hall, I want to slightly amend my position in this debate: Colleges should fully abolish diversity statements in hiring--while noting that by doing so, they aren't in any way implying that diversity, inclusion, or any other value is irrelevant to good teaching.

In fact, my ideal college press release announcing the end of mandatory DEI statements would clarify that lots of values, including DEI, can bear on research and teaching--and that healthy universities allow faculty members to contest how best to define and prioritize such values. The alternative, where the DEI bundle is treated as so important as to justify coercion, is anti-diversity and authoritarian.
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There's No Easy Answer to Chinese EVs

Supercheap electric cars or an American industrial renaissance: Pick one.

by Roge Karma




Chinese electric vehicles--cheap, stylish, and high quality--should be a godsend to the Biden administration, whose two biggest priorities are reducing carbon emissions quickly enough to avert a climate catastrophe and reducing consumer prices quickly enough to avert an electoral catastrophe. Instead, the White House is going out of its way to keep Chinese EVs out of the U.S. What gives?

The key to understanding this seeming contradiction is something known as "the China shock." American policy makers long considered free trade to be close to an unalloyed good. But, according to a hugely influential 2016 paper, the loosening of trade restrictions with China at the turn of the 21st century was a disaster for the American manufacturing workforce. Consumers got cheap toys and clothes, but more than 2 million workers lost their jobs, and factory towns across the country fell into ruin. Later research found that, in 2016, Donald Trump overperformed in counties that had been hit hardest by the China shock, helping him win key swing states such as Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania.

Upon taking office, the Biden administration committed itself to making sure nothing like this would happen again. It kept in place many of Donald Trump's tariffs on China and even introduced new trade restrictions of its own. Meanwhile, it pushed legislation through Congress that invested trillions of dollars to boost domestic manufacturing. For Biden, the transition to green energy represented a chance to bring good jobs back to the places that had been hurt the most by free trade.

Then China became an EV powerhouse overnight and made everything much more complicated. As recently as 2020, China produced very few electric vehicles and exported hardly any of them. Last year, more than 8 million EVs were sold in China, compared with 1.4 million in the U.S. The Chinese market has been driven mostly by a single brand, BYD, which recently surpassed Tesla to become the world's largest producer of electric vehicles. BYD cars are well built, full of high-tech features, and dirt cheap. The least expensive EV available in America retails for about $30,000. BYD's base model goes for less than $10,000 in China and, without tariffs, would probably sell for about $20,000 in the U.S., according to industry experts.

This leaves the White House in a bind. A flood of ultracheap Chinese EVs would save Americans a ton of money at a time when people--voters--are enraged about high prices generally and car prices in particular. And it would accelerate the transition from gas-powered cars to EVs, drastically lowering emissions in the process. But it would also likely force American carmakers to close factories and lay off workers, destroying a crucial source of middle-class jobs in a prized American industry--one that just so happens to be concentrated in a handful of swing states. The U.S. could experience the China shock all over again. "It's a Faustian bargain," David Autor, an economist at MIT and one of the authors of the original China-shock paper, told me. "There are few things that would decarbonize the U.S. faster than $20,000 EVs. But there is probably nothing that would kill the U.S. auto industry faster, either."

Andrew Moseman: The inconvenient truth about electric vehicles

The president has chosen which end of the bargain he's willing to take. The Biden administration has left in place a 25 percent tariff on all Chinese vehicles (a measure initiated by Donald Trump), which has kept most Chinese EVs out of the U.S. even as they are selling like crazy in Europe. That probably won't hold off Chinese EVs forever, which is why the administration is contemplating further restrictions. "China is determined to dominate the future of the auto market, including by using unfair practices," Biden said in a statement in February. "I'm not going to let that happen on my watch."

One view of this approach is that Biden is choosing to sabotage his own climate goals by cynically pandering to a tiny group of swing voters. As Vox's Dylan Matthews has observed, less than 1 percent of Americans work directly in the auto industry, whereas more than 90 percent of American households have a car.

The Biden administration, unsurprisingly, sees the situation differently. Biden's team starts from the premise that decarbonizing the U.S. economy will be a decades-long effort requiring sustained political buy-in from the public. Chinese EVs might lower emissions in the short term, but the resulting backlash could help elect Trump and other Republicans intent on rolling back the Biden administration's hard-won climate achievements. Keeping out Chinese EVs now, in other words, may be necessary to save the planet later.

"We ran this experiment before," Jennifer Harris, who served as the senior director for international economics in the Biden administration, told me, referring to the first China shock. "We saw whole industries shift overseas, and Trump rode those grievances right to the White House. And last time I checked, he didn't do much decarbonizing." Already, Trump is trying to turn Chinese EVs into a wedge issue in the 2024 election; his recent "bloodbath" comments were a reference to what would happen to America if Chinese cars were allowed into the country.

That doesn't mean the Biden administration is giving up on an electric-vehicle future; it just means that future will need to be built at home instead of imported from abroad. Threading that needle won't be easy. Apart from Tesla, American automakers still make the bulk of their profits selling gas-powered pickup trucks and SUVs while bleeding money on EVs. (Last year, GM lost $1.7 billion on its EV business; Ford lost $4.7 billion.) Although the generous subsidies in the Inflation Reduction Act are designed to speed up the pivot to electric vehicles, U.S. companies--including Tesla--aren't close to profitably producing EVs nearly as cheaply as China can today.

The most straightforward way to buy time is by imposing further trade restrictions. But doing so effectively requires careful calibration: Expose American automakers to Chinese competition too quickly and they could whither and die, but protect them for too long and they might remain complacent selling expensive gas-guzzling cars instead of transitioning toward cheaper EVs. "The sweet spot is where you prevent a rapid shift of production to China while also holding the auto industry's feet to the fire," Jesse Jenkins, who leads the Princeton Zero-Carbon Energy Systems Research and Optimization Lab, told me.

Separating technocratic analysis of policy objectives from the vicissitudes of politics, however, is easier said than done. Trump recently called for a 100 percent tariff on Chinese cars; Republican Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri recently proposed legislation to raise that to 125 percent. Even congressional Democrats--many of whom are facing close elections in Rust Belt states such as Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin--have recently begun pressuring the Biden administration to raise tariffs further.

That isn't the only way political currents could undermine the transition to electric vehicles. In order to compete with Chinese EVs, American companies must, paradoxically, learn from Chinese battery makers, who have spent decades developing the best EV batteries in the world. The U.S. auto industry knows this, which is why in February of last year Ford announced a partnership with China's leading battery maker, CATL, to open a factory in Michigan. Ford would pay CATL to, in the words of Ford's chairman, "help us get up to speed so that we can build these batteries ourselves" and create 2,500 new manufacturing jobs in the process. (Such partnerships are common in the EV industry; Tesla, for instance, partnered with the Japanese company Panasonic to develop its batteries.) Everybody would win: Ford, CATL, American workers, the planet.

But the backlash was swift. Republican Governor Glenn Youngkin of Virginia called the Ford-CATL partnership a "Trojan-horse relationship with the Chinese Communist Party" and vowed to keep similar projects out of his state. House Republicans launched multiple investigations into the deal, claiming that it could pose a national-security risk. Senator Joe Manchin of West Virginia, who was instrumental in passing the Inflation Reduction Act, has balked at the notion that a partnership with a Chinese company could qualify for the subsidies that that law provides.

Zoe Schlanger: Joe Biden and Donald Trump have thoughts about your next car

Perhaps not coincidentally, the Biden administration eventually announced new guidelines that could disqualify the deal, and others like it, from being eligible for some of the IRA's tax credits and grants--a move that would make it much harder for American car companies to gain the expertise they need to produce better, cheaper EVs. "It's ironic, really," Ilaria Mazzocco, a senior fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me. "Our efforts to cut China out from every part of the supply chain might actually be what prevents us from competing with their EVs."

Herein lies the Biden administration's deeper dilemma. Decarbonizing the U.S. while retaining a thriving auto industry requires a delicate balance between tariffs and subsidies, between protection and competition, between beating the Chinese and learning from them. The prevailing sentiment toward China in Washington, however, is neither delicate nor balanced. That America's leaders are committed to preventing another China shock is commendable. But going too far in the other direction could produce a different kind of avoidable disaster.
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How to Be Less Busy and More Happy

If you feel too rushed even to read this, then your life could use a change.

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.

Are you feeling a little guilty about reading this article? Not because of the content, of course--nothing scandalous here!--but rather because of the time it takes away from something else you feel you should be doing. Perhaps you are taking a break from work but feel that you shouldn't because deadlines and obligations are nipping at your ankles this very minute.

If so, that's because you're probably too busy. Not that this is some amazing diagnosis: Most people are too busy. According to surveys conducted in recent years by the Pew Research Center, 52 percent of Americans are usually trying to do more than one thing at a time, and 60 percent sometimes feel too busy to enjoy life. When it comes to parents with children under the age of 18, a full 74 percent said that they sometimes feel too busy to enjoy life.

The solution to excessive busyness might seem simple: do less. But that is easier said than done, isn't it? After all, the overstuffed schedule we have today was built on trying to meet the expectations of others. But we do have research on busyness, which indicates that the real reasons you're so overbooked might be much more complicated than this. So if you can understand why you end up with too little time and too much to do, that can point you toward strategies for tackling the problem, lowering your stress, and getting happier.

Read: One reason hybrid work makes employees miserable

Researchers have learned that well-being involves a "sweet spot" of busyness. As you surely know from experience, having too little discretionary time lowers happiness. But you can also have too much free time, which reduces life satisfaction due to idleness.

Think of a time when a class was way too easy, or when a job left you with too little to do. Being able to goof off might have been fun for a while, but before long, you probably started to lose your mind. In 2021, scholars at the University of Pennsylvania and UCLA calculated the well-being levels of people with different amounts of time to use at their own discretion; the researchers found that the optimal number of free-time hours in a working day was 9.5--more than half of people's time awake.

Nine and a half hours is probably a lot more than you usually get or ever could get, between staying employed and living up to family obligations. In fact, the average number of discretionary hours found in the data is 1.8. But even if 9.5 hours is unrealistic, this huge difference is probably reflected in your stress levels and may have longer-term health consequences. The World Health Organization and the International Labour Organization estimate that worldwide, in 2016, as a result of working at least 55 hours a week, some 398,000 people died of a stroke and a further 347,000 died from heart disease. So even if you never get near 9.5 hours, increasing discretionary time is the right health and well-being strategy for most people--and probably for you too. So why aren't more Americans demanding better work-life balance?

Read: 'Ugh, I'm so busy!': A status symbol of our time

One answer is that for most of us, too much discretionary time is scarier than too little, and we overcorrect to avoid it. If we don't know how to use it, free time can become idleness, which leads to boredom--and humans hate boredom. Typically, when we are under-occupied, a set of brain structures known as the Default Mode Network is activated, with behavioral effects that can be associated with rumination and self-preoccupation.

The pattern of thought when that network is involved can be merely trivial (How did my fingernails get so dirty?) or speculatively terrifying (What could my teenager be up to?). To avoid activating this unproductively ruminative state, we look for ways to force ourselves to be busy, such as scrolling through social media and staying busy with some goal-oriented task. In other words, the crazy calendar that doesn't even give you time to use the bathroom might be--at least in part--a self-imposed creation, after you said "yes" to too many things as an insurance policy against going into that default mode.

Besides having a dread of anxiously pensive boredom, we respond to two other factors when we make ourselves overly busy. First, in American culture, busyness tends to confer social status. Researchers in 2017 demonstrated this with a series of experiments, such as one in which subjects were asked to rate the status of a person based on their Facebook posts. According to their findings, posts that publicized an overworked lifestyle were rated more highly. Second, work performance and busyness tend to be positively correlated.

Research from 2016 also showed that busier people had faster processing speed, better memory, better reasoning, and more knowledge than less busy people. Noteworthy, though, is that the direction of causation is unclear: High performers at work may simply be people who make themselves busier, and they would be just as effective and able if they thinned out their schedule in an effort to be happier.

Arthur C. Brooks: Overwhelmed? Just say 'no.'

For most people, the trouble with busyness is that they are far below the sweet spot of discretionary time in their average workday. This may be unavoidable in part, and some people have a lot less control than others over their schedule. But as the research suggests, many people seem to be inflicting greater busyness on themselves than is necessary because of a fear of idleness.

The solution starts with knowledge of this tendency and a willingness to confront it. Carefully monitor your work patterns and commitments for a week. If you have a hole in your schedule, do you jam it with a low-priority meeting or tasks you would ordinarily avoid? When you unexpectedly find yourself with a free hour because of a cancellation, do you fill it with make-work such as calls and emails that aren't immediately necessary? These are telltale signs of idleness aversion.

One remedy is to create a list of discretionary tasks that are creative and attractive to you but do not involve a deadline. For me, this means sketching out book ideas in a notebook I carry around with me. When I have unfilled time, I pull out the notebook and start brainstorming. This inevitably induces a pleasurable "flow state," which gives me energy and refreshes me--and creates an incentive to block out more discretionary time. At one point in my career, when I was running a large organization, this observation led me to ring-fence two hours a day in the morning, when I know that my brain chemistry is best for idea work.

Beyond being fun, such a practice can be revolutionary for your career. Google reserves 20 percent of engineers' time for projects of their own choosing--literally whatever they want to work on. This free fifth of their time has generated more than half of the company's highest-revenue-generating products, including Gmail, Google Maps, and Google Earth. If your employer doesn't go in for a similar program, see if you can do it for yourself by being very strict about getting your official work done within specific time limits, leaving you time for your creativity and passion.

Derek Thompson: Why Americans suddenly stopped hanging out

Perhaps you try to follow this advice and still find yourself hopelessly busy. I have one other technique, which I learned some years ago from an efficiency expert. She told me to make a list of the 20 things I felt I had to get done the next day, in order of priority. Then she instructed me to take the top 10 items and list them according to how much I looked forward to doing each one. Finally, with that order, she told me to take my pencil and cross out the bottom 15 items. The top five would be my actual to-do list.

"What about the others?" I asked, dumbfounded. Her response: "You won't do them, and no one will really notice or care, because everything else will be so good." Obviously, there are limits to this strategy: If an emergency appendectomy isn't in your top five because you're not looking forward to it, you should definitely still get it done. For the most part, though, she was right--and my life improved as a result.
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The New Rules of Political Journalism

In this election, the reporting strategies of the past will not be enough.

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.


In our digitally chaotic world, relying on the election-reporting strategies of the past is like bringing the rules of chess to the Thunderdome.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The October 7 rape denialists
 	Finding justice in Palestine
 	Biden's safe, polite campaign stop in Scranton




New Rules

This past weekend, I was on a panel at the annual conference of the International Symposium on Online Journalism, in beautiful downtown Austin. Several journalists discussed the question: Are we going to get it right this time? Have the media learned their lessons, and are journalists ready for the vertiginous slog of the 2024 campaign?

My answer: only if we realize how profoundly the rules of the game have changed.

Lest we need reminding, this year's election features a candidate who incited an insurrection, called for terminating sections of the Constitution, was found liable for what a federal judge says was "rape" as it is commonly understood, faces 88 felony charges, and--I'm tempted to add "etcetera" here, but that's the problem, isn't it? The volume and enormity of it all is impossible to take in.

The man is neither a riddle nor an enigma. He lays it all out there: his fawning over the world's authoritarians, his threats to abandon our allies, his contempt for the rule of law, his intention to use the federal government as an instrument of retribution. Journalists must be careful not to give in to what Brian Klaas has called the "Banality of Crazy." As I've written in the past, there have been so many outrages and so many assaults on decency that it's easy to become numbed by the cascade of awfulness.

The former White House communications director Dan Pfeiffer points out a recent example in his newsletter: On a radio show earlier this month, Donald Trump bizarrely suggested that Joe Biden was high on cocaine when he delivered his energetic State of the Union address. It was a startling moment, yet several major national media outlets did not cover the story.

And when Trump called for the execution of General Mark Milley, it didn't have nearly the explosive effect it should have. "I had expected every website and all the cable news shows to lead with a story about Trump demanding the execution of the highest military officer in the country," this magazine's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, told The Washington Post. "If Barack Obama or George W. Bush had done so, I'm sure [the news media] would have been all over it." (Trump's threats against Milley came after The Atlantic published a profile of Milley by Goldberg.)

In our digitally chaotic world, relying on the reporting strategies of the past is like bringing the rules of chess to the Thunderdome. There has, of course, been some progress. The major cable networks no longer carry Trump's rallies live without context, but they still broadcast town-hall meetings and interviews with the former president, which boost ratings. NBC's abortive decision to hire Ronna McDaniel, a former chair of the Republican National Committee, as a contributor, despite her role in spreading lies about the 2020 election, highlighted the disconnect between this moment and much of the national media.

And then there is the internet. It is certainly possible that richer, more insightful media will emerge from the digital revolution, but we're obviously not there now. Back in 2016, we worried that social media had become a vector for disinformation and bigotry, but since then, we've seen Elon Musk's extraordinary enshittification of X. In 2016, we worried (too late) about foreign interference and bots. In 2024, we are going to have to contend with deepfakes created by AI.

This year will see some of the best journalism of our lifetime. (You'll find much of it here in The Atlantic.) But because both the media and their audiences are badly fractured, much of that reporting is siloed off from the voters who need it most. Because millions of Americans are locked in information bubbles, half of the country either won't see important journalism about the dangers of a second Trump term or won't believe it.

As Paul Farhi notes in The Atlantic, MAGA-friendly websites have experienced massive drops in traffic, but social media continues to thrive on negativity and providing dopamine hits of anger and fear. And of distraction--last week, the most-liked videos on TikTok about the presidential race included a video of a man singing to Biden and Trump's visit to a Chick-fil-A.

To put it mildly, the arc of social media does not bend toward Edward R. Murrow-style journalism.

So what's to be done? I don't have any easy answers, because I don't think they exist. Getting it right this time does not mean that journalists need to pull their punches in covering Biden or become slavish defenders of his administration's policies. In fact, that would only make matters worse. But perhaps we could start with some modest proposals.

First, we should redefine newsworthy. Klaas argues that journalists need to emphasize the magnitude rather than simply the novelty of political events. Trump's ongoing attacks on democracy may not be new, but they define the stakes of 2024. So although live coverage of Trump rallies without any accompanying analysis remains a spectacularly bad idea, it's important to neither ignore nor mute the dark message that Trump delivers at every event. As a recent headline in The Guardian put it, "Trump's Bizarre, Vindictive Incoherence Has to Be Heard in Full to Be Believed."

Why not relentlessly emphasize the truth, and publish more fact-checked transcripts that highlight his wilder and more unhinged rants? (Emphasizing magnitude is, of course, a tremendous challenge for journalists when the amplification mechanisms of the modern web--that is, social-media algorithms--are set by companies that have proved to be hostile to the distribution of information from reputable news outlets.)

The media challenge will be to emphasize the abnormality of Donald Trump without succumbing to a reactionary ideological tribalism, which would simply drive audiences further into their silos. Put another way: Media outlets will need all the credibility they can muster when they try to sound the alarm that none of this is normal. And it is far more important to get it right than to get it fast, because every lapse will be weaponized.

The commitment to "fairness" should not, however, mean creating false equivalencies or fake balance. (An exaggerated report about Biden's memory lapses, for example, should not be a bigger story than Trump's invitation to Vladimir Putin to invade European countries.)

In the age of Trump, it is also important that members of the media not be distracted by theatrics generally. (This includes Trump's trial drama, the party conventions, and even--as David Frum points out in The Atlantic--the debates.) Relatedly, the stakes are simply too high to wallow in vibes, memes, or an obsessive focus on within-the-margin-of-error polls. Democracy can indeed be crushed by authoritarianism. But it can also be suffocated by the sort of trivia that often dominates social media.

And, finally, the Prime Directive of 2024: Never, ever become numbed by the endless drumbeat of outrages.

Related:

	Political analysis needs more witchcraft.
 	Right-wing media are in trouble.




Today's News

	The Senate dismissed the articles of impeachment against Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas and ruled that they were unconstitutional, ending his trial before it got under way.
 	House Speaker Mike Johnson will proceed with a plan, backed by President Joe Biden, to vote on separate bills to provide aid to Ukraine, Israel, and U.S. allies in the Indo-Pacific. The proposed move has raised criticism from some conservative representatives.
 	Four Columbia University officials, including the president, Nemat Shafik, testified in a congressional committee hearing about student safety, free speech, and anti-Semitism on campus.




Dispatches

	The Trump Trials: The first days of the criminal case against Donald Trump have been mundane, even boring--and that's remarkable, George T. Conway III writes.
 	The Weekly Planet: The cocoa shortage could make chocolate more expensive forever, Yasmin Tayag writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Something Weird Is Happening With Caesar Salads

By Ellen Cushing

On a November evening in Brooklyn, in 2023, I was in trouble (hungry). I ordered a kale Caesar at a place I like. Instead, I got: a tangle of kale, pickled red onion, and "sweet and spicy almonds," dressed in a thinnish, vaguely savory liquid and topped with a glob of creme fraiche roughly the size and vibe of a golf ball. It was a pretty weird food.
 We are living through an age of unchecked Caesar-salad fraud. Putative Caesars are dressed with yogurt or miso or tequila or lemongrass; they are served with zucchini, orange zest, pig ear, kimchi, poached duck egg, roasted fennel, fried chickpeas, buffalo-cauliflower fritters, togarashi-dusted rice crackers. They are missing anchovies, or croutons, or even lettuce ... Molly Baz is a chef, a cookbook author, and a bit of a Caesar obsessive--she owns a pair of sneakers with "CAE" on one tongue and "SAL" on the other--and she put it succinctly when she told me, "There's been a lot of liberties taken, for better or for worse."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Jews aren't taking away TikTok.
 	Women in menopause are getting short shrift.
 	The self-help queen of TikTok goes mainstream.




Culture Break


Hulton Archive / Getty



Look. These photos, compiled by our photo editor, show the importance of bicycles in World War II.

Read. "The Vale of Cashmere," a short story by Benjamin Nugent:

"What I liked about your father was that he helped me find my contact lens."

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 Trump Trial's Extraordinary Opening

The first days of the criminal case against the former president have been mundane, even boring--and that's remarkable.

by George T. Conway III




This is The Trump Trials by George T. Conway III, a newsletter that chronicles the former president's legal troubles. Sign up here.

The defendant nodded off a couple of times on Monday. And I have to confess, as a spectator in an overflow courtroom watching on closed-circuit television, so did I.

Legal proceedings can be like that. Mundane, even boring. That's how the first couple of days of the trial in the People of the State of New York v. Donald J. Trump, Indictment No. 71543-2023, felt much of the time. Ordinary--despite being so extraordinary. And, frankly, that was comforting. The ordinary mechanics of the criminal-litigation process were applied fairly, efficiently, and methodically to a defendant of unparalleled notoriety, one who has devoted himself to undermining the rule of law.

Certainly the setting was ordinary. When the Criminal Courts Building, at 100 Centre Street in Lower Manhattan, first opened in 1941, an architectural critic lamented that the Art Deco structure, a New Deal/Public Works Administration project, was "uncommunicative." Eight decades later, it still has little to say. Raw and spartan, it's a bit of a mystery to people who aren't familiar with it (including me, a civil litigator who, despite having been admitted to the New York state bar some 35 years ago, practiced mostly in federal and Delaware courts). A pool reporter yesterday described the surroundings as "drab."

Drab indeed, but busy--very busy. There's never a want of bustle here, of the sort you would expect. As the former federal prosecutor Andrew Weissmann put it this week, 100 Centre is, "well, Dickensian--a beehive of activity with miscreants, state prosecutors, judges, defense lawyers, probation officers, court security [and] families--in dark, dingy halls and courtrooms." It's a bit like New York City as a whole: How it functions, with the volume it handles, never ceases to amaze.

And how the court manages to keep track of things, Lord only knows. In contrast with the federal courts or even New York's civil courts, it has no electronic, publicly accessible docket. The Supreme Court of the State of New York for the County on New York, Criminal Term, is, as one courthouse reporter said last month, "stuck in the past." It's a tribunal "where the official record is a disorganized and incomplete mass of paper with no accounting of what's inside." The records come in brown accordion folders--Redwelds, lawyers call them--and what judges and clerks decide to put in them is the record, and what they don't is not.

But somehow it works. Somehow the court manages to dispose of thousands of cases a year, involving all manner of defendants and offenses. A calendar emailed to journalists by the Manhattan District Attorney's Office listing the week's anticipated court appearances gives you the flavor. It catalogs names seemingly of many ethnicities, with a couple of corporate entities to boot. A hodgepodge of alleged charges, including the violent and the corrupt: robbery, conspiracy, forgery, criminal mischief, identity theft, enterprise corruption, stalking, murder, attempted murder, sex trafficking, grand larceny, attempted grand larceny, possession of a forged instrument, offering a false statement for filing.

And the list contained three cases involving the crime of falsifying business records, one of which was set for trial on Monday, April 15, in Part 59, Courtroom 1530--People v. Trump.

Nothing on the calendar, other than the defendant's readily recognizable name, would have told you there was anything special about the case. In that sense, it was ordinary. But the hubbub outside--a handful of protesters, multiple television cameras, and a long line for the press and other spectators--made clear that something somewhat special was afoot. An overflow courtroom down the hall from the main courtroom offered a closed-circuit television feed of the proceedings. Those who had lined up went through an extra set of security screeners and machines--mandated, we were told, by the United States Secret Service.

But still, so much was ordinary--the stuff of the commencement of a criminal trial, housekeeping of the sort you'd see in virtually any court about to try a criminal case. That began promptly at 10:00 a.m. on Monday, when Judge Juan Merchan assumed the bench. There were loose ends for the judge to tie up, pending motions to decide. Merchan denied the defendant's motion to recuse, reading, in even tones, an opinion from the bench. The motion was frivolous; the result unsurprising. And then the parties argued some motions in limine--pretrial efforts to exclude evidence.

For example, would the notorious Access Hollywood tape that rocked the 2016 presidential campaign be played for the jury?  The prosecution said it should be: An assistant district attorney said the tape would elucidate why the defendant and his campaign were so hell-bent, to the point of falsifying business records, on keeping additional instances of the defendant's miscreant conduct with women out of the public eye. The defense, of course, argued that playing the tape would be prejudicial. After all, this wasn't a case about sexual assault.

The judge allowed that the tape's existence provided context for the business-records charges but ruled that actually showing the tape to the jury would be prejudicial. Instead, the jury would be given a transcript. And speaking of sexual assault, prosecutors tried to get in an excerpt from Trump's deposition in the E. Jean Carroll sexual-assault and defamation cases in which Trump testified that he was a "star," and that stars historically get to do to women what Trump said on the Access Hollywood tape that he liked to do to them. Judge Merchan rightly said no, he would not allow the jury to hear that. It would be too much, too beside the point of what this case (unlike the Carroll cases) is actually about.

But as unusual and colorful as the factual predicate for the evidentiary motions was, the argument wasn't all that interesting. It was rather low-key, in fact. Perhaps that was because none of the proffered evidence was new. But it was also because the arguing of pretrial evidentiary motions, however crucial they may be (although these, frankly, weren't), is seldom scintillating. I can't imagine that Donald Trump and I were the only ones watching who dozed off.

Then came jury selection, which took the rest of Monday, all of yesterday, and will probably consume tomorrow and Friday as well. (The judge will be handling his other cases today.) That was a bit more interesting, but slow going at first. Again, the ordinary met the extraordinary. Ninety-six potential jurors were brought in. The judge provided an overview of the case in the broadest terms, describing the charges in a few sentences; explained what his role and what the jury's would be; and read the names of the cast of characters (some would be witnesses, others would simply be mentioned, including--full disclosure--my ex-wife). Still, it was mundane. It was pretty much what a judge would say in any big case.

And jury selection was a bit tedious; in a case like this, it simply has to be. Jurors were asked to give oral answers--some 42 of them, including a number with multiple subparts--to a written questionnaire. In substance: Where do you live? What do you do? What's your educational background? What news sources do you read? What's your experience with the legal system? Have you ever been to a Trump rally or followed him on social media? Have you belonged to any anti-Trump groups? And on and on and and on. But the most important inquiries came toward the end of the list: questions asking whether the prospective jurors could be fair. Occasionally the judge would interject, when an unusual or unclear answer was given. And once in a while there was a moment of levity: One woman--in response to a question about having relatives or close friends in the legal field--noted that she had once dated a lawyer. "It ended fine," she volunteered, with a flatness of tone that betrayed no hint of nostalgia or loss.

This process took well over a day, and included brief follow-up questioning--"voir dire"--by the lawyers for both sides. But the judge did take a shortcut, one that saved a great deal of effort: After describing the case, but before proceeding to the individual-by-individual, question-by-question process, he asked the entire group the bottom-line question: Do any of you think you couldn't judge the case fairly? Roughly two-thirds of this first batch of potential jurors said they couldn't. That was extraordinary--a reflection of the fact that everyone knows who the defendant is, and that not many people lack a strong opinion about him.

And during the lawyers' voir dire, a few interesting moments did occur, mostly when Trump's lawyers pulled out social-media posts that they claimed showed possible bias on the part of the remaining candidates in the jury pool. One man was stricken by the court for cause because he once posted that Trump should be locked up.  The Trump lawyers attempted, but failed, to get the court to strike a woman whose husband had posted some joking commentary about the former president. The judge's response: That's all you have? He allowed the juror to stay, and left it to counsel to decide whether to use their limited number of peremptory strikes.

In the end, for two days, the extraordinary intertwined with the ordinary, as it should in a case like this one. As one young woman from the Upper East Side, now to be known as Juror No. 2,  put it during the selection process, "No one is above the law." Let's hope that sentiment prevails.
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The New Empress of Self-Help Is a TikTok Star

Keila Shaheen outsold Oprah Winfrey with a journaling book marketed through TikTok. Now what?

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




In 2006, Oprah Winfrey couldn't stop talking about The Secret. She devoted multiple episodes of her talk show to the franchise, which started as a kind of DVD seminar and later became a best-selling book. Its author, Rhonda Byrne, claimed to have stumbled upon an ancient principle, one that can teach anyone to manifest anything they want: money, health, better relationships. Winfrey retroactively credited its core philosophy for bringing her success, and her endorsement helped bring the book international fame: It has now sold more than 35 million copies. But in the era of endless scrolling, an author doesn't necessarily need Winfrey's stamp of approval. They just need TikTok.



Keila Shaheen figured this out last year, when her self-published book The Shadow Work Journal began to dominate the app's feeds. A slim volume, the book purports to help people unpack their "shadow" self--the repressed unconscious--through various activities. In video after video, TikTok users show themselves filling out its exercises and talk about the journal as if it has magical powers. They learn about Carl Jung's model of the psyche. They circle terms related to their trauma. They heal their inner child! If you use a new coupon on TikTok Shop, the app's new built-in store, you too can heal, for just a couple of bucks! they say. (Many of those posting earn a commission from each sale, but pay that no mind.)



The journal has sold more than 600,000 copies on TikTok alone, and more than 1 million copies in total, a feat usually accomplished by the Prince Harrys and Colleen Hoovers of the world. Shaheen, a 25-year-old writer with a marketing background, is the new breakout star of the self-help genre. She even outsold Winfrey's latest book.

Read: The 24-year-old who outsold Oprah this week

Her story began in an untraditional way: Here is a young author, plucked from obscurity by a powerful app's algorithm during a conveniently timed e-commerce push and turned into a best-selling phenom. Yet her next chapter is following an expected arc. She has signed a multi-book deal with Simon & Schuster to bring an updated version of The Shadow Work Journal to new audiences. Specifically, she is working with the brand-new imprint Primero Sueno Press, which will launch her book as its "flagship," Shaheen told me, in addition to releasing a new Spanish translation later this year. The self-help queen of TikTok is officially going mainstream.



Shaheen's popularity makes a lot of sense. We live in the age of therapy-speak; talking about one's mental health isn't as stigmatized as it once was. And yet a lot of people are still struggling. Teenagers--many of whom say they use the app "almost constantly"--are experiencing hopelessness and sadness at record highs. TikTok is known for authenticity, at least when compared with the picture-perfect posts on Instagram--it is supposed to be messier, more real. The kind of place where you'd talk about your struggles while in your sweatpants.



The Shadow Work Journal isn't the only such success on the platform. One of Shaheen's other books, The Lucky Girl Journal--which teaches readers how to manifest their own good fortune, rather than leaving things up to chance--has sold more than 25,000 copies on the app's store. Don't Believe Everything You Think, a self-published volume by Joseph Nguyen, a mental-health content creator with little notoriety outside social media, has sold about 60,000 copies on TikTok, and is currently in the top 10 most sold books on Amazon.



It's boom times for self-help on social media. Kathleen Schmidt, who helped publicize The Secret and now runs a public-relations company (and writes the Substack newsletter Publishing Confidential), first heard about Nguyen's book when her 16-year-old daughter asked for a copy. "I can see why it has caught on," she told me. "It's very simplistic, and it gives you big promises, like You'll stop suffering, you'll understand how to let go of anxiety, and all that." A lot of self-help books, she explained, are too complicated or ask the reader to do too much; the more successful books tend to be accessible. If The Secret were published today, she argued, "it probably would have gone viral on TikTok and would have had somewhat of the same effect--but without Oprah."

Read: TikTok is doing something very un-TikTok

With all of this in mind, I asked Shaheen why she'd made the decision to go a more traditional route. It was over Zoom, during a meet and greet set up by her publisher (and attended, as far as I could tell, by just me, one other writer, and some folks from her team). "I think I was just at a time and place where I couldn't control what was going on," she said, of all the attention last year, "and it was very overwhelming for me." She realized that if she "wanted to continue helping people and grow the impact of this journal," then she "would need help from a traditional publishing company." She said she'd entertained offers from various publishers before settling on Primero Sueno Press, which will take over the production of her books. And anyway, her books will still be available for purchase on TikTok Shop.



One publishing house she hadn't heard from is 8th Note Press--which is owned by TikTok's parent company, ByteDance. It appears to have acquired three titles so far, and published its first book last month; a representative for TikTok told me that it has seen significant growth on TikTok Shop and success for a variety of books and book sellers, but did not comment on Shaheen's decision to sign with a traditional publisher.



Perhaps ByteDance has a little too much on its plate to prioritize courting authors. TikTok still faces the threat of a national ban in the United States. When defending itself in ads or before Congress, the app likes to tout how many small-business owners it supports--people like Shaheen. For some businesses, that's definitely true. But with all the uncertainty about the platform's future, a big, traditional publishing house can offer two things that never feel especially present on social media: stability and security. After all, Simon & Schuster has a pretty good track record. It publishes a little book called The Secret. 
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Women in Menopause Are Getting Short Shrift

They could benefit from a diversity of hormones, empathy about their experience, and a frank approach to sexuality--all hallmarks of trans health care.

by Rachel E. Gross




After a decade working as an obstetrician-gynecologist, Marci Bowers thought she understood menopause. Whenever she saw a patient in her 40s or 50s, she knew to ask about things such as hot flashes, vaginal dryness, mood swings, and memory problems. And no matter what a patient's concern was, Bowers almost always ended up prescribing the same thing. "Our answer was always estrogen," she told me.

Then, in the mid-2000s, Bowers took over a gender-affirmation surgical practice in Colorado. In her new role, she began consultations by asking each patient what they wanted from their body--a question she'd never been trained to ask menopausal women. Over time, she grew comfortable bringing up tricky topics such as pleasure, desire, and sexuality, and prescribing testosterone as well as estrogen. That's when she realized: Women in menopause were getting short shrift.

Menopause is a body-wide hormonal transition that affects virtually every organ, from skin to bones to brain. The same can be said of gender transition, which, like menopause, is often referred to by doctors and transgender patients as "a second puberty": a roller coaster of physical and emotional changes, incited by a dramatic shift in hormones. But medicine has only recently begun connecting the dots. In the past few years, some doctors who typically treat transgender patients--urologists, gender-affirmation surgeons, sexual-medicine specialists--have begun moving into menopause care and bringing with them a new set of tools.

"In many ways, trans care is light years ahead of women's care," Kelly Casperson, a urologist and certified menopause provider in Washington State, told me. Providers who do both are well versed in the effects of hormones, attuned to concerns about sexual function, and empathetic toward people who have had their symptoms dismissed by providers. If the goal of menopause care isn't just to help women survive but also to allow them to live their fullest life, providers would do well to borrow some insights from a field that has been doing just that for decades.

From the October 2019 issue: The secret power of menopause

American women's relationship with estrogen has been a rocky one. In the 1960s, books such as Feminine Forever, written by the gynecologist Robert A. Wilson, framed estrogen as a magical substance that could make women once again attractive and sexually available, rendering the menopausal "much more pleasant to live with." (The New York Times later reported that Wilson was paid by the manufacturer of Premarin, the most popular estrogen treatment at the time.) Later, the pitch switched to lifelong health. By 1992, Premarin was the most prescribed drug in the United States. By the end of the decade, 15 million women were on estrogen therapy, with or without progesterone, to treat their menopause symptoms.

Then, in 2002, a large clinical trial concluded that oral estrogen plus progesterone treatment was linked to an increased risk of stroke, heart disease, and breast cancer. The study was an imperfect measure of safety--it focused on older women rather than on the newly menopausal, and it tested only one type of estrogen--but oral-estrogen prescriptions still plummeted, from nearly a quarter of women over 40 to roughly 5 percent. Despite this blow to the hormone's reputation, evidence has continued to pile up confirming that oral estrogen can help prevent bone loss and treat hot flashes and night sweats, though it can increase the risk of strokes for women over 60. Topical estrogen helps address genital symptoms, including vaginal dryness, irritation, and thinning of the tissues, as well as urinary issues such as chronic UTIs and incontinence.

But estrogen alone can't address every menopause symptom, in part because estrogen is not the only hormone that's in short supply during menopause; testosterone is too. Although researchers lack high-quality research on the role of testosterone in women over age 65, they know that in premenopausal women, it plays a role in bone density, heart health, metabolism, cognition, and the function of the ovaries and bladder. A 2022 review concluded, "Testosterone is a vital hormone in women in maintaining sexual health and function" after menopause.

Yet for decades, standard menopause care mostly ignored testosterone. Part of the reason is regulatory: Although estrogen has enjoyed FDA approval for menopausal symptoms since 1941, the agency has never green-lit a testosterone treatment for women, largely because of scant research. That means doctors have to be familiar enough with the hormone to prescribe it off-label. And unlike estrogen, testosterone is a Schedule III controlled substance, which means more red tape. Some of Casperson's female patients have had their testosterone prescription withheld by pharmacists; one was asked if she was undergoing gender transition.

Helen Lewis: Capitalism has plans for menopause

The other hurdle is cultural. These days, providers such as Casperson, as well as  menopause-trained gynecologists, might prescribe testosterone to menopausal women experiencing difficulty with libido, arousal, and orgasm. Many women see improvements in these areas after a few months. But first, they have to get used to the idea of taking a hormone they've been told all their lives is for men, at just the time when their femininity can feel most tenuous (see: Feminine Forever). Here, too, experience in trans care can help: Casperson has talked many transmasculine patients through similar hesitations about using genital estrogen cream to balance out the side effects of their high testosterone doses. Taking estrogen, she tells those patients, "doesn't mean you're not who you want to be," just as taking testosterone wouldn't change a menopause patient's gender identity.

Many trans-health providers have also honed their skills in speaking frankly about sexuality. That's especially true for those who do surgeries that will affect a patient's future sex life, Blair Peters, a plastic surgeon at Oregon Health & Science University who performs phalloplasties and vaginoplasties, told me. Experts I spoke with, including urologists and gynecologists with training in sexual health, said that gynecologists can often fall short in this regard. Despite treating vaginas for a living, they can often be uncomfortable bringing up sexual concerns with patients or inexperienced at treating issues beyond vaginal dryness. They can also assume, inaccurately, that concerns about vaginal discomfort always center on penetrative sex with a male partner, Tania Glyde, an LGBTQ+ therapist in London and the founder of the website Queer Menopause, told me. A 2022 survey of OB-GYN residency programs found that less than a third had a dedicated menopause curriculum.

Bowers, who is herself transgender, told me she got comfortable talking about sexuality in a clinical setting only after moving into trans care. If she were to return to gynecology today, she said, she would add some frank questions to her conversations with midlife patients who share that they're having sexual issues: "Tell me about your sexuality. Tell me, are you happy with that? How long does it take you to orgasm? Do you masturbate? What do you use?"

Menopause care has already benefited from decades of effort by queer people, who have pushed doctors to pay more attention to a diversity of experiences. Research dating as far back as the 2000s that included lesbians going through menopause helped show that common menopause stereotypes, such as anxiety over remaining attractive to men and disconnect between members of a couple, were far from universal. Trans people, too, have benefited from advances in menopause care. Because both gender transition and menopause involve a sharp drop in estrogen, many transmasculine men who take testosterone also lose their period, and experience a similar (though more extreme) version of the genital dryness and irritation. That means they can benefit from treatments developed for menopausal women, as Tate Smith, a 25-year-old trans activist in the U.K., realized when he experienced genital pain and spotting after starting testosterone at 20. After he found relief with topical estrogen cream, he made an Instagram post coining the term trans male menopause to make sure more trans men were aware of the connection.

Read: What menopause does to women's brains

The more menopause and gender care are considered together in medical settings, the better the outcomes will be for everyone involved. Yet menopause studies rarely consider trans men and nonbinary people, along with younger women and girls who experience menopause due to cancer treatment, surgery, or health conditions that affect ovarian function. Although these patient populations represent a small proportion of the patients going through menopause, their experiences can help researchers understand the effects of low estrogen across a range of bodies. Siloing off menopause from other relevant fields of medicine means menopausal women and trans people alike can miss out on knowledge and treatments that already exist.

Unlike gender transition, menopause is generally not chosen. But it too can be an opportunity for a person to make choices about what they want out of their changing body. Not all women in menopause are worried about their libido or interested in taking testosterone. Like trans patients, they deserve providers who listen to what they care about and then offer them a full range of options, not just a limited selection based on outdated notions of what menopause is supposed to be.
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            Over the course of World War II, countless challenges made basic transportation difficult, costly, and dangerous. The need for fast, efficient, and quiet ways of moving people from A to B--despite fuel shortages, damaged roads, and ongoing battles--led many soldiers and civilians to take advantage of bicycles as transport. Troops in some areas became more nimble, refugees used bikes to carry their family and belongings to safety, air-raid wardens could cover more ground on two wheels, and many civilians had no other options available. Gathered below are a handful of images of some of the many ways people put bicycles to use during the Second World War.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A line of German soldiers wearing gas masks and standing beside their bicycles]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the German light-machine-gun bicycle corps wear gas masks while standing beside their bicycles in a lineup in Austria, circa 1939. Note the machine gun attached to one of the bicycles at lower right.
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                [image: Soldiers in uniform ride bicycles on a path past a forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Headed west through a forest somewhere in France, these French bicycle troops are making their way toward the front, on September 25, 1939."
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                [image: Civilians wearing military helmets ride bicycles together in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cyclists volunteer as ARP (Air Raid Precautions) messengers in Liverpool, England, in 1939. Original caption: "Many of Merseyside's club cyclists are showing the way in volunteering for the new corps of cyclist ARP messengers. There are now 500 members in the ARP messenger corps."
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                [image: A soldier pedals a modified bicycle with a covered stretcher attached to the front, carrying a person inside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A one-man anti-gas ambulance and resuscitator, designed and made for use by the Home Guard." Photographed in England on July 29, 1941.
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                [image: Rows of German soldiers ride bikes in a military parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the German bicycle corps participate in a parade past Adolf Hitler, which was held in celebration of his 50th birthday, on April 20, 1939.
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                [image: A family of four rides a tandem bicycle, carrying a few belongings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Belgian family of four rides a tandem bicycle with some of their belongings strapped to their backs as they flee from the advancing Nazis into France, on June 14, 1940.
                #
            

            
                
                
                AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Dozens of soldiers stand ready in a field, each beside a bicycle or motorcycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, from April 11, 1940: "The famous Dutch bicycle regiment at attention, ready to speed toward the German frontier should danger from the Nazis threaten Queen Wilhelmina's kingdom. The low countries now fear a blitzkrieg like the one that has just been visited upon Norway and Denmark." Photographed outside of Amsterdam.
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                [image: A policeman rides a bicycle down a street, wearing a sign on his chest that reads "Raiders Passed."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A policeman cycles through London's streets with a 'raiders passed' notice, on September 3, 1939, after the first air raid warning of the war."
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                [image: A unit of German cyclists walks over a hastily built roadway made of logs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the area near the Dnieper river, on the Russian front, a unit of German cyclists passes over a gangway of logs built by engineers in August 1941.
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                [image: A 1940s-era photo of Japanese soldiers riding bicycles across a road bridge in Saigon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Japanese troops enter Saigon on September 15, 1941.
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                [image: Onlookers watch as two pedal-taxis carry passengers in small carriages towed behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "The most universal form of transport in Paris on June 1, 1941, under Nazi rule, is the bicycle taxi. In the old day Paris taxis were famous the world over for the furious way in which they were driven, but all that is now at thing of the past owing to the tremendous scarcity of petrol, which has all been requisitioned for the Nazi war machine. The Paris taxi-drivers now pedal their fares around in these quaint contraptions, the one on the left holds three travelers."
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                [image: Three soldiers ride bicycles with cardboard wings attached to the handlebars, practicing flying in formation.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Three Air Cadets from the Royal Air Force's Coulsdon and Purley Squadron practice flying in formation, using bicycles with wings over the handlebars, on September 29, 1942.
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                [image: Four members of the Hitler Youth sit on a brick wall and repair several bicycles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Members of the Hitler Youth who are trained to report airstrikes repair their bicycles." Published in 1942.
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                [image: About a dozen young women in coats pedal bicycles on a road on a college campus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "There's a sharp upswing in the use of bicycles. Restrictions on automobiles, gasoline and rubber tires to conserve materials for the waging of war have college kids finding alternative ways of getting around. Wellesley College freshmen are two-wheeling their way over the campus in Wellesley, Massachusetts, March 20, 1942."
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                [image: A few dozen U.S. Air Force pilots ride bicycles down a long runway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. Air Force pilots at a bomber command station in England use bicycles to travel the mile-long tarmac from their headquarters to their giant planes, on June 8, 1942.
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                [image: A half-dozen soldiers walk beside their bicycles through a partially snow-covered mountain pass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, from 1943: "Soldiers of the Bicycle Patrol push their vehicles along a partly frozen lake on an alpine pass. Switzerland's narrow, hilly passes make bicycles the most practical means of transportation."
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                [image: Five women soldiers ride bicycles past a Quonset hut.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Women Army Corps (WAC) that were stationed at a U.S. medium-bomber station in England ride bicycles on their way to work on December 22, 1943.
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                [image: A Civil Defense air-raid warden stands beside a street sign and his bicycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Civil Defense air-raid warden stands beside a street sign during a blackout, circa 1943.
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                [image: American servicemen ride a five-seater bicycle through a village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American servicemen ride a five-seater bicycle in England on May 19, 1944.
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                [image: Several U.S. soldiers rest, sitting on a rail cart, while one poses on a bicycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Corporal Willis T. Anthony, Private First Class Emmitt Shackelford, Private First Class Eugene Purdy, and Private First Class Horace Boykin (on bicycle), all members of the U.S. Marine Corps, take time out from supplying ammunition to the front line in Saipan, Northern Mariana Islands, in June 1944.
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                [image: Soldiers wade from landing craft to a nearby beach, some carrying bicycles as well as weapons and packs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Canadian soldiers from the 9th Brigade land on June 6, 1944, with their bicycles at Juno Beach in Bernieres-sur-Mer during D-Day, while Allied forces were storming the Normandy beaches."
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                [image: Soldiers carry bicycles as they disembark from several landing craft along a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Down the gangway of an LCI of the Royal Canadian Navy, troops from Canada scramble into the surf near a town on the coast of Normandy on June 12, 1944, with their bicycles in the invasion of Europe."
                #
            

            
                
                
                AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A crowd of French civilians, many on bikes, watch a parade of U.S. soldiers in vehicles pass by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands of American troops and armored vehicles took part in a grand parade in Paris on August 29, 1944. American troops paraded down the Rue de la Paix, watched and cheered for by Parisians, many of whom rode to the scene on their bicycle.
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                [image: A crowd celebrates, buying small French flags from a seller with a box of flags attached to his bicycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Parisian people buy French flags on August 26, 1944, to celebrate the liberation of Paris.
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                [image: Sailors carry bicycles with them as they disembark from a submarine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At a submarine-refitting station in the United Kingdom, members of the British, French, Dutch, and Norwegian navies were able to rest and refit their submarines between long tours of duty. Here, French sailors disembark with bicycles they brought along in case they docked a long distance from their quarters, seen on on August 31, 1942.
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                [image: An American soldier holds a pistol as a German soldier walks out of a cellar nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "First Lt. John W. Upchurch, right, of Chicago, Illinois, points pistol at German soldier leaving hiding place in the cellar of a house in Oiselay, France, near the Swiss border, on September 14, 1944. In the center are bicycles which were stolen from the French and used by the fleeing Germans."
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                [image: A line of German soldiers walk their bikes down a forest road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Nazi cycle troops, still carrying their arms, arrive for their surrender on September 19, 1944, in France."
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                [image: Several people examine a pile of abandoned bicycles near a bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from September 23, 1944: "A group of Dutch men sort through a pile of bicycles abandoned at one end of a bridge in Nijmegen by retreating German troops after its capture by Allied forces."
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                [image: A soldier holds onto a bicycle while looking over a war-damaged city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Soviet soldier looks across a war-damaged square in Budapest, Hungary, in 1945.
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                [image: A soldier pulls on the front wheel of a bicycle as a civilian woman pulls back on its handlebars, while a crowd looks on.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from 1945: "A Russian soldier involved in a misunderstanding with a German woman in Berlin, over a bicycle he wished to buy from her."
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                [image: A civilian pushes a bicycle, carrying a bundle, on a cleared path through a destroyed city, following the atomic bombing of Nagasaki, Japan.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from Nagasaki, Japan, on September 13, 1945--just five weeks after the city was struck by an American atomic bomb: "A Japanese civilian pushes his loaded bike down a path which has been cleared of rubble. On either side of the path, debris, twisted metal, and gnarled tree stumps fill the area. This is in the center of the devastated area."
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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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Something Weird Is Happening With Caesar Salads

With chefs tossing in pig ear, tequila, and other wacky ingredients, when does a classic dish become something other than itself?

by Ellen Cushing

On a July weekend in Tijuana, in 1924, Caesar Cardini was in trouble. Prohibition was driving celebrities, rich people, and alcoholics across the border from San Diego, and Cardini's highly popular Italian restaurant was swamped. Low on ingredients, or so the legend goes, he tossed together what he had on hand: romaine lettuce, Parmesan cheese, and croutons, dressed in a slurry of egg, oil, garlic, salt, Worcestershire sauce, and citrus juice. It was a perfect food.

On a November evening in Brooklyn, in 2023, I was in trouble (hungry). I ordered a kale Caesar at a place I like. Instead, I got: a tangle of kale, pickled red onion, and "sweet and spicy almonds," dressed in a thinnish, vaguely savory liquid and topped with a glob of creme fraiche roughly the size and vibe of a golf ball. It was a pretty weird food.

We are living through an age of unchecked Caesar-salad fraud. Putative Caesars are dressed with yogurt or miso or tequila or lemongrass; they are served with zucchini, orange zest, pig ear, kimchi, poached duck egg, roasted fennel, fried chickpeas, buffalo-cauliflower fritters, togarashi-dusted rice crackers. They are missing anchovies, or croutons, or even lettuce. In October, the food magazine Delicious posted a list of "Caesar" recipes that included variations with bacon, maple syrup, and celery; asparagus, fava beans, smoked trout, and dill; and tandoori prawns, prosciutto, kale chips, and mung-bean sprouts. The so-called Caesar at Kitchen Mouse Cafe, in Los Angeles, includes "pickled carrot, radish & coriander seeds, garlicky croutons, crispy oyster mushrooms, lemon dressing." Molly Baz is a chef, a cookbook author, and a bit of a Caesar obsessive--she owns a pair of sneakers with cae on one tongue and sal on the other--and she put it succinctly when she told me, "There's been a lot of liberties taken, for better or for worse."

It's all a little peculiar, at least in the sense that words are supposed to mean something. Imagine ordering a "hamburger" that contained a bun and some lettuce, with chicken, marinara sauce, and basil Mad-Libbed between. Or cacio e pepe with, say, carrots and Christmas ham. To be clear, modifying the Caesar isn't fundamentally a bad thing, as long as the flavors resemble those of the original. Baz likes her Caesar with anchovies (traditional! controversial! correct!) but said she's happy to swap in fish sauce, capers, or "other salty, briny things." Jacob Sessoms, a restaurant chef in Asheville, North Carolina, told me he doesn't mind an alternative green but draws the line at, say, pomegranate seeds. Jason Kaplan, the CEO of a restaurant-consulting firm in New York, doesn't mind a miso Caesar. "Because of the saltiness and the complexity, because it's a fermented soybean paste, you know?" he told me. "That doesn't piss me off as much as somebody saying that 'this is a Caesar salad,' when clearly there's nothing to say it's even closely related."

The Caesar's mission creep toward absurdity began long before the tequila and the fava beans. In fact, it has been going on for decades--first slowly, then quickly, swept along by and reflective of many of the biggest shifts in American dining. Michael Whiteman is a consultant whose firm helped open restaurants such as Windows on the World and the Rainbow Room, in New York. He remembers first seeing the Caesar start to meaningfully change about 40 years ago, when "hot things on cold things" became trendy among innovative California restaurants, and his friend James Beard returned from a trip out West raving about a Caesar topped with fried chicken livers. This was also, notably, the era of the power lunch, when restaurant chefs needed dishes that were hearty but still lunchtime-light, and quick to prepare. The chicken Caesar started appearing on menus, Whiteman told me, followed by the steak Caesar, and "it went downhill from there."

In the 1980s and '90s, as advances in agriculture, shipping, and food culture increased Americans' access to a variety of produce, chefs started swapping out the traditional romaine for whatever the leafy green of the moment was: little gem, arugula, frisee. At that point, the Caesar was still found mostly in Italian American and New American restaurants. But as "fusion" took hold and culinary nationalism abated, the Caesar became a staple of Mexican American and Asian American chain restaurants, zhuzhed up with tortilla strips or wontons for a mainstream dining public who wanted something different yet familiar.

More recently, stunt food has come for the Caesar. "We're living in a period of extreme eating, meaning extreme in terms of outlandish," Whiteman told me, in which "innovation for its own sake" seems to be motivating chefs and restaurants up and down the price spectrum. Whiteman calls the resulting dishes "mutants."

Read: How American cuisine became a melting pot

To some degree, the reason for all of this experimentation is obvious: Caesar salads--even bastardized ones--rock, and people want to buy them. "Isn't it perhaps kind of the case that the Caesar salad might be close to the perfect dish?" Sessoms said. "It hits all of your dopamine receptors that are palate related, with umami, fat, and tons of salt."

The Caesar is a crowd-pleaser salad, a name-brand salad, a safe-bet salad. It's also a format that allows for a sort of low-stakes novelty. That helps explain the rise of the fake Caesar too. Though demand for restaurants has generally bounced back since the start of the coronavirus pandemic, labor and ingredient costs are much higher than they were four years ago. Just like Caesar Cardini before them, chefs are looking for relatively cheap, relatively fast dishes, and creative ones are looking for classics they can riff on without alienating customers. "Would untrained American eaters be more likely to order a Caesar salad than any other salad? Yes," Sessoms said. Sometimes, when he's trying to find a use for specialty greens--celtuce, radicchio--he'll douse them in Caesar dressing to get diners to order them.

At the same time, Kaplan told me, it's hard to overestimate how important the widespread adoption of the online menu has been over the past decade or so. Recognizable favorites sell. When diners can see what's available before they make a reservation or leave the house, the menu is as much an advertisement as a utilitarian document. Appending the name "Caesar" to a salad is a shortcut to broad appeal.

Last week, I called up Stewart Gary, the culinary director of Nitehawk Cinema, the Brooklyn dine-in movie theater where I ordered that almond-and-pickled-onion salad. He told me essentially the same thing: In his line of work, people have limited time with the menu, and Caesar is a useful signifier. "Look," he said. "If we called it a kale salad with anchovy dressing, no one would order it."

Read: In 1950, Americans had aspic. Now we have dalgona coffee.

Ancient philosophers were bedeviled by the question of whether the ship of Theseus retained its fundamental essence after each of its component parts was replaced one by one over the course of centuries. I've been thinking about salads for a few weeks now and feel pretty sure that a true Caesar requires, at minimum, garlic, acid, umami, cold leaves, hard cheese, and a crunchy, croutonlike product. Beyond that, you can get away with one or maybe two wacky additions before you start straining the limits of credibility. It's about principle, not pedantry.

Besides, the more you learn about Caesar salads, the more you come to realize that pedantry is useless. The original Caesar was reportedly made with lime juice instead of lemon. It was prepared tableside and intended to be eaten by hand, like a piece of toast, "arranged on each plate so that you could pick up a leaf by its short end and chew it down bit by bit, then pick up another," as Julia Child and Jacques Pepin explained in their version of the recipe. It was meant to be dressed in stages, first with oil, then with acid, then with a coddled egg (to coat the lettuce leaves, so the cheese would stick to them), not with the emulsified, mayonnaise-adjacent dressing common today. Crucially, it didn't have whole anchovies.

As soon as the recipe began showing up in cookbooks, in the early 1940s, it started changing: Some recipes called for rubbing the bowl with garlic, or adding blue cheese or pear vinegar or mustard. In her headnotes for one of the earliest printed versions of the Caesar recipe, published in West Coast Cook Book, in 1952, Helen Evans Brown described the Caesar as "the most talked-of salad of a decade, perhaps of the century." She then went on to note that "the salad is at its best when kept simple, but as it is invariably made at table, and sometimes by show-offs, it occasionally contains far too many ingredients." The Caesar is forever, which means it's forever being manipulated. For better and for worse.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/04/something-weird-happening-caesar-salads/678092/?utm_source=feed
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Biden's Safe, Polite Campaign Stop in Scranton

The president's kitchen-table issues approach seems to lack true vision.

by John Hendrickson




Interstate 81, southbound, you can't miss it: Exit 185 PRESIDENT BIDEN EXPRESSWAY. The three-quarter-mile road leads into downtown Scranton, Pennsylvania, birthplace of Joe Biden. Keep going straight and you'll eventually end up--where else?--on Biden Street. That these namesake roads exist while the president is still alive, let alone still in office, feels odd. But this exact strangeness--forced nostalgia, preemptive memorialization--is the essence of Biden's 2024 reelection campaign.

Yesterday afternoon, inside the Scranton Cultural Center, Biden sought to remind a few hundred supporters of his lifelong Scranton values. His address coincided with the release of a new campaign ad, titled--wait for it--"Scranton." The president's event took place just down the road from his childhood home. Of course he popped by the old place to say hello, with his traveling press corps in tow. Subtlety has never been a Biden virtue.

The hometown crowd wasn't treated to the booming, bombastic State of the Union version of Biden, but the president still managed to land a few genuine laughs during his 30-minute speech. His savviest moment was a fake-out. Biden appeared to be unspooling one of his trademark failed American-dream stories about a poor man drowning in debt, but it was a setup for a punch line: "I said, 'I'm sorry, Donald. I can't help you.'" Mentioning Trump's name at all, as Biden repeatedly did yesterday, was a notable departure from an earlier period of this campaign season, when both Biden and his allies treated his opponent like Voldemort.

David Frum: Why Biden should not debate Trump

Still, an overwhelming sense of safety and caution defined the day--perhaps a fear of messing something up. Biden's gathering wasn't a rally so much as a town hall without the questions. He didn't wax on about the Middle East, or Ukraine, or abortion, or other polarizing issues. He was laser-focused on taxes. Just a few hundred chairs were arranged in a semicircle, and the small-scale optics did not help him. Before Biden took the stage, a misleading image of many empty seats began going viral on social media. In reality, they were all eventually occupied, but there was no arguing that this campaign stop was a fraction of the size of the average Trump event. Yesterday's energy was tame. It felt more like an early primary event for a minor candidate than a rally by the sitting president.

Many versions of Joe Biden exist, and they often compete against one another. There's the doddering old man, there's Dark Brandon, there's the bighearted consoler, there's the guy who uses variations of the word fuck under his breath. Biden's campaign seems to hope that voters will come back around to good old Scranton Joe. This is the Biden who talks about faith, families, factories, and fairness. Millions of voters pine for this Norman Rockwell version of Biden--and of America, in general. Millions of others are demanding that the president plunge into the present moment and engage with Israel's war with Hamas in Gaza. Specifically, a significant portion of Democrats and liberals want Biden to call for a cease-fire and reduce (or eliminate) military aid to Israel. Biden knows this. Yet his campaign is doubling down on kitchen-table issues, such as the tax code.

He seemed most comfortable when operating squarely within the realm of the classic and the domestic. "I am a capitalist," Biden proclaimed. Still, he occasionally sounded like his old Democratic rival, Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont. "No billionaire should pay a lower tax rate than a teacher!" he yelled at one point. He scoffed at trickle-down economics and preached about the long-term effects of the child tax credit. All the while, he peppered in sayings from his grandpa, sayings the elder Biden may or may not have ever said.

Many voters don't want to believe that it's really going to be Biden and Trump again. And some people still seem surprised that Biden, in particular, is officially seeking a second term. A swath of Democrats dream of him withdrawing before the party's convention. There is perpetual talk of a younger candidate--namely a governor such as Gavin Newsom, Gretchen Whitmer, or Josh Shapiro, who yesterday served as Biden's opening act--stepping up to be the Democratic nominee in Biden's place. All of this seems like West Wing fan fiction. The race is set, and it's a rematch. (With wild cards like Robert F. Kennedy Jr. promising to make trouble.)

Read: The RFK Jr. Strategy Clicks Into Focus

Biden long ago realized the stakes. Now he has to figure out how much to talk about himself and his accomplishments versus warn voters about Trump. "Listen to what he says, because you know he means it," Biden said. Though he didn't opt for the 30,000-foot "democracy is on the ballot" message in Scranton, he drew stark comparisons between himself and his rival. "He's coming for your money, your health care, and your social security," Biden warned.

Successful political campaigns are also movements. Trump and RFK Jr., for all their flaws, long ago internalized that simple truth. Until recently, Biden has more or less run what his allies referred to as a "Rose Garden campaign." This week, he's changing that. Scranton marked Biden's first of three stops across Pennsylvania; he's off to Pittsburgh and Philadelphia next. By no accident, the president is traversing a swing state while his Republican rival is glowering inside a Manhattan courtroom. But yesterday's crowd struck me as a bunch of polite, well-behaved people who knew when to sit quietly with their hands folded, when to laugh, and when to cheer. It did not feel organic.

Just outside the venue's security perimeter, I spoke with three University of Scranton students who had tried to see Biden and were turned away. One of them, Neveah Wall, a 19-year-old sophomore, told me that this would be her first time voting, and that she was torn between going Democrat or independent. She said she was passionate about prison reform, and that she liked where Kennedy stood on the issue. Her family members would likely vote for Biden. "I think I am pretty much leaning towards RFK," she said.

It may seem surprising that the Biden campaign would put on an event within walking distance of a university and not try to welcome in as many students as possible. (A 20-something attendee inside the room told me he had been personally invited by a local politician.) Incumbents often go to great lengths to avoid disruptions and control the narrative. In a statement last night, a Biden campaign spokesperson told me, "Members of the public are invited through various methods including local groups and organizations, mass emails to subscribers to the campaign's email list, and by utilizing the voter file, which allows the campaign to target the voters we need to reach." But new, younger, or first-time voters, such as Neveah Wall, may not even have voter files yet--and, like her, they may end up drawn to another candidate after being denied entry to a Biden event.

Perhaps Biden's campaign was worried about young people bringing some of the present-day challenges into the room. When the crowd spilled back outside into the street, attendees were met by pro-Palestine protesters chanting "Genocide Joe!" One person held a sign that read I'M VOTIN UNCOMMITTED! 

Biden can keep leaning into his roots as an antidote to Trumpism, but it may not be enough. Near the end of his speech, he brought up Trump's infamous "losers" and "suckers" remark about veterans. "Who the hell does he think he is?" Biden shouted.  He could have used more of this. Scranton Joe--a harmless, affable character--doesn't necessarily inspire unwavering devotion. Biden has just over six months to find a message that can simultaneously ground him in the present and point toward the future. He can only sell so many tickets as a tribute act playing old hits.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/04/biden-2024-campaign-scranton-speech/678089/?utm_source=feed
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The Rape Denialists

Why has it proved so hard for so many on the left to acknowledge what happened on October 7?

by Michael A. Cohen




On October 7, Hamas terrorists crossed the border into Israel and massacred more than 1,100 Israelis. The depths of Hamas's sadism are almost too sickening to comprehend. Babies and children butchered. Parents murdered in front of their children. Families bound together and then burned alive. Others were tortured, and their bodies mutilated while both alive and dead.

Even the harshest opponents of Israel's subsequent military campaign in Gaza acknowledge, albeit often half-heartedly, that Hamas acted with brutality on October 7 in killing innocents. But many of those same critics refuse to acknowledge the widespread sexual assaults against Israeli women that day.

Since allegations of sexual violence first appeared in the fall, a contingent of anti-Israel activists have sought to disprove them. "Believe women" and "Silence is violence" have been rallying cries of progressive feminist organizations for decades. But the same empathy and support have not been shown for Israeli victims.

Many prominent feminist and human-rights groups--including Amnesty International and the National Organization for Women--said little about the sexual-violence allegations. International organizations tasked with protecting women in wartime kept their powder dry. UN Women waited until December 1, nearly two months after the Hamas attack, to issue a perfunctory statement of condemnation.

Israel's critics have insisted that a lack of firsthand accounts from rape survivors or forensic evidence undercut Israel's accusations--and have dismissed claims that systematic sexual violence occurred as "unsubstantiated." Others have accused the Israeli government of "weaponizing" accusations of rape to justify Israel's "genocide" in Gaza, as an open letter from dozens of feminist activists put it in February. The letter has since been signed by more than 1,000 others.

News outlets that reported on the violence were fiercely attacked. For example, in late December, The New York Times published an investigation that thoroughly detailed the evidence of mass, systematic sexual violence. The story drew an immediate response from Hamas, in language echoing that used by Western activists. "We categorically deny such allegations," Basem Naim, a Hamas leader, said in a statement, "and consider it as part of the Israeli attempt to demonize and dehumanize the Palestinian people and resistance, and to justify the Israeli army war crimes and crimes of genocide against the Palestinian people."

Stridently anti-Israel independent journalists and activists immediately tried to pick apart the Times story, which culminated in late February with the publication of a more-than-6,000-word expose by the left-wing outlet The Intercept that accused the Times of flawed reporting. The left-wing magazine The Nation accused the Times of "the biggest failure of journalism" since the paper's reporting in the run-up to the Iraq War; the leftist YES! magazine claimed, "There is no evidence mass rape occurred."

Considering the vitriolic attacks against Israel since October 7, none of this should come as a surprise. The bloodied and dismembered bodies of dead Israelis had barely been collected before accusations of genocide were being levied by anti-Israel activists. Six months later, such denouncements are routine.

Across the United States and Western Europe, criticism of Israel's actions quickly and predictably veered into rank anti-Semitism, with Jewish organizations, cultural institutions, artists, and individual Jews targeted by pro-Palestine activists because of Israel's actions.

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

But rape denialism falls into its own separate and bewildering category. Why have so many of Israel's critics--and pro-Palestine activists--chosen to fight on this hill?

Many insist, like the feminists who signed the open letter, that they are questioning claims used to justify a war they oppose. But there is also a disquieting sense that pro-Palestine activists believe they must defend Hamas. Accusations of systematic rape and sadistic sexual violence not only tarnish the terrorist group, but also undermine the notion that October 7 was legitimate "armed resistance" against Israeli occupation.

Instead of believing women, these activists have chosen to take the word of a terrorist organization that is responsible for the deaths of thousands of Israelis and Palestinians and that has constantly denied that any sexual assaults occurred on October 7.

Six months into the war in Gaza, many pro-Palestine activists in the United States are so fully invested in the cause of Palestinian liberation, for which Hamas claims to be fighting--and so steeped in their hatred of Israel--that they are casting aside the progressive ideals that they regularly invoke when castigating Israel. In doing so, they are exposing themselves as hypocrites whose ideology is not forged in a set of universal values but rather is situational and dependent on ethnicity or skin color.

Rape denialism also feeds the widely held belief among Israelis that non-Jews refuse to acknowledge the horrors of October 7--and that the world is hopelessly biased against them. At the same time, it excuses Hamas's actions and perpetuates the notion that Palestinians have little agency or responsibility for the continuation of a 75-year-old conflict with no end in sight. It pushes both sides to retreat to their respective corners, unwilling to see the humanity in the other, and makes the long-term goal of peaceful coexistence between Israelis and Palestinians that much more difficult to achieve.

Orit Sulitzeanu is the director of the Association of Rape Crisis Centers in Israel, an NGO that serves as a coordinating body for the country's nine rape-crisis centers. As she tells every reporter who calls her, ARCCI does not work for or receive money from the Israeli government.

In the days and weeks after October 7, ARCCI began getting "trickles of information" from doctors and therapists who were encountering survivors of sexual violence. "Everyone talks to us, and the community of therapists in Israel is small," Sulitzeanu told me. The calls were intended not to alert ARCCI but rather to ask, "What do we do?"

As Sulitzeanu told me, Israel has virtually no experience with rape during wartime: "No one could imagine what happened, actually happened." Ruth Halperin-Kaddari, the former vice chair of the United Nations' Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women and a law professor at Bar-Ilan University, told me that Israel was so unprepared for the onslaught of sexual-abuse cases on October 7 that during the intake process in Israeli hospitals, women who survived the Hamas massacre were not even asked if they had been sexually assaulted.

Quickly, ARCCI began holding webinars to help therapists understand the special characteristics of sexual violence in wartime. And as time went on, Sulitzeanu and her staff noticed that the stories they were hearing were remarkably consistent.

The group put together a report combining the information it was receiving (mainly from eyewitnesses and first responders) with media reporting in Israel and around the world. "Hamas's attack on October 7th included brutal sexual assaults carried out systematically and deliberately against Israeli civilians," it concluded. "Hamas terrorists employed sadistic practices aimed at intensifying the degree of humiliation and terror inherent in sexual violence."

The report's section titles tell the story in even more vivid and disturbing detail:

"Systematic Use of Brutal Violence to Commit Rape"
 "Multiple Abusers/Gang Rape"
 "Rape in the Presence of Family/Community Members"
 "Sexual Offenses of Males"
 "Execution During or After the Rape"
 "Binding and Tying"
 "Mutilation and Destruction of Genital Organs"
 "Insertion of Weapons in Intimate Areas"
 "Destruction and Mutilation of the Body"


The next month, the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Sexual Violence in Conflict reached similar conclusions, although without using the word systematic. After a two-and-a-half-week mission to Israel, the UN body concluded that "there are reasonable grounds to believe that conflict-related sexual violence occurred during the 7 October attacks."

The UN report does not ascribe responsibility to Hamas and relies on careful, qualified, legalistic language. But Halperin-Kaddari believes the UN report should be applauded. It is, she says, the "most accurate and comprehensive" accounting of the sexual violence that took place that day--and she praised it, in particular, for verifying accounts when possible but also debunking allegations that were not true.

Halperin-Kaddari noted that investigators "found the same pattern of violence and sexual assault combined with an extreme degree of cruelty and humiliation, and it occurred in several locations in a relatively short period of time."

This systematic nature of the abuse is obvious from both reports. For example, ARCCI recounts the eyewitness testimony of one survivor who said that the Nova music festival was an "apocalypse of bodies, girls without clothes." In addition, it notes that "several survivors of the massacre provided eyewitness testimony of gang rape" as well as accounts from first responders of bodies unclothed and bleeding heavily from the pelvic area, and genital mutilation.

Graeme Wood: A record of pure, predatory sadism

The UN report draws a similar conclusion, finding "reasonable grounds to believe" that rape, gang rape, and the sexual abuse of female corpses occurred at the Nova festival.

At Kibbutz Kfar Aza and Kibbutz Be'eri, the UN found evidence that female victims had been undressed, bound, and killed (though the mission team "was unable to establish whether sexual violence occurred in kibbutz Be'eri"). In its investigation at Kibbutz Re'em, the UN said there were "reasonable grounds to believe that sexual violence occurred ... including rape." On Road 232, a key escape route from the music festival, the UN found "reasonable grounds to believe that sexual violence occurred," including "the rape of two women." In addition, "along this road, several bodies were found with genital injuries, along with injuries to other body parts."

At an Israel Defense Forces base overrun by Hamas terrorists, there were, according to media stories cited in the ARCCI report, dead soldiers shot in the genitals and as many as 10 female soldiers with clear evidence of sexual assault. The UN report is more circumspect on this issue, saying that reports of genital mutilation are "inconclusive." But Halperin-Kaddari told me that she saw documentation showing that victims had had weapons fired into their sexual organs.

Both reports also agree that hostages released from Hamas's captivity had been, in the words of the UN special representative, subjected to "sexual violence, including rape, sexualized torture, and cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment." The UN report also concluded that violence may be "ongoing" against the approximately 100 hostages, including young women, still held in Gaza. In its response to the Times story, Hamas pointed to the treatment of Israeli hostages, whom they insisted were being well cared for: "If the Hamas resistance fighters held such ideas of sex violence, they would mistreat those who were in their captivity," a Hamas representative wrote in a lengthy Telegram post at the time. Recently, however, The New York Times published a firsthand account of sexual assault and torture from an Israeli hostage released from Hamas captivity in November.

For Shelly Tal Meron, a member of the Israeli Knesset for the opposition Yesh Atid party, the indifference of once-former feminist allies to the sexual violence on October 7 has been acutely painful. "I sent letters to UN Women, as well as #MeToo and human-rights organizations," she told me. The response was "complete silence. I was astonished."

"Before the war," she said, "I was a member of the Knesset's women's-rights movement. I would fight for gender equality and I would work with international organizations. Whenever [attacks on women] happened in other countries like Ukraine or Syria, I felt solidarity." In the aftermath of October 7, she said, "I felt completely betrayed."

What is most galling about the pushback on allegations of mass rape is that it is precisely the lack of firsthand accounts and forensic evidence--as well as the initial fog of war--that has opened the door to rape denialists. As Dahlia Lithwick, the senior legal correspondent at Slate, told me, denialists are "capitalizing on the stigma and shame of sexual assault--and often frustrating lack of evidence in these situations."

That, according to the feminist author Jill Filipovic, is hardly an unusual circumstance. "Sexual violence in conflict is virtually never documented the way sexual violence might be documented on the cop shows you've seen," Filipovic wrote on her Substack last December. "The Israeli recovery and medical teams treated the places where people were attacked on Oct. 7 as war zones and the aftermath of terror attacks, not as standard crime scenes in which a primary goal is to identify a perpetrator."

Complicating matters further is the particular emphasis in Jewish law on expeditious burial. Sulitzeanu told me that those at the army base who were preparing bodies for burial had "no capacity to keep the evidence from those killed." The "first priority," she said, "was to save living people. Second, to collect bodies. Third, identify them and prepare for burial." Everything else, including proving that widespread rapes had taken place, was secondary.

There is also the distressing reality that so few of Hamas's rape victims survived. Some were dispatched with a bullet to the head after they'd been assaulted.

The handful of survivors of rape during the attacks on October 7 have, so far, been unwilling to speak publicly. ARCCI has been so adamant in safeguarding them that Sulitzeanu refused to confirm that her association had spoken with them or that their stories were included in the group's report. The survivors refused multiple requests to meet with the UN mission team, which the UN report chalked up in part to "the national and international media scrutiny of those who made their accounts public."

The latter fear is almost certainly a direct by-product of the response to the New York Times story--headlined "'Screams Without Words': How Hamas Weaponized Sexual Violence on Oct. 7." Buttressed by interviews with more than 150 "witnesses, medical personnel, soldiers, and rape counselors," as well as "video footage, photographs," and "GPS data from mobile phones," the story features allegations of sexual violence, including eyewitness accounts. It was the most authoritative investigation by a major American news outlet and should have dealt a major blow to the efforts at denialism and deflection.

But as soon as the Times article appeared, so, too, did the pushback. Much of it came from journalists with a long track record of animosity toward Israel, but it reached a crescendo in late February when The Intercept published its story.

What is most striking about the exhaustive Intercept article is the apparent dearth of original reporting. There is little indication that the authors made any serious effort to contact Israeli government officials, the leaders of Israeli NGOs, or--with three exceptions--even the specific individuals who are named in their story and whose credibility they malign. Instead, The Intercept focuses its inquiry on a freelance Israeli journalist who helped report the story, Anat Schwartz, scrutinizing her social-media activity and parsing a Hebrew-language podcast interview to attack her credibility and, by extension, the credibility of the story as a whole.

The Intercept also sought to chip away at the Times article by focusing on alleged inconsistencies--a process that is easier than it seems when it comes to reporting on sexual violence. After a terrorist attack that killed more than 1,100 Israelis over multiple locations, misinformation ran rampant. False stories, one infamously alleging that multiple babies had been beheaded and another claiming that babies had been strung up on a clothesline, proliferated. In cases of sexual violence, Halperin-Kadderi told me, "it's not unusual for misinformation to spread," and beyond trauma-related inaccuracies and memory failures, there could be a tendency "to exaggerate and amplify," which she links to the high levels of trauma associated with sexual violence--both for survivors and for eyewitnesses. She also noted that exaggerated accounts of sexual violence can be "instrumentalized by leaders to portray their enemy in the darkest way possible." Even Jeremy Scahill, one of the co-authors of the Intercept article, noted in an interview that inconsistencies in eyewitness accounts do "not necessarily mean that they didn't witness something."

Read: Hamas's genocidal intentions were never a secret

But The Intercept, in its effort to undermine the credibility of witnesses to sexual violence on October 7, painted with a broad brush, creating an inaccurate picture. The flaws in its approach are perhaps best illustrated by the complicated case of Shari Mendes, an IDF reservist who served in the army unit responsible for preparing female bodies for burial and whose testimony Schwartz said helped convince her that there had been widespread sexual violence on October 7.

In the weeks after the attack, Mendes worked 12-hour shifts cleaning and preparing bodies for burial. In an emotional and graphic speech delivered at the United Nations on December 4, Mendes related what she and her team saw: women shot so many times in the head, sometimes after death, that their faces were practically obliterated; multiple women with gunshots in their vagina and breasts; faces permanently cast in distress and anguish.

In an interview in October, though, Mendes told the Daily Mail that "a baby was cut out of a pregnant woman and beheaded, and then the mother was beheaded." That was not true. However, Mendes was neither the first person nor the only person to make this allegation. A video falsely claiming to show such an atrocity had made the rounds on social media in the days before the interview was published, and similar claims were promoted by a first responder.

Ryan Grim, another co-author of the Intercept article, told me that such "demonstrable fabrications" had "thoroughly discredited" Mendes, and the article notes that "she has no medical or forensic credentials to legally determine rape" (a point that Mendes has publicly acknowledged). The Intercept story questions why the Times would "rely on Mendes's testimony," and in an interview last month, Scahill suggested that Mendes is among the Times' "premiere witnesses." But in fact, Mendes is quoted a single time in "Screams Without Words," relaying her account of having seen four women "with signs of sexual violence, including some with 'a lot of blood in their pelvic areas.'" Mendes's claims are backed up by a second witness, an army captain working at the same facility, who added the horrifying detail that "she had seen several bodies with cuts in their vaginas and underwear soaked in blood."

The Intercept story fails to mention any of this, and it provides no indication that its reporters attempted to speak with Mendes. (I reached out to Mendes, who declined to comment.) Instead, it criticizes the Times for quoting "witnesses with track records of making unreliable claims and lacking forensic credentials."

The Intercept has applied useful scrutiny to some specific claims within the Times story. One of the accounts of apparent sexual assault relayed by the Times came from a paramedic in an Israeli commando unit who said he had discovered the bodies of two teenagers at Kibbutz Be'eri. A March 4 article in The Intercept concluded that two victims "specifically singled out by the New York Times ... were not in fact victims of sexual assault," and the Times has since updated its story to note that a video of the scene appears to contradict the paramedic's account.

But that skepticism is not limited to individual witnesses or accounts. The Intercept concedes that "individual acts of sexual assault may have occurred" but is quick to add that "rape is not uncommon in war." It raises doubts about the extent to which Hamas members were responsible for attacks, noting that "there were also several hundred civilians who poured into Israel from Gaza that day." (It is not usually the left that tries to blur the distinction between Palestinian terrorists and Palestinian civilians.) The central question, The Intercept contends, is whether the Times "presented solid evidence" to back the claim that, as the newspaper put it, "the attacks against women were not isolated events but part of a broader pattern of gender-based violence on Oct. 7." And it devotes more than 6,000 words to calling into doubt that it did.

Yet The Intercept made no mention of independent efforts to answer this question. There is no reference to the ARCCI report--published a week before The Intercept's story--which relied on 26 separate media reports from the Israeli press, The Guardian, the BBC, The Times of London, and other outlets, as well as confidential sources, eyewitnesses, and interviews with first responders. Neither does it mention a November 2023 report by Physicians for Human Rights, which concluded that "widespread sexual and gender-based crimes" had taken place on October 7. (Asked for comment, Grim dismissed these reports as "derivative of Western news reports and based on the same sources.")

The Times published a follow-up story on January 29, addressing many of the questions raised by critics of its article. Even in light of criticisms of the piece, the Times said in a recent statement that it continues to stand by its coverage "and the revelations of sexual violence and abuse following the attack by Hamas."

The UN mission team similarly concluded that the existence of a few false allegations did not undermine the other evidence of sexual violence in "at least three locations" on October 7. Nor did it limit its inquiry to searching for inconsistencies, paying attention only to those claims it had some reason to doubt. Instead, the investigators took pains to carefully review the scenes, to talk to eyewitnesses and first responders, and to assess the evidence in its totality before presenting the conclusion that "there are reasonable grounds to believe that conflict-related sexual violence occurred."

Semafor's Max Tani recently reported that The Intercept "is running out of cash," and that Grim and Scahill had suggested that its board resign and turn operations over to them and the remaining staff. But the publication's skeptical coverage of the war has apparently been a bright spot for its financial health. "The Intercept's unapologetically hostile view of Israel's post-Oct. 7 military operation in Gaza has galvanized its readers and supporters," Tani wrote, "who have responded by helping the publication set internal records for small-dollar donations."

Grim refused to say whether he believes that Israeli women were raped on October 7 and, if so, whether any of these assaults were committed by Hamas members. (His two co-authors did not respond to any questions.) Instead, he said he had "addressed these questions repeatedly" and pointed to an interview in which he had said that "the idea that there would be no sexual assault is not taken seriously by pretty much anybody who understands war and violence."

Considering the overwhelming evidence that sexual assault took place, despite the inherent challenges in collecting such evidence in wartime, it's difficult to fathom why so many on the anti-Israel left continue to deny that it occurred or cast doubt on its significance.

The most obvious explanation is that by questioning what happened on October 7, activists hope to undercut the rationale for Israel's military campaign in Gaza. Showing that systematic sexual abuse didn't happen would, they believe, demonstrate that Israel is engaged in a mass public deception to justify killing Palestinians.

But some experts I spoke with see other factors at play.

The charge that Jews have exaggerated and weaponized their suffering has long been the basis for Holocaust denialism, said Amy Elman, a professor of political science and Jewish studies at Kalamazoo College who has written extensively on anti-Semitism and women's rights. Now that same claim is being used by anti-Semites to portray efforts at justice for October 7 as "part of a larger nefarious scheme to harm Palestinians." "Rape denialism is absolutely consistent with Holocaust denialism," Elman said, and "this rape denialism is another form of anti-Semitism."

One of the more troubling aspects of the left's response to October 7 has been to cast the struggle between Israelis and Palestinians in simplistic terms: Palestinians are the oppressed, dark-skinned minority population; Israelis are the white oppressors. Never mind that Israel is a diverse, multiethnic society. (Most American Jews trace their origins to immigrants from Europe, but the majority of Israeli Jews descend from those who came, most often as refugees, from the Middle East and North Africa.) This reductionist binary has also made it easier to explain the conflict to a younger generation unfamiliar with Arab-Israeli history but well versed in the American civil-rights movement.

Natalia Mehlman Petrzela, a historian at the New School, says that this black-and-white framing has led to a distorted view of what happened on October 7--one that is informed by a reductive view of modern feminism. "There is a very powerful and understandable resistance on the left," she told me, "to centering 'white feminism' or white womanhood in understanding the experiences of women and the purpose of feminism, domestically and internationally." By this logic, white feminism is inherently "problematic"--and because many on the left see Israelis as white, she says, they "see any defense of Israeli women as some sort of capitulation to 'white feminism.'"

Moreover, claims of sexual assault against white women have historically been used to justify racial violence, which has, according to Elman and Petrzela, led some pro-Palestine activists to compare Hamas to Emmett Till, who was accused of whistling at a white woman in the Jim Crow South before his brutal murder. It's "unhinged," Petrzela said, "but in some ways totally predictable."

Jonathan Freedland, a columnist for The Guardian, suggested to me that left-wing rape denialism is, in effect, a refusal to believe that Hamas could stoop so low as to engage in sexual violence. On the surface, this sounds bizarre. Hamas massacred more than 1,100 Israelis, the majority of whom were civilians, and has a long history of massacring Jewish civilians, including children. How could any crime be considered worse than murder? But Freedland says that there are leftists who are prepared to countenance "armed resistance" but cannot do the same for sexual violence. "You can see why it would be essential for them to say that Hamas was 'only' guilty of killing and not guilty of rape."

Freedland noted that Hamas itself has consistently denied that its fighters committed sexual crimes, perhaps in an effort to retain its standing among devout Muslims. "Hamas would be nervous of being seen not as warriors for Palestine but as a bunch of rapists who bring shame on Islam," he said. Indeed, as Sulitzeanu pointed out to me, some Israeli Arabs who have stood in solidarity with the victims of October 7 have also refused to accept that their Palestinian brethren could commit such heinous, un-Islamic crimes.

Frankly, none of these efforts to whitewash the carnage of October 7 makes much sense. You can acknowledge Hamas's barbarism while still condemning Israel's military response or criticizing Israel's prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu. Indeed, many have done precisely that, including the Biden administration and Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer. You can raise questions about specific rape allegations--as the UN report did--while still accepting the overall weight of the evidence.

Read: Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

Instead, many on the left seem determined to justify what happened on October 7 as a legitimate act of Palestinian resistance. "The images from October 7 of paragliders evading Israeli air defenses were for many of us exhilarating," one American professor recently wrote. But acknowledging Hamas's atrocities doesn't invalidate Palestinian demands for self-determination. You can still embrace Palestinian nationalism and, unlike Hamas, advocate for a two-state solution while also acknowledging that Hamas's actions on October 7--including the systematic rape of Israeli women and girls--are simply not defensible. Leftists who genuinely support Palestinian statehood do that cause, and themselves, no favor by denying the overwhelming evidence of sexual violence.

The rape denialists might think they are winning a near-term public-relations battle against Israel, but denying Palestinians agency, and accusing Israel of fabricating allegations of mass rape, does far more harm than good.

Above all, it denies reality, perpetuates misinformation, and feeds the empathy gap that separates the two sides. When Israelis and Palestinians look beyond the walls--both real and metaphorical--that separate them, few see fully formed individuals with legitimate grievances and fears that are worthy of their sympathy. Instead, they glimpse caricatures.

As pro-Palestinian activists rightly demand that Israel come to grips with how its policies breed humiliation and desperation among Palestinians, so too must supporters of the Palestinian cause face the reality that rejectionism and terrorism have contributed to Israeli fears that peaceful coexistence is not possible.

When such activists surrender their ideals and dismiss the evidence that sexual violence took place on October 7, they feed the already overwhelming belief among Israelis and Diaspora Jews that those who advocate for the Palestinians and witheringly criticize Israel's actions are simply not interested in their humanity.

Any solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict must start by recognizing not just the lived reality of Jews and Palestinians, but the abundant feelings of trauma and fear that have made reconciliation so difficult to achieve. Rape denialism pushes Israelis and Palestinians further apart. It isn't just wrong; it doesn't just diminish the trauma experienced by Israeli women on October 7--it makes the pursuit of peace and genuine reconciliation impossible.
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The Jews Aren't Taking Away TikTok

But conspiracy theories that say otherwise are coming for democracy itself.

by Yair Rosenberg




"The entire world knows exactly why the U.S. is trying to ban TikTok," James Li declared on March 16 to his nearly 100,000 followers on the social-media platform. His video then cut to a subtitled clip of a Taiwanese speaker purportedly discussing how "TikTok inadvertently offended the Jewish people" by hosting pro-Palestinian content. "The power of the Jewish people in America is definitely more scary than Trump," the speaker goes on. "They have created the options: either ban or sell to the Americans. In reality, it's neither--it's selling to a Jewish investment group."

Li, who calls himself an "indie journalist" and subsequently posted another video blaming Israel for the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, got more than 160,000 views for his TikTok theory--and the video was one of the poorer-performing entries making similar claims on the platform.

What prompted this outburst? On March 13, Congress advanced a bill that would give TikTok's Chinese parent company six months to sell it or be banned from American app stores. The legislation passed 352-65, with overwhelming bipartisan support, and the rational observer will have no trouble understanding why.

The United States has a long history of preventing foreign adversaries from controlling important communications infrastructure. Washington spent more than a decade, under Democratic and Republican presidents, leading a successful international campaign to block the Chinese telecom giant Huawei from Western markets. Donald Trump attempted to force a TikTok sale back in 2020. The reasons are straightforward: The app has access to the data of some 150 million American users--nearly half the population--but it is owned and controlled by the Chinese company ByteDance. Like all companies in the country, ByteDance is effectively under the thumb of the Chinese Communist Party, which regularly punishes and even disappears business leaders who displease it. A former ByteDance executive has said that the CCP had "supreme access" to the company's data, and used the info to track protesters in Hong Kong, for example.

Read: Beijing is ruining TikTok

Recent polls show robust public support for TikTok's ban or sale, and for years, Gallup has found that Americans see China as the country's greatest enemy. In short, Congress has strong electoral and political incentives to act against TikTok. But spend some time on the platform itself, and you'll discover a very different culprit behind all this: Jews.



"We were all thinking it: Israel is trying to buy TikTok," the influencer Ian Carroll told his 1.5 million followers last month. The evidence: Steven Mnuchin, the former Trump Treasury secretary and Goldman Sachs executive, has sought investors to purchase the app. "He's not Israel, right?" continued Carroll. "Well, let's peel this onion back one layer at a time, starting with just the fact that he's Jewish."

Carroll's TikTok bio says "do your own research," and he certainly had research to share. "The censorship is not about China on TikTok," he explained. Rather, "as a TikTok creator who gets censored all the frickin' time, I can tell you that the things you get censored about are the CIA and Israel." Carroll did not address why Israel would go through so much trouble to acquire TikTok if it already controlled the platform, or why the Semitic censors somehow missed his video and its more than 1 million views, not to mention the several similarly viral follow-ups he posted.

In truth, far from suppressing such content, TikTok's algorithm happily promotes it. I purposely viewed the videos for this piece while logged out of the platform, and it nonetheless began suggesting to me more material along these lines through its sidebar recommendations.

Characteristic of anti-Semitic online discourse, these videos and others like them interchangeably reference individual American Jews, American Jewish organizations like the Anti-Defamation League, American pro-Israel lobbying groups like AIPAC, and the state of Israel, as though they are all part of one single-minded international conspiracy to take down TikTok. When a commenter asked Carroll to "look into universal studios pulling their music from TikTok," a reference to the Universal Music conglomerate's dispute with TikTok over royalties, Carroll replied, "Universal CEO is a Jewish man."

"A foreign government is influencing the 2024 election," the leftist podcaster and former Bernie Sanders Press Secretary Briahna Joy Gray declared on X in March. "I'm not talking about China, but Israel. In a leaked recording, ADL head Jonathan Greenblatt admitted that Israel had a 'TikTok problem.' Suddenly, a divided Congress agrees on one thing: A social media ban." Greenblatt is an American Jew, the ADL is an American organization, the bill isn't a ban, and the push for a forced sale predated the Gaza war, but other than that, Gray was on the money.

Yair Rosenberg: Why Facebook and Twitter won't ban antisemitism

"Banning TikTok became a crucial emergency because what they saw was a bunch of young individuals, essentially people that are going to be the future leaders of America, who were not pro-Israel," the far-right commentator Candace Owens claimed in March on her popular show at The Daily Wire. She then issued an implied threat: "If TikTok is in fact banned, there is no question that Israel will be blamed, AIPAC will be blamed, the ADL will be blamed, Jews are going to be blamed ... You can see that sentiment building." (Owens left The Daily Wire a week later following a string of anti-Semitic incidents, which included claims that Jews were doing "horrific things" and "controlling people with blackmail," as well as her favoriting a social-media post that accused a rabbi of being "drunk on Christian blood.")

At this point, it's not uncommon to find videos about the TikTok legislation that do not even mention Jews or Israel--like this one with 1.5 million views--yet are flooded with hundreds of comments, garnering tens of thousands of likes, accusing "Zionists," "Jews," or AIPAC of being behind it, despite years of national-security reporting on concerns over the platform's Chinese owners. That alleged Jewish malefactors are being assailed on TikTok even when they are not invoked explicitly in a video illustrates how widely the meme has spread.



Like many conspiracy theories, the notion that Jews are out to ban TikTok contains a grain of truth. Jewish and pro-Israel groups have raised concerns about TikTok's failure to moderate anti-Semitic content for years, including when it pertains to Israel, but they have never called for the app to be shut down. After the TikTok sale legislation was proposed, the Jewish Federations of North America said it "appropriately balances free speech and individual rights with regulatory action" while asserting that "our community understands that social media is a major driver of the rise in antisemitism, and that TikTok is the worst offender by far." (Presumably, the organization arrived at this conclusion by spending 10 minutes on the app.) Researchers have found that pro-Palestinian content dwarfs pro-Israel content on TikTok, likely reflecting the platform's young and international demographic.

But no conspiracy theories or appeals to recent geopolitical developments are necessary to understand why U.S. politicians wouldn't want one of the most-trafficked social-media networks in America to be run by Communist China via a black-box algorithm. Just this past December, researchers at Rutgers found that anti-China posts on topics like the Hong Kong protests or the regime's brutal repression of Uyghur Muslims were dramatically underrepresented on TikTok compared with Instagram.

TikTok's response to allegations that it could function as a foreign influence operation have not exactly allayed concerns. Shortly after the Rutgers study was published, the app restricted access to the tool used by academics to track its content. Last month, it sent multiple alerts to its American users falsely warning that Congress was about to ban TikTok and urging them to contact their representatives. In fact, the bill seeks to force a sale to new ownership, much as congressional scrutiny over data privacy led the dating app Grindr to be sold to non-Chinese owners in 2020.

Simply put, none of what is happening to the social-media platform is new. Neither is the tendency to blame Jews for the world's problems--but that doesn't make the impulse any less dangerous. Many understand anti-Semitism as a personal prejudice that singles out Jewish people for their difference, much like other minorities experience racism. But anti-Semitism also manifests as a conspiracy theory about how the world works, alleging that sinister string-pulling Jews are the source of social, political, and economic problems--and this is the sort of anti-Semitism that tends to get people killed.

Yair Rosenberg: Why so many people still don't understand anti-semitism

Consider recent American history: In 2018, a far-right gunman who blamed Jews for mass immigration murdered 11 people in Pittsburgh's Tree of Life synagogue. In 2019, assailants tied to the Black Hebrew Israelite movement attacked a kosher supermarket in Jersey City, killing three; one of the shooters had written on social media about Jews controlling the government. In 2022, an Islamic extremist took an entire congregation hostage in Colleyville, Texas, and demanded that a rabbi get a convict released from a nearby prison. These perpetrators--white supremacist, Black extremist, radical Islamist--had essentially nothing in common other than their belief that a Jewish cabal governed world affairs and was the cause of their problems.

The reality is the reverse: Jews constitute just 2 percent of the American population, and although they exercise influence like any other minority, they frequently disagree among themselves and do not dictate the destiny of the majority. Politicians voting against TikTok are pursuing their conception of the national interest, not being suborned to serve some nebulous Jewish interest. Remove the Jews from the equation, and the situation will be the same.

Conspiracy theorists typically claim to be combatting concealed power structures. But as in this case, their delusions make them unable to perceive the way power actually works. Thus, conspiratorial anti-Semitism hobbles its adherents, preventing them from rationally organizing to advance their own causes by distracting them with fantastical Jewish plots.

"Anti-Semitism isn't just bigotry toward the Jewish community," the Black civil-rights activist Eric Ward once told me. "It is actually utilizing bigotry toward the Jewish community in order to deconstruct democratic practices, and it does so by framing democracy as a conspiracy rather than a tool of empowerment or a functional tool of governance."

Anti-Semitic conspiracy theories won't safeguard TikTok from the bill that's currently moving through the U.S. legislature. But the more people buy into them, the more they will imperil not only American Jews but American democracy as well.
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The Vale of Cashmere

A short story

by Benjamin Nugent




Don't stab me. Don't stab yourself. Don't draw a circle on your arm. They want the tangent to be the length of the radius. So first draw a circle on the page. Good. Now draw a line between the point of the pencil and the point of the stabbing thing.

I'm not going to talk to you about that right now, because we're doing math. So that you can be STEM and put me in a luxury nursing home when I'm old. Besides, what I liked about your father wasn't--I can't reduce it to one thing. May I ask why you're interested?

By "how to talk to girls," you mean how to flirt with girls? What can I say, I'm a mind reader. I'm happy that you talk to me about what's going on with you. When I was your age, I was very preoccupied with boys and what it would take to make them ... But you're not going to learn geometry if we ... I was going to say "get off on a tangent," but when I was 15, I would have been like, What kind of walleyed moron would even entertain the idea of making that joke? So never mind.

Okay, Steven, let's start over. What can we observe about this pair of circles? No, the points in the center are called foci; pull your mind out of the gutter. God, why do you even want to know about that? How about this: I'll tell you what I liked about your father if after that we finish this problem set with zero digressions. Are you sure you want to hear your mother reminisce about courtship? Will you promise that your soul won't be permanently disfigured? Is there a particular girl you have your eye on, may I ask? Sorry, of course not. Put down the compass. Because I can't think when you're poking your hand with that thing. Thank you.

What I liked about your father was that he helped me find my contact lens. Correct, a commune. It was on 15th, which is considered South Slope now but wasn't considered any part of Park Slope then. Because there weren't enough assholes yet. Our building was a decrepit brownstone full of unhandy people. In the winter, there were always a few of us in the kitchen, moaning about the cold, drinking beer, without any warm clothing on. You know, T- shirts, pajama bottoms, cutoffs. The radiators didn't produce much heat, but they did produce this homey clanking, which dangled the possibility of heat in the near future. Yes, like a crack house, I suppose, except, as far as I know, no one was smoking crack. We preferred Adderall. It was mostly grad students. In a crack house, there would have been a stronger sense of shared values and a common mission.

Is your crush a Saint Ann's girl? Just asking. Sorry.

Well, you know, your father has those broad shoulders. I've heard him brag about them to you by telling you how pleased he is that you've inherited them. Back then, he usually had crumbs on his clothing from walking around with a scone or a sandwich in his hand. He was studying for the bar, and the only way he could concentrate was to go to the park for short bursts of exercise. So he often smelled like sweat and grass. He would come home from the park with dirt under his fingernails from doing push-ups. It made his hands look homeless. Oh, yes, right, it made his hands look unhoused. He was friendly, always asking everyone how school was going, trying to start a touch-football game. He was so good at not bringing up that he'd gone to Harvard that Harvard was like this very faint hum he emitted. Yes, but a nice fridge.

One hot night in summer, we were having one of our counterproductive house meetings in the living room. A guy said that we should all sign a contract governing the division of resources. Resources meaning pasta, beans, tortillas, beer, cookies, and cigarettes. Your father looked alarmed by the proposal. He liked everything to be congenial and unregimented as far as communism went, because he was a big eater. Big eaters favor a certain informality in affairs of state. He started talking over the guy, saying that what made the bourgeoisie the bourgeoisie was its fondness for contracts.

Sure, maybe he was right about that; I guess bourgeois people like contracts. I know how much you value the things he says, and I think that's nice. Are you clear on what bourgeois means? Actually, I would say that the kids at Saint Ann's are rich. Is your crush a Saint Ann's girl? Just asking. Sorry. Rich is different from bourgeois. Bourgeois is a French word for a person from a town in the countryside. It's used to mean people who have a little bit of money and so they're cautious and conventional. We moved into this apartment so that you could go to PS 39 and be in District 15; that's bourgeois. You and I and your father are all bourgeois. I spent my adolescence dreaming of being bourgeois. Oh, I have no comment as to whether she's bourgeois or not; it's not my place to comment on your stepmother's ... If you want to know if your stepmother is bourgeois, ask her.

Anyway. I was sitting on the couch at this house meeting, and I found the argument between your father and the contract guy so irritating that I put my face in my hands and rubbed my eyes to blot out what was happening. I could almost hear a "boing" when my contact lens sprang out of my eye onto my hand. Then it fell off my hand onto the rug. I wore monthlies back then, and I had forgotten to order new ones, so I didn't have any spares. I shouted, "Oh, fuck, my contact lens," thus adjourning the meeting. Everyone looked grateful.

Your father dropped to his knees. He searched the carpet on all fours. I yelled at everyone to be careful not to step on the contact lens. I made them all back out of the room, except for your father. Your father had his beard down in the rug and his butt in the air. It was a good look for him. I think he felt bad about talking over the contract guy, and he was trying to redeem himself. It's worth noting that the rug was foul. That house was full of cobwebs and mouseholes. Even holes that were supposed to be there, like vents in the stove, were de facto mouseholes. The mice would show up at our house meetings to discuss the division of resources. There wasn't a functional vacuum cleaner or the political will to budget for one. I was one of the culprits, in terms of making the place disgusting.

I was committed to eating vegetable lo mein straight from the container with chopsticks, on the couch, while watching French New Wave DVDs to educate myself. It was all part of a self-imposed training regimen. I wanted to eat with chopsticks and ape the gallic shrug. Because I'd grown up in Peru, Massachusetts, where either of those things was a crime punishable by death. I contributed a lot to the vermin problem, dropping noodles on the floor.

Oh, quite bad. Every morning, in my bedroom, when I woke up and got dressed, I used to shake the cockroaches out of my shoes; we had the tiny ones. They're called German cockroaches. I used to hold my sneakers upside down and shake them like maracas while I sang "La Cucaracha" to myself. Usually, one or two of the little guys would fall out.

Sometimes they'd land on my bare feet. And then I'd go wash some more of them out of the bristles of my toothbrush. Don't call your mother a crack whore. I mean it, really. You're going to go around saying "unhoused" instead of "homeless" but also say "Mom, you're a crack whore"? Besides, there was no sex work or any unseemly kind of drug use. Just filth. I was young and provincial. I wanted to cultivate good taste and a refined manner. I wanted to speak like an educated person, with an educated person's references. It would have been nice to clean the floor, but I didn't have time for superficialities. Kind of joking, kind of not joking.

I don't think I thought, Wow, what a chivalrous guy. I think I was aware that your father wanted to find my contact lens to prove that he was a good person. That rug had more fauna than the floor of a rainforest, and I couldn't see very well, so I thought, Knock yourself out; I'm going to go chill. I went to my room and put on a nightgown and got into bed. In retrospect, I was playing a part in the drama, helping something happen. Why did I need to go to bed so early? Why did I need to put on my nightgown instead of my pajamas? Why did I take a book off the shelf that I hadn't been reading, a book of poems by Frank O'Hara, and sit in bed reading it? Frank O'Hara is a cool poet. He was gay, and there are jokes in the poems. Nobody thinks Frank O'Hara is bad. I knew what I was doing. On some level, I mean. Soon, there was a knock at the door, and I answered with the book in my hand. And there, poised on your father's trembling finger: a tiny piece of plastic, contoured to fit my eye. Was it the restoration of my sight he offered me, or was it blindness? Yes, exactly, that was irony. I can't tell you how happy it makes me that you like to talk to me and that you recognize irony. I don't think I can take credit. You're just a sweet and intelligent boy. Does the girl you have a crush on like irony? I wish I could be more helpful.

Other than that he found the contact lens, I liked that he didn't try to hang out in my room when he brought it to me. I put my finger on his finger to accept the lens, and I held it to the light. It was covered in crimson fibers from the rug. I said, "What a beautiful gift you have brought me." We named the things that were probably on it: blood, feces, goat cheese, Swiss Miss, semen. He bowed. He asked how I liked the O'Hara, and we talked about poetry, with the lens still on my finger, and then we said good night. Not hooking up even when hooking up is in the air, that's the idea. What you want is for the girl, or whoever, maybe it won't always be a girl, the other person, to think to themselves afterward, I wonder why he didn't try to cross the threshold of my room. I wonder why he didn't try to kiss me. And, gradually, for their thoughts to drift to: Wait, did I want him to kiss me? You need to give desire room to grow. People desire things they don't have. It's like how you're burning with desire to grow up and go to L.A. to direct films. Don't get me wrong; I'm so glad that's what you want rather than, I don't know, to live in this apartment all your life and watch TikTok and smoke weed. But you've never been to Los Angeles, you've never directed a film, and so those things are still perfect to you. You see what I'm driving at?

I wouldn't say that you're chubby. And if you weren't a little shy, if you were one of those kids who started dating at 12, and you were always out with your legions of friends, maybe you and I wouldn't be so close like this, and we wouldn't have watched so many films together, and you wouldn't be so interesting. Maybe you wouldn't be so well-behaved.

I cannot in good conscience advise you to careen through life infuriating everyone around you as a strategy for getting a girlfriend, and yet I must admit that I was often infuriated by your dad. There was this one party where he insulted the paintings on the wall: "These are quite figurative, aren't they?" The host had put on a Bob Dylan record, and your father condemned the entire phase of Dylan to which the album belonged. The real problem was that our host was this woman who kept looking around him, at more important people, while he was trying to talk to her. There must be a German compound word for that: looking-around-the-person-you-are-talking-to-for-a-more-important-person. He doesn't like it when people are uncharmed by him.

Sure, of course, he is charming. Yeah, he's charmed his way into a number of jobs at this point, sure. Yes, his job does pay pretty well. It pays about the same as the one in Boston. I can believe that people in Chicago like him, sure. I don't know if that's the word I'd use for him, but who cares. "Brilliant" is just a very generous thing to say. I'm glad that you feel that way; really, I am.

He was good at talking, sure. I think that I was drawn to, and worried by, something in him that was lost. He left that house not long after we started dating. We pretended it was because it was awkward to be a couple there, with so little privacy, but I think he could tell that people wanted him gone. He told one woman she was peeling ginger wrong and took the peeler out of her hand to show her how to do it. He mocked a guy for being bad at touch football. When I scolded him, he said, "I was raised in a bullshit-filled environment, so honesty is important to me." I always got him to apologize to the offended party. It made me feel powerful. Because he needed guidance. He would put his head in my lap and say, "When will I be able to stop making people hate me?"

For him, the innocence of children was this precious thing; it was a form of nature that had to be preserved.

Yeah, we had dinner a few times. Once in Queens, out in Fresh Meadows. The idea was to try Afghan food, but I think the real reason was that it was romantic to get in his hand-me- down, old-person car, with Jersey plates, and drive to a strip mall, and feel like we were in America. The funny thing about dating him was he always wanted to picnic in the Vale of Cashmere. That was his move. But he genuinely liked it there. You don't know what that is? You grew up here. I guess that's because I don't go there, and your father doesn't live here anymore. It's in the middle of Prospect Park, but people don't notice it, so it's quiet and empty. It's secluded. A gay-cruising spot, I think. Hills all around, a pond in the middle. The pond has a ruin around it. It was a balustrade, a stone railing from the 19th century. Now it's just newels. Newels are the big posts, and balusters are the little posts between the big posts.

The one time we did picnic in the Vale of Cashmere, we talked about why we liked children, which was a way of flirting. But also sincere: We did like children. When two grown-ups who are out on a date talk about kids, what they're doing, beneath the surface, is imagining a future in which they have sex and raise kids. I know, gross, let's not linger on that aspect of the ... It was late summer by then, maybe September, with green scum on the water. There was this island in the center of the pond that was overgrown with weeds. The weeds were so big, they leaned out over the water and touched the scum with their leaves. Everything was very green.

Your father said, "A child is like this." He made a sweeping gesture to show he was talking about the Vale of Cashmere. He said that a child's mind was this place that nobody had polluted. It was wild. For him, the innocence of children was this precious thing; it was a form of nature that had to be preserved. I was amused. By his sentimental attachment to the Vale of Cashmere, and by his belief in the purity of children.

I didn't buy the Rousseau-cum-Pink Floyd shit: Teacher, leave those kids alone. I said that children are joyful because they're discovering the world for the first time, acquiring a worldview, which is joyful. You can't separate the joy from the learning; they're the same thing. It might have had something to do with the difference in our backgrounds. He was into noble savagery and felt that his own savagery had been compromised too soon. At the shore club. Being taught to carry himself like a politician at age 5. The firm handshake, the fake indifference to luxury. The veneer of modesty. The veneer of hardiness. The acquiring of character by meandering around the ocean in little boats. He didn't want his child's innate human goodness to be corrupted by the wrong kind of knowledge. And for me, my whole life, it was: Give me all the knowledge you have. Get me the information I need to ditch this shitty little town. When I was a child, my mind was not the Vale of Cashmere. It was this terrified, grasping animal. I wasn't innocent. I was starving for data.

We came to the commune for different reasons, your dad and I. He was slumming it with the punks between the end of law school and the start of his career. For me, that place was Downton Abbey. Everybody there had gone to a good school. Everybody there had a subject they could talk about for hours if you gave them a little box of wine. That was what made it unspeakably glamorous. I've always wanted to give you the knowledge that nobody gave me.

But there was one thing your father and I agreed on: The most sacred thing you could do with yourself, more sacred even than being an artist or an intellectual, as much as we valued those things, was to be a good-enough parent to a child. My stepfather would call me "Hot Lips" as I ate my mashed potatoes, and my mother would smile as if it were a term of endearment. If you've ever wondered why I've never imposed a stepfather on you ... When your father was at boarding school, when he was 13, 14, still a chunky kid; before he had his growth spurt, which might happen to you, by the way, he used to call home crying, begging to come home, because these older boys would grab his ass as he walked by. His father told him, "If you stop eating so much and get some exercise, you can play football, and then they'll respect you."

I said, "I will never speak to a child that way, so help me God."

Your father said, "I will never speak to a child that way, so help me God." He raised his hand in the air, to make it a vow. And I raised my hand in the air. When people are falling in love, there's not one moment when it happens. It's gradual. But that was an inflection point: talking in the Vale of Cashmere about how to talk to you before you existed. We did move fast. We got married a year later. You were born the summer after that.

This conversation has wandered pretty far afield. We were supposed to be doing geometry, and then I was supposed to tell you how I fell in love with your father, to help you learn how to make your crush fall in love with you, and now we're getting pretty close to your birth. This is a bad thing that's happening right now. It's called speaking to your kid as if they're your friend. It's what single parents do without even knowing they're doing it. But now I realize that I'm doing it, so there's no excuse. Basta. Geometry, now. I'm really mad at myself that I haven't gotten through at least one of these proofs with you yet. We're going to start doing your math immediately, because I'm so annoyed at myself.

Yes, he was a good father. I'll give you an example. When you were 3 years old, we bought the apartment in Greenpoint. It had no walls then. We'd barely been able to scrape together the down payment, and we assumed that I could draw up the plans for the renovation myself and save us the expense of hiring someone to draw them. But when I submitted the plans to the co-op board, they argued that I couldn't be trusted to be the architect of my own renovation because I was incentivized to say that the work wouldn't interfere with the plumbing or electrical lines. They rejected the plans, but we still had to move in; the lease was up on our old place, and there was nowhere else to go. One evening, when our stuff was still in boxes, I lay on the couch in despair and watched your father play with you. I realized that the two of you were actually enjoying this open-plan hellscape. He took up the Swiffer and showed you how to throw a javelin. He put on music, and you made him stand you on the kitchen island so that you could gaze into his eyes as you danced with him. You needed to be face-level with your father to dance. I was terrified you were going to fall off and crack your skull.

When you got a little older, what you liked the most was when he talked to you about the law. You would memorize the things he said and repeat them to me, for my benefit: In a public park, there's no such thing as a trespass; a public defender is a lawyer the government hires to protect people from itself; a pickpocket steals with stealth, but a mugger steals with main force or imminent threat thereof. You would recite and say, "When I grow up, I'm going to be an intellectual-property lawyer."

Very perceptive. He needed to feel that adoration coming at him all the time. I'm glad he's told you about the affairs he had back then. It was a menschy thing, for him to talk to you about it. It's so much better that he be the one to tell you, and it's good you understand what happened with our marriage. Sure, but I only started after he'd been doing it for six months. He told you that, right? Good.

I think it all started because of his poetry. Did he tell you about the poetry? He had this manuscript, 20 pages long. He didn't show it to anyone else, just to me. He wanted to know what I thought. I said, "Thank you, dear, I'm so happy that you'd share this with me." The next morning, he went to work, and I dropped you off at preschool. I went home, and I went into my study, which by that time existed. I settled into my chair, and I began to read. It would have been better if I'd hated the poems. I didn't feel strongly enough about them to feel hate. They were a distillation of the part of him that he called honest and authentic. What I mean is that they were lyric takedowns of friends. That's unfair of me, actually. Some awe of nature was mixed in. I said nothing about them at all. My strategy was to pretend that he'd never shown me anything and hope he'd get the message. Probably I should've faked raptures. Would it have killed me to writhe on the floor, just a little? But I knew that if I told him they were good, he would have rushed out and shown them to his friends and been humiliated. I was trying to protect him. Weeks went by, and then months. And then a woman called me. A painter, someone we both knew. I wasn't all that surprised, really. I asked her if he'd shown her the poems. "What poems?" she said. I was ruined for him, you know?

You're right, that is harsh. What I mean is, my sense was that he was filled with horrific shame whenever he saw me, because I'd read his poems and thought they were bad. So he ran off to sleep with people who didn't fill him with horrific shame. Yes, an escape. That's why he'll never be creative for a living: He has no stomach for rejection. Sorry, Steven, I didn't mean to make myself cry.

Can we stop for a moment and talk about this conversation? It's hard, sometimes, knowing what's okay to say to you when I'm on my own. There's nobody around for me to consult when things take off in a strange direction. It's hard to keep my bearings when I'm the only adult. Well, I'm glad you like it. I'm glad we're close like this, that we talk. I just worry that some of it isn't good for you. You might not be so shy around kids your age if I wasn't always here for you to talk to. Like, you have friends, but you might have a best friend if I weren't your best friend.

Wait, are you asking that just to put off math even longer? Because there's obviously no way I can ignore that question and force you to do geometry before I answer it. Yes, your father cares about seeing you. Of course he does. Why would you ever think otherwise?

Stop jabbing your hand with that thing. Because I say so. How are we supposed to make any progress when you do that? Put it down. Okay. Thank you. Okay. Why would you think your father doesn't--

That's wrong. It means nothing that he moved to Boston. It means nothing that he moved to Chicago. It says nothing about how he feels about you. You think he's happy that he moved away, and then farther away? That's really what you believe? You think he's content, being far away from you?

Tell me something. What did your father tell you about taking the job in Boston, and then the job in Chicago? Did he offer an explanation? Have you asked?

And there he was, the Harvard boy with dirty fingernails, this divorced, balding lawyer, weeping with shame in a bar.

"Wandering in his blood." That's an exact quotation? I see. "A natural nomad." What did he tell you about why he quit the Boston job two years ago? Even though he didn't have another job lined up? The work didn't excite him anymore. Huh. And your conclusion is that he doesn't care how often you see each other. I see. Can't you tell that he's happy and excited when he sees you? Every time we do a handover in person, he lights up when you get out of my car. That time we met him in Kerhonkson, he sauntered out of his Airbnb hut and yammered at you while you were still walking up the driveway about what hike you were going to go on and what he was going to cook you for dinner. Huh. You think that's just his state all the time? Mr. Happy Guy, loving life in the Windy City, far away from you? Really?

I'm so sorry. Okay, come here. It's okay. It's okay. Come here. Okay, you don't have to let me hug you. Listen to me.

In the early days, right after the divorce, when you were 6, 7, your father still worked for Fried, here in New York. Yes, with the big fish tank in the lobby, you remember. The beverage cart! What a memory you have. One Friday evening, when I dropped you off at his place in Vinegar Hill, he asked me to meet him for a drink the next day. He'd found a babysitter for you, so the two of us could talk in private.

We sat at the marble bar at this restaurant near his apartment, and he ordered a Stolichnaya on the rocks with a wedge of lime--I remember the stoic voice he used when he ordered it. He rattled the ice in his glass and sang "La Cucaracha," which was his way of saying, "Remember the old days, ex-wife, everything we've been through?" He told me he'd been forced to tender his resignation. He'd yelled at men in meetings; he'd flirted with a woman who didn't want to be flirted with; he'd slept with another woman and hurt her feelings. It was his way of being a wild man, living according to his nature, being real; that was what had brought him down. He said, "Please, please, don't tell Steven what happened." He begged me to let him come up with a reason that would keep you from worrying that he was incapable of supporting you and that we were going to run out of money. And there he was, the Harvard boy with dirty fingernails, this divorced, balding lawyer, weeping with shame in a bar.

No, we wouldn't be here if it were just my income from the architecture practice. We'd be far from District 15, my boy. Way out in the Catskills. That's my guess. I'll bet there's a Peru, New York. Maybe there.

Not because I felt sorry for him, though I did feel sorry for him. Because I thought he was right. You were a small child. The truth would have scared you. It would have been irresponsible to let you know that your father had lost control and lost his job and didn't know what his next one was going to be, and he'd have to go wherever he could find employment. Because his reputation was shot in New York. We knew it might make you think he didn't care how far away he--I'm sorry. He said, "I know it might give Stevie the wrong impression, but it's the only way." I thought you might figure it out around the age you are now, on your own. Maybe a little older. It wasn't my place to expose him, like I'm doing now. It wasn't ego or pride that made him keep it from you. He wanted you to feel safe.

I thought you'd probably figure it out when you were ready because what we told you didn't hold water. Somebody yearns for adventure and excitement, so they move to Boston? On purpose? You wonder why he has a spring in his step when you show up at O'Hare? Because you're the best thing in his life. By far. I mean, I would hope that he loves your stepmother. But you're the thing he lives for, and he gets you five days a month.

After seven years up there, he called me and told me it had happened again. Our money is all tangled together, you know. He has to tell me, contractually, when there's a change in his income. Things had been fine for a long time, and then the paralegals and the receptionists all got together and requested a meeting with the executive committee and took turns saying how scared of him they were. It was the same thing. He'd spent an afternoon making a playlist--I know, I know--and then when an intern made a joke about it, a queer intern, he got angry and said something that he himself found literally unrepeatable. I asked him, "What did you say? Just whisper it over the phone; it won't kill you." He couldn't do it. Thank God he had some old law-school buddies in Chicago.

We still talk sometimes, you know. He keeps a journal in his desk now, at his therapist's behest. Every afternoon, he writes down all of his impulses, so that he can see how destructive they are. I don't know. Your guess is as good as mine. Probably impulses like: Quote Robert E. Lee at strategy meeting. Or: Ask co-worker bragging about trans child, "Was the trans thing the kid's idea or yours?" He calls it The Book of Things I Must Not Do.

You haven't been duped. Not at all. Yes, we let you believe something that was untrue.

But you can admire him even more now. Not joking. I mean, who is more worthy of your admiration? The associate at a small midwestern firm with a notebook full of unacceptable desires, trying to make sure he doesn't hurt anyone, trying to make sure he can continue to pay child support? Or the natural nomad, with wandering in his blood, rolling dice, looking for work that excites him? For me, the answer is obvious. What's that face? Why does that make you angry? I don't think that was a cruel thing for me to say. You're just used to thinking of him as a demigod.

Are you okay? How are you feeling? Will you tell me? Stop poking your hand with that thing. Because I've told you it bothers me. It's not a smart thing to do. That's my compass, and I'm worried you're going to--I'm serious. It's driving me insane. You're going to break the skin. You're doing it too hard. Not joking.

Give it to me. You're bigger than I am now, so I need you to give it to me. You're going to drive me nuts if you keep doing that. You're doing it too hard. Why won't you talk to me?

Steven. You're going to hurt yourself. Talk to me, please.

I'm going to change the settings on your phone if you keep doing that to your hand. Do you hear me? I'm going to lock up the Xbox. You're acting like a child. A person who does this is a person who is spoiled.

I might not succeed in taking it from you, but if you don't stop, I'm going to try. Are you really going to fight me off?

Okay. Thank you. Come here. Let's have a look. I'm sorry I said those things to you. I was upset. I'm going to get the hydrogen peroxide and a Band-Aid. You're going to be fine.

Hold still. Then we're both sad. Yeah? It's normal to want to go back to how you used to be. I miss my old self too.

For example, I miss when we had flying roaches in the commune in August. I had a technique I developed: I sprayed them with Windex when they were airborne. Your father called it anti-aircraft fire. He used to watch me, shouting encouragement. Like "Direct hit, London." The Windex gummed up their wings and brought them down. It was all we used Windex for.

You'd hear this tiny thud when the big ones hit the linoleum. It really did look like a bomber catching flak, going into a death spiral, and crashing. Then I'd advance, blasting it with the Windex, until it was almost paralyzed, kicking its legs in slow motion. Your father got some paper towels and finished the job. Sometimes it was a struggle; they'd hide behind a shelf or whatever. None of them eluded us for long. I thought your father and I would always be a team. Ignorance is bliss. When you're a grown-up, the past is this incredible party, and you can't get there. Yeah, like L.A. But I'd rather be here, talking to you. Okay: geometry.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/04/benjamin-nugent-vale-cashmere/678039/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Finding Justice in Palestine

The question of Israel and Palestine must be reframed and recalibrated.

by Ziad Asali




The first step toward coexistence for Israelis and Palestinians--and toward the resolution of the conflict between them--must be the abandonment of the zero-sum mentality that has suffused thinking about the conflict for far too long. And it's not just the Israelis and Palestinians who have fallen victim to such thinking. In Western and Arab capitals, elites have chosen to view the issue through ethnic, religious, colonialist, and geopolitical frameworks that are simplistic, woefully misguided, and incompatible with their oft-stated commitment to universal values.

There is nothing unpatriotic or disloyal about understanding another people's history and its foundational narratives. This is simply sound strategy, undergirded by normal human empathy. Each dead-end eruption of violence has put paid to the notion of a military solution;  reconciliation is the only path forward. The parties should not be asked to reach a consensus on the historical record of the past 140 years in the region. But they can, and should, learn to understand each other well enough to build a shared future around a promise of mutual recognition, equal rights, security, and prosperity.

The simple fact is that two peoples, in roughly equal numbers and with distinct national identities, reside in the territory that lies between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River. Israel exercises various degrees of hegemony over that territory, which includes Jerusalem, the West Bank, and Gaza. The people who reside there, however, have been sorted by Israel into four primary categories. There are Israeli Jews (including West Bank settlers), who enjoy exclusive first-class citizenship in the Israeli state, as most recently enshrined in Israel's 2018 nation-state law. There are Palestinian citizens of Israel, who have political rights but suffer discrimination within the state. There are Palestinians in the West Bank, who live as noncitizens under foreign-military occupation, or who contend with Israeli-settler encroachment and violence. And there are Palestinians in Gaza, who live as noncitizens under a military blockade and are currently suffering through Israel's brutal military campaign.

Arash Azizi: The one-state delusion

This four-layered arrangement is inherently unjust, unstable, and unsustainable. In the postcolonial world, ethnic domination is simply not going to fly. Sooner or later, a formula for coexistence undergirded by legal, political, and social equality must be found.

The latest explosion in the tortured history of this land began on October 7, with Hamas's brutal attack in southern Israel that killed more than 1,100 Israelis. Since then, 33,000 Gazans have been killed, according to Hamas's Health Ministry. Some 1.9 million Gazans have been displaced, and most of the Strip has been destroyed. The onset of disease, famine, and chaos will only exacerbate the human devastation in the months to come. The emotional and political impact--in the region and globally--is likely to be generational. Once the difficult triage work of bringing the violence to a halt, ensuring the return of all hostages, and restoring some level of stability to Gaza is complete, the world community must prioritize a genuine political resolution to this most vexing and intractable of conflicts.

Promises of a "total victory"--whether Israeli fantasies of enforcing military submission or expulsion, or Palestinian visions of an international restoration of pre-Balfour Declaration Palestine--undermine progress toward peace. Such chimerical ideologies would damn the populations of the region to many more years of violence and cruelty. The purveyors of these atavistic yearnings, no matter how sincerely they feel them, must be marginalized. People of goodwill, who genuinely believe in a peaceful future and who can prioritize their reverence for universal values over tribalism, will be the ones who bring about peace. For far too long, ideological extremism, political cowardice, cynical exploitation, and war profiteering have been ceded an effective veto power over finding a pragmatic resolution to the conflict, while the blood of the Palestinian and Israeli peoples continues to flow.

Read: My message of peace to Israelis

The question of Israel and Palestine needs to be reframed and recalibrated. Relitigating years of violence and atrocities may make for good television or social-media spats, but it does nothing to promote peace. There is no need for either side to submit to the other's narrative or to admit their own singular culpability.

Rather, the paramount focus must be on a shared future built on equality, the rule of law, justice, compromise, and the rejection of ethnic or sectarian supremacy. The elevation of these principles from sloganeering to practice will be the basis of any just and lasting resolution. Those who embrace them need to engage in the effort to bring about peace--and those who do not can watch their influence ebb as history passes them by.
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Finding Jurors for an Unprecedented Trial

The criminal trial of an ex-president is new territory for the court system.

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.


Updated at 6:17 p.m. ET on April 16, 2024


Donald Trump is among the most famous and most polarizing people alive. The task of selecting 12 impartial jurors who can render a fair verdict in the criminal trial of a former president is a first for America's court system.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Welcome to pricing hell.
 	Gaza is dividing Democrats.
 	David Frum: Why Biden should not debate Trump




A Reasonable Middle Ground

Yesterday, jury selection began in Donald Trump's first criminal trial, and today, seven jurors were selected. The New York trial, centered on accusations that Trump falsified business records to conceal a hush-money payment to the porn star Stormy Daniels, may be the only of Trump's various legal cases to wrap up before the November election. Many Americans are set on their hopes for the trial's outcome before it begins, which makes finding impartial jurors a real challenge. Ninety-six potential jurors were called into the courtroom yesterday--an unusually large number--and more than half of them quickly raised their hand to say they couldn't be impartial and thus needed to be dismissed. Some prospective jurors who had indicated yesterday that they could be impartial changed their mind today.

The task of the judge is not necessarily to select people who have no feelings about Trump--that's near-impossible. Rather, the point is to select people who can be impartial (about both Trump and other potential witnesses), listen to evidence, and follow the law and the rules given by the court, Sharon Fairley, a professor from practice at the University of Chicago Law School, told me. The jurors selected so far, whose names haven't been released, reportedly include a young corporate lawyer, a man originally from Ireland who works in sales, and a young Black woman who said that some of her friends have strong opinions about the former president but that she is not a political person.

Criminal convictions, Fairley reminded me, require a unanimous decision from the jury. So Trump's lawyers are likely hoping for even a single holdout--a person who is independent in their thinking and perhaps not a stickler for following rules. The government's lawyers, for their part, are likely looking for people who are intelligent and discerning, who believe in the rule of law, and who are able to see through the "smoke and mirrors" that the Trump defense may introduce to the courtroom, Fairley said. Lawyers from either side can dismiss 10 potential jurors for any reason (so far, both Trump's lawyers and the prosecution have done this with six potential jurors). Beyond that, Fairley explained, the judge has discretion in selecting people who he feels could credibly set aside personal feelings to render a fair judgment.

Trump has held tight to his narrative that this trial is a politically motivated "witch hunt," a tactic that will only add to the court's unique challenges here. Usually, the prosecution is more likely to generate publicity about criminal trials than the defense, Valerie Hans, a law professor at Cornell University, told me in an email--most defendants do not "have the public microphone of Donald Trump." Already, Hans noted, one prosecutor, Joshua Steinglass, has been trying to draw a distinction for prospective jurors between what they have seen about the trial in the news and the actual evidence that they will go on to see.

Part of the court's challenge is weeding out people who are actually able to be impartial versus those who say they are because they want to get on the jury for their own reasons, James J. Sample, a law professor at Hofstra University, told me in an email. Ideological jurors could come from either side, Sample noted: "Yes, Manhattan is mostly blue. But might there be one true believer who wants to cement themselves as a MAGA hero? Absolutely."

How each prospective juror voted will be of interest to lawyers on either side, but it likely won't be the deciding factor in who gets placed on the jury--and lawyers aren't allowed to ask that question directly. Justice Juan M. Merchan's 42 questions for would-be jurors, including ones about whether they are part of advocacy groups or have attended campaign events for Trump (or anti-Trump groups), "suggest an attempt to find a reasonable middle ground here--not ruling out anyone who has some views on Trump or disqualifying them based on their vote in 2020 or 2016, but also making sure they're not rah-rah activists either for or against," my colleague David Graham told me.

There's also a simple irony at the core of this whole process: The type of person best suited to be a thoughtful and credible juror in this case will almost by definition know something about Donald Trump. "A hypothetical juror who had never heard of Mr. Trump at all," Sample acknowledged, "would be such an uninformed citizen as to be of suspect legitimacy from the jump."

The trial is expected to last about six weeks (though it could take longer). After the rest of the jury is chosen, the trial proceedings will kick off in earnest, with former Trump-world figures including Michael Cohen and possibly even Stormy Daniels herself expected to testify. But in the meantime, the public and the defendant (who seemed to nod off on the first day) will need to sit through more of the same. As David told me, "Monday's start to the trial was both huge in historic terms and mostly very boring in substance."

Related:

	Trump's alternate-reality criminal trial
 	The cases against Trump: a guide




Today's News

	The U.S. Supreme Court justices considered whether the Justice Department can charge January 6 defendants with violating an obstruction statute--a decision that could affect the election-interference case against Donald Trump.
 	Israel's military chief said yesterday that Iran's recent strike "will be met with a response" but did not specify a timeline or the scale of a retaliatory attack.
 	A federal appeals court ruled that a West Virginia law, which bans transgender girls and women from playing on certain sports teams, violates the Title IX rights of a teen athlete.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



What Happens When You've Been on Ozempic for 20 Years?

By Gary Taubes

Of all the wonder drugs in the history of medicine, insulin may be the closest parallel, in both function and purpose, to this century's miracle of a metabolic drug: the GLP-1 agonist. Sold under now-familiar brand names including Ozempic, Wegovy, and Mounjaro, these new medications for diabetes and obesity have been hailed as a generational breakthrough that may one day stand with insulin therapy among "the greatest advances in the annals of chronic disease," as The New Yorker put it in December.
 But if that analogy is apt--and the correspondences are many--then a more complicated legacy for GLP-1 drugs could be in the works. Insulin, for its part, may have changed the world of medicine, but it also brought along a raft of profound, unintended consequences ...
 With the sudden rise of GLP-1 drugs in this decade, I worry that a similar set of transformations could occur.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	How the Biden administration messed up FAFSA
 	Salman Rushdie strikes back.
 	The myth of the mobile millionaire
 	Trump's presidential-immunity theory is a threat to the chain of command.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Courtesy of the author; FPG / Getty; Tom Kelley / Getty.



Care for a loved one. With the right amount of self-awareness, you can learn parenting lessons from raising a dog, Kate Cray writes.

Watch. Recent prestige TV shows have featured difficult men: heroes who are resolutely alienated, driven to acts of violence they don't want to inflict and can't enjoy, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Enjoy listening to our journalism? Find quick stories and deep dives here.

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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Gaza Is Dividing Democrats

No recent Democratic president has faced such fierce internal conflict over a foreign-policy issue.

by Ronald Brownstein


Pro-Palestine demonstrators cross New Jersey Avenue near the U.S. Capitol, during a protest in Washington, D.C., December 17, 2023. (Tom Brenner / Reuters)



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


The Iranian attack on Israel has heightened the fierce cross-pressures shaping President Joe Biden's conflicted approach to the war in Gaza.

Throughout Israel's military engagement, Biden has struggled to square his historic inclination to support Israel almost unreservedly with growing hostility in his party toward Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's conduct of the war. For months, Biden has been escalating his criticism of Netanyahu, but once the Iran attack began, the president snapped back to his instinct to rally behind Israel.

The barrage of missiles and drones that Iran fired at Israel on Saturday may have a similar short-term effect on slowing what has been a steady increase in congressional Democrats urging Biden to suspend offensive weapons sales to Israel until it fundamentally changes its strategy in Gaza. Yet, unless Israel and Iran descend into a full-scale confrontation, last weekend's hostilities are not likely to end that pressure. That's especially so because some of the same Democrats critical of Israel's behavior in Gaza also believe the Jewish state was misguided to launch the air strike on senior officers of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps in Syria that precipitated the current exchange.

If the Iranian threat tilts Biden back toward his instinct to lock arms with Israel, it will widen the breach between him and the increasing number of Democrats who want a more fundamental break in U.S. support for the Gaza war.

Before Saturday's attack, Biden faced greater division in his own coalition over his handling of the Israel-Hamas war than any other Democratic president has confronted on a foreign-policy choice in decades.

The Democrats who have preceded Biden as president over the past 50 years--Jimmy Carter, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama--all faced discontent within their ranks over key foreign-policy decisions. But many veterans of previous Democratic administrations believe that none of those controversies generated as much sustained discord as Biden is now experiencing on three central fronts: criticism in Congress, disapproval in public-opinion polls, and persistent public protest.

"It's very powerful when people who don't ordinarily get involved in foreign policy do," Ben Rhodes, who served as the deputy national security adviser for strategic communications under Obama, told me. "I don't remember that happening in my administration or the Clinton administration. But now there has been a coalescence of real core pillars of the Democratic base that are just totally repelled by what is happening and a lack of pressure on Israel to change course. I can't really think of anything like this."

The current conflict hasn't divided Democrats as badly as the second Iraq War, which began in 2003; former Senator Hillary Clinton's vote to authorize the use of force against Iraq was one reason she lost the 2008 Democratic presidential nomination to Obama. But those internecine conflicts centered on how Democrats responded to the decision to launch the war by a Republican president, George W. Bush.

The breadth of public and congressional discontent over this conflict also doesn't compare to the magnitude of party opposition that developed against Democratic President Lyndon B. Johnson's escalation of the Vietnam War in the 1960s. But although the current dissent doesn't approach that historic height, it has exposed Biden to a distant echo of the charge from those years of supporting an unjust war.

Aides in the Biden White House and on his reelection campaign uniformly expressed optimism to me that, despite polls showing growing unease about the war among Democratic partisans, the conflict would not cost the president votes among people otherwise inclined to support him against former President Donald Trump. Not everyone in the party agrees that that optimism is justified. But many Democrats fear that even if Biden's team is correct for now, the president's political risks will only grow the longer the war persists.

Alan Taylor: Gaza on the brink of famine

"If it stops in three months, there is probably enough time" for Biden to recover, said one senior administration official, who asked for anonymity while discussing internal deliberations. "If it doesn't stop in six months, we are going to really feel it."

The fear among party strategists is not so much that Democrats discontented over Biden's approach to the war, especially young people, will vote for Trump. He is even less likely to impose constraints on Israel, and his top immigration adviser, Stephen Miller, has openly threatened to deport pro-Palestinian demonstrators. Instead, the concern is that with many younger voters already unenthusiastic about Biden, his handling of the war will provide them with another reason to choose a third-party candidate or to simply not vote at all. "I think it has complicated Biden's current standing with young people," Ben Tulchin, who served as the lead pollster in both of Senator Bernie Sanders's presidential campaigns, told me. "It's just one more thing he is going to have to mend fences on. The hope is, in six months from now, the temperature gets turned down."

The discontent among Democrats about the war and Biden's approach to it is mounting across all three measures of dissent.

The first is in Congress. After the Israeli missile strikes that killed workers from the World Central Kitchen, a group of 56 Democratic House members sent Biden a letter urging him to suspend the transfer of offensive weapons to Israel until an independent investigation into the attack is completed. Senator Tim Kaine of Virginia, a centrist who served as Hillary Clinton's vice-presidential nominee in 2016, earlier this month also called on Biden to stop the transfer of "bombs and other offensive weapons that can kill and wound civilians and humanitarian aid workers."

Earlier this year, a group of 19 Democratic senators led by Chris Van Hollen of Maryland filed a bill that could have restricted U.S. military aid to Israel. To defuse the threat, the Biden administration issued a national-security memorandum establishing a new process for assessing whether Israel, and other countries receiving U.S. military aid, are using the weapons in accordance with international law, and also cooperating in the distribution of humanitarian aid provided either directly by the United States or by international organizations it supports. If that report, due on May 8, finds that Israel has failed to meet those standards, it could encourage more Democrats to demand that Biden suspend the transfer of offensive weapons.

"There is growing frustration with the pattern of the president making reasonable requests and demands, and the Netanyahu government mostly ignoring them and doing so with impunity, in the sense that we send more 2,000-pound bombs," Van Hollen told me. "I think there are a growing number of senators who agree we can make more effective use of all the policy tools at our disposal. Our approach cannot be limited to jawboning Prime Minister Netanyahu."

In the near term, the Iranian attack may inhibit more Democrats from demanding a suspension of offensive weapon transfers to Israel, such as the F-15-fighter-jet sale to the Jewish state that Biden is lobbying Congress to approve over resistance from some party leaders. (Iran's assault highlighted the difficulty of distinguishing between offensive and defensive weapons; two squadrons of American F-15s helped intercept the Iranian attack.) But several Democratic opponents of the arms transfers issued statements this weekend reaffirming their position. In one of those, Van Hollen said Sunday that although the U.S. "can and should continue to replenish" the defensive systems Israel employed against the Iranian barrage, "the Biden Administration should use all the levers of its influence to" sway the Israeli decisions on Gaza; that's clear code for indicating Van Hollen believes Biden should still threaten a suspension of offensive weapon transfers.

Public-opinion polls offer another vivid measure of Democratic discontent over the war and the U.S. approach to it. In a recent national Quinnipiac University poll, almost two-thirds of Democrats said they opposed sending further military aid to Israel. In a CBS News/YouGov national poll released Sunday but conducted before Saturday's hostilities, most Democrats wanted the U.S. to support Israel if Iran attacked it. But two-thirds of Democrats again opposed weapons transfers to Israel for the war with Hamas, and nearly half said Biden should push Israel to entirely end its military action; another fourth of respondents said he should encourage it to wind down the campaign.

These negative opinions about the war, and Biden's approach to it, have been especially pronounced among younger voters. That points to a third central measure of dissension within Democratic ranks: widespread campus-based protests. One telling measure of that challenge for Biden came earlier this month, when the president of the University of Michigan issued new policies toughening penalties against disruptive campus protests.

The fact that the leading university in a state that is virtually a must-win for Biden felt compelled to impose new restrictions on protest underscored the intensity of the activism against the Gaza war. Protest "has been pretty persistent since October," Ali Allam, a University of Michigan sophomore active in the TAHRIR coalition leading the campus protests, told me. "I don't know very many people who are planning on voting for Biden, because they have seen time and time again, he is a person who says, 'We're concerned about the situation,' and yet he continues to sign off on providing more and more weapons. And that is just not something young people are willing to get behind."

Michigan is a somewhat unique case because of the state's large Arab American population, which provides an especially impassioned core for the protest movement. But the student hostility to the war has extended to a broad range of left-leaning younger voters that Democrats count on. In Michigan, for instance, some 80 campus groups are part of the TAHRIR coalition, including organizations representing Black, Latino, Asian, and Jewish students, Allam said. Ben Rhodes, who now co-hosts a popular podcast aimed primarily at liberal young people, Pod Save the World, sees the same trend. "It's not just Arab and Muslim Americans in Michigan, or foreign-policy lefties," he told me. "It's this kind of mainstream of the young part of the Democratic coalition."

As Biden advisers point out, the other recent Democratic presidents also provoked internal opposition in Congress or in polls to some of their foreign-policy decisions. But it's difficult to identify an example under Carter, Clinton, or Obama that combined all three of the elements of Democratic discontent Biden is now facing.

Probably the most controversial foreign-policy decision of Carter's presidency, for instance, was his support for the treaty ceding control of the Panama Canal back to Panama. That produced a heated and lengthy public debate, but the conflict was fought out mostly against conservative Republicans led by Ronald Reagan: In the end, just six Senate Democrats voted against the treaty.

Graeme Wood: What will Netanyahu do now?

The principal foreign-policy controversies of Clinton's presidency revolved around his anguished decisions on whether to intervene in a series of humanitarian crises. After an early military action in Somalia went badly (in the events depicted in the book and movie Black Hawk Down), a chastened Clinton stood aside as a horrific genocide unfolded in Rwanda in 1994. Clinton also wavered for years before launching a bombing campaign with NATO allies in 1995 that ultimately produced the peace treaty that ended the Serbian war in Bosnia. Later, Clinton launched another bombing campaign to end Serbian attacks in Kosovo.

Although neither party, to its shame, exerted any concerted pressure on Clinton to act in Rwanda, he did face congressional demands to more forcefully intervene in the Balkans. Shortly before the 1995 bombing campaign, both the House and the Senate approved legislation essentially renouncing Clinton's policies in Bosnia, and almost half of Democrats in each chamber voted against him. But the issue did not provoke anything near the public activism now evident on the Israeli war in Gaza, and even in Congress, the issue scrambled both parties. Many Democrats from all of the party's ideological wings shared Clinton's caution.

"I don't think domestic opinion per se affected" Clinton's choices about the Balkans, James Steinberg, who served as his deputy national security adviser, told me. "There were Democrats and Republicans on both sides of the issue. It was more Clinton's own feeling about responsibility, leadership, and America's role in the post-Cold War world."

Obama faced intermittent discontent among some Democrats over his major foreign-policy choices, including his "surge" of additional military personnel into Afghanistan and his plans for air strikes during the Syrian civil war. But none of these generated sustained resistance across all three of the fronts now challenging Biden. Nor did many Democrats dissent from what was probably Obama's most controversial foreign-policy move--the treaty he reached during his second term to limit Iran's nuclear-weapons program. In the end, just four Senate Democrats voted against approving the pact.

The Democratic unity behind the Iran agreement was notable because it came despite an intense lobbying effort against it from AIPAC, the leading pro-Israel group in the U.S., and Netanyahu himself. In an extraordinary intervention into U.S. domestic politics from a foreign leader, Netanyahu, who was also Israel's prime minister then, delivered a speech to Congress opposing the deal at the invitation of congressional Republicans.

Netanyahu's long history of aligning closely with U.S. Republicans and conflicting with Democratic presidents meant that few Democrats began the Gaza war with much confidence in him. Many Democrats have also been outraged by Netanyahu's efforts to eviscerate judicial review of government actions in Israel, which has drawn comparisons to Trump's efforts to weaken pillars of U.S. democracy. A recent Quinnipiac University poll found that just one in 20 Democrats have a favorable impression of Netanyahu.

Biden initially insisted that his best chance to influence Israel's policies was to wrap Netanyahu in a "bear hug." But given all this history, many Democrats outside the administration viewed that strategy as doomed from the start.

"The administration's initial approach seemed to be based on the belief that the best way to maintain influence with the Israeli government was to sympathize with their objectives and be inside the discussion rather than outside the discussion," said Steinberg, who also served as deputy secretary of state for Obama and is now the dean of the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies. "But everything that has happened over the past months reinforces the view that, with Netanyahu, that strategy counts for little."

Over the past several months, as the devastation inside Gaza has mounted and Netanyahu has openly dismissed Biden's calls for a two-state solution after the fighting, the president has significantly intensified his public criticism of the Israeli prime minister. When I asked the senior administration official whether Netanyahu has exhausted whatever goodwill he possessed when the war began within the administration and with Democrats in Congress, the official replied, "It's awfully close."

But Biden has so far refused to match his critical words for Netanyahu with concrete consequences. Administration officials point out that the ongoing arms transfers to Israel are primarily occurring under a long-term arms deal approved during the Obama presidency. And they note that providing Israel with sophisticated weaponry advances U.S. strategic interests in deterring Iran--an argument that gained relevance after Saturday's Iranian barrage. The October 7 attack also provoked genuine outrage across the American political spectrum and cemented a broad bipartisan conviction that Israel is justified in seeking to disable Hamas.

But many of the national-security experts I spoke with argued that Biden's reluctance to push harder against Netanyahu also reflects the fact that the president formed his fundamental vision of Israel decades ago, when the country was an underdog besieged by larger neighbors, which is no longer the way many Democrats see the nation. "This is a generational issue, and in Biden's head, he's of the kibbutz generation," Jeremy Rosner, a senior adviser at the National Security Council under Clinton, told me. "I don't think it was tactical on his part, how he responded, or political; I think it was heartfelt."

The rising tension with Iran will likely delay a reckoning between Biden and Netanyahu over Gaza. But it will grow only more difficult for Biden to avoid a deeper breach with the Israeli government around the war. For instance, the administration probably won't be able to avoid sharp criticism of Israel in the May 8 report to Congress. Senator Van Hollen says the report cannot credibly claim that Israel has met the required performance for allowing the distribution of international aid over the duration of the war, even if it is now allowing in more shipments after Biden's stern phone conversation with Netanyahu about the deaths of the World Central Kitchen workers. "If anybody suggests that the Netanyahu government has met the standard [on facilitating humanitarian aid] for the last many months, it would be hard to have any confidence in that conclusion," Van Hollen told me.

A larger inflection point is looming over Rafah. Netanyahu has insisted that Israel is still planning a full-scale military operation in the last major Gaza civilian center that it has not invaded; Biden has urged him to instead use only more surgical military missions against Hamas leadership and, in an MSNBC interview last month, called an all-out attack of Rafah a "red line" that Israel should not cross.

Yet in that interview, Biden sent mixed signals about what consequences, if any, he would impose if Netanyahu crossed that line. Likewise, administration officials have remained vague about what penalties, if any, they will impose if they judge that Israel has failed to meet the performance standards mandated in the May 8 report.

Biden has no simple political choices on the conflict. In polling, about one in four Democrats consistently express support for Israel's conduct of the war--roughly that many in the party, for instance, said in the Quinnipiac poll that they support more military aid to Israel and, in recent Pew Research Center polling, said that they view the Israeli government favorably. Biden might alienate some of those voters if he imposes more constraints on Israel. The veteran Democratic pollster Mark Mellman, the president of the pro-Israel group Democratic Majority for Israel, recently argued to Politico that if Biden took a harder line on the war, he would lose support not only among voters who strongly back the Jewish state but also from others who would view him as weak for reversing direction under political pressure.

Any move to limit arms sales to Israel would also draw intense attacks from Republicans, who seized on the Iranian barrage to denounce the Democratic criticism of Israel over Gaza. "Get behind the Israeli government," Republican Representative Mike Lawler of New York insisted on CNN while the attack was under way.

Yet the political risks to Biden of staying on his current course are also apparent. Already, a clear majority of the Democratic base disapproves of Israel's conduct of the war. The number of Democratic voters and elected officials critical of the invasion is likely to grow as the conflict persists--particularly if Israel continues to employ the same harsh tactics. As the senior official told me, the administration expects that "if there isn't a cease-fire and this thing drags on and there isn't a dramatic change in the ways the Israelis operate, the erosion" in Democratic support for Biden's posture toward the war "is going to continue." Even among independent voters, Israel's position has dipped into the red: In a recent Gallup survey, independents by a ratio of 2 to 1 disapproved of the Israeli military action, and in Sunday's CBS News/YouGov poll, the share of independents who said the U.S. should no longer send arms to Israel was nearly as high as the percentage of Democrats.

Hussein Ibish: The United States and Israel are coming apart

Biden's team still holds out hope that, partly because of his tougher tone, Israel will agree to a cease-fire with Hamas that in turn could unlock a broader agreement for normalization of Israeli relations with Saudi Arabia that includes steps toward negotiating a Palestinian state. Such a transformative deal could erase much of the discontent among Democrats about Biden's approach to the war.

But with Hamas displaying even more resistance than Israel to another cease-fire, such a sequence of events seems very distant. (The unprecedented step of Iran launching attacks from its own territory into Israel might encourage Saudi Arabia and other regional adversaries of Tehran to consider aligning more closely with Israel and the U.S., but the overall increase in regional tensions may not be conducive to an immediate diplomatic breakthrough.) This means the most likely prospect in the coming weeks is for more fighting and more civilian suffering in Gaza that exacerbates the tensions inside the Democratic Party over the war.

"This can get worse," Rhodes said. "I don't think people have their heads fully around that, because what's already happened feels extreme. But if the current status quo continues for another couple of months, where there is an Israeli military operation in Rafah and there are extreme restrictions on aid getting in, we are going to be looking at a much worse situation than we are today."

If the administration's months of support for Netanyahu on the Gaza war ultimately costs Biden support in November, then the president's failure to break from a right-wing aspiring authoritarian in Israel may doom his effort to prevent the return to power of a right-wing aspiring authoritarian in America.
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Trump's Alternate-Reality Criminal Trial

There was little drama in the courtroom yesterday. But the former president told a very different story to his supporters.

by David A. Graham




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


"I JUST STORMED OUT OF BIDEN'S KANGAROO COURT!" Donald Trump wrote in an email to supporters late yesterday afternoon, shortly after the end of the first day of his trial on charges of hiding hush-money payments during the 2016 campaign.

The statement led off a fundraising appeal, and it was, somewhat predictably, a lie. Trump had walked out of the courtroom when the proceeding ended, made a few comments to reporters, and left.

In historical terms, what happened in the Manhattan courtroom was momentous: the start of the first-ever criminal trial of a former U.S. president. But in particulars, it was as dull as any other typical day in court. Judge Juan Merchan heard a series of motions from lawyers, ruling more often in favor of the prosecution but occasionally in favor of the defense, and punting other motions to later. Dozens of potential jurors filed through the court and answered a lengthy questionnaire, part of a selection process that could take weeks.

David A. Graham: The cases against Donald Trump--a guide

It was, in other words, a snooze fest--perhaps literally in Trump's case. As reporters watching the proceeding in the courtroom and in an overflow room said, he appeared to nod off at one point early on.

The usual cliche for such widely divergent accounts is to call this a "split-screen moment." But the trial is not televised, so the only screen is the one outside the court. That's lucky for Trump, and not only because his impromptu nap wasn't captured on tape for the nation to watch. The absence of any video evidence allows Trump to project the story he wants onto the trial.

So, inside Merchan's courtroom, things went by in normal fashion. Neither Trump nor his lawyers said anything about it being a kangaroo court or election interference, as he has alleged elsewhere. (Trump's lawyer Todd Blanche did complain about his client being required to be present. "You don't think you should be here at all right now?" Merchan asked; Blanche affirmed.) Trump didn't deliver any of the outbursts that got him scolded by Justice Arthur Engoron, in his civil-fraud trial, or Judge Lewis Kaplan, in the defamation suits against him, though it's probably just a matter of time.

David A. Graham: 'Control your client'

But his supporters won't know any of that, because they won't be reading the live updates from The New York Times or CNN or The Washington Post. They'll be getting their news from Truth Social or Trump campaign emails or the MAGA media machine. Even if Trump isn't righteously jousting with the judge and being persecuted by the Soros machine, he can tell his base that he is. Even better, he can talk a good game without doing things that might risk judicial sanctions.

Later yesterday, Trump logged on to Truth Social and delivered something in the form of anguished plea. "Who will explain for me, to my wonderful son, Barron, who is a GREAT Student at a fantastic School, that his Dad will likely not be allowed to attend his Graduation Ceremony, something that we have been talking about for years, because a seriously Conflicted and Corrupt New York State Judge wants me in Criminal Court on a bogus 'Biden Case' which, according to virtually all Legal Scholars and Pundits, has no merit, and should NEVER have been brought," Trump wrote.

Read: Trump's shoot-the-moon legal strategy

This was not, in fact, what Merchan said. The judge had simply deferred ruling on whether Trump could be absent until later in the trial. But if reality doesn't make for a good story--or a useful political bludgeon--then it's easy for Trump to make up a better one.
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Salman Rushdie Strikes Back

In a new memoir, the author reckons with the attack that nearly took his life.

by George Packer




Salman Rushdie tells us that he wrote Knife, his account of his near-murder at the hands of a 24-year-old Shia Muslim man from New Jersey, for two reasons: because he had to deal with "the elephant-in-the-room" before he could return to writing about anything else, and to understand what the attack was about. The first reason suggests something admirable, even remarkable, in Rushdie's character, a determination to persist as a novelist and a man in the face of terror. After The Satanic Verses brought down a death sentence from Ayatollah Khomeini in 1989, which sent Rushdie into hiding, he kept writing novels and refused to be defined by the fatwa. When, decades later, on August 12, 2022, the sentence was nearly executed on a stage at the Chautauqua Institution, in upstate New York, where Rushdie was about to engage in a discussion of artistic freedom, he had to will himself through an agonizing recovery--pain, depression, disfigurement, physical and mental therapy, the awful recognition that the fatwa was not behind him after all. Then, to write this book, he had to stare hard, with one eye now gone, at the crime--even, in the end, to revisit the scene--because it stood in the way of the fiction writer's tools, memory, and imagination.

"Something immense and non-fictional had happened to me," Rushdie writes. Telling that story "would be my way of owning what had happened, taking charge of it, making it mine, refusing to be a mere victim. I would answer violence with art." The most powerful manifestation of this art in Knife is Rushdie's description--precise and without self-pity--of the price he pays for his words. The knife blows to his face, neck, chest, abdomen, and limbs are savage and very nearly kill him. He loses the sight in his right eye, which has to be sewn shut, and most of the use of his left hand. He is beset with nightmares and periods of profound gloom. The resilience he musters--aided by the love of his wife and family--is vulnerable, ornery, witty, self-centered, and heroic. It has made him a scarred symbol of free expression--or, as he acidly puts it, "a sort of virtuous liberty-loving Barbie doll." He would rather be famous for his books, but he accepts his fate.

The other reason for writing Knife--to understand why he came within millimeters of losing his life--is more elusive. The "suspect," Hadi Matar, committed the crime before about 1,000 witnesses and subsequently confessed in a jailhouse interview to the New York Post; still, he has pleaded not guilty. The trial hasn't happened yet, and in fact has been postponed by this book's publication--Matar's attorney argued that Rushdie's written account constitutes evidence that his client should be able to see. Matar's story seems to be the all-too-familiar one of a thwarted loner on a glorious mission. He travels from New Jersey to Lebanon to see his estranged father and returns changed--withdrawn and angry at his mother for not raising him as a strict Muslim. He tries learning to box and watches videos in his mother's basement, including a few of Rushdie's lectures. He reads a couple of pages of The Satanic Verses and decides that the author is evil. He hears that Rushdie will be speaking at Chautauqua and stalks him there. Matar is a Lee Harvey Oswald for the age of religious terrorism and YouTube.

Rushdie isn't much interested in him. He won't name Matar, calling him only "the A.," for assailant, ass, and a few other A words. Throughout the book, Rushdie expresses scorn for or indifference toward his attacker, calling him "simply irrelevant to me." Still, he makes one sustained attempt to understand Matar: "I am obliged to consider the cast of mind of the man who was willing to murder me." A journalist might have gone about the task by interviewing people who knew Matar and trying to reconstruct his life. Oddly, Rushdie doesn't mention the names--perhaps because he never learned them--of the audience members who rushed the stage and stopped the attack, and he gives doctors in the trauma center impersonal titles such as "Dr. Staples" and "Dr. Eye." Given that he dedicated the book to "the men and women who saved my life," these omissions are striking and suggest a limit to Rushdie's willingness to explore the trauma. After all, he's a novelist, and his way of understanding is through imagination. He conjures a series of dialogues between himself and his attacker, but Rushdie's questions--Socratic attempts to lead Matar to think more deeply about his hateful beliefs--elicit brief retorts, lengthier insults, or silence. Perhaps there really isn't very much to say, and the conversation is inconclusive. It lasts as long as it does only because the man being questioned is trapped inside Rushdie's mind.

The novelist might have gained more insight by imagining Matar as a character in a story, seeing the event from the attacker's point of view, the way Don DeLillo writes of the Kennedy assassination from Oswald's in Libra. But that would have given Matar far too much presence in Rushdie's mind. His ability to survive as a writer and a human being depends on not forever being a man who was knifed, as he had earlier insisted on not being just a novelist under a death sentence. If Rushdie's reasons for telling this story are to move on and to understand, this first reason is more important to him than the second and, in a way, precludes it.

Read: All because Salman Rushdie wrote a book

Back in 1989, the fatwa hardly turned Rushdie into a hero. Plenty of Western politicians and writers, along with millions of Muslims around the world, put the blame on him for insensitivity if not apostasy. The knife attack was different--it drew nearly universal outrage and sympathy. Perhaps the horror of an attempted murder overcame any squeamishness about offending religious feelings. Perhaps the statute of limitations on blasphemy had run out, the fatwa too long ago to count. Perhaps there's been too much violence since then in the name of a vengeful God and other ideologies. "This is bigger than just me," Rushdie tells his wife in the trauma ward. "It's about a larger subject." The subject--the idea for which Rushdie nearly died--is the freedom to say what he wants. It's under as much pressure today as ever--from fanatics of every type, governments, corporations, the right, the left, and the indifferent. Rushdie survived, but he has too many scars to be certain that the idea will. This book is his way of fighting back: "Language was my knife."
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        The Paradox of the American Labor Movement
        Michael Podhorzer

        Updated at 11:05 a.m. ET on April 18, 2024Last year was widely hailed as a breakthrough for the American worker. Amid a historically hot labor market, the United Auto Workers and Hollywood writers' and actors' guilds launched high-profile strikes that made front-page news and resulted in significant victories. Strikes, organizing efforts, and public support for unions reached heights not seen since the 1960s. Two in three Americans support unions, and 59 percent say they would be in favor of unio...

      

      
        There's No Easy Answer to Chinese EVs
        Roge Karma

        Chinese electric vehicles--cheap, stylish, and high quality--should be a godsend to the Biden administration, whose two biggest priorities are reducing carbon emissions quickly enough to avert a climate catastrophe and reducing consumer prices quickly enough to avert an electoral catastrophe. Instead, the White House is going out of its way to keep Chinese EVs out of the U.S. What gives?The key to understanding this seeming contradiction is something known as "the China shock." American policy make...

      

      
        The Uncomfortable Truth About Child Abuse in Hollywood
        Hannah Giorgis

        During Nickelodeon's golden era, the network captivated young viewers by introducing them to an impressive roster of comedic talent--who happened to be kids, just like them. Starting in the mid-1990s, actors such as Amanda Bynes, Kenan Thompson, and Ariana Grande became household names, as popular children's shows including All That, Drake & Josh, and Zoey 101 helped propel Nickelodeon to astronomical ratings. For nearly two decades, the network dominated not just kids' programming, but the entire...

      

      
        Your Fast Food Is Already Automated
        Matteo Wong

        Moments after receiving my lunch order, the robots whirred to life. A clawlike contraption lurched forward, like a bird pecking at feed, to snatch dishes holding a faux-chicken cutlet and potatoes, then inserted them onto a metal track that snakes through a 650-degree-Fahrenheit oven. Seven minutes, some automatic food dispensers, and two conveyor belts later (with a healthy assist from human hands), my meal was sitting on a shelf of mint-green cubbies. It was a vegan fried-chicken sandwich, a cu...

      

      
        The Crucial Factor of the Stormy Daniels Case
        Hanna Rosin

        In the criminal case now unfolding in a Manhattan courtroom, Donald Trump is accused of having a sexual encounter with Stormy Daniels, finding a way to pay her to keep quiet about it, and then disguising those payments as a business expense. The facts are all very tabloid-y. They also took place before the 2016 election, long before January 6 or the "Stop the Steal" movement, or any of the more serious threats to democracy we associate with Trump.But the Stormy Daniels case has distinct and simpl...

      

      
        How to Be Less Busy and More Happy
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Are you feeling a little guilty about reading this article? Not because of the content, of course--nothing scandalous here!--but rather because of the time it takes away from something else you feel you should be doing. Perhaps you are taking a break from work but feel that you shouldn't because deadlines and obligations are nipping at your ankles this very minute.If so, that's because you're proba...

      

      
        Abolish DEI Statements
        Conor Friedersdorf

        This month, Professor Randall L. Kennedy, an eminent scholar of race and civil rights, published an op-ed in The Harvard Crimson denouncing the use of diversity, equity, and inclusion statements in academic hiring. "I am a scholar on the left committed to struggles for social justice," he wrote. "The realities surrounding mandatory DEI statements, however, make me wince."More and more colleges started requiring faculty to submit these statements in recent years, until legislatures in red states b...

      

      
        The Trump Trial's Extraordinary Opening
        George T. Conway III

        This is The Trump Trials by George T. Conway III, a newsletter that chronicles the former president's legal troubles. Sign up here.The defendant nodded off a couple of times on Monday. And I have to confess, as a spectator in an overflow courtroom watching on closed-circuit television, so did I.Legal proceedings can be like that. Mundane, even boring. That's how the first couple of days of the trial in the People of the State of New York v. Donald J. Trump, Indictment No. 71543-2023, felt much of...

      

      
        Something Weird Is Happening With Caesar Salads
        Ellen Cushing

        On a July weekend in Tijuana, in 1924, Caesar Cardini was in trouble. Prohibition was driving celebrities, rich people, and alcoholics across the border from San Diego, and Cardini's highly popular Italian restaurant was swamped. Low on ingredients, or so the legend goes, he tossed together what he had on hand: romaine lettuce, Parmesan cheese, and croutons, dressed in a slurry of egg, oil, garlic, salt, Worcestershire sauce, and citrus juice. It was a perfect food.On a November evening in Brookl...

      

      
        The Illogical Relationship Americans Have With Animals
        Ben Goldfarb

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.American society has a confused, contradictory relationship with animals. Many dog owners have no compunction about eating feedlot-raised pigs, animals whose intelligence, sociality, and sentience compare favorably with their shih tzus and beagles. Some cat lovers let their outdoor felines contribute to mass bird murder. A pescatarian might claim that a cod is less capable of suffering than a chicken. Why do ...

      

      
        The Bone-Marrow Transplant Revolution
        Sarah Zhang

        In the fall of 2021, Gabriel Arias felt like his body was "rotting from the inside." He was diagnosed with acute myeloid leukemia, a form of blood cancer so aggressive that doctors had him hospitalized the day of his biopsy. In cases like his, the ideal treatment is a transplant. Arias's cancer-prone blood cells needed to be destroyed and replaced with healthy ones taken from the bone marrow or blood of a donor who matched him biologically. Fortunately, doctors found him a match in the volunteer-...

      

      
        Biden's Safe, Polite Campaign Stop in Scranton
        John Hendrickson

        Interstate 81, southbound, you can't miss it: Exit 185 PRESIDENT BIDEN EXPRESSWAY. The three-quarter-mile road leads into downtown Scranton, Pennsylvania, birthplace of Joe Biden. Keep going straight and you'll eventually end up--where else?--on Biden Street. That these namesake roads exist while the president is still alive, let alone still in office, feels odd. But this exact strangeness--forced nostalgia, preemptive memorialization--is the essence of Biden's 2024 reelection campaign.Yesterday afte...

      

      
        Trump's Willing Accomplice
        Peter Wehner

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Yesterday, ABC News's George Stephanopoulos conducted a skillful and revealing interview with New Hampshire Governor Chris Sununu. Over nine damning minutes, Sununu illustrated how deep into the Republican Party the rot has gone.The context for the interview is important. Governor Sununu is hardly a MAGA enthusiast. During the 2024 GOP primary, he supported Nikki Haley, and over the past several years, he's been a harsh c...

      

      
        Women in Menopause Are Getting Short Shrift
        Rachel E. Gross

        After a decade working as an obstetrician-gynecologist, Marci Bowers thought she understood menopause. Whenever she saw a patient in her 40s or 50s, she knew to ask about things such as hot flashes, vaginal dryness, mood swings, and memory problems. And no matter what a patient's concern was, Bowers almost always ended up prescribing the same thing. "Our answer was always estrogen," she told me.Then, in the mid-2000s, Bowers took over a gender-affirmation surgical practice in Colorado. In her new...

      

      
        The New Empress of Self-Help Is a TikTok Star
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        In 2006, Oprah Winfrey couldn't stop talking about The Secret. She devoted multiple episodes of her talk show to the franchise, which started as a kind of DVD seminar and later became a best-selling book. Its author, Rhonda Byrne, claimed to have stumbled upon an ancient principle, one that can teach anyone to manifest anything they want: money, health, better relationships. Winfrey retroactively credited its core philosophy for bringing her success, and her endorsement helped bring the book inte...

      

      
        Why Biden Should Not Debate Trump
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.A consortium of television networks yesterday released a joint statement inviting President Joe Biden and his presumptive opponent, Donald Trump, to debate on their platforms: "There is simply no substitute for the candidates debating with each other, and before the American people, their visions for the future of our nation."President Biden's spokesperson should answer like this: "The Constitution is not debatable. The p...

      

      
        The New Rules of Political Journalism
        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.In our digitally chaotic world, relying on the election-reporting strategies of the past is like bringing the rules of chess to the Thunderdome.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The October 7 rape denialists
	Finding justice in Palestine
	Biden's safe, polite campaign stop in Scranto...

      

      
        I Know the Secret to the Quiet Mind. I Wish I'd Never Learned It.
        Hana Schank

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The worst things can happen on the most beautiful days. My family's worst day was a perfect one in the summer of 2019. We picked my daughter up from camp and talked about where to go for lunch: the diner or the burger place. I don't remember which we chose. What I do remember: being woken up, again and again, by doctors who insist on asking me the same questions--my name, where I am, what month it is--and telli...

      

      
        Winners of the 2024 World Press Photo Contest
        Alan Taylor

        The winning entries of the annual World Press Photo Contest  have just been announced. This year, according to organizers, 61,062 images were submitted for judging, made by 3,851 photographers from 130 different countries. World Press Photo was once again kind enough to share some of this year's global and regional winners, gathered below.

      

      
        The Bicycles of World War II
        Alan Taylor

        Over the course of World War II, countless challenges made basic transportation difficult, costly, and dangerous. The need for fast, efficient, and quiet ways of moving people from A to B--despite fuel shortages, damaged roads, and ongoing battles--led many soldiers and civilians to take advantage of bicycles as transport. Troops in some areas became more nimble, refugees used bikes to carry their family and belongings to safety, air-raid wardens could cover more ground on two wheels, and many civi...

      

      
        The Rape Denialists
        Michael A. Cohen

        On October 7, Hamas terrorists crossed the border into Israel and massacred more than 1,100 Israelis. The depths of Hamas's sadism are almost too sickening to comprehend. Babies and children butchered. Parents murdered in front of their children. Families bound together and then burned alive. Others were tortured, and their bodies mutilated while both alive and dead.Even the harshest opponents of Israel's subsequent military campaign in Gaza acknowledge, albeit often half-heartedly, that Hamas ac...

      

      
        The Jews Aren't Taking Away TikTok
        Yair Rosenberg

        "The entire world knows exactly why the U.S. is trying to ban TikTok," James Li declared on March 16 to his nearly 100,000 followers on the social-media platform. His video then cut to a subtitled clip of a Taiwanese speaker purportedly discussing how "TikTok inadvertently offended the Jewish people" by hosting pro-Palestinian content. "The power of the Jewish people in America is definitely more scary than Trump," the speaker goes on. "They have created the options: either ban or sell to the Ame...

      

      
        Finding Jurors for an Unprecedented Trial
        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.Updated at 6:17 p.m. ET on April 16, 2024Donald Trump is among the most famous and most polarizing people alive. The task of selecting 12 impartial jurors who can render a fair verdict in the criminal trial of a former president is a first for America's court system.First, here are four new stories from...
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The Paradox of the American Labor Movement

It's a great time to be in a union--but a terrible time to try to start a new one.

by Michael Podhorzer




Updated at 11:05 a.m. ET on April 18, 2024

Last year was widely hailed as a breakthrough for the American worker. Amid a historically hot labor market, the United Auto Workers and Hollywood writers' and actors' guilds launched high-profile strikes that made front-page news and resulted in significant victories. Strikes, organizing efforts, and public support for unions reached heights not seen since the 1960s. Two in three Americans support unions, and 59 percent say they would be in favor of unionizing their own workplace. And Joe Biden supports organized labor more vocally than any other president in recent memory. You could look at all this and say that the U.S. labor movement is stronger than it has been in decades.

But you could just as easily say that worker power in America is as low as it has been in nearly a century. Despite all the headlines and good feeling, a mere 10 percent of American workers belong to unions. In the private sector, the share is just 6 percent. After years of intense media attention and dogged organizing efforts, workers at Amazon, Starbucks, and Trader Joe's still don't have a contract, or even the start of meaningful negotiations to get one. Union membership is associated with higher earnings, better benefits, stable hours, protection from arbitrary discipline, and more--but most Americans haven't had the chance to experience these advantages firsthand. In 2023, according to an estimate by the Economic Policy Institute, a progressive think tank, 60 million working people in this country wanted a union but couldn't get one.

How can this be? The answer, as I learned during my 25 years working for the AFL-CIO, the nation's largest federation of unions, is that the story of organized labor in America is really two stories. On the one hand, established unions--especially those that emerged in the 1930s, when labor protections were at their most robust and expansive--are thriving. On the other hand, workers who want to unionize for the first time can't get their efforts off the ground.

This is because the legal and policy shifts that hobbled the American labor movement were not primarily aimed at dismantling existing unions, at least not right away. Rather, they were designed to make it difficult to form new ones. Those efforts worked. In 1954, 16 million working people belonged to a union, and they accounted for about a third of the workforce. Today, nearly as many people are in unions--about 14 million--but they make up only 10 percent of the workforce. In other words, the numerator of unionized workers has held steady even as the denominator of overall jobs in the economy has grown dramatically. And all the support from the public and even the president can't do much to change that. As hopeful as today's moment might seem for workers, those hopes will not be realized without reversing the changes that laid unions low in the first place.

A century ago, an even smaller portion of the workforce belonged to a union than does today, and it showed. Then, as now, income inequality had reached staggering heights. Industrial workplaces of the 1920s were police states, with corporate spy agencies, private armies, and company stores.

The tide shifted in workers' favor during the Great Depression. In 1935, responding to years of rising labor militancy, Congress passed the Wagner Act, an integral part of Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal agenda. The law gave working people robust rights to form and join labor unions and to take collective action, such as strikes. It created the National Labor Relations Board, tasked with ensuring that employers didn't violate these rights. And it declared that protecting "the free flow of commerce" also meant protecting the "full freedom" of working people to organize. Overall union membership rose from just 11 percent of the workforce in 1934 to 34 percent in 1945.

Morgan Ome: What the labor movement can learn from its past

Then the tide shifted back. After the Congress of Industrial Organizations began organizing multiracial unions in the South, segregationist Southern Democrats, whose votes had been crucial for passing the Wagner Act, joined forces with pro-corporate Republicans to stymie the New Deal labor agenda. This effort culminated in the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, which stripped key labor protections from the Wagner Act. President Harry Truman denounced the bill as "a shocking piece of legislation" that would "take fundamental rights away from our working people." But the Senate overrode his veto.

Taft-Hartley marked the beginning of the end of America's short-lived period of strong organized-labor rights. It allowed states to pass "right to work" laws that let workers free-ride on union benefits without paying dues, which would help keep southern states low-wage and non-union. Taft-Hartley made it a crime for workers to join together across employers in "sympathy strikes" (unlike in Sweden, where postal workers refused last year to deliver license plates as a show of support for striking Tesla workers), or even across workplaces in the same industry. It also included anti-communist provisions that led to a purge of many of the labor movement's most effective organizers, especially those most successful in promoting multiracial organizing. Taken together, these changes choked off the growth of working-class solidarity that was flourishing in other Western democracies at the time.

Taft-Hartley did not immediately doom the labor movement, however. It was more like a time bomb. Established unions remained strong and popular for decades, boosted by the conventional wisdom that a careful balance between labor and capital was the goose laying the postwar golden eggs. As Dwight Eisenhower wrote to his brother in 1954, "Should any political party attempt to abolish social security, unemployment insurance, and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you would not hear of that party again in our political history."

The time bomb finally began to go off in the 1970s, when a confluence of factors--the stagflation crisis, the rise of Milton Friedman-style economic theory, the fracturing of the Democratic coalition--made anti-union policy much more politically viable. And corruption in some unions, laid bare by high-profile congressional hearings, cast doubt on the integrity of unions generally. Richard Nixon appointed pro-corporate justices to the Supreme Court who over the following decades would dilute labor protections even further than Taft-Hartley had. And in 1981, Ronald Reagan crushed the air-traffic-controller strike, signaling that the federal government would tolerate aggressive union-busting actions by employers. This in turn gave birth to a new "union avoidance" consulting business that taught bosses how to exploit the vulnerabilities that had been injected into labor law. Those vulnerabilities turned out to be extensive.

During the period between the passage of the Wagner Act and Taft-Hartley, union organizing was relatively straightforward. Organizers would typically distribute cards to rank-and-file activists, who would collect signatures and return them to the organizers, who would file the signed cards with the NLRB. If a majority of a workplace signed the cards, the NLRB would certify the union. During bargaining, if the company and the union couldn't reach agreement, the workers had various ways of exerting leverage, including calling a sit-down strike or blocking the employer's goods from being accepted at other workplaces.

Today, even if a majority of workers sign union cards, the union has to win an NLRB election to be recognized. This process does not much resemble the free and fair elections we vote in every other November. The company can hire anti-union consultants, who will advise doing everything possible to delay that election, giving management time to intensify its lobbying efforts to scare employees out of voting yes. Thanks to Taft-Hartley's so-called free-speech clause, employers have a broad range of tactics to choose from. For instance, although they are not technically allowed to threaten to close a warehouse if workers unionize, they can "predict" that the warehouse will have to close if the union goes through. They can make employees attend anti-union propaganda meetings during work hours, and they don't have to let union organizers set foot in the parking lot to respond.

If a union overcomes these obstacles to win majority support, corporate higher-ups, though technically obligated to bargain in good faith, can drag their heels on contract negotiations with few repercussions. This helps explain why the Amazon Labor Union--which was founded in Staten Island in April 2021 and recognized by the NLRB in April 2022-- still doesn't appear close to having a contract. Labor might be regaining its cultural cachet, but after the triumphant vote is complete and the news cameras go away, employers hold almost all the cards.

Adam Serwer: The Amazon union exposes the emptiness of 'woke capital'

This dynamic, rather than economic or technological shifts, is the key reason workers in more recently established industries are not organized. If Uber and Lyft had been invented in the 1930s, there would be a large, powerful Rideshare Drivers' Union. If movies had been invented in the 2020s, the notion of an actors' guild or a screenwriters' union would seem absurd to most people. There is nothing more inherently "unionizable" about one job versus another.

Organized labor could still make a true comeback, one reflected not just in public goodwill but in actual union jobs. The Protecting the Rights to Organize Act, first introduced in 2019, is a comprehensive effort to restore the balance of power in the workplace--repealing much of the Taft-Hartley Act, including its so-called right-to-work provisions and its ban on solidarity actions. The PRO Act passed the House, but stalled in the Senate when a few Democratic senators refused to back filibuster-reform efforts in 2021.

The PRO Act is a strong bill, and I fought for it during my time as political director of the AFL-CIO. But one of the lessons of the American labor movement is that legal change tends to follow cultural change. Recent trends are encouraging. Biden brags about being the first president to visit a picket line, and Trump, despite having pursued anti-labor policies while president, at least feels the need to try to appear pro-union. At the same time, with less fanfare, the strategic effort to dilute worker power continues apace: Red-state legislatures are rolling back basic labor laws, including those that protect children, and lawyers for Amazon, Starbucks, SpaceX, and Trader Joe's have recently challenged the constitutionality of the NLRB.

The paradox is that it's hard for labor law to become a top-tier political issue precisely because so few Americans have firsthand experience with union membership, or recognize what they have to gain from resetting the balance of power between workers and corporations. Overcoming that challenge requires recovering the wisdom that created the modern labor movement: that the fate of working people anywhere is the fate of working people everywhere. It happened once, nearly a century ago. The country was a very different place back then. But, for better and for worse, it was also much the same.



This article previously misstated the legal venue in which Amazon, Starbucks, SpaceX, and Trader Joe's have challenged the constitutionality of the NLRB.
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There's No Easy Answer to Chinese EVs

Supercheap electric cars or an American industrial renaissance: Pick one.

by Roge Karma




Chinese electric vehicles--cheap, stylish, and high quality--should be a godsend to the Biden administration, whose two biggest priorities are reducing carbon emissions quickly enough to avert a climate catastrophe and reducing consumer prices quickly enough to avert an electoral catastrophe. Instead, the White House is going out of its way to keep Chinese EVs out of the U.S. What gives?

The key to understanding this seeming contradiction is something known as "the China shock." American policy makers long considered free trade to be close to an unalloyed good. But, according to a hugely influential 2016 paper, the loosening of trade restrictions with China at the turn of the 21st century was a disaster for the American manufacturing workforce. Consumers got cheap toys and clothes, but more than 2 million workers lost their jobs, and factory towns across the country fell into ruin. Later research found that, in 2016, Donald Trump overperformed in counties that had been hit hardest by the China shock, helping him win key swing states such as Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania.

Upon taking office, the Biden administration committed itself to making sure nothing like this would happen again. It kept in place many of Donald Trump's tariffs on China and even introduced new trade restrictions of its own. Meanwhile, it pushed legislation through Congress that invested trillions of dollars to boost domestic manufacturing. For Biden, the transition to green energy represented a chance to bring good jobs back to the places that had been hurt the most by free trade.

Then China became an EV powerhouse overnight and made everything much more complicated. As recently as 2020, China produced very few electric vehicles and exported hardly any of them. Last year, more than 8 million EVs were sold in China, compared with 1.4 million in the U.S. The Chinese market has been driven mostly by a single brand, BYD, which recently surpassed Tesla to become the world's largest producer of electric vehicles. BYD cars are well built, full of high-tech features, and dirt cheap. The least expensive EV available in America retails for about $30,000. BYD's base model goes for less than $10,000 in China and, without tariffs, would probably sell for about $20,000 in the U.S., according to industry experts.

This leaves the White House in a bind. A flood of ultracheap Chinese EVs would save Americans a ton of money at a time when people--voters--are enraged about high prices generally and car prices in particular. And it would accelerate the transition from gas-powered cars to EVs, drastically lowering emissions in the process. But it would also likely force American carmakers to close factories and lay off workers, destroying a crucial source of middle-class jobs in a prized American industry--one that just so happens to be concentrated in a handful of swing states. The U.S. could experience the China shock all over again. "It's a Faustian bargain," David Autor, an economist at MIT and one of the authors of the original China-shock paper, told me. "There are few things that would decarbonize the U.S. faster than $20,000 EVs. But there is probably nothing that would kill the U.S. auto industry faster, either."

Andrew Moseman: The inconvenient truth about electric vehicles

The president has chosen which end of the bargain he's willing to take. The Biden administration has left in place a 25 percent tariff on all Chinese vehicles (a measure initiated by Donald Trump), which has kept most Chinese EVs out of the U.S. even as they are selling like crazy in Europe. That probably won't hold off Chinese EVs forever, which is why the administration is contemplating further restrictions. "China is determined to dominate the future of the auto market, including by using unfair practices," Biden said in a statement in February. "I'm not going to let that happen on my watch."

One view of this approach is that Biden is choosing to sabotage his own climate goals by cynically pandering to a tiny group of swing voters. As Vox's Dylan Matthews has observed, less than 1 percent of Americans work directly in the auto industry, whereas more than 90 percent of American households have a car.

The Biden administration, unsurprisingly, sees the situation differently. Biden's team starts from the premise that decarbonizing the U.S. economy will be a decades-long effort requiring sustained political buy-in from the public. Chinese EVs might lower emissions in the short term, but the resulting backlash could help elect Trump and other Republicans intent on rolling back the Biden administration's hard-won climate achievements. Keeping out Chinese EVs now, in other words, may be necessary to save the planet later.

"We ran this experiment before," Jennifer Harris, who served as the senior director for international economics in the Biden administration, told me, referring to the first China shock. "We saw whole industries shift overseas, and Trump rode those grievances right to the White House. And last time I checked, he didn't do much decarbonizing." Already, Trump is trying to turn Chinese EVs into a wedge issue in the 2024 election; his recent "bloodbath" comments were a reference to what would happen to America if Chinese cars were allowed into the country.

That doesn't mean the Biden administration is giving up on an electric-vehicle future; it just means that future will need to be built at home instead of imported from abroad. Threading that needle won't be easy. Apart from Tesla, American automakers still make the bulk of their profits selling gas-powered pickup trucks and SUVs while bleeding money on EVs. (Last year, GM lost $1.7 billion on its EV business; Ford lost $4.7 billion.) Although the generous subsidies in the Inflation Reduction Act are designed to speed up the pivot to electric vehicles, U.S. companies--including Tesla--aren't close to profitably producing EVs nearly as cheaply as China can today.

The most straightforward way to buy time is by imposing further trade restrictions. But doing so effectively requires careful calibration: Expose American automakers to Chinese competition too quickly and they could whither and die, but protect them for too long and they might remain complacent selling expensive gas-guzzling cars instead of transitioning toward cheaper EVs. "The sweet spot is where you prevent a rapid shift of production to China while also holding the auto industry's feet to the fire," Jesse Jenkins, who leads the Princeton Zero-Carbon Energy Systems Research and Optimization Lab, told me.

Separating technocratic analysis of policy objectives from the vicissitudes of politics, however, is easier said than done. Trump recently called for a 100 percent tariff on Chinese cars; Republican Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri recently proposed legislation to raise that to 125 percent. Even congressional Democrats--many of whom are facing close elections in Rust Belt states such as Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin--have recently begun pressuring the Biden administration to raise tariffs further.

That isn't the only way political currents could undermine the transition to electric vehicles. In order to compete with Chinese EVs, American companies must, paradoxically, learn from Chinese battery makers, who have spent decades developing the best EV batteries in the world. The U.S. auto industry knows this, which is why in February of last year Ford announced a partnership with China's leading battery maker, CATL, to open a factory in Michigan. Ford would pay CATL to, in the words of Ford's chairman, "help us get up to speed so that we can build these batteries ourselves" and create 2,500 new manufacturing jobs in the process. (Such partnerships are common in the EV industry; Tesla, for instance, partnered with the Japanese company Panasonic to develop its batteries.) Everybody would win: Ford, CATL, American workers, the planet.

But the backlash was swift. Republican Governor Glenn Youngkin of Virginia called the Ford-CATL partnership a "Trojan-horse relationship with the Chinese Communist Party" and vowed to keep similar projects out of his state. House Republicans launched multiple investigations into the deal, claiming that it could pose a national-security risk. Senator Joe Manchin of West Virginia, who was instrumental in passing the Inflation Reduction Act, has balked at the notion that a partnership with a Chinese company could qualify for the subsidies that that law provides.

Zoe Schlanger: Joe Biden and Donald Trump have thoughts about your next car

Perhaps not coincidentally, the Biden administration eventually announced new guidelines that could disqualify the deal, and others like it, from being eligible for some of the IRA's tax credits and grants--a move that would make it much harder for American car companies to gain the expertise they need to produce better, cheaper EVs. "It's ironic, really," Ilaria Mazzocco, a senior fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me. "Our efforts to cut China out from every part of the supply chain might actually be what prevents us from competing with their EVs."

Herein lies the Biden administration's deeper dilemma. Decarbonizing the U.S. while retaining a thriving auto industry requires a delicate balance between tariffs and subsidies, between protection and competition, between beating the Chinese and learning from them. The prevailing sentiment toward China in Washington, however, is neither delicate nor balanced. That America's leaders are committed to preventing another China shock is commendable. But going too far in the other direction could produce a different kind of avoidable disaster.
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The Uncomfortable Truth About Child Abuse in Hollywood

A new series about the "dark underbelly" of kids' TV raises crucial questions about abuse in Hollywood. But it doesn't go far enough.

by Hannah Giorgis




During Nickelodeon's golden era, the network captivated young viewers by introducing them to an impressive roster of comedic talent--who happened to be kids, just like them. Starting in the mid-1990s, actors such as Amanda Bynes, Kenan Thompson, and Ariana Grande became household names, as popular children's shows including All That, Drake & Josh, and Zoey 101 helped propel Nickelodeon to astronomical ratings. For nearly two decades, the network dominated not just kids' programming, but the entire cable-TV landscape.

A new docuseries argues that at least some of this success came at a great cost. Quiet on Set: The Dark Side of Kids TV explores troubling allegations of child abuse and other inappropriate on-set behavior during this run at Nickelodeon. The documentary builds on a 2022 Business Insider investigation into programs led by the prolific producer Dan Schneider, and on details from a memoir published earlier that year by the former child star Jennette McCurdy. (McCurdy, who doesn't identify Schneider by name in her book but describes an abusive showrunner widely believed to be him, was not involved with the documentary.) Over its five episodes, the series offers an important record of how the adults working on these shows--and Hollywood as a whole--repeatedly failed to protect young actors. But Quiet on Set also, perhaps unintentionally, ends up creating a frustratingly tidy narrative that elides some crucial complexities of abuse.

The series spends its first two episodes painting a picture of the toxic environment that Schneider allegedly cultivated for adults and children alike. Two former Amanda Show writers say that Schneider harassed female employees; former All That actors recall their discomfort performing sketches full of racial stereotypes and sexual innuendo. Several interview subjects described a culture of deference to Schneider, one in which they felt afraid to raise their concerns.

In a video response to the series, Schneider apologized for requesting massages from female staffers, said that he wished he could go back and change "how I treat people," and conceded that he would be willing to cut any upsetting jokes from his shows that are streaming. (At the end of every Quiet on Set episode, a title card relays Nickelodeon's response to the producers' questions: The network said it "investigates all formal complaints as part of our commitment to fostering a safe and professional workplace ... We have adopted numerous safeguards over the years to help ensure we are living up to our own high standards and the expectations of our audience.")

Read: What tween TV teaches kids

Quiet on Set shows how the culture of silence created work environments that endangered young performers. The documentary covers multiple harrowing cases of child sexual abuse perpetrated by individuals who worked in close proximity to Nickelodeon's underage actors. Jason Handy, a production assistant on All That and The Amanda Show, was arrested for lewd acts with children in 2003 and later pleaded no contest to two of the felony counts and one misdemeanor charge. He was sentenced to six years in prison and later arrested on new sex-abuse charges in 2014. In the documentary, the Business Insider journalist Kate Taylor reads stomach-churning quotes from Handy's journal, before revealing that another Nickelodeon crew member was arrested just four months after him: Brian Peck, a dialogue coach and an occasional actor on All That, was charged with 11 counts of child sexual abuse. After pleading no contest, Peck was convicted of two of the counts against him and sentenced to 16 months in prison.

The documentary's most shocking revelation is that the unnamed victim in Peck's case is now an adult who wants to tell his story: The Drake & Josh star Drake Bell, speaking publicly about the abuse for the first time, explains how Peck integrated himself into Bell's life after the two met at an Amanda Show table read. "In hindsight, I should've been able to see," Bell says. "But as a kid, you have no clue." Bell's chronicle of the abuse is wrenching, in no small part because it underscores how adults failed to keep him and the other children in Nickelodeon's studios safe from predators.

Quiet on Set argues that Peck's on-set behavior fits within a larger pattern on Schneider's shows: boundary-crossing behind the scenes and inappropriate sexual innuendo on the air. In a clip from an old All That episode, a celebrity guest complains of hunger, and Peck's recurring character, known as "Pickle Boy," hands him a pickle to eat through a hole in the dressing-room door. The camera zooms in to capture that visual, which clearly evokes a pornographic trope. One former All That actor recalls that, during downtime, Peck would play video games with the children; another reads an old note in which Peck thanked her for walking on his back. The former child actors repeatedly emphasize that although other grown-ups were present on set for many questionable incidents, no one from Nickelodeon ever stepped in. (In his video statement, Schneider says that he didn't hire Peck and was devastated to hear the allegations of abuse.)

In making many of these stories public for the first time, Quiet on Set is the latest project to expose the ways in which Hollywood enables child sexual abuse--and to call for industry reforms. The former actors speaking in the new series echo many of the sentiments expressed in Dear Hollywood, an incisive podcast by the former Disney Channel ingenue Alyson Stoner. Three years ago, Stoner wrote about a phenomenon they called the "toddler-to-trainwreck pipeline," describing it as a profitable system that has continued apace since the 19th century by "censoring the harm happening behind the scenes, manicuring aspirational lifestyles and outcomes, and then watching young lives tragically implode." In their writing and on their podcast, Stoner presents disturbing personal testimony and discusses issues that child stars face, such as the prevalence of eating disorders, fractured family dynamics, and the psychological toll of fame. Stoner also offers concrete steps the industry should take, such as requiring a qualified, third-party mental-health professional on every set.

Last week, Quiet on Set, which was originally billed as a four-part series, released a bonus fifth episode that explores tangible solutions. Shane Lyons, a former All That cast member, said that the first place to start would be updating the law "so that no individual who is a convicted child molester can ever get on a Hollywood set again." That may sound like an obvious fix. But the California law that details protections for children in the entertainment industry, and which mandates background checks for many professionals who work with child actors, has a major loophole: It doesn't apply if a parent or guardian is always present with their child on set.

Read: Don't judge I'm Glad My Mom Died by its title

The show makes the limits of this provision--and the stakes of leaving it unchanged--incredibly clear. Even if the onus is on parents to protect their kids, abusers frequently conceal their predatory actions from other adults. What's more, parents who try to advocate for their kids can end up ostracized, putting their children's career (and self-esteem) on the line.

The docuseries creates a startling and horrifying picture of how Hollywood's systemic flaws have long put children at risk. But Quiet on Set also has its shortcomings. The series isn't always careful with its depictions of alleged victims or of former child stars, especially those who chose not to participate in the project. Amanda Bynes was a key part of Nickelodeon's rise, but the documentary's commentary about her closeness to Schneider and her later mental-health struggles sometimes registers as cursory speculation without Bynes there to speak for herself.

Read: The hard lessons of Amanda Bynes's comeback

Parts of Bell's story are similarly under-contextualized, despite the actor's heavy involvement in the series: Quiet on Set publicizes the names of several industry figures who wrote letters of support for Peck after his conviction. (These letters were previously sealed, along with other court documents.) Excerpts from some of the 41 letters show just how much backing Peck had in Hollywood, but in its eagerness to implicate others, the series overlooks how Peck may have wielded authority over some of the signatories.

Throughout the series, Peck is described as a master manipulator, someone who infiltrated Bell's life when the actor was a teenager partly by earning his mother's trust. But the documentary never meaningfully addresses the fact that some of the performers who wrote letters of support for Peck had met the much older dialogue coach while they, too, were teens. This doesn't necessarily absolve them of criticism. But the series could have examined how such unequal dynamics can influence young people's behavior in an ecosystem as insular as children's programming, and considered the possibility that Peck's manipulation extended further. Even including the detail of the letter signers' ages along with this commentary would have provided valuable information to viewers attempting to make sense of the case and how it was perceived at the time.

In the weeks since the documentary began airing, former Nickelodeon fans have criticized many Hollywood figures, including former child actors, for having shown support for Peck. And some of the network's former actors have faced backlash for simply not speaking up--whether in solidarity with Bell or to publicly share their own negative experiences. In last week's bonus fifth episode of Quiet on Set, Bell asked that fans be more compassionate toward his mom and reiterated an earlier request for fans to "take it a little easy" on his former co-star Josh Peck (who is no relation to Brian Peck).

In another unfortunate misstep, Quiet on Set avoids wrestling with the full reality of Bell's life after Peck's abuse. In 2021, Bell himself pleaded guilty to felony attempted child endangerment and a misdemeanor charge of disseminating matter harmful to juveniles in a case involving a 15-year-old girl, when Bell was 31. The documentary largely brushes past this, allowing Bell to obfuscate the details of these allegations by conflating the case with his other "self-destructive behavior" and suggesting that the media have spread "misinformation" about him.

These oversights undermine the docuseries' attempts to rigorously confront the pernicious nature of abuse, and instead present viewers with clearly delineated camps of good and evil, perpetrator and victim. This flawed framing has also left Bell's accuser vulnerable to heightened public scrutiny: After the series premiered, fans began creating TikTok videos discussing the 2021 case. There, and on other social-media platforms, some people shared the accuser's real name or suggested that she had been lying. People also harassed Bell's former girlfriend, who in 2020 accused the actor of physical and emotional abuse during their relationship--allegations that Bell has flatly denied as "offensive and defamatory." Just last week, Bell insisted that he was innocent in the 2021 case (despite already having pleaded guilty) while speaking about Quiet on Set on a podcast, which further emboldened these fans.

Many of these more recent updates couldn't possibly have been accounted for in a documentary that had already finished filming. But the bonus episode--a coda of sorts--offered a chance for Quiet on Set to reckon with the sad fact that it's not uncommon for abuse victims to become offenders in adulthood. True intervention requires understanding abuse in ways that aren't binary, and the show would have benefited tremendously from asking a mental-health expert to talk about these cycles. Protecting children in Hollywood and beyond is a collective effort, one that demands seriously engaging with even the most uncomfortable truths. Quiet on Set marks one important step in that direction, but there's so much more left to do.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/04/quiet-on-set-documentary-nickelodeon/678105/?utm_source=feed
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Your Fast Food Is Already Automated

The founder of Chipotle wants to reinvent lunch using robots. Is that really a reinvention at all?

by Matteo Wong




Moments after receiving my lunch order, the robots whirred to life. A clawlike contraption lurched forward, like a bird pecking at feed, to snatch dishes holding a faux-chicken cutlet and potatoes, then inserted them onto a metal track that snakes through a 650-degree-Fahrenheit oven. Seven minutes, some automatic food dispensers, and two conveyor belts later (with a healthy assist from human hands), my meal was sitting on a shelf of mint-green cubbies. It was a vegan fried-chicken sandwich, a cucumber salad, crispy potatoes, and a smattering of other sides.

This is Kernel, a fast-casual venture that opened its first store, in Manhattan, this February. Its founder, Steve Ells, kicked off the lunch-bowl boom when he started Chipotle in 1993. Now, he told me during my visit, he is betting that machines will trigger a "reinvention of how a fast-food or fast-casual restaurant can run." Robots, he prophesied, will bring faster and more accurate service at lower overhead costs. Plenty of chains have tested out semi-automated cooking, with mixed success--including deep-frying robots at Jack in the Box and robotic bowl assembly at Sweetgreen and Chipotle. But Kernel has been built from the ground up for robots. Just three employees are needed in the restaurant at any time, compared with the dozen required for a typical fast-casual restaurant. Soon many more people may be eating robot-prepared vegan chicken: Ells has raised $36 million and hopes to expand quickly, starting with several more locations throughout New York City this year.

But robots may represent less of a fast-food revolution than the obvious next step in its evolution. For more than a century, technology has made fast food more efficient--and, in particular, more automated. That's what turned McDonald's into a giant 60 years ago. Such restaurants can be considered "sort of mini-factories," Dave Henkes, a food-industry analyst at Technomic, told me, and have always used "automation to drive speed and convenience." And, like the simpler cooking technology before them, today's robots are speeding up humans' work without fully replacing them. For now, Kernel is no different.

Read: A robot's nightmare is a burrito full of guac

Kernel's entirely vegan menu is limited (Ells prefers "focused"), but everything looked and tasted like it came from fine dining. That is no coincidence: Kernel's chief culinary officer, Andrew Black, was a sous-chef at Eleven Madison Park, a three-Michelin-star restaurant with a $365 tasting menu, located a block away from Kernel. While I ate, he and Ells gave passionate spiels about each item: The marinated beets, a surprise best seller, are topped with quinoa, green hummus, and a seed crunch to make the dish nutritionally complete. For the crispy potatoes, Black specially selected a spud variety for its sugar, starch, and water content, and they're then cooked three times--steamed, fried, baked--to achieve a shattering crunch and pillowy interior. Black and his staff dredge and fry every piece of "chicken" by hand; as I bit into my sandwich, Ells mused that they should try swapping imitation meat for a block of tofu.

Simply put, Kernel is a group of excellent chefs equipped with the world's most high-tech toaster oven. All the food is cooked by chefs at a central kitchen about 10 minutes away, delivered hourly by a bicycle courier, and heated by a robot. That off-site preparation, Ells told me, provides at least 80 percent of the menu's quality. The food then has to be assembled by still three other people. Human one, the "replenisher," loads the hourly delivery of prepared food onto a shelf that the robotic arm can reach. The "assembler" puts together every sandwich and side, and a third person, the "bundler," bags each order and places it in a cubby.


Courtesy of Kernel



The setup is "extraordinarily fast, accurate, and predictable," Ells told me, nothing less than a "paradigm shift." Employees barely have to move their feet. But a robot that heats and moves around your food is just the next iteration in the pursuit of speed and standardization. The restaurant with the strongest claim to inventing fast food may be White Castle, which, in 1921, "did something that was unusual for the time--they tried to standardize their operations from restaurant to restaurant," David Hogan, a fast-food historian at Heidelberg University, in Ohio, and the author of Selling 'em by the Sack: White Castle and the Creation of American Food, told me. Cooking procedures were precise and uniform; cooking implements were manufactured in a single location; even the physical buildings came out of a central factory.

The playbook hasn't substantively changed since. Before buying McDonald's and launching its global success, Ray Kroc sold the chain automatic milkshake mixers. What first captivated him about the restaurant, he wrote in his 1977 memoir, was how "each step in producing the limited menu was stripped down to its essence and accomplished with a minimum of effort." That year, the Bureau of Labor Statistics published a study noting that fast-food chains had "introduced principles of industrial engineering" to restaurants. In particular, "the off-premise preparation of foods" and improved "cooking devices," such as microwaves and convection ovens, reduced preparation time and added uniformity. Restaurants today use specialized equipment, extensive training manuals, and various trackers to ensure speed and consistency. Sweetgreen has an app that instructs employees exactly how to heat and prepare food, and McDonald's cooks beef patties for precisely 42 seconds. If anything, Kernel's off-site kitchen is conceptually closer to the centrally prepared, frozen patties and fries served by fast-food burger joints of old than the chicken grilled on-site at a Chipotle.

Read: Too many Americans are missing out on the best kitchen gadget

To the extent that Kernel is a reinvention, Ells hasn't invented a new paradigm so much as found another. Sweetgreen already acts like a tech company, and Domino's has touted itself as one. Now Ells talks about his robot-assisted process as an "operating system." What may one day distinguish Kernel's automation is that the space is designed for robots from inception. So far, other chains have retrofitted human kitchens with robots, which creates confusion and disaster, Stanislav Ivanov, who studies robotics and restaurants at Bulgaria's Varna University of Management, told me. Robots malfunction, and even when they don't, bulky machines interfere with equipment, stations, and a floor plan designed for human movement. In 2018, an early burger-flipping robot that was tested at a CaliBurger in Pasadena was temporarily decommissioned because it couldn't be incorporated into the human workflow.

Kernel is, at least in theory, built for "the technology that we know is coming," Ells said. The equipment is all mobile and can be swapped or calibrated for newer gadgets (permanent counters, ovens, and stovetops, for instance, are unnecessary because robots don't care if workstations are waist-height). Drones could bring prepared food from the central kitchen to restaurants, and robots might assemble burgers in their entirety. Efficient robots and a vegan menu, he said, will continue to reduce the restaurant's carbon footprint. Gesturing to the "bundler" who bagged all the food, Ells said, "Instead of Carlos, imagine a robot arm." (Carlos kept bundling without so much as a flinch.)

With automation, of course, comes the risk of disappearing jobs. Kernel and other restaurants are experimenting with robots not only in pursuit of efficiency, but because the industry is facing a chronic labor shortage. The low pay doesn't help, and the jobs are also exhausting as well as, at times, hazardous. Deep-frying, for instance, is extremely dangerous, which is why one of the most popular cooking robots in the industry simply runs the fry station. Fast-food chains pursuing automation are trying to reduce head count, especially as some states raise their minimum wages. But for now, Henkes said, robots have typically led restaurants to redeploy people to different positions. Ells claimed that Kernel's existing employees, who are currently paid $25 an hour, will eventually be moved to more front-of-house jobs, helping guests and monitoring the robots.

But a burger prepared, cooked, and served without a human touch is still more accurately described as speculation. Faster and more automated cooking technology may well be imminent, but humans will still be involved for years to come. Automated pizzaiolos, line cooks, and salad tossers have failed; successful robots typically target a specific task, such as plunging fries into boiling oil.

Just as the quality of Kernel's food depends on human chefs, the quality of its automation will depend less on technology than on human vision and feedback. Each day, employees meet to discuss what worked and what didn't, which will help iterate the technology: Dozens of bugs, including stalled production and locked cubbies, have been smoothed out. On the first day, the cubbies didn't open; last month, a stray potato shut down Kernel's production line. Kernel is building new tools, but relying on the same human logic that made White Castle, McDonald's, and Chipotle successful. I came to the restaurant to witness fancy robots, but I would return simply for the faux-chicken sandwich and the cucumbers topped with cashews and chili jam. Kernel the restaurant is far more impressive than Kernel the tech company.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/04/kernel-robot-fast-food-automation/678107/?utm_source=feed
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The Crucial Factor of the Stormy Daniels Case

The case has one important advantage the others don't.

by Hanna Rosin




In the criminal case now unfolding in a Manhattan courtroom, Donald Trump is accused of having a sexual encounter with Stormy Daniels, finding a way to pay her to keep quiet about it, and then disguising those payments as a business expense. The facts are all very tabloid-y. They also took place before the 2016 election, long before January 6 or the "Stop the Steal" movement, or any of the more serious threats to democracy we associate with Trump.

But the Stormy Daniels case has distinct and simple advantages: In the other, more sprawling cases that deal directly with election interference, Trump's lawyers have been remarkably successful at piling on delay tactics and are unlikely to go to court any time soon. But in the Stormy Daniels trial, the defendant has been summoned, the jury is being selected, witnesses have been called. And the D.A., Alvin Bragg, has honed his argument that the hush-money payments were in fact an attempt to interfere with the election.

In his indictment, Bragg lays out a detailed case for why the former president, in hiding the payments, intended to violate both state and federal election laws. It's a comparatively indirect case that he has no guarantee of winning. It will not bring legal resolution to the central question of whether Trump interfered in the 2020 election. But it makes the trial much harder to dismiss as just an old grudge about an affair.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, staff writer David Graham tests the importance of the Stormy Daniels case with the Al Capone model: Can you most effectively address the most serious question of our political moment with the arguably least serious case? And he explains how, whatever the outcome, Trump might benefit from, and even enjoy, this new form of courtroom campaigning.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Newscaster 1: Donald Trump is facing more legal trouble.
 Newscaster 2: He's now facing four different felony trials as he runs for president.
 Newscaster 3: Donald Trump is facing 37 criminal counts over retaining national-defense information.


[Overlapping news audio]

David Graham: It's been overwhelming covering these cases. At the beginning, it was very exciting and sort of surreal, and then as they piled up, it became really hard to keep track of all of them.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: This is David Graham, the Atlantic staff writer who's following all of Trump's legal entanglements.

You may remember the civil trials Trump faced in Manhattan. Now on appeal, they total over half a billion dollars in judgments.

But Trump also faces criminal charges in four separate cases: one in Florida about classified documents, one in D.C. about attempting to subvert the 2020 election, another about election subversion (that one is in Georgia), and, lastly, the one we are talking about today.

It involves hush-money payments to Stormy Daniels. And the main and very important distinction between this case and all the others? Trump's lawyers have failed to bog it down with infinite delays. It's actually underway, right now--the first criminal trial of a former president.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And this week, why this one matters.

[Music]

Rosin: So this week is the first time a former president has faced a criminal trial. What's happening, and how big of a deal is it?

Graham: You know, it's funny. What's happening now is just jury selection. So we say the trial has started, but in a lot of ways, the main event is still to come. And this is kind of the dry, boring stuff--but dry, boring stuff that matters so much down the line. But here we are, you know, in this case about Trump paying hush money and whether he covered that up and whether it was an attempt to interfere with the election, as prosecutors say.

Is it a big deal? I mean, it is. It's so weird. In the Trump era, I feel like, we're like, Is it a big deal for the former president to be on trial for this particular charge? Which is both a valid question and also kind of a bonkers one. Of course it's a big deal, but also not as much of a big deal as some of the other things. So I have a hard time calibrating it myself.

Rosin: Well, we can even start more elemental. Is it a big deal that a former president is sitting in the defendant's chair at a criminal trial? Like, is that alone a big deal? Never mind the substance of the trial, which we will get to.

Graham: I think that is a big deal. And I think it's a big deal that has been a little--we've been already acclimated a little bit to that by him sitting in the defendant's chair for so many civil trials, and it's possible to maybe even overlook what a big deal it is just for him to be there.

Rosin: Although the penalty in a civil trial is money. The penalty in a criminal trial is a conviction, like an actual criminal conviction. So even on those grounds alone, this seems unprecedented.

Graham: Oh, absolutely. In those cases, what he stood to lose was money. And in this case, he stands to lose potentially his freedom and certainly his clean criminal record, and I think that's pretty different.

Rosin: Can you give me a brief explanation of the case? What is this case about?

Graham: It is a little bit arcane. Let me see if I can sum it up without missing anything, but also not getting bogged down.

Rosin: And also tabloidy. It's simultaneously arcane, tabloidy, and important.

Graham: Well, it's literally tabloidy too. I mean, this involves tabloids. You know, people may remember the case: So, Trump had these sexual liaisons with Stormy Daniels and other women, allegedly. He denies them. But the basic allegation is that Trump paid to keep their stories quiet. This is a complicated maneuver involving these "catch-and-kill" deals, where the National Enquirer would pay for the rights to the story with the express purpose of not running it.

And then money. Trump would also pay them--the money would come from Trump via Michael Cohen, who was then his fixer. And these things were recorded as business expenses. And what the prosecution alleges is that, in fact, this was political: The whole goal here was to keep the public from knowing about these allegations of sexual relationships, and that was an attempt to interfere with the election.

Rosin: So, essentially, it's two steps. The first step--the first allegation--is business fraud. Like, you're paying money and covering it up. It's like an accounting scheme.

Graham: Right.

Rosin: So that in and of itself is a crime, but in the scheme of things not a deeply serious crime. Maybe the reason this takes on a different level of importance is because the prosecutor, the D.A. Alvin Bragg, is trying to link that to a form of election interference.

Graham: Right. And so there have been all these complaints: Well, you know, this case isn't all that serious. It's often compared to the classified-documents case in federal court in Florida or the election-subversion case in federal court in Washington, D.C., in an unflattering way. And what Alvin Bragg has tried to say is, No, guys. This is also an election-interference case. Trump was trying to keep the public from learning this information, which would interfere with voters. And so this is just as serious as these other cases. This too is election interference.

And I think that's maybe more of a moral point than it is about the actual substance of the law. But when we're thinking about how serious this is, I think a question that people have to think about is, you know, what are the stakes in this case? And that's the prosecution's argument.

Rosin: Right. We do have all these complicated cases, like the one in Georgia about election interference. But people see the one in New York as less serious because if he's convicted there, it would be for bookkeeping and for under half a million dollars.

Graham: Yeah, this is what I call the Al Capone objection. You know, they got Al Capone for tax fraud, not for being a notorious mobster. I don't know what to say to that, because I think it is true and also not true. Like, you know, let's be serious. This is not as serious as the election subversion we saw in 2020. But also, you know, if they're able to prove that he broke the law, then he broke the law.

Rosin: So, can we stick with the Al Capone example for a minute? Because I think it's, actually, a pretty important way to think about this. I'm not calling our former president a mobster, so just leave that aside for now. It's just a useful legal metaphor. In cases involving RICO statutes and extremely complicated crimes, like the election-interference cases--they're unbelievably complicated and, in fact, the president's legal team has managed to bog them down for months and months and, in some cases, years.

Graham: Right.

Rosin: It seems like, just like Al Capone and tax evasion, here you have a case that, even though less on paper is at stake, it's straightforward and achievable.

Graham: I think that's exactly right.

Rosin: And so you do end up getting Al Capone on tax evasion for a reason, because that's a gettable offense.

Graham: Right.

Rosin: And none of these other cases are likely to move along before the election, right?

Graham: That seems right. You know, we just don't know. I think the wild card there is what happens in the election-subversion case. The Supreme Court is going to hear that next week. We'll see how fast they rule. It's possible that we could see that case moving before the election. But you know, unless they move really fast, I think it's easy to imagine not.

Rosin: Right. I think the last thing I want to say about this Al Capone metaphor is: So is the idea that if there is cause to hold Trump accountable for not playing by the rules, for any kind of attempt to interfere in democratic elections, this case is the last chance to do it? The only chance to do it?

Graham: It seems that way.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay. So is that a reason why this case is important? Maybe.

Graham: Yes.

Rosin: Okay. So who's convinced who now, at the end of this?

Graham: I don't know. I think over time, I have become more convinced of this case being serious. And part of that is, you know, we heard these challenges early on to the statute of limitations and the application of the law, and there's still places where Bragg's team could lose this, but he's cleared some of those bars, including, notably, the statute of limitations. So I think he's quietly proven that this case is a little stronger than some of its critics said at the outset, and that has helped to convince me.

Rosin: Let's get into the implications for the election. What does this mean for his campaign? What does it change for him having to sit in that defendant's chair for the next few weeks?

Graham: You know, we've heard of a whistle-stop campaign or a front-porch campaign, and now he's running a courtroom campaign.

Rosin: Did you make that up, or does everyone say that?

Graham: I don't know if someone else has made it up, but I did just come up with it on the spot as far as I know.

Rosin: That's good. Courtroom campaignTM.

Graham: He can't be out holding rallies. He can't be out doing events. He can't be out glad-handing. And, you know, this looks like an impediment to him. It may actually be something he likes. He has been holding not that many rallies so far this season. They're expensive. I think they're a hassle. He drones on. They're not necessarily always that successful.

And, you know, he can go to this trial, where there are gonna be dozens and dozens of cameras on the courtroom and on the courthouse when he's coming in and out. And he's using that to try to get attention. So he has to run in a different way, but maybe this is actually to his advantage and allows him to sort of create the kind of media spectacle that he loves.

Rosin: Interesting. So it's to his advantage because, one, it's a free media spectacle. Like, we're talking about this. There's probably hundreds of reporters in New York. He is going to get a lot of coverage. Are there ways that he's leaning into it, making that part of his message?

Graham: Oh, totally. He is just loving playing the victim. You get this in his fundraising emails. He's always been sort of a high-volume spammer on emails. But the kinds of emails we've seen the last couple months, I think, are a different thing. He talks about miscarriage of justice, and They're persecuting me, and They're coming for me because I'm between you and them. And there's just tons of this stuff. And so there's both that stuff, and then I think you see him trying to draw the court system into battles that he thinks will benefit him politically.

Rosin: What do you mean?

Graham: Oh, anytime he picks a fight with a judge. So in this case, he's been going after Juan Merchan, you know, saying his daughter's a Democratic operative, saying that he can't be impartial, blah blah blah.

Rosin: So [he's] trying to portray the justice system--I don't know if it's part of the deep state--but as a kind of political cabal organized against him.

Graham: Right. Well, I guess it works in a bunch of ways. Like, one, he's saying that Alvin Bragg is George Soros's favorite prosecutor. So he's saying this is biased, and he's saying that, you know, this is a Biden prosecution. There's no evidence that Joe Biden is directing this. In fact, Joe Biden is trying to stay as quiet as possible about this. But that's what he does.

Then he wants to draw the judge into things. And I think that works in two ways: One, he can argue that the proceeding is totally, you know--it's a kangaroo court, and they're out to get him. And then, if he can draw the judge into engaging, maybe he can make that point even more salient.

And so that's what we saw, I think, in the civil case with Justice Arthur Engoron. He, you know, wanted Engoron, it seemed like, to fine him, to gag him, to say critical things about him. Because then he can say: Look. See, I told you. I told you they were out to get me, and the way he's behaving proves that they're out to get me.

Rosin: Yeah. I mean, do you have a sense, or has it been reliably polled, how this plays outside with his audience? Because, for example, the mugshot. Like, he's gotten so much mileage from that mugshot. It's on a lot of T-shirts.

Graham: I think this works like a lot of Trump rhetoric going back to the 2016 campaign, where it really revs up his base. And you see in the polling, they think he's being persecuted. They think the justice system is biased. They think that these judges are tools of the Democratic deep state, or whatever.

And on the other hand, it doesn't do that well with other voters. It's not winning over many independents. It's turning some of them off. So, you know, he's really good at turning up the temperature for the base but often at the expense, potentially, of turning off other people. And I think that's going to be the case here, too.

Rosin: Interesting. And do we have any idea, in greater detail, how that could play out?

Graham: You know, it seems to be the case that a high-turnout election probably helps Trump. And there's a lot of people who support Trump but are infrequent voters. And so he really does need to get those people fired up. But, you know, there's a risk to it on the other side.

Rosin: Right. I see. One other thing I've noticed in keeping with this theme, as I've seen him on the campaign trail and in rallies the last couple months, is how much he closely identifies all of a sudden with the January 6--as he calls them, "the hostages"--talking about all of them as a group being unfairly persecuted. I feel like that's coming up more and more in his speeches.

Graham: That's exactly right. And he's done that a little bit for a while, but it is becoming, really, a central part of his rallies. He'll play these recordings of the January 6 choir. He talks about this hostage or sort of martyr attitude, and it's become the centerpiece of a lot of these rallies.

Rosin: Yeah, and when I've seen him do it, I have to say, it feels less, who can know--I'm talking about intent here--less strategic than it is deeply felt and furious. It doesn't feel like a ploy. It feels angry.

Graham: I think that's right. I mean, it's been interesting with a lot of Trump things that started out seeming like shtick and have started to feel like he really believes them, insofar as he believes anything. You know, I think about this with the way he talked about the media. Like, he blasted the media in 2016, and it was nonsense.

He loves the media, and he can't resist calling reporters. But, over time, I think it curdled into a pretty serious enmity. And I think that's true of the kind of deep-state rhetoric, and I think it's true now about the court system. You know, after January 6, there was a certain amount of opportunistic talking about these people.

Rosin: Theatrics.

Graham: Yeah. I mean, and he waffled. He was like, On the one hand, I told them to go home. I called for a peaceful rally. But also, Why are they going after them? And also, Antifa revved this up. And you could see him sort of grasping for what the right messaging was. And as the court system has zeroed in on him, you see him coming around to that sort of hostage rhetoric.

[Music]

Rosin: Alright, well, depending on how long jury selection takes, this trial could be a matter of weeks. It could even stretch to a couple of months. After the break, David and I get into the meat of the trial.

[Music]

Rosin: So let's get into it. How has Trump behaved in the run up to this trial?

Graham: He's mostly been focused, as far as I can tell, on impugning the prosecutor and impugning the judge. So rather than going after the specifics of the evidence, he's saying this is a political prosecution, this judge is biased.

And then, of course, [he's] going after Michael Cohen, who we expect to be the star witness, who was his fixer, who was involved in these payments, lied about the payments to Congress, and was convicted of perjury for that and now has turned against Trump. And he's saying, This guy can't be trusted. He's a convicted perjurer. Which has the benefit of being true.

We don't see him so much going after the evidence. And part of that, I think, is a question of whether Bragg has evidence up his sleeve that we don't yet know about. And so that's one of the things I'm most interested to see: Does he bring something new to bear on this, or is it kind of a rehash of already public information?

Rosin: Right. Now, looking at the case, there are two parts of it, as we talked about. One is proving that the hush-money payments happened, that there was this complicated scheme involving the executives at National Enquirer to kind of shift money around--and Michael Cohen to shift money around, pay Stormy Daniels, and sort of hide that money and make it look like a legitimate payment. There's so much public-record evidence that that occurred. Right?

Graham: Yeah. Like, the outline, you know--we're gonna get details, but the outlines of that have been clear since fall 2016, when The Wall Street Journal first reported it.

Rosin: So is the difficult part of the case the second part of the case?

Graham: Yes. It's tying this to politics and showing these weren't a business expense, because it's not against the law to pay someone hush money. It might be unsavory, but it's not criminal. The question is whether there's a falsification of business records and if the purpose was for political gain.

Rosin: So what's in the public record is the existence of hush money. What remains to be proven is falsification of records and tying that falsification of records to election interference.

Graham: Right. And some of that falsification--you know, we have some of that. When Cohen appeared before Congress and perjured himself, some of that information came out. We saw some things that hint at what the case might look like. There have been, I don't even want to say, like, intimations, but there's speculation that Bragg has more evidence along those lines to prove that, you know, there was chicanery inside the business and this was a concerted effort. And that is something that we just, you know, we don't know yet, and I think that will be really interesting to see.

Rosin: For you and others who are watching this case, what counts as a smoking gun? Like, what would be an incredible piece of evidence that the prosecutor could pull out?

Graham: You know, the gold standard would be a recording.

Rosin: And a recording saying what?

Graham: A recording of Trump saying, you know: Hey, Michael. Make sure we pay off Stormy Daniels. And then we're going to put it in the books this way, so make sure that we do it that way so that nobody knows it's to keep it out of the election.

Rosin: Right, right. All the way to the word "election." That's like the real smoking gun.

Graham: Yeah. You know, failing that, I think they're going to have to rely a little bit more on witnesses like Cohen to say, This was the purpose, and potentially other executives inside the Trump organization or inside National Enquirer or--you know, or possibly Daniels. I don't know.

Rosin: So this is a hard case to prove, both elements of it.

Graham: It's a complicated case. I don't know how hard it is, but it's definitely complicated. This is, I think, where the Al Capone metaphor breaks down a little bit because if you're evading taxes, you're evading taxes. And it's a little bit easier to pay that, but this is a multistep process.

And it's a little bit more complicated. So yeah, it's elaborate.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. Okay. How does this fit, then, into the broader constellation of other Trump cases? Can we do just a very brief rundown of the cases so we know where to place this one and how to think of them all together?

Graham: I mostly tend to think of them in terms of gravity.

Rosin: Okay, so let's do them in terms of gravity.

Graham: Okay, so I think this is good. I think this is, although for all the reasons we've said, totally a relevant case and one that's important, also the least grave.

Next up, I would say, is the classified-documents case. People became aware of this in August 2022, when the FBI went to Mar-a-Lago to collect these documents. But, as we now know, it was the culmination of a long process where the National Archives recognized they were missing things--like a letter from Kim Jong Un to Trump--and asked Trump to return them. And Trump, allegedly, over a period of months, refused and tried to hide them, claimed he didn't have them, wouldn't cooperate with a subpoena to return them.

And that's, in fact, what he's charged with here: not so much absconding with these documents but trying to hide from the government that he had them and trying to obstruct them, including documents that were, apparently, really sensitive national-security documents dealing with things like nuclear defense and foreign militaries and who knows what else.

Rosin: So that's serious for a different reason, not for the reason of election interference.

Graham: Correct.

Rosin: Right. Okay. Next one.

Graham: So we have these two cases that both deal, in one way or another, with Trump's attempts to steal the 2020 election: the federal case on election interference and the Fulton County election-interference case, in Georgia.

Rosin: And is there another one? Have we covered them? That's it.

Graham: That is all, for now. (Laughs.)

Rosin: I guess the one thing that allows this one to rise in importance, even if the facts being discussed aren't as important, is that it's happening before November. Like, that fact alone makes it important.

Graham: Yeah, exactly. I mean, people have a right to know if the person they're considering voting for president committed a felony or, for that matter, a serious misdemeanor before they go to the voting booth, if it's going to happen soon after. And this might be the only chance for them to get that.

Rosin: Right. Although, David, do you think, maybe, we're putting too much on this case? I feel like we're maybe overlaying everything we know about January 6 and the 2020 election onto this criminal trial, which is actually about 2016.

Graham: I think that's exactly right. Because the other cases seem bogged down and because we have seen Trump's behavior and we saw January 6 and we saw what came before January 6, it's impossible not to kind of see it in that light. And I think Trump is involved, kind of on the flip side of that, in the same way, because he is making all of these cases to be part of the same supposed conspiracy against him--you know, They're all out to get him, and each of these is a tendril of that.

And also his argument that he can't be held legally accountable--in all of these cases, he's arguing that he shouldn't be held legally accountable for one reason or another. And so, insofar as he is making it a question about rule of law, I think it's hard not to also think about it as a sort of basic rule-of-law question from the other side.

Rosin: Yeah, I guess what's hanging out there--both in the way that he's delayed these cases and conducted himself in other ways--is: Is he above the law? So that's the cultural question being tested. It's not exactly the question that's being asked by the prosecutor.

Graham: Yeah.

Rosin: Is it a weird, rare advantage that he's running for president? Because he can just delay cases until he's in office. I mean, that's another incredibly unusual thing that we haven't talked about.

Graham: Yes. So he can delay all of these cases, and then it plays in different ways if he gets reelected. If he gets reelected, he can, basically, instruct the Justice Department to end the two federal cases against him, and that would be that. And, you know, it's not quite as simple as he picks up a phone, but it's pretty close to that.

And you hear people threatening, Oh, it would be the Saturday Night Massacre. You would have all these people resigning. And I think what we've seen of the Trump team is they would say, And? So what?

It's a little bit murkier in this case and in the Fulton County case. But you can totally be sure that if he wins, he will then say, I can't be sitting in court. I can't be defending these cases. I am the president of the United States, and I am busy doing this, and it's improper to interfere with this. You've got to let me free on these things too, or you have to wait 'til after I'm president, or you name it.

Rosin: Right. So that would be yet another way in which things that were unimaginable X years ago were now perfectly routine.

Graham: Right. I mean, could you imagine, also, if Trump is president but has to be going to a Fulton County courthouse three or four days a week to sit in his trial while also trying to administer the country? I mean, I just can't imagine how it would work.

Rosin: Yeah. I can't, but I also couldn't have imagined that somebody would be conducting a presidential campaign from the defendant's chair in a courtroom. So lots of things we couldn't previously imagine.

Well, David, thank you so much for walking us through this trial.

Graham: Oh, my pleasure.

[Music]

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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How to Be Less Busy and More Happy

If you feel too rushed even to read this, then your life could use a change.

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.

Are you feeling a little guilty about reading this article? Not because of the content, of course--nothing scandalous here!--but rather because of the time it takes away from something else you feel you should be doing. Perhaps you are taking a break from work but feel that you shouldn't because deadlines and obligations are nipping at your ankles this very minute.

If so, that's because you're probably too busy. Not that this is some amazing diagnosis: Most people are too busy. According to surveys conducted in recent years by the Pew Research Center, 52 percent of Americans are usually trying to do more than one thing at a time, and 60 percent sometimes feel too busy to enjoy life. When it comes to parents with children under the age of 18, a full 74 percent said that they sometimes feel too busy to enjoy life.

The solution to excessive busyness might seem simple: do less. But that is easier said than done, isn't it? After all, the overstuffed schedule we have today was built on trying to meet the expectations of others. But we do have research on busyness, which indicates that the real reasons you're so overbooked might be much more complicated than this. So if you can understand why you end up with too little time and too much to do, that can point you toward strategies for tackling the problem, lowering your stress, and getting happier.

Read: One reason hybrid work makes employees miserable

Researchers have learned that well-being involves a "sweet spot" of busyness. As you surely know from experience, having too little discretionary time lowers happiness. But you can also have too much free time, which reduces life satisfaction due to idleness.

Think of a time when a class was way too easy, or when a job left you with too little to do. Being able to goof off might have been fun for a while, but before long, you probably started to lose your mind. In 2021, scholars at the University of Pennsylvania and UCLA calculated the well-being levels of people with different amounts of time to use at their own discretion; the researchers found that the optimal number of free-time hours in a working day was 9.5--more than half of people's time awake.

Nine and a half hours is probably a lot more than you usually get or ever could get, between staying employed and living up to family obligations. In fact, the average number of discretionary hours found in the data is 1.8. But even if 9.5 hours is unrealistic, this huge difference is probably reflected in your stress levels and may have longer-term health consequences. The World Health Organization and the International Labour Organization estimate that worldwide, in 2016, as a result of working at least 55 hours a week, some 398,000 people died of a stroke and a further 347,000 died from heart disease. So even if you never get near 9.5 hours, increasing discretionary time is the right health and well-being strategy for most people--and probably for you too. So why aren't more Americans demanding better work-life balance?

Read: 'Ugh, I'm so busy!': A status symbol of our time

One answer is that for most of us, too much discretionary time is scarier than too little, and we overcorrect to avoid it. If we don't know how to use it, free time can become idleness, which leads to boredom--and humans hate boredom. Typically, when we are under-occupied, a set of brain structures known as the Default Mode Network is activated, with behavioral effects that can be associated with rumination and self-preoccupation.

The pattern of thought when that network is involved can be merely trivial (How did my fingernails get so dirty?) or speculatively terrifying (What could my teenager be up to?). To avoid activating this unproductively ruminative state, we look for ways to force ourselves to be busy, such as scrolling through social media and staying busy with some goal-oriented task. In other words, the crazy calendar that doesn't even give you time to use the bathroom might be--at least in part--a self-imposed creation, after you said "yes" to too many things as an insurance policy against going into that default mode.

Besides having a dread of anxiously pensive boredom, we respond to two other factors when we make ourselves overly busy. First, in American culture, busyness tends to confer social status. Researchers in 2017 demonstrated this with a series of experiments, such as one in which subjects were asked to rate the status of a person based on their Facebook posts. According to their findings, posts that publicized an overworked lifestyle were rated more highly. Second, work performance and busyness tend to be positively correlated.

Research from 2016 also showed that busier people had faster processing speed, better memory, better reasoning, and more knowledge than less busy people. Noteworthy, though, is that the direction of causation is unclear: High performers at work may simply be people who make themselves busier, and they would be just as effective and able if they thinned out their schedule in an effort to be happier.

Arthur C. Brooks: Overwhelmed? Just say 'no.'

For most people, the trouble with busyness is that they are far below the sweet spot of discretionary time in their average workday. This may be unavoidable in part, and some people have a lot less control than others over their schedule. But as the research suggests, many people seem to be inflicting greater busyness on themselves than is necessary because of a fear of idleness.

The solution starts with knowledge of this tendency and a willingness to confront it. Carefully monitor your work patterns and commitments for a week. If you have a hole in your schedule, do you jam it with a low-priority meeting or tasks you would ordinarily avoid? When you unexpectedly find yourself with a free hour because of a cancellation, do you fill it with make-work such as calls and emails that aren't immediately necessary? These are telltale signs of idleness aversion.

One remedy is to create a list of discretionary tasks that are creative and attractive to you but do not involve a deadline. For me, this means sketching out book ideas in a notebook I carry around with me. When I have unfilled time, I pull out the notebook and start brainstorming. This inevitably induces a pleasurable "flow state," which gives me energy and refreshes me--and creates an incentive to block out more discretionary time. At one point in my career, when I was running a large organization, this observation led me to ring-fence two hours a day in the morning, when I know that my brain chemistry is best for idea work.

Beyond being fun, such a practice can be revolutionary for your career. Google reserves 20 percent of engineers' time for projects of their own choosing--literally whatever they want to work on. This free fifth of their time has generated more than half of the company's highest-revenue-generating products, including Gmail, Google Maps, and Google Earth. If your employer doesn't go in for a similar program, see if you can do it for yourself by being very strict about getting your official work done within specific time limits, leaving you time for your creativity and passion.

Derek Thompson: Why Americans suddenly stopped hanging out

Perhaps you try to follow this advice and still find yourself hopelessly busy. I have one other technique, which I learned some years ago from an efficiency expert. She told me to make a list of the 20 things I felt I had to get done the next day, in order of priority. Then she instructed me to take the top 10 items and list them according to how much I looked forward to doing each one. Finally, with that order, she told me to take my pencil and cross out the bottom 15 items. The top five would be my actual to-do list.

"What about the others?" I asked, dumbfounded. Her response: "You won't do them, and no one will really notice or care, because everything else will be so good." Obviously, there are limits to this strategy: If an emergency appendectomy isn't in your top five because you're not looking forward to it, you should definitely still get it done. For the most part, though, she was right--and my life improved as a result.
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Abolish DEI Statements

Assessing a debate about a controversial hiring practice

by Conor Friedersdorf




This month, Professor Randall L. Kennedy, an eminent scholar of race and civil rights, published an op-ed in The Harvard Crimson denouncing the use of diversity, equity, and inclusion statements in academic hiring. "I am a scholar on the left committed to struggles for social justice," he wrote. "The realities surrounding mandatory DEI statements, however, make me wince."

More and more colleges started requiring faculty to submit these statements in recent years, until legislatures in red states began to outlaw them. They remain common at private institutions and in blue states. Kennedy lamented that at Harvard and elsewhere, aspiring professors are required to "profess and flaunt" their faith in DEI in a process that "leans heavily and tendentiously towards varieties of academic leftism." He concluded that DEI statements "ought to be abandoned."

Conor Friedersdorf: The hypocrisy of mandatory diversity statements

But a "contrasting perspective" on diversity statements that the Crimson published argued that "furor over diversity statements in hiring is a red herring." Edward J. Hall, a Harvard philosophy professor, acknowledged flaws in the way DEI statements are currently used, going so far as to declare, "I share my colleague professor Randall L. Kennedy's anger." However, he continued, "we should direct that anger at its proper target: not diversity statements themselves, but rather the horribly distorted view that has taken hold about what they should contain."

The headline of his op-ed, "Don't Eliminate. Improve," seemed to endorse a reformist position on DEI statements that I've begun to encounter often in my reporting. Lots of liberal-minded academics feel favorably toward diversity and inclusion as values, but they also dislike dogmatism and coercion, qualities that they see in today's DEI statements. If only there were a way for a hiring process to advance DEI without straying into illiberalism.

But people who see the flaws of the status quo should not be seduced by the illusion that tweaking how DEI statements are solicited or scored is a solution. In fact, interviewing Hall, the ostensible reformer in the Harvard Crimson debate, left me more convinced that abolishing DEI statements is the best way forward.



In Kennedy's case against DEI statements, he provides an example: a job opening for an assistant professor at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, where applicants are required to submit a statement of teaching philosophy that includes "a description of their 'orientation toward diversity, equity, and inclusion practices.'"

Notice what is implied: that there is a set of known DEI practices professors can deploy to advance diversity, equity, and inclusion, if they possess the desire to do so. In reality, however, there are robust scholarly debates about how best to advance or even define diversity, equity, and inclusion, let alone a bundle of all three values. One cannot reliably distinguish among applicants by their "orientation to DEI practices" without advantaging one side in such debates, infringing on academic freedom and contributing to an ideological monoculture.

I am not a neutral observer here. In 2023, I published "The Hypocrisy of Mandatory Diversity Statements," in which I argued that forcing all who seek faculty jobs to pledge fealty to the same values will make colleges less diverse. I interviewed a math professor who grew up in the Soviet Union about why he abhors diversity statements. I documented how California's community colleges are violating the First Amendment rights of their faculty by enforcing conformity with DEI ideology. And I endorsed Utah's decision to eliminate diversity statements in public institutions.

Still, each time I encounter a new proposal for a reformed diversity-statement regime, I try to evaluate it on the merits. Frustratingly, Hall's op-ed stopped short of offering details about what an improved system for DEI statements would look like. In a best-case scenario, what specific prompt would applicants be compelled to write on? How would the answers be evaluated? When pressed, Hall was up for wrestling with my skeptical questions. And his answers were illuminating. To my surprise, he and I barely disagree.

Although Hall's op-ed was titled "Don't Eliminate. Improve," the position he actually wants to stake out is better summed up this way: Critics should be clear about what makes today's DEI statements flawed, because otherwise the understandable and necessary backlash against them could go too far. It could convey the conclusion that there is no legitimate reason a faculty hiring process would be concerned with diversity, inclusion, or belonging. He believes an applicant's orientation to diversity, if defined in the right way, is useful to probe.

"Students should come out of a liberal-arts education vastly more skilled at diagnosing, combating, and guarding against ignorance," Hall said. "I don't mean mere lack of knowledge but the kind of ignorance that is akin to having a blind spot." He recounted the old riddle about the father and son who get in a car accident. Both are rushed to the hospital, where the surgeon says, "I can't operate on this boy, he's my son." How can that be? Those confounded by the riddle have a blind spot: They assume the surgeon is a man, when, of course, the surgeon is the boy's mother.

"You don't produce knowledge without well-structured inquiry. You don't have well-structured, healthy inquiry if it's infected by this kind of ignorance," Hall said. "A good liberal-arts education should provide the kind of flexibility of mind and social skills needed to identify, guard against, and combat ignorance. And if this kind of vaccination against ignorance is a core part of what we're trying to give our students, it's essential that students learn how and why to disagree with each other and with us."

Conor Friedersdorf: The state that's trying to rein in DEI without becoming Florida

And "disagreement requires diversity," he said. "So now you've got a rationale for valuing diversity. You've got a rationale for valuing inclusion and belonging, understood the right way." He sees belonging as classrooms where all students have "equal standing to have their voices taken up, responded to, and engaged with," so their diverse viewpoints can work to combat ignorance.

I followed his logic. But in this example, why not ask prospective hires how they'd teach students to combat ignorance rather than about their perspective on diversity?

He agreed, noting that there is no shared understanding of what diversity means today, and that lots of applicants try to guess at what those evaluating DEI statements want to hear. "The language has been corrupted," he said. To yield useful information, better to avoid the word diversity. Then he offered what he'd consider an improved prompt: "What do you do to foster a culture in the classroom in which students can engage in serious, good-faith, curiosity-driven disagreement? That's a question I would like to see."

I asked how he would evaluate different answers to that prompt.

Say one applicant writes, Having delved deeply into research literature on authoritarian personality types, I feel the best way to minimize racial animus in classroom culture is to treat members of every racial group in a color-blind manner, because who we consider "other" is malleable and raising the salience of race could foster a climate that resulted in more minority students being othered.

Meanwhile, a competing job candidate writes, Having delved deeply into critical race theory, explicitly race-conscious approaches to classroom management strike me as vital for students of color to participate as equals in curiosity-driven disagreement.

Both applicants are earnestly and cogently propounding theories that are plausibly derived from peer-reviewed scholarship and utterly in conflict. Who scores more highly?

"They both can't be right, but they could both be excellent candidates, and they've signaled that by the seriousness with which they took the question," Hall said. "I would probe for signs that they try to evaluate whether their approach is actually working. Are they absolutely convinced of the soundness of their theory, which would be worrying, or are they empirical about it and open to adjustments if it isn't working? But on the content, I would judge them equally strong." In a university, he argued, "you shouldn't take for granted that something as complex as teaching is an area where we should all agree there's one right way to do it. I'm happy with a kind of pluralism."



The information that Hall wants to elicit from job candidates, and his pluralistic attitude toward evaluating their answers, strikes me as defensible and even sensible.

But his approach is wildly different from every actual DEI-statement process I've seen. "Wouldn't most supporters of today's DEI statements hate the approach you're proposing?" I asked.

Conor Friedersdorf: A uniquely terrible new DEI policy

"What I'm proposing is absolutely a different thing," he said. "My vision would be viewed as hostile by many who are ardent supporters of DEI in its current incarnation."

Hall told me that "given the current climate, it's really not possible to get useful information from diversity statements." In fact, "we probably should just get rid of them," he clarified soon after. "There is not any kind of useful purpose that they're serving, and there's a pretty destructive purpose that they can serve." As a result of all the signaling around DEI in academia, "we need to do some counter-signaling," he added, to make clear that hiring committees are open to diverse perspectives from job seekers--otherwise, the effect is "perceived pressure to align with politicized concepts" that "narrows the range of perspectives we get in our applicant pools."

After talking with Hall, I want to slightly amend my position in this debate: Colleges should fully abolish diversity statements in hiring--while noting that by doing so, they aren't in any way implying that diversity, inclusion, or any other value is irrelevant to good teaching.

In fact, my ideal college press release announcing the end of mandatory DEI statements would clarify that lots of values, including DEI, can bear on research and teaching--and that healthy universities allow faculty members to contest how best to define and prioritize such values. The alternative, where the DEI bundle is treated as so important as to justify coercion, is anti-diversity and authoritarian.
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The Trump Trial's Extraordinary Opening

The first days of the criminal case against the former president have been mundane, even boring--and that's remarkable.

by George T. Conway III




This is The Trump Trials by George T. Conway III, a newsletter that chronicles the former president's legal troubles. Sign up here.

The defendant nodded off a couple of times on Monday. And I have to confess, as a spectator in an overflow courtroom watching on closed-circuit television, so did I.

Legal proceedings can be like that. Mundane, even boring. That's how the first couple of days of the trial in the People of the State of New York v. Donald J. Trump, Indictment No. 71543-2023, felt much of the time. Ordinary--despite being so extraordinary. And, frankly, that was comforting. The ordinary mechanics of the criminal-litigation process were applied fairly, efficiently, and methodically to a defendant of unparalleled notoriety, one who has devoted himself to undermining the rule of law.

Certainly the setting was ordinary. When the Criminal Courts Building, at 100 Centre Street in Lower Manhattan, first opened in 1941, an architectural critic lamented that the Art Deco structure, a New Deal/Public Works Administration project, was "uncommunicative." Eight decades later, it still has little to say. Raw and spartan, it's a bit of a mystery to people who aren't familiar with it (including me, a civil litigator who, despite having been admitted to the New York state bar some 35 years ago, practiced mostly in federal and Delaware courts). A pool reporter yesterday described the surroundings as "drab."

Drab indeed, but busy--very busy. There's never a want of bustle here, of the sort you would expect. As the former federal prosecutor Andrew Weissmann put it this week, 100 Centre is, "well, Dickensian--a beehive of activity with miscreants, state prosecutors, judges, defense lawyers, probation officers, court security [and] families--in dark, dingy halls and courtrooms." It's a bit like New York City as a whole: How it functions, with the volume it handles, never ceases to amaze.

And how the court manages to keep track of things, Lord only knows. In contrast with the federal courts or even New York's civil courts, it has no electronic, publicly accessible docket. The Supreme Court of the State of New York for the County on New York, Criminal Term, is, as one courthouse reporter said last month, "stuck in the past." It's a tribunal "where the official record is a disorganized and incomplete mass of paper with no accounting of what's inside." The records come in brown accordion folders--Redwelds, lawyers call them--and what judges and clerks decide to put in them is the record, and what they don't is not.

But somehow it works. Somehow the court manages to dispose of thousands of cases a year, involving all manner of defendants and offenses. A calendar emailed to journalists by the Manhattan District Attorney's Office listing the week's anticipated court appearances gives you the flavor. It catalogs names seemingly of many ethnicities, with a couple of corporate entities to boot. A hodgepodge of alleged charges, including the violent and the corrupt: robbery, conspiracy, forgery, criminal mischief, identity theft, enterprise corruption, stalking, murder, attempted murder, sex trafficking, grand larceny, attempted grand larceny, possession of a forged instrument, offering a false statement for filing.

And the list contained three cases involving the crime of falsifying business records, one of which was set for trial on Monday, April 15, in Part 59, Courtroom 1530--People v. Trump.

Nothing on the calendar, other than the defendant's readily recognizable name, would have told you there was anything special about the case. In that sense, it was ordinary. But the hubbub outside--a handful of protesters, multiple television cameras, and a long line for the press and other spectators--made clear that something somewhat special was afoot. An overflow courtroom down the hall from the main courtroom offered a closed-circuit television feed of the proceedings. Those who had lined up went through an extra set of security screeners and machines--mandated, we were told, by the United States Secret Service.

But still, so much was ordinary--the stuff of the commencement of a criminal trial, housekeeping of the sort you'd see in virtually any court about to try a criminal case. That began promptly at 10:00 a.m. on Monday, when Judge Juan Merchan assumed the bench. There were loose ends for the judge to tie up, pending motions to decide. Merchan denied the defendant's motion to recuse, reading, in even tones, an opinion from the bench. The motion was frivolous; the result unsurprising. And then the parties argued some motions in limine--pretrial efforts to exclude evidence.

For example, would the notorious Access Hollywood tape that rocked the 2016 presidential campaign be played for the jury?  The prosecution said it should be: An assistant district attorney said the tape would elucidate why the defendant and his campaign were so hell-bent, to the point of falsifying business records, on keeping additional instances of the defendant's miscreant conduct with women out of the public eye. The defense, of course, argued that playing the tape would be prejudicial. After all, this wasn't a case about sexual assault.

The judge allowed that the tape's existence provided context for the business-records charges but ruled that actually showing the tape to the jury would be prejudicial. Instead, the jury would be given a transcript. And speaking of sexual assault, prosecutors tried to get in an excerpt from Trump's deposition in the E. Jean Carroll sexual-assault and defamation cases in which Trump testified that he was a "star," and that stars historically get to do to women what Trump said on the Access Hollywood tape that he liked to do to them. Judge Merchan rightly said no, he would not allow the jury to hear that. It would be too much, too beside the point of what this case (unlike the Carroll cases) is actually about.

But as unusual and colorful as the factual predicate for the evidentiary motions was, the argument wasn't all that interesting. It was rather low-key, in fact. Perhaps that was because none of the proffered evidence was new. But it was also because the arguing of pretrial evidentiary motions, however crucial they may be (although these, frankly, weren't), is seldom scintillating. I can't imagine that Donald Trump and I were the only ones watching who dozed off.

Then came jury selection, which took the rest of Monday, all of yesterday, and will probably consume tomorrow and Friday as well. (The judge will be handling his other cases today.) That was a bit more interesting, but slow going at first. Again, the ordinary met the extraordinary. Ninety-six potential jurors were brought in. The judge provided an overview of the case in the broadest terms, describing the charges in a few sentences; explained what his role and what the jury's would be; and read the names of the cast of characters (some would be witnesses, others would simply be mentioned, including--full disclosure--my ex-wife). Still, it was mundane. It was pretty much what a judge would say in any big case.

And jury selection was a bit tedious; in a case like this, it simply has to be. Jurors were asked to give oral answers--some 42 of them, including a number with multiple subparts--to a written questionnaire. In substance: Where do you live? What do you do? What's your educational background? What news sources do you read? What's your experience with the legal system? Have you ever been to a Trump rally or followed him on social media? Have you belonged to any anti-Trump groups? And on and on and and on. But the most important inquiries came toward the end of the list: questions asking whether the prospective jurors could be fair. Occasionally the judge would interject, when an unusual or unclear answer was given. And once in a while there was a moment of levity: One woman--in response to a question about having relatives or close friends in the legal field--noted that she had once dated a lawyer. "It ended fine," she volunteered, with a flatness of tone that betrayed no hint of nostalgia or loss.

This process took well over a day, and included brief follow-up questioning--"voir dire"--by the lawyers for both sides. But the judge did take a shortcut, one that saved a great deal of effort: After describing the case, but before proceeding to the individual-by-individual, question-by-question process, he asked the entire group the bottom-line question: Do any of you think you couldn't judge the case fairly? Roughly two-thirds of this first batch of potential jurors said they couldn't. That was extraordinary--a reflection of the fact that everyone knows who the defendant is, and that not many people lack a strong opinion about him.

And during the lawyers' voir dire, a few interesting moments did occur, mostly when Trump's lawyers pulled out social-media posts that they claimed showed possible bias on the part of the remaining candidates in the jury pool. One man was stricken by the court for cause because he once posted that Trump should be locked up.  The Trump lawyers attempted, but failed, to get the court to strike a woman whose husband had posted some joking commentary about the former president. The judge's response: That's all you have? He allowed the juror to stay, and left it to counsel to decide whether to use their limited number of peremptory strikes.

In the end, for two days, the extraordinary intertwined with the ordinary, as it should in a case like this one. As one young woman from the Upper East Side, now to be known as Juror No. 2,  put it during the selection process, "No one is above the law." Let's hope that sentiment prevails.
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Something Weird Is Happening With Caesar Salads

With chefs tossing in pig ear, tequila, and other wacky ingredients, when does a classic dish become something other than itself?

by Ellen Cushing

On a July weekend in Tijuana, in 1924, Caesar Cardini was in trouble. Prohibition was driving celebrities, rich people, and alcoholics across the border from San Diego, and Cardini's highly popular Italian restaurant was swamped. Low on ingredients, or so the legend goes, he tossed together what he had on hand: romaine lettuce, Parmesan cheese, and croutons, dressed in a slurry of egg, oil, garlic, salt, Worcestershire sauce, and citrus juice. It was a perfect food.

On a November evening in Brooklyn, in 2023, I was in trouble (hungry). I ordered a kale Caesar at a place I like. Instead, I got: a tangle of kale, pickled red onion, and "sweet and spicy almonds," dressed in a thinnish, vaguely savory liquid and topped with a glob of creme fraiche roughly the size and vibe of a golf ball. It was a pretty weird food.

We are living through an age of unchecked Caesar-salad fraud. Putative Caesars are dressed with yogurt or miso or tequila or lemongrass; they are served with zucchini, orange zest, pig ear, kimchi, poached duck egg, roasted fennel, fried chickpeas, buffalo-cauliflower fritters, togarashi-dusted rice crackers. They are missing anchovies, or croutons, or even lettuce. In October, the food magazine Delicious posted a list of "Caesar" recipes that included variations with bacon, maple syrup, and celery; asparagus, fava beans, smoked trout, and dill; and tandoori prawns, prosciutto, kale chips, and mung-bean sprouts. The so-called Caesar at Kitchen Mouse Cafe, in Los Angeles, includes "pickled carrot, radish & coriander seeds, garlicky croutons, crispy oyster mushrooms, lemon dressing." Molly Baz is a chef, a cookbook author, and a bit of a Caesar obsessive--she owns a pair of sneakers with cae on one tongue and sal on the other--and she put it succinctly when she told me, "There's been a lot of liberties taken, for better or for worse."

It's all a little peculiar, at least in the sense that words are supposed to mean something. Imagine ordering a "hamburger" that contained a bun and some lettuce, with chicken, marinara sauce, and basil Mad-Libbed between. Or cacio e pepe with, say, carrots and Christmas ham. To be clear, modifying the Caesar isn't fundamentally a bad thing, as long as the flavors resemble those of the original. Baz likes her Caesar with anchovies (traditional! controversial! correct!) but said she's happy to swap in fish sauce, capers, or "other salty, briny things." Jacob Sessoms, a restaurant chef in Asheville, North Carolina, told me he doesn't mind an alternative green but draws the line at, say, pomegranate seeds. Jason Kaplan, the CEO of a restaurant-consulting firm in New York, doesn't mind a miso Caesar. "Because of the saltiness and the complexity, because it's a fermented soybean paste, you know?" he told me. "That doesn't piss me off as much as somebody saying that 'this is a Caesar salad,' when clearly there's nothing to say it's even closely related."

The Caesar's mission creep toward absurdity began long before the tequila and the fava beans. In fact, it has been going on for decades--first slowly, then quickly, swept along by and reflective of many of the biggest shifts in American dining. Michael Whiteman is a consultant whose firm helped open restaurants such as Windows on the World and the Rainbow Room, in New York. He remembers first seeing the Caesar start to meaningfully change about 40 years ago, when "hot things on cold things" became trendy among innovative California restaurants, and his friend James Beard returned from a trip out West raving about a Caesar topped with fried chicken livers. This was also, notably, the era of the power lunch, when restaurant chefs needed dishes that were hearty but still lunchtime-light, and quick to prepare. The chicken Caesar started appearing on menus, Whiteman told me, followed by the steak Caesar, and "it went downhill from there."

In the 1980s and '90s, as advances in agriculture, shipping, and food culture increased Americans' access to a variety of produce, chefs started swapping out the traditional romaine for whatever the leafy green of the moment was: little gem, arugula, frisee. At that point, the Caesar was still found mostly in Italian American and New American restaurants. But as "fusion" took hold and culinary nationalism abated, the Caesar became a staple of Mexican American and Asian American chain restaurants, zhuzhed up with tortilla strips or wontons for a mainstream dining public who wanted something different yet familiar.

More recently, stunt food has come for the Caesar. "We're living in a period of extreme eating, meaning extreme in terms of outlandish," Whiteman told me, in which "innovation for its own sake" seems to be motivating chefs and restaurants up and down the price spectrum. Whiteman calls the resulting dishes "mutants."

Read: How American cuisine became a melting pot

To some degree, the reason for all of this experimentation is obvious: Caesar salads--even bastardized ones--rock, and people want to buy them. "Isn't it perhaps kind of the case that the Caesar salad might be close to the perfect dish?" Sessoms said. "It hits all of your dopamine receptors that are palate related, with umami, fat, and tons of salt."

The Caesar is a crowd-pleaser salad, a name-brand salad, a safe-bet salad. It's also a format that allows for a sort of low-stakes novelty. That helps explain the rise of the fake Caesar too. Though demand for restaurants has generally bounced back since the start of the coronavirus pandemic, labor and ingredient costs are much higher than they were four years ago. Just like Caesar Cardini before them, chefs are looking for relatively cheap, relatively fast dishes, and creative ones are looking for classics they can riff on without alienating customers. "Would untrained American eaters be more likely to order a Caesar salad than any other salad? Yes," Sessoms said. Sometimes, when he's trying to find a use for specialty greens--celtuce, radicchio--he'll douse them in Caesar dressing to get diners to order them.

At the same time, Kaplan told me, it's hard to overestimate how important the widespread adoption of the online menu has been over the past decade or so. Recognizable favorites sell. When diners can see what's available before they make a reservation or leave the house, the menu is as much an advertisement as a utilitarian document. Appending the name "Caesar" to a salad is a shortcut to broad appeal.

Last week, I called up Stewart Gary, the culinary director of Nitehawk Cinema, the Brooklyn dine-in movie theater where I ordered that almond-and-pickled-onion salad. He told me essentially the same thing: In his line of work, people have limited time with the menu, and Caesar is a useful signifier. "Look," he said. "If we called it a kale salad with anchovy dressing, no one would order it."

Read: In 1950, Americans had aspic. Now we have dalgona coffee.

Ancient philosophers were bedeviled by the question of whether the ship of Theseus retained its fundamental essence after each of its component parts was replaced one by one over the course of centuries. I've been thinking about salads for a few weeks now and feel pretty sure that a true Caesar requires, at minimum, garlic, acid, umami, cold leaves, hard cheese, and a crunchy, croutonlike product. Beyond that, you can get away with one or maybe two wacky additions before you start straining the limits of credibility. It's about principle, not pedantry.

Besides, the more you learn about Caesar salads, the more you come to realize that pedantry is useless. The original Caesar was reportedly made with lime juice instead of lemon. It was prepared tableside and intended to be eaten by hand, like a piece of toast, "arranged on each plate so that you could pick up a leaf by its short end and chew it down bit by bit, then pick up another," as Julia Child and Jacques Pepin explained in their version of the recipe. It was meant to be dressed in stages, first with oil, then with acid, then with a coddled egg (to coat the lettuce leaves, so the cheese would stick to them), not with the emulsified, mayonnaise-adjacent dressing common today. Crucially, it didn't have whole anchovies.

As soon as the recipe began showing up in cookbooks, in the early 1940s, it started changing: Some recipes called for rubbing the bowl with garlic, or adding blue cheese or pear vinegar or mustard. In her headnotes for one of the earliest printed versions of the Caesar recipe, published in West Coast Cook Book, in 1952, Helen Evans Brown described the Caesar as "the most talked-of salad of a decade, perhaps of the century." She then went on to note that "the salad is at its best when kept simple, but as it is invariably made at table, and sometimes by show-offs, it occasionally contains far too many ingredients." The Caesar is forever, which means it's forever being manipulated. For better and for worse.
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The Illogical Relationship Americans Have With Animals

A new book explores the roots of our love for certain creatures--and our indifference toward many others.

by Ben Goldfarb




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


American society has a confused, contradictory relationship with animals. Many dog owners have no compunction about eating feedlot-raised pigs, animals whose intelligence, sociality, and sentience compare favorably with their shih tzus and beagles. Some cat lovers let their outdoor felines contribute to mass bird murder. A pescatarian might claim that a cod is less capable of suffering than a chicken. Why do some species reside comfortably within our circles of concern, while others squat shivering beyond the firelight, waiting for us to welcome them in?

In Our Kindred Creatures, their meticulously researched history of the dawn of the animal-rights movement, Bill Wasik and Monica Murphy argue that America's animal attitudes were largely shaped over a period spanning the mid-1860s to the mid-1890s. It was during those decades, Wasik and Murphy write, that many Americans came to realize that animals weren't mere "objects" but "creatures whose joys and sufferings had to be taken into consideration."

This moral awakening, described by one contemporaneous journalist as a "new type of goodness," still influences Americans' love of certain animals today, and our indifference toward many others. These disparate feelings, Wasik and Murphy suggest, are an inheritance from that late-1800s era. They are also influenced by spatial and psychic proximity: Most people are more likely to care about the well-being of a pet with whom they cohabit than a pig that resides in a slaughterhouse. The future of animal welfare in the United States may depend on whether Americans can expand their concern beyond the boundaries drawn by 19th-century reformers--whether, as Wasik and Murphy put it, we can apply our "reservoirs of pet love" to other, more distant creatures.

Read: The meat paradox

Wasik and Murphy's book often makes for disturbing reading, so unflinchingly does it document humankind's capacity for cruelty. In the 19th century, horses, ubiquitous beasts of burden in the pre-automotive age, were whipped mercilessly and forced to haul impossibly heavy loads. Medical-school instructors vivisected rabbits in anatomy lessons. High-society women sported fanciful hats adorned with the plumes of egrets, terns, and other birds "slaughtered wholesale for the cause of fashion"; offshore bobbed ships full of live sea turtles flipped on their shell, slowly dying as they waited to become soup. Every day in New York City, stray dogs were rounded up and "killed by drowning in a giant metal box ... used to dispatch some sixty to eighty dogs at a time."

Although Wasik and Murphy make the case that women eventually became central to the animal-rights movement, their account focuses principally on two men who were among its most forceful leaders. One is Henry Bergh, the dyspeptic heir to a shipbuilding fortune who embraced animal welfare after watching a bullfighting exhibition in Spain. Bergh's approach was a punitive one: Beginning in the 1860s, he cajoled New York's legislators into passing welfare laws, then, under the auspices of a new organization called the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, delegated agents to enforce those laws in cooperation with local police. His counterpart was George Angell, the president of the Massachusetts SPCA and the son of a Baptist preacher, who founded a newsletter called Our Dumb Animals and packed its pages with treacly poetry and stories written from the perspective of horses. Angell was a skilled rhetorician and salesman: When a compassionate "autobiography of a horse" called Black Beauty was published in the United Kingdom, Angell reprinted it in the U.S. (ignoring its original publisher's copyright) and marketed it so ardently that one reporter speculated it would outsell the Bible.

Through legal and moral suasion, Bergh, Angell, and their conspirators made rapid progress. They passed laws preventing horse abuse, broke up dog-fighting rings, and nudged the meat industry to adopt less crowded train cars for cattle. In Philadelphia, a reformer named Caroline White opened a humane dog shelter at which strays were "fed a healthy diet of horsemeat, cornmeal, and crisped pork skin." Those who weren't adopted were euthanized in a carbon-dioxide chamber, which was thought to be less painful than drowning. Some species, then as now, were easier to promote than others: Bergh's prosecution of a ship captain for mistreating sea turtles failed when a judge absurdly ruled that turtles were fish, and thus not subject to new welfare laws. Such setbacks notwithstanding, near the end of the 19th century, 39 of the country's 44 states had adopted laws proscribing animal cruelty.



Although Wasik and Murphy share their subjects' sympathies, they are admirably clear-eyed about their deficiencies, including some lamentable anti-science sentiments. Wasik and Murphy's previous book, Rabid, tackled the history of rabies, and Our Kindred Creatures, too, spends time on that dread disease. Rabies, a common and deadly scourge in the 19th century, posed a contradiction to animal advocates. On the one hand, the development of a human rabies vaccine in 1885 was good for dogs: Once pooches were no longer terrifying disease vectors, people could welcome them into their home without reservation. On the other hand, the vaccine's creation entailed copious animal experimentation, including "cerebral inoculation," whereby researchers drilled holes in anesthetized animals' skulls to infect them. Bergh and his allies deemed the rabies vaccine a "hideous monstrosity" and campaigned against its "evils," seeming to recognize only the cruelties associated with the vaccine, and not its ultimate benefits.

Early welfarists had another blind spot: agriculture. Although Bergh and his allies occasionally waded into livestock advocacy, they railed primarily against abuses they could see: the horse whipped by his rider, the dog kicked by her owner. To Bergh's mind, such public displays inculcated a culture of cruelism--the notion, as Wasik and Murphy put it, that witnessing meanness had a "coarsening influence on human minds ... priming them for further acceptance of cruelty against man and beast alike."

But a worldview focused on the prevention of visible cruelty proved a poor match for the meat industry. The slaughterhouses and packing plants that sprang up in Chicago in the late 1800s, for instance, concealed the brutality of their slaying methods--cows battered in the head, the occasional still-living pig dunked in boiling water--behind closed factory doors. Humane groups mostly ignored meatpacking's horrors. The Illinois Humane Society even appointed the meat magnate Philip Armour to its board of directors and wrote him a praiseful obituary that, as Wasik and Murphy write, washed "away the blood of the countless millions of animals so cruelly disassembled in his slaughter factories."

That cognitive dissonance--"the selective care for certain species and not others"--still afflicts American society. In their afterword, Wasik and Murphy argue that modern Americans, like their 19th-century forebears, need to adopt their own new "goodness," one that emphasizes a "systems-driven moral thinking." The misery of sows held captive in feedlots, or the suffering of wild creatures evicted by habitat loss, must become as real and urgent as the pain of chained dogs and starved cats. Meat-loving Americans would do well, Wasik and Murphy write, to reconsider the "patterns of consumption" that have led to the confinement of about 99 million cows and 74 million pigs. They might use their concern for pets as "well-springs from which to love, and to aid, all those distant, unseen animals we know only as abstractions."

It's a welcome proposal. Aside from that brief afterword, though, Wasik and Murphy's book is almost entirely a study of the past. Our Kindred Creatures would have benefited from a more thorough examination of how early animal-welfare campaigns still reverberate--or don't--today. Does P. T. Barnum's deplorable treatment of captive beluga whales in the 19th century inform the campaign to free orcas and other cetaceans housed in modern aquariums? How have Indigenous-led efforts to restore bison to North America's prairies managed to grow from the poisoned soil of 19th-century buffalo massacres? Lingering in the present would have made for a different--and longer--book, but also, perhaps, a more resonant one.

Read: How P. T. Barnum helped the early days of animal rights

Our Kindred Creatures also could have spent more time on the evolution of wildlife conservation. At the animal-welfare movement's outset, some of the same people and groups who inveighed against horse beatings and dog drownings also fought the annihilation of bison and birds. But those causes soon diverged, as scientists and upper-crust sportsmen came to dominate conservation and largely squeezed out the lay crusaders who had launched welfarism. Today, many animal-welfare groups focus on pets and livestock, while organizations such as the National Wildlife Federation and the World Wildlife Fund advocate for their free-roaming brethren. Some scientists seek to reunify conservation and animal rights via the wild-animal-welfare movement, which works to both protect creatures and make their daily lives more pleasant--for example, by studying the effects of light pollution on owls, and by sponsoring research that provides birth control to overpopulated and starving pigeons in urban areas. After more than a century of divergence, animal welfarism and conservation may once more align, potentially to the benefit of the wild creatures whose lives have been immiserated by human activity.

Ultimately, in spite of its accomplishments, the crusade launched by Bergh, Angell, and their peers remains unfinished. As Wasik and Murphy point out, early welfarists were fond of analogies as a rhetorical tool. Some activists even extended the logic of animal rights to protect children from domestic abuse; in one instance the authors write about, Bergh dispatched ASPCA agents to rescue a mistreated child and prosecuted one of the first child-welfare cases on her behalf. If the modern animal-rights movement is to continue racking up victories, more Americans should perhaps think in analogy. If dogs and cats deserve good lives, why not cows, pigs, and chickens? If elephants, tigers, and other large, charismatic mammals are worthy of protection, why not bats, reptiles, insects, and other smaller, less endearing critters? Animals have long been beset by not only human cruelty but also human hypocrisy. What they need now, perhaps, is moral consistency.
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The Bone-Marrow Transplant Revolution

Finding a matched donor has always been the major challenge. A drug has solved that problem.

by Sarah Zhang




In the fall of 2021, Gabriel Arias felt like his body was "rotting from the inside." He was diagnosed with acute myeloid leukemia, a form of blood cancer so aggressive that doctors had him hospitalized the day of his biopsy. In cases like his, the ideal treatment is a transplant. Arias's cancer-prone blood cells needed to be destroyed and replaced with healthy ones taken from the bone marrow or blood of a donor who matched him biologically. Fortunately, doctors found him a match in the volunteer-donor registries--a man in Poland. Unfortunately, Arias's single match in the entire world was no longer available to donate.

In the past, the road to transplant might have ended here, but a medical advance had dramatically expanded the pool of donors for patients such as Arias. With the right drug, Arias could now get a transplant from his brother, a partial match, or, as he ultimately chose, he could join a clinical trial in which his donor would be a stranger who shared just eight of 10 markers used in bone-marrow transplants. Under this looser standard, Arias's registry matches multiplied from one to more than 200. "It really is a game changer," says Steve Devine, the chief medical officer of the nonprofit NMDP,  which runs the U.S. donor registry and has led research into the use of mismatched donors. Today, agonizing searches for a matched donor are largely a thing of the past.

The drug powering this breakthrough is actually very old. Cyclophosphamide was first developed in the 1950s for chemotherapy. Fifty years later, researchers at Johns Hopkins began studying whether it could be repurposed to prevent a common and sometimes deadly complication of bone-marrow transplants called graft-versus-host disease, where the donor's white blood cells--which form the recipient's new immune system--attack the rest of the body as foreign. The bigger the mismatch between donor and recipient, the more likely this was to happen. Cyclophosphamide worked stunningly well against graft-versus-host disease: The drug cut rates of acute and severe complications by upwards of 80 percent.

Cyclophosphamide has now enabled more patients than ever to get bone-marrow transplants --more than 7,000 last year, according to NMDP. (Bone-marrow transplant is still used as an umbrella term, though many of these procedures now use cells collected from the blood rather than bone marrow, which can be done without surgery. Both versions are also known, more accurately, as hematopoietic or blood stem-cell transplants.) The field has essentially surmounted the problem of matching donors, a major barrier to transplants, Ephraim Fuchs, an oncologist at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Fuchs couldn't remember the last time a patient failed to get a blood stem-cell transplant because they couldn't find a donor.



It wasn't obvious that cyclophosphamide would work so well. "I'm just going to come clean," Devine told me. "Back in 2003 and 2005, I thought it was crazy." Derived from a relative of mustard gas, the drug is known to be highly toxic to a variety of blood cells; in fact, doctors had long used it to kill the diseased bone marrow in patients before transplant. Why would you want to give such a drug after transplant, when the new donor cells are still precious and few? It defied a certain logic.

But as far back as the 1960s, researchers also noticed that high doses of post-transplant cyclophosphamide could prevent graft-versus-host disease in mice, even if they did not know why. Over the next few decades, scientists working away in labs learned that cyclophosphamide isn't quite carpet-bombing the blood. It actually spares the stem cells most important to successful transplant. (Blood stem cells differentiate into all the types of red and white blood cells that a patient will need.) Why cyclophosphamide works so well against graft-versus-host disease is still unclear, but the drug also seems to selectively kill white blood cells active in the disease while sparing those that quell the immune system.

By the late '90s, doctors saw a clear need to expand the search for donors. Bone-marrow transplants are most successful when donor and recipient share the same markers, known as HLA, which are protein tags our cells use to distinguish self from nonself. We inherit HLA markers from our parents, so siblings have about a one-in-four chance of being perfectly matched. As families got smaller in the 20th century, though, the likelihood of a sibling match fell. Donor registries such as NMDP were created to fill the gap, however imperfectly.

Doctors soon began coalescing around the idea of using family members who were only haploidentical, or half matched, meaning they shared at least five out of 10 HLA markers. Every child is a half match to their parents, and every parent to their child; siblings also have a 50 percent chance of being half matches. But when doctors first tried these transplants, the "outcomes were horrible," Leo Luznik, an oncologist at Johns Hopkins, told me. Patients had frighteningly high rates of graft-versus-host disease, and more than half died within three years.

Based on the lab findings, Luznik, Fuchs, and other colleagues at Johns Hopkins wondered if post-transplant cyclophosphamide could help. The pharmaceutical companies that made it were uninterested in funding any research, Luznik said, because "it was an old, very cheap drug." With government grants, however, the team was able to prove that cyclophosphamide got the rate of graft-versus-disease as low as in matched sibling transplants. By the late 2000s, transplants with half-matched family members were becoming routine.

Still, not every patient will have a sibling or parent or child who can donate. Doctors began wondering if cyclophosphamide could work for unrelated donors too. If only eight of the 10 markers have to be matched, then almost everyone would find a donor, even multiple donors. This was especially important for patients of mixed or non-European ancestry, who have a harder time finding unrelated donors, because people of those backgrounds make up a smaller proportion of registry donors and because they can carry a more diverse set of HLA markers. Two-thirds of white people can find a fully matched registry donor, but that number drops to 23 percent for Black Americans and 41 percent for Asians or Pacific Islanders.

Amelia Johnson, who is half Indian and half Black, was one of the first children to get a transplant from a mismatched unrelated donor in a clinical trial in 2022. Her mom, Salome Sookdieopersad, remembers being told, "You guys need to start recruiting bone-marrow donors to help increase your chances." When that still didn't turn up an ideal match, Sookdieopersad prepared to donate to her daughter as a half match. But then Amelia was offered a spot in the clinical trial, and they decided to take it. Transplants with mismatched unrelated donors had already been tried in adults--that was Arias's trial--and they offered other potential benefits. A younger donor, for example, has younger cells, which fare noticeably better than older ones. Amelia did end up with a bout of graft-versus-host disease; cyclophosphamide lowers the risk but not to zero. Still, the transplant was necessary to save her life, and her mom pointed out that some risk was unavoidable, no matter the type of donor: A friend of Amelia's got graft-versus-host even with a perfectly matched one. Doctors were able to treat Amelia's complications, and she returned to school last August. The pediatric trial she was part of is ongoing.

In adults, where more data are available, doctors are already moving ahead with mismatched, unrelated donors. Between this and half-matched family members, patients who once might have had zero donors are now finding themselves with multiple possibilities. Doctors can be choosier too: They can select the youngest donor, for example, or match on characteristics such as blood type. The larger pool of donors also prevents situations like Arias's, in which a single matched donor who signed up years ago is no longer available, which happens with some regularity. Cyclophosphamide is now routinely used in matched transplants too, because it lowers the risk of graft-versus-host disease even further.

Arias's mismatched unrelated donor in the trial was an anonymous 22-year-old man who lives somewhere in the United States. When Arias and I spoke last month, it had been almost exactly two years since his transplant. He's cancer free. He and his wife just welcomed a baby girl. None of this would have likely been possible without the transplant, without the donor, without a 70-year-old drug that had been smartly repurposed.
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Biden's Safe, Polite Campaign Stop in Scranton

The president's kitchen-table issues approach seems to lack true vision.

by John Hendrickson




Interstate 81, southbound, you can't miss it: Exit 185 PRESIDENT BIDEN EXPRESSWAY. The three-quarter-mile road leads into downtown Scranton, Pennsylvania, birthplace of Joe Biden. Keep going straight and you'll eventually end up--where else?--on Biden Street. That these namesake roads exist while the president is still alive, let alone still in office, feels odd. But this exact strangeness--forced nostalgia, preemptive memorialization--is the essence of Biden's 2024 reelection campaign.

Yesterday afternoon, inside the Scranton Cultural Center, Biden sought to remind a few hundred supporters of his lifelong Scranton values. His address coincided with the release of a new campaign ad, titled--wait for it--"Scranton." The president's event took place just down the road from his childhood home. Of course he popped by the old place to say hello, with his traveling press corps in tow. Subtlety has never been a Biden virtue.

The hometown crowd wasn't treated to the booming, bombastic State of the Union version of Biden, but the president still managed to land a few genuine laughs during his 30-minute speech. His savviest moment was a fake-out. Biden appeared to be unspooling one of his trademark failed American-dream stories about a poor man drowning in debt, but it was a setup for a punch line: "I said, 'I'm sorry, Donald. I can't help you.'" Mentioning Trump's name at all, as Biden repeatedly did yesterday, was a notable departure from an earlier period of this campaign season, when both Biden and his allies treated his opponent like Voldemort.

David Frum: Why Biden should not debate Trump

Still, an overwhelming sense of safety and caution defined the day--perhaps a fear of messing something up. Biden's gathering wasn't a rally so much as a town hall without the questions. He didn't wax on about the Middle East, or Ukraine, or abortion, or other polarizing issues. He was laser-focused on taxes. Just a few hundred chairs were arranged in a semicircle, and the small-scale optics did not help him. Before Biden took the stage, a misleading image of many empty seats began going viral on social media. In reality, they were all eventually occupied, but there was no arguing that this campaign stop was a fraction of the size of the average Trump event. Yesterday's energy was tame. It felt more like an early primary event for a minor candidate than a rally by the sitting president.

Many versions of Joe Biden exist, and they often compete against one another. There's the doddering old man, there's Dark Brandon, there's the bighearted consoler, there's the guy who uses variations of the word fuck under his breath. Biden's campaign seems to hope that voters will come back around to good old Scranton Joe. This is the Biden who talks about faith, families, factories, and fairness. Millions of voters pine for this Norman Rockwell version of Biden--and of America, in general. Millions of others are demanding that the president plunge into the present moment and engage with Israel's war with Hamas in Gaza. Specifically, a significant portion of Democrats and liberals want Biden to call for a cease-fire and reduce (or eliminate) military aid to Israel. Biden knows this. Yet his campaign is doubling down on kitchen-table issues, such as the tax code.

He seemed most comfortable when operating squarely within the realm of the classic and the domestic. "I am a capitalist," Biden proclaimed. Still, he occasionally sounded like his old Democratic rival, Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont. "No billionaire should pay a lower tax rate than a teacher!" he yelled at one point. He scoffed at trickle-down economics and preached about the long-term effects of the child tax credit. All the while, he peppered in sayings from his grandpa, sayings the elder Biden may or may not have ever said.

Many voters don't want to believe that it's really going to be Biden and Trump again. And some people still seem surprised that Biden, in particular, is officially seeking a second term. A swath of Democrats dream of him withdrawing before the party's convention. There is perpetual talk of a younger candidate--namely a governor such as Gavin Newsom, Gretchen Whitmer, or Josh Shapiro, who yesterday served as Biden's opening act--stepping up to be the Democratic nominee in Biden's place. All of this seems like West Wing fan fiction. The race is set, and it's a rematch. (With wild cards like Robert F. Kennedy Jr. promising to make trouble.)

Read: The RFK Jr. Strategy Clicks Into Focus

Biden long ago realized the stakes. Now he has to figure out how much to talk about himself and his accomplishments versus warn voters about Trump. "Listen to what he says, because you know he means it," Biden said. Though he didn't opt for the 30,000-foot "democracy is on the ballot" message in Scranton, he drew stark comparisons between himself and his rival. "He's coming for your money, your health care, and your social security," Biden warned.

Successful political campaigns are also movements. Trump and RFK Jr., for all their flaws, long ago internalized that simple truth. Until recently, Biden has more or less run what his allies referred to as a "Rose Garden campaign." This week, he's changing that. Scranton marked Biden's first of three stops across Pennsylvania; he's off to Pittsburgh and Philadelphia next. By no accident, the president is traversing a swing state while his Republican rival is glowering inside a Manhattan courtroom. But yesterday's crowd struck me as a bunch of polite, well-behaved people who knew when to sit quietly with their hands folded, when to laugh, and when to cheer. It did not feel organic.

Just outside the venue's security perimeter, I spoke with three University of Scranton students who had tried to see Biden and were turned away. One of them, Neveah Wall, a 19-year-old sophomore, told me that this would be her first time voting, and that she was torn between going Democrat or independent. She said she was passionate about prison reform, and that she liked where Kennedy stood on the issue. Her family members would likely vote for Biden. "I think I am pretty much leaning towards RFK," she said.

It may seem surprising that the Biden campaign would put on an event within walking distance of a university and not try to welcome in as many students as possible. (A 20-something attendee inside the room told me he had been personally invited by a local politician.) Incumbents often go to great lengths to avoid disruptions and control the narrative. In a statement last night, a Biden campaign spokesperson told me, "Members of the public are invited through various methods including local groups and organizations, mass emails to subscribers to the campaign's email list, and by utilizing the voter file, which allows the campaign to target the voters we need to reach." But new, younger, or first-time voters, such as Neveah Wall, may not even have voter files yet--and, like her, they may end up drawn to another candidate after being denied entry to a Biden event.

Perhaps Biden's campaign was worried about young people bringing some of the present-day challenges into the room. When the crowd spilled back outside into the street, attendees were met by pro-Palestine protesters chanting "Genocide Joe!" One person held a sign that read I'M VOTIN UNCOMMITTED! 

Biden can keep leaning into his roots as an antidote to Trumpism, but it may not be enough. Near the end of his speech, he brought up Trump's infamous "losers" and "suckers" remark about veterans. "Who the hell does he think he is?" Biden shouted.  He could have used more of this. Scranton Joe--a harmless, affable character--doesn't necessarily inspire unwavering devotion. Biden has just over six months to find a message that can simultaneously ground him in the present and point toward the future. He can only sell so many tickets as a tribute act playing old hits.
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Trump's Willing Accomplice

Chris Sununu just showed how deep into the Republican Party the rot has gone.

by Peter Wehner




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


Yesterday, ABC News's George Stephanopoulos conducted a skillful and revealing interview with New Hampshire Governor Chris Sununu. Over nine damning minutes, Sununu illustrated how deep into the Republican Party the rot has gone.

The context for the interview is important. Governor Sununu is hardly a MAGA enthusiast. During the 2024 GOP primary, he supported Nikki Haley, and over the past several years, he's been a harsh critic of Donald Trump. Sununu has referred to him as a "loser," an "asshole," and "not a real Republican." He has said the nation needs to move past the "nonsense and drama" from the former president and that he expects "some kind of guilty verdict" against Trump. "This is serious," Sununu said last June. "If even half of this stuff is true, he's in real trouble."

Most significant, as Stephanopoulos pointed out, five days after January 6, Sununu said, "It is clear that President Trump's rhetoric and actions contributed to the insurrection at the United States Capitol Building."

Mark Leibovich: The validation brigade salutes Trump

During the interview, Sununu didn't distance himself from any of his previous comments; in fact, he doubled down on them. He reaffirmed that Trump "absolutely contributed" to the insurrection. "I hate the election denialism of 2020," Sununu said. And he admitted that he'd be very uncomfortable supporting Trump if he were convicted of a felony. But no matter, Sununu reiterated to Stephanopoulos that he'll vote for Trump anyway.

"Look, nobody should be shocked that the Republican governor is supporting the Republican president," Sununu said.

It's worth examining the reasons Sununu cited to justify his support for Trump. The main one, according to the New Hampshire governor, is "how bad Biden has become as president." Sununu cited two issues specifically: inflation, which is "crushing people," and the chaos at the southern border.

Let's take those issues in reverse order. Any fair-minded assessment would conclude that Joe Biden has been a failure on border security--crossings at the southern border are higher than ever--and that the president is rightfully paying a political price for it. His record in this respect is worse than Trump's.
 
 But Trump's record is hardly impressive. He never got close to building the wall he promised, and fewer people who were illegally in America were deported during the Trump presidency than during the Obama presidency. Illegal border crossings, as measured by apprehensions at the southwest border, were nearly 15 percent higher in Trump's final year in office than in the last full year of Barack Obama's term--when Trump called the border "broken." Illegal immigration has bedeviled every modern American president.

More incriminating is that earlier this year, Republicans, at the urging of Trump, sabotaged what would arguably have been the strongest border-security bill ever, legislation supported by Biden. So why did Republicans, who have lacerated Biden for his lax enforcement policies, oppose a bill that included so much of what they demanded? Because they wanted chaos to continue at the southern border, in order to increase Trump's chances of winning the election. That tells you what the Republican priority is.

As for inflation: During the Biden presidency, it soared to more than 9 percent--inflation was a global crisis, not specific to the United States--but has cooled to about 3.5 percent. (When Trump left office, inflation was less than 2 percent.) America's inflation rate is now among the lowest in the world. More important, wages are rising faster than prices for ordinary workers, and low-wage workers have experienced dramatic real-wage growth over the past four years and for the first time in decades.

More broadly, the American economy is the best in the world. The United States recovered from the coronavirus pandemic better than any other nation. Interest rates are the highest in decades, but America's GDP significantly outpaced those of other developed countries in 2023. The economy grew by more than 3 percent in the fourth quarter of 2023, which is higher than the average for the five years preceding the pandemic. Monthly job growth under Biden, even if you exclude "catch up" growth figures in the aftermath of the pandemic, has been record-setting. Trump's record, pre-pandemic, isn't close.

In 2023, we saw the highest share of working-age Americans employed in more than two decades, while the Biden administration has overseen more than two years of unemployment below 4 percent, the longest such streak since the late 1960s. At the end of last year, retailers experienced a record-setting holiday season. The stock market recently posted an all-time high; so did domestic oil production. The number of Americans without health insurance has fallen to record lows under Biden. Trump claims that crime "is rampant and out of control like never, ever before." In fact, violent crime--after surging in the last year of the Trump presidency (largely because of the pandemic)--is declining dramatically. As for abortions, during the Trump presidency, they increased by 8 percent after 30 years of near-constant decline.

Even if Republicans want to insist that Biden's policies had nothing to do with any of this, even if these positive trends are happening in spite of Biden rather than because of him, America during the Biden presidency is hardly the hellscape that MAGA world says it is and at times seems to be rooting for it to be. On Biden's watch, for whatever constellation of reasons, a good deal has gone right. And deep down, Trump supporters must know it, even as they wrestle with reality in order to deny it.

So the underlying premise that Sununu and MAGA world rely on to justify their support for Donald Trump--that if Biden wins, "our country is going to be destroyed," as Trump said during a rally on Saturday--is false. Which raises the question: What is the reason Sununu has rallied to Trump?

It's impossible to fully know the motivations of others, but it's reasonable to assume that Sununu wants to maintain his political viability within the Republican Party. He's undoubtedly aware that to break with Trump would derail his political ambitions. But for Sununu, like so many other Republicans, that partisan loyalty comes at the cost of his integrity.

Chris Sununu is not a true believer, like some in MAGA world. He's not psychologically unwell, like others. He knows who Trump is, and what the right thing to do is--to declare, as Liz Cheney has done, that she will not vote for Donald Trump under any circumstances.

"I certainly have policy differences with the Biden administration," she has said. "I know the nation can survive bad policy. We can't survive a president who is willing to torch the Constitution."
 
 Donald Trump has shown he's willing to do that and more. Sununu is pledging fealty to a man who, among other things, attempted to overturn an election, summoned and assembled a violent mob and directed it to march on the Capitol, and encouraged the mob to hang his vice president. He sexually assaulted and defamed a woman, paid hush money to a porn star, and allegedly falsified records to cover up the affair. Trump controlled two entities that were found guilty of 17 counts of criminal tax fraud and falsifying business records. He invited a hostile foreign power (Russia) to interfere in one American election and attempted to extort an allied nation (Ukraine) to interfere in another four years later. He has threatened prosecutors, judges, and the families of judges. And he has been indicted in four separate criminal cases, one of which begins today.

  David A. Graham: The GOP completes its surrender

Trump has championed crazed and racist conspiracy theories, dined with avowed anti-Semites, and mocked war heroes, people with handicaps, and the dead. He has swooned over the most brutal dictators in the world, sided with Russian intelligence over American intelligence, abused his pardon power, and said we should terminate the Constitution. He obsessively told his staff to use the FBI and the IRS to go after his critics.

Donald Trump makes Richard Nixon and Bill Clinton look like Boy Scouts.

It's not all that uncommon for politicians to put party above country, to bend and to break when pressure is applied. Courage is a rare virtue, and tribal loyalties can be extremely powerful. But this is not any other time, and Trump is not any other politician. He is a man of kaleidoscopic corruption. There is virtually nothing he won't do in order to gain and maintain power. And he telegraphs his intentions at all hours of the day and night.

Given all Trump has done, and given all we know, the claim that Joe Biden--whatever his failures, whatever his limitations, whatever his age--poses a greater threat to the republic than Donald Trump is delusional.

In his new book Finish What We Started: The MAGA Movement's Ground War to End Democracy, Isaac Arnsdorf reminds us of something that Steve Bannon, who served as a close adviser to Trump and is one of the most influential figures in the MAGA movement, once said: "Lenin wanted to destroy the state, and that's my goal too. I want to bring everything crashing down, and destroy all of today's establishment."

Chris Sununu has now enlisted in that war. What is so discouraging, and so sickening, is how many others in his party have done so as well. They are Trump's willing accomplices.
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Women in Menopause Are Getting Short Shrift

They could benefit from a diversity of hormones, empathy about their experience, and a frank approach to sexuality--all hallmarks of trans health care.

by Rachel E. Gross




After a decade working as an obstetrician-gynecologist, Marci Bowers thought she understood menopause. Whenever she saw a patient in her 40s or 50s, she knew to ask about things such as hot flashes, vaginal dryness, mood swings, and memory problems. And no matter what a patient's concern was, Bowers almost always ended up prescribing the same thing. "Our answer was always estrogen," she told me.

Then, in the mid-2000s, Bowers took over a gender-affirmation surgical practice in Colorado. In her new role, she began consultations by asking each patient what they wanted from their body--a question she'd never been trained to ask menopausal women. Over time, she grew comfortable bringing up tricky topics such as pleasure, desire, and sexuality, and prescribing testosterone as well as estrogen. That's when she realized: Women in menopause were getting short shrift.

Menopause is a body-wide hormonal transition that affects virtually every organ, from skin to bones to brain. The same can be said of gender transition, which, like menopause, is often referred to by doctors and transgender patients as "a second puberty": a roller coaster of physical and emotional changes, incited by a dramatic shift in hormones. But medicine has only recently begun connecting the dots. In the past few years, some doctors who typically treat transgender patients--urologists, gender-affirmation surgeons, sexual-medicine specialists--have begun moving into menopause care and bringing with them a new set of tools.

"In many ways, trans care is light years ahead of women's care," Kelly Casperson, a urologist and certified menopause provider in Washington State, told me. Providers who do both are well versed in the effects of hormones, attuned to concerns about sexual function, and empathetic toward people who have had their symptoms dismissed by providers. If the goal of menopause care isn't just to help women survive but also to allow them to live their fullest life, providers would do well to borrow some insights from a field that has been doing just that for decades.

From the October 2019 issue: The secret power of menopause

American women's relationship with estrogen has been a rocky one. In the 1960s, books such as Feminine Forever, written by the gynecologist Robert A. Wilson, framed estrogen as a magical substance that could make women once again attractive and sexually available, rendering the menopausal "much more pleasant to live with." (The New York Times later reported that Wilson was paid by the manufacturer of Premarin, the most popular estrogen treatment at the time.) Later, the pitch switched to lifelong health. By 1992, Premarin was the most prescribed drug in the United States. By the end of the decade, 15 million women were on estrogen therapy, with or without progesterone, to treat their menopause symptoms.

Then, in 2002, a large clinical trial concluded that oral estrogen plus progesterone treatment was linked to an increased risk of stroke, heart disease, and breast cancer. The study was an imperfect measure of safety--it focused on older women rather than on the newly menopausal, and it tested only one type of estrogen--but oral-estrogen prescriptions still plummeted, from nearly a quarter of women over 40 to roughly 5 percent. Despite this blow to the hormone's reputation, evidence has continued to pile up confirming that oral estrogen can help prevent bone loss and treat hot flashes and night sweats, though it can increase the risk of strokes for women over 60. Topical estrogen helps address genital symptoms, including vaginal dryness, irritation, and thinning of the tissues, as well as urinary issues such as chronic UTIs and incontinence.

But estrogen alone can't address every menopause symptom, in part because estrogen is not the only hormone that's in short supply during menopause; testosterone is too. Although researchers lack high-quality research on the role of testosterone in women over age 65, they know that in premenopausal women, it plays a role in bone density, heart health, metabolism, cognition, and the function of the ovaries and bladder. A 2022 review concluded, "Testosterone is a vital hormone in women in maintaining sexual health and function" after menopause.

Yet for decades, standard menopause care mostly ignored testosterone. Part of the reason is regulatory: Although estrogen has enjoyed FDA approval for menopausal symptoms since 1941, the agency has never green-lit a testosterone treatment for women, largely because of scant research. That means doctors have to be familiar enough with the hormone to prescribe it off-label. And unlike estrogen, testosterone is a Schedule III controlled substance, which means more red tape. Some of Casperson's female patients have had their testosterone prescription withheld by pharmacists; one was asked if she was undergoing gender transition.

Helen Lewis: Capitalism has plans for menopause

The other hurdle is cultural. These days, providers such as Casperson, as well as  menopause-trained gynecologists, might prescribe testosterone to menopausal women experiencing difficulty with libido, arousal, and orgasm. Many women see improvements in these areas after a few months. But first, they have to get used to the idea of taking a hormone they've been told all their lives is for men, at just the time when their femininity can feel most tenuous (see: Feminine Forever). Here, too, experience in trans care can help: Casperson has talked many transmasculine patients through similar hesitations about using genital estrogen cream to balance out the side effects of their high testosterone doses. Taking estrogen, she tells those patients, "doesn't mean you're not who you want to be," just as taking testosterone wouldn't change a menopause patient's gender identity.

Many trans-health providers have also honed their skills in speaking frankly about sexuality. That's especially true for those who do surgeries that will affect a patient's future sex life, Blair Peters, a plastic surgeon at Oregon Health & Science University who performs phalloplasties and vaginoplasties, told me. Experts I spoke with, including urologists and gynecologists with training in sexual health, said that gynecologists can often fall short in this regard. Despite treating vaginas for a living, they can often be uncomfortable bringing up sexual concerns with patients or inexperienced at treating issues beyond vaginal dryness. They can also assume, inaccurately, that concerns about vaginal discomfort always center on penetrative sex with a male partner, Tania Glyde, an LGBTQ+ therapist in London and the founder of the website Queer Menopause, told me. A 2022 survey of OB-GYN residency programs found that less than a third had a dedicated menopause curriculum.

Bowers, who is herself transgender, told me she got comfortable talking about sexuality in a clinical setting only after moving into trans care. If she were to return to gynecology today, she said, she would add some frank questions to her conversations with midlife patients who share that they're having sexual issues: "Tell me about your sexuality. Tell me, are you happy with that? How long does it take you to orgasm? Do you masturbate? What do you use?"

Menopause care has already benefited from decades of effort by queer people, who have pushed doctors to pay more attention to a diversity of experiences. Research dating as far back as the 2000s that included lesbians going through menopause helped show that common menopause stereotypes, such as anxiety over remaining attractive to men and disconnect between members of a couple, were far from universal. Trans people, too, have benefited from advances in menopause care. Because both gender transition and menopause involve a sharp drop in estrogen, many transmasculine men who take testosterone also lose their period, and experience a similar (though more extreme) version of the genital dryness and irritation. That means they can benefit from treatments developed for menopausal women, as Tate Smith, a 25-year-old trans activist in the U.K., realized when he experienced genital pain and spotting after starting testosterone at 20. After he found relief with topical estrogen cream, he made an Instagram post coining the term trans male menopause to make sure more trans men were aware of the connection.

Read: What menopause does to women's brains

The more menopause and gender care are considered together in medical settings, the better the outcomes will be for everyone involved. Yet menopause studies rarely consider trans men and nonbinary people, along with younger women and girls who experience menopause due to cancer treatment, surgery, or health conditions that affect ovarian function. Although these patient populations represent a small proportion of the patients going through menopause, their experiences can help researchers understand the effects of low estrogen across a range of bodies. Siloing off menopause from other relevant fields of medicine means menopausal women and trans people alike can miss out on knowledge and treatments that already exist.

Unlike gender transition, menopause is generally not chosen. But it too can be an opportunity for a person to make choices about what they want out of their changing body. Not all women in menopause are worried about their libido or interested in taking testosterone. Like trans patients, they deserve providers who listen to what they care about and then offer them a full range of options, not just a limited selection based on outdated notions of what menopause is supposed to be.
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The New Empress of Self-Help Is a TikTok Star

Keila Shaheen outsold Oprah Winfrey with a journaling book marketed through TikTok. Now what?

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




In 2006, Oprah Winfrey couldn't stop talking about The Secret. She devoted multiple episodes of her talk show to the franchise, which started as a kind of DVD seminar and later became a best-selling book. Its author, Rhonda Byrne, claimed to have stumbled upon an ancient principle, one that can teach anyone to manifest anything they want: money, health, better relationships. Winfrey retroactively credited its core philosophy for bringing her success, and her endorsement helped bring the book international fame: It has now sold more than 35 million copies. But in the era of endless scrolling, an author doesn't necessarily need Winfrey's stamp of approval. They just need TikTok.



Keila Shaheen figured this out last year, when her self-published book The Shadow Work Journal began to dominate the app's feeds. A slim volume, the book purports to help people unpack their "shadow" self--the repressed unconscious--through various activities. In video after video, TikTok users show themselves filling out its exercises and talk about the journal as if it has magical powers. They learn about Carl Jung's model of the psyche. They circle terms related to their trauma. They heal their inner child! If you use a new coupon on TikTok Shop, the app's new built-in store, you too can heal, for just a couple of bucks! they say. (Many of those posting earn a commission from each sale, but pay that no mind.)



The journal has sold more than 600,000 copies on TikTok alone, and more than 1 million copies in total, a feat usually accomplished by the Prince Harrys and Colleen Hoovers of the world. Shaheen, a 25-year-old writer with a marketing background, is the new breakout star of the self-help genre. She even outsold Winfrey's latest book.

Read: The 24-year-old who outsold Oprah this week

Her story began in an untraditional way: Here is a young author, plucked from obscurity by a powerful app's algorithm during a conveniently timed e-commerce push and turned into a best-selling phenom. Yet her next chapter is following an expected arc. She has signed a multi-book deal with Simon & Schuster to bring an updated version of The Shadow Work Journal to new audiences. Specifically, she is working with the brand-new imprint Primero Sueno Press, which will launch her book as its "flagship," Shaheen told me, in addition to releasing a new Spanish translation later this year. The self-help queen of TikTok is officially going mainstream.



Shaheen's popularity makes a lot of sense. We live in the age of therapy-speak; talking about one's mental health isn't as stigmatized as it once was. And yet a lot of people are still struggling. Teenagers--many of whom say they use the app "almost constantly"--are experiencing hopelessness and sadness at record highs. TikTok is known for authenticity, at least when compared with the picture-perfect posts on Instagram--it is supposed to be messier, more real. The kind of place where you'd talk about your struggles while in your sweatpants.



The Shadow Work Journal isn't the only such success on the platform. One of Shaheen's other books, The Lucky Girl Journal--which teaches readers how to manifest their own good fortune, rather than leaving things up to chance--has sold more than 25,000 copies on the app's store. Don't Believe Everything You Think, a self-published volume by Joseph Nguyen, a mental-health content creator with little notoriety outside social media, has sold about 60,000 copies on TikTok, and is currently in the top 10 most sold books on Amazon.



It's boom times for self-help on social media. Kathleen Schmidt, who helped publicize The Secret and now runs a public-relations company (and writes the Substack newsletter Publishing Confidential), first heard about Nguyen's book when her 16-year-old daughter asked for a copy. "I can see why it has caught on," she told me. "It's very simplistic, and it gives you big promises, like You'll stop suffering, you'll understand how to let go of anxiety, and all that." A lot of self-help books, she explained, are too complicated or ask the reader to do too much; the more successful books tend to be accessible. If The Secret were published today, she argued, "it probably would have gone viral on TikTok and would have had somewhat of the same effect--but without Oprah."

Read: TikTok is doing something very un-TikTok

With all of this in mind, I asked Shaheen why she'd made the decision to go a more traditional route. It was over Zoom, during a meet and greet set up by her publisher (and attended, as far as I could tell, by just me, one other writer, and some folks from her team). "I think I was just at a time and place where I couldn't control what was going on," she said, of all the attention last year, "and it was very overwhelming for me." She realized that if she "wanted to continue helping people and grow the impact of this journal," then she "would need help from a traditional publishing company." She said she'd entertained offers from various publishers before settling on Primero Sueno Press, which will take over the production of her books. And anyway, her books will still be available for purchase on TikTok Shop.



One publishing house she hadn't heard from is 8th Note Press--which is owned by TikTok's parent company, ByteDance. It appears to have acquired three titles so far, and published its first book last month; a representative for TikTok told me that it has seen significant growth on TikTok Shop and success for a variety of books and book sellers, but did not comment on Shaheen's decision to sign with a traditional publisher.



Perhaps ByteDance has a little too much on its plate to prioritize courting authors. TikTok still faces the threat of a national ban in the United States. When defending itself in ads or before Congress, the app likes to tout how many small-business owners it supports--people like Shaheen. For some businesses, that's definitely true. But with all the uncertainty about the platform's future, a big, traditional publishing house can offer two things that never feel especially present on social media: stability and security. After all, Simon & Schuster has a pretty good track record. It publishes a little book called The Secret. 
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Why Biden Should Not Debate Trump

The networks want their show, but to give the challenger equal status on a TV stage would be a dire normalization of his attempted coup.

by David Frum




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


A consortium of television networks yesterday released a joint statement inviting President Joe Biden and his presumptive opponent, Donald Trump, to debate on their platforms: "There is simply no substitute for the candidates debating with each other, and before the American people, their visions for the future of our nation."

President Biden's spokesperson should answer like this: "The Constitution is not debatable. The president does not participate in forums with a person under criminal indictment for his attempt to overthrow the Constitution."

In their letter of invitation, the networks refer to presidential debates as a "competition of ideas." But one of the two men they're inviting turned the last election into a competition of violence: Trump tried to seize the presidency by force in 2021.

David Frum: The ego has crash-landed

If Trump had not occupied the presidency at the time of his attempted coup d'etat, he would very likely be already serving a lengthy prison term for his alleged crimes against the 2020 election. Earlier this month, a principal figure in the January 6 attack was sentenced to seven years in prison, the latest of many such serious convictions and sentences. Fortunately for Trump, the U.S. justice system is highly cautious, deferential, and slow when dealing with persons of wealth and importance. Although the followers have been punished, the indicted leader of the plot is unlikely to face trial before Election Day 2024. Until tried and convicted, Trump must be regarded as innocent in the eyes of the law.

But the political system has eyes of its own. No doubt exists about what Trump did, or why, or what his actions meant. Trump lost an election, then incited a violent mob to attack the Capitol. He hoped that the insurrectionists would terrorize, kidnap, or even kill his own vice president in order to stop the ceremony to formalize the victory of Biden and his vice president, Kamala Harris. By disrupting the ceremony, Trump schemed to cast the election's result to the House of Representatives, where Republican voting strength might proclaim him president in place of the lawful winner. Many people were badly injured by Trump's violent plan, and some died as a result.

The single most important question on the ballot for 2024 is: Does any of this matter? Is violence by losers to overturn election results an acceptable tool of politics? Is anti-constitutional violence by election losers just another political issue, like inflation or immigration or foreign policy? The television executives apparently believe that, yes, violence is just another issue. "If there is one thing Americans can agree on during this polarized time," they write, "it is that the stakes of this election are exceptionally high."

"The stakes are high" would be a fair way to describe an election like that of 1980, when Americans faced a choice between two very different approaches to taxes and spending. It would be a fair way to describe the 2004 election, when Americans were asked to choose between an early exit from the Iraq War and staying the course. But it seems a morally trivializing way to describe an election in which one of the candidates has been criminally indicted for his part in a conspiracy to overthrow the Constitution.

Elliot Ackerman: War-gaming for democracy

Imagine such a presidential debate. "President Biden," you could hear the moderator say, "we'll get to Mr. Trump's alleged violent coup in a moment, but in this segment, we are discussing food prices."

The role of the television networks here is, unfortunately, not an innocent one. "The stakes of the election are high" is a commencement-address way of phrasing the thought: We are anticipating huge ratings. Trump is box office; everybody knows that--and box office translates into revenues at a time when television is losing them. For TV executives to convince themselves that what is good for their own bottom line is good for the country seems very easy. But good for the country is radically not the case here.

Imagine watching the debate with the sound off--what would you see? Two men, both identified as "president," standing side by side, receiving equal deference from some of the most famous hosts and anchors on American television. The message: Violence to overthrow an election is not such a big deal. Some Americans disapprove of it; others have different opinions--that's why we have debates. Coup d'etat: tip of the hat? Or wag of the finger?

For Biden to refuse to rub elbows with Trump won't make Trump go away, of course. The Confederacy did not go away when Abraham Lincoln refused to concede the title of president to Jefferson Davis. That's not why Lincoln consistently denied Davis that title. Lincoln understood how demoralizing it would be to Union-loyal Americans if he accepted the claim that Davis was a president rather than a rebel and an insurrectionist. Biden should understand how demoralizing it would be to democracy-loyal Americans if he accepted the claim that Trump is more than a January 6 defendant.

Biden has engaged in many high-level television debates over the years: vice-presidential debates in 2008 and 2012; debates for the Democratic presidential nomination in 1987, 2007, and 2019-20. Biden also debated then-President Trump in the fall of 2020. Biden is and was a capable television communicator, as he demonstrated again in his recent State of the Union address. Biden delivered that address with such force and skill that Trump had to imply that Biden must be relying on performance-enhancing drugs. If Ron DeSantis or Nikki Haley had won the Republican nomination in 2024, Biden would, and should, have debated them.

But this is different.

David Frum: The ruin that a Trump presidency would mean

Political debates exist to provide voters with relevant information about their electoral choices. The most necessary information that Biden needs to communicate is that Trump is a traitor to the U.S. Constitution. But people will not appreciate something so abnormal if it is habitually characterized as normal.

Many institutions of American life have habits and incentives that lead them to treat Trump's attempted coup as normal politics. Television and other mass media exhibit worse habits and incentives than most of those institutions. But President Biden does not need to indulge them.

Trump is owed due process in a court of law. He is not owed the courtesies of the office whose oath he betrayed. Biden prefers to keep the temperature of politics low if he can. That's a good impulse most of the time. But there are occasions when it's the president's job to defy the pressure and say no. This debate invitation is one such time.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/04/joe-biden-donald-trump-presidential-debate/678079/?utm_source=feed
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The New Rules of Political Journalism

In this election, the reporting strategies of the past will not be enough.

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.


In our digitally chaotic world, relying on the election-reporting strategies of the past is like bringing the rules of chess to the Thunderdome.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The October 7 rape denialists
 	Finding justice in Palestine
 	Biden's safe, polite campaign stop in Scranton




New Rules

This past weekend, I was on a panel at the annual conference of the International Symposium on Online Journalism, in beautiful downtown Austin. Several journalists discussed the question: Are we going to get it right this time? Have the media learned their lessons, and are journalists ready for the vertiginous slog of the 2024 campaign?

My answer: only if we realize how profoundly the rules of the game have changed.

Lest we need reminding, this year's election features a candidate who incited an insurrection, called for terminating sections of the Constitution, was found liable for what a federal judge says was "rape" as it is commonly understood, faces 88 felony charges, and--I'm tempted to add "etcetera" here, but that's the problem, isn't it? The volume and enormity of it all is impossible to take in.

The man is neither a riddle nor an enigma. He lays it all out there: his fawning over the world's authoritarians, his threats to abandon our allies, his contempt for the rule of law, his intention to use the federal government as an instrument of retribution. Journalists must be careful not to give in to what Brian Klaas has called the "Banality of Crazy." As I've written in the past, there have been so many outrages and so many assaults on decency that it's easy to become numbed by the cascade of awfulness.

The former White House communications director Dan Pfeiffer points out a recent example in his newsletter: On a radio show earlier this month, Donald Trump bizarrely suggested that Joe Biden was high on cocaine when he delivered his energetic State of the Union address. It was a startling moment, yet several major national media outlets did not cover the story.

And when Trump called for the execution of General Mark Milley, it didn't have nearly the explosive effect it should have. "I had expected every website and all the cable news shows to lead with a story about Trump demanding the execution of the highest military officer in the country," this magazine's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, told The Washington Post. "If Barack Obama or George W. Bush had done so, I'm sure [the news media] would have been all over it." (Trump's threats against Milley came after The Atlantic published a profile of Milley by Goldberg.)

In our digitally chaotic world, relying on the reporting strategies of the past is like bringing the rules of chess to the Thunderdome. There has, of course, been some progress. The major cable networks no longer carry Trump's rallies live without context, but they still broadcast town-hall meetings and interviews with the former president, which boost ratings. NBC's abortive decision to hire Ronna McDaniel, a former chair of the Republican National Committee, as a contributor, despite her role in spreading lies about the 2020 election, highlighted the disconnect between this moment and much of the national media.

And then there is the internet. It is certainly possible that richer, more insightful media will emerge from the digital revolution, but we're obviously not there now. Back in 2016, we worried that social media had become a vector for disinformation and bigotry, but since then, we've seen Elon Musk's extraordinary enshittification of X. In 2016, we worried (too late) about foreign interference and bots. In 2024, we are going to have to contend with deepfakes created by AI.

This year will see some of the best journalism of our lifetime. (You'll find much of it here in The Atlantic.) But because both the media and their audiences are badly fractured, much of that reporting is siloed off from the voters who need it most. Because millions of Americans are locked in information bubbles, half of the country either won't see important journalism about the dangers of a second Trump term or won't believe it.

As Paul Farhi notes in The Atlantic, MAGA-friendly websites have experienced massive drops in traffic, but social media continues to thrive on negativity and providing dopamine hits of anger and fear. And of distraction--last week, the most-liked videos on TikTok about the presidential race included a video of a man singing to Biden and Trump's visit to a Chick-fil-A.

To put it mildly, the arc of social media does not bend toward Edward R. Murrow-style journalism.

So what's to be done? I don't have any easy answers, because I don't think they exist. Getting it right this time does not mean that journalists need to pull their punches in covering Biden or become slavish defenders of his administration's policies. In fact, that would only make matters worse. But perhaps we could start with some modest proposals.

First, we should redefine newsworthy. Klaas argues that journalists need to emphasize the magnitude rather than simply the novelty of political events. Trump's ongoing attacks on democracy may not be new, but they define the stakes of 2024. So although live coverage of Trump rallies without any accompanying analysis remains a spectacularly bad idea, it's important to neither ignore nor mute the dark message that Trump delivers at every event. As a recent headline in The Guardian put it, "Trump's Bizarre, Vindictive Incoherence Has to Be Heard in Full to Be Believed."

Why not relentlessly emphasize the truth, and publish more fact-checked transcripts that highlight his wilder and more unhinged rants? (Emphasizing magnitude is, of course, a tremendous challenge for journalists when the amplification mechanisms of the modern web--that is, social-media algorithms--are set by companies that have proved to be hostile to the distribution of information from reputable news outlets.)

The media challenge will be to emphasize the abnormality of Donald Trump without succumbing to a reactionary ideological tribalism, which would simply drive audiences further into their silos. Put another way: Media outlets will need all the credibility they can muster when they try to sound the alarm that none of this is normal. And it is far more important to get it right than to get it fast, because every lapse will be weaponized.

The commitment to "fairness" should not, however, mean creating false equivalencies or fake balance. (An exaggerated report about Biden's memory lapses, for example, should not be a bigger story than Trump's invitation to Vladimir Putin to invade European countries.)

In the age of Trump, it is also important that members of the media not be distracted by theatrics generally. (This includes Trump's trial drama, the party conventions, and even--as David Frum points out in The Atlantic--the debates.) Relatedly, the stakes are simply too high to wallow in vibes, memes, or an obsessive focus on within-the-margin-of-error polls. Democracy can indeed be crushed by authoritarianism. But it can also be suffocated by the sort of trivia that often dominates social media.

And, finally, the Prime Directive of 2024: Never, ever become numbed by the endless drumbeat of outrages.

Related:

	Political analysis needs more witchcraft.
 	Right-wing media are in trouble.




Today's News

	The Senate dismissed the articles of impeachment against Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas and ruled that they were unconstitutional, ending his trial before it got under way.
 	House Speaker Mike Johnson will proceed with a plan, backed by President Joe Biden, to vote on separate bills to provide aid to Ukraine, Israel, and U.S. allies in the Indo-Pacific. The proposed move has raised criticism from some conservative representatives.
 	Four Columbia University officials, including the president, Nemat Shafik, testified in a congressional committee hearing about student safety, free speech, and anti-Semitism on campus.




Dispatches

	The Trump Trials: The first days of the criminal case against Donald Trump have been mundane, even boring--and that's remarkable, George T. Conway III writes.
 	The Weekly Planet: The cocoa shortage could make chocolate more expensive forever, Yasmin Tayag writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Something Weird Is Happening With Caesar Salads

By Ellen Cushing

On a November evening in Brooklyn, in 2023, I was in trouble (hungry). I ordered a kale Caesar at a place I like. Instead, I got: a tangle of kale, pickled red onion, and "sweet and spicy almonds," dressed in a thinnish, vaguely savory liquid and topped with a glob of creme fraiche roughly the size and vibe of a golf ball. It was a pretty weird food.
 We are living through an age of unchecked Caesar-salad fraud. Putative Caesars are dressed with yogurt or miso or tequila or lemongrass; they are served with zucchini, orange zest, pig ear, kimchi, poached duck egg, roasted fennel, fried chickpeas, buffalo-cauliflower fritters, togarashi-dusted rice crackers. They are missing anchovies, or croutons, or even lettuce ... Molly Baz is a chef, a cookbook author, and a bit of a Caesar obsessive--she owns a pair of sneakers with "CAE" on one tongue and "SAL" on the other--and she put it succinctly when she told me, "There's been a lot of liberties taken, for better or for worse."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Jews aren't taking away TikTok.
 	Women in menopause are getting short shrift.
 	The self-help queen of TikTok goes mainstream.




Culture Break


Hulton Archive / Getty



Look. These photos, compiled by our photo editor, show the importance of bicycles in World War II.

Read. "The Vale of Cashmere," a short story by Benjamin Nugent:

"What I liked about your father was that he helped me find my contact lens."

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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I Know the Secret to the Quiet Mind. I Wish I'd Never Learned It.

<span>Of all the injuries</span> we suffered, mine is the worst. My brain injury has shaken my confidence in my own personality, my own existence.

by Hana Schank




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


The worst things can happen on the most beautiful days. My family's worst day was a perfect one in the summer of 2019. We picked my daughter up from camp and talked about where to go for lunch: the diner or the burger place. I don't remember which we chose. What I do remember: being woken up, again and again, by doctors who insist on asking me the same questions--my name, where I am, what month it is--and telling me the same story, a story that I am sure is wrong.

"You were in a car accident," they say. But this cannot be. We're having lunch and then going on a hike. I had promised the think tank where I work that I'd call in to a 4 p.m. meeting.

"You are in Dartmouth-Hitchcock Hospital in New Hampshire." Another ludicrous statement. I started the day in Vermont. Surely if I had crossed the river to New Hampshire I would know it.

"What's your name?" they ask me, and I tell them and tell them and tell them.

"Where are you?" "New Hampshire," I say, except for one time when I say "Vermont." "New Hampshire," they correct, and I want to say, "Really, we are so close to the border here, can't you just give it to me this once?"

"You were in a car accident," they tell me again. "Your husband broke his leg and your son broke his collarbone." These do not seem like horrible injuries, so I am waiting for the worse news, the news that my daughter is dead. She is the youngest and the smallest. She was born with albinism, and her existence has always felt improbable, and so now it must be over.

But--thank God--it's not. "Your daughter has fractures in her spine and damage to her lower intestine from the seat belt." They tell me that my lower intestine was also injured, and that I've had surgery. I lift up my hospital gown and am surprised to see an angry red line and industrial-size staples. I remember an article I'd read about seat belts not being designed for women, and I ask the doctor if he sees more women with these injuries than men. I have yet to take in the reality of what has happened to me, to my family. Instead I am thinking about writing an expose about the sexist seat-belt industry.

They wake me up and ask me where I am and what my name is. A doctor asks me who the president is. "I don't want to say," I reply. He smiles. I am at Dartmouth for three days before I am transferred to the University of Vermont, where my husband and children are. The days pass like minutes, a loop of sleep interrupted by people asking me questions and telling me terrible things.

Joshua Sharpe: We should all be more afraid of driving

One of the things I am told is that I have a brain bleed and a traumatic brain injury. I wonder if this is why I am slurring my words, but am told that the slurring is from the anti-seizure medication I am on. This sounds good. The slurring will stop. A doctor tells me I "got my bell rung." This is a bad analogy. Bell clappers are meant to slam against the side of the bell. The brain is not meant to slam against the side of the skull.

Of all the injuries my family is suffering from, mine is the worst. This is my totally biased opinion. My husband's leg will take almost a year to heal. My daughter would have died if not for the surgery to repair her flayed abdomen. She is 10, and one of her friends tells her that because of the scar she will never be able to wear a bikini. She spends many days attempting to suss out whether she cares. She doesn't yet know if she is the bikini-wearing type.

My 13-year-old son is the only one who remembers the accident. He remembers a woman in a ponytail calling 911, the smell of gasoline and burnt metal. He remembers his father yelling "Jesus Christ." He will have to live with the memory of his sister looking at my body and asking, "Is Mama dead?"

These are terrible injuries, and yet, the other members of my family don't walk around thinking, Am I still me? My brain injury has shaken my confidence in my own personality, my own existence. This is the worst injury.

When we leave the hospital and move into a hotel, I frequently get lost in the hallway. The first time I roll into occupational therapy with my walker, I am grateful for the obvious signage pointing me toward the check-in desk. It's almost as though the clinic is expecting people with brain damage.

My therapist is a smiling, 40-something woman with dirty-blond hair. She reminds me of me before the accident. She asks if I am having any thinking problems or memory problems. I tell her about an incident with Parmesan cheese.

"Can you get the Parmesan?" my husband asked.

I opened the fridge and looked. I looked and looked.

"I can't find it," I said with a shrug.

My son opened the fridge and pulled out a block of Parmesan.

It hadn't occurred to me that this was a brain issue. Sometimes you just can't find the Parmesan. Right?

A test confirms that I have trouble scanning a visual field for objects. My brain is struggling to recognize what I see, but without a pre-accident baseline to judge from, there is no way to know how much worse I am at it now. Have I always been bad at finding things? Maybe? There are limits to how well an injured brain can scrutinize an injured brain.

I have other visual-processing issues. At first I can't watch television because my brain is unable to merge the images from my two eyes, so I see doubles of everything--two Phoebes, two Chandlers. I can watch with one eye closed, but I'm distracted, seething at my brain for failing to do such a simple task.




In one session, the therapist tells me we are going to play a game. She pulls out a deck of cards and asks me to turn cards over while saying the number or the color or the suit. The game is so difficult, I want to physically remove my brain from my skull and hurl it against a wall. I will never play this game again as long as I live.

Eventually I graduate from occupational therapy. But occupational therapy isn't about getting people back on their feet so they can return to think tanks. It is about making sure they can run errands without getting lost. I am someone who has always taken pride in my intelligence, and now I am not so smart. I am just a functional human being, according to occupational therapy.

When we go out in public as a family, we are a walking nightmare. "Wow," a stranger says, marveling at the device that is bolted into my husband's femur. And then my son appears with his arm in a sling, my daughter limps over in her back brace. An injured couple is potentially funny. There is nothing funny about an injured family. "What happened to you guys?"

When we tell the story, we explain that we were in no way at fault, which feels important. We wore our seat belts and drove the speed limit and the weather wasn't bad and yet this happened to us. Someone was driving a pickup truck in the opposite direction. He was late to a job interview or to get his kid, or maybe he was just antsy. In front of him was a motorcycle slowing him down. Maybe he'd been behind that motorcycle for miles. Maybe he liked to take risks. He pulled into our lane and passed the motorcycle while going up a hill at 70 miles per hour. I don't know who makes this kind of decision. Did he think, I can't believe I did something this stupid? Did he also yell "Jesus Christ"?

Because we are not at fault, accident feels like the wrong word. Not just wrong, but unfair. My husband starts calling it the incident, but an incident is a small thing, not something that scars you for life. The smashing? The destruction? Newbury, after the town where it occurred? The only thing that comes close is the devastation.

The devastated me is different. My brain used to race, making lists and plans, skipping from an article I was researching to whether my kids were in appropriate after-school programs to what vacation we should take in February. Now it does none of that. There are no plans to make.

A few days after regaining consciousness, I check my Twitter feed. I have always been a news junkie. But I have missed nothing. The news seems to be not just familiar but actually repeating itself. Something bonkers happened in the White House. People are dying in a country I've never been to. A company did something possibly illegal. There was a house fire in the Bronx. Are these the things I used to care about?

The most interesting piece of news is the one I am experiencing. In the hospital we are waiting to make sure my daughter can poop through her reconstructed colon. This article isn't in The New York Times.

When we return to New York I take the subway to doctor appointments. I don't take out my phone, I just sit. My brain is quiet, which I find suspicious, but also soothing. Before the accident I went to yoga retreats and tried meditation. I said things like "I just need to unplug." Apparently what I needed was to get hit by a truck. Perhaps I have discovered the secret to a peaceful mind, and it is traumatic brain injury. I fantasize about opening an expensive spa where busy people pay me money to whack them on the head with a baseball bat.

The day of the accident I had been working on a project to improve how homeless people are placed into shelters. I say out loud, "I don't care about homeless people" to see how it feels. It doesn't ring true; I do care about homeless people. I just don't feel like working. I have always been a regular exerciser. Now I can't imagine wanting to do a burpee, let alone 10 of them. I always ate healthy things. But did you know that you can eat whole grains and still get hit by a truck?

I have strange cravings. I think about apple cider all the time. Apple cider is not a normal part of my diet. I have a very detailed dream about eating chocolate cake. I eat the cake. That's the entire dream. I find myself foraging in the fridge for flavors that don't exist.

I don't know which symptoms are permanent and which are temporary. At first, the doctors say that after a year or two I'm likely to have a full return to my normal brain function. Or not. They don't really know about the brain. It might be more like 95 percent. If I broke my elbow and someone told me I'd get 95 percent of my elbow function back, I'd be satisfied. But 95 percent of my brain function sounds terrifying. Which pieces will be missing?

Some days I feel like myself. Other days all I can think about is the old life that is gone. Then, halfway through my recuperation, the coronavirus comes. The stores close, the schools close, the traffic on the avenue dwindles to a sporadic whoosh. And my busy friends who were always texting me about their crazy schedules are suddenly as quiet as I am. Together we wait for normal to return. The difference is that they know what normal looks like.

In July it will be two years since the accident. The world is now coming back to life, my days slowly filling up with work and chores and exercise. Soon I will go back to in-person meetings and travel, and I wonder: Will I be up to the challenge? Or will I get lost in office buildings and airports?

For now, in this liminal space between the old life and the new one, I often catch myself staring at my children. They have never been more beautiful. I chalk this up to the magic of braces--their teeth are finally coming into alignment--but I know this is ridiculous. They are beautiful because they are alive. I look at them, and I sit with the silence. Today, it is mine. Tomorrow, it may not be.
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        Winners of the 2024 World Press Photo Contest

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	1:12 PM ET

            	21 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The winning entries of the annual World Press Photo Contest  have just been announced. This year, according to organizers, 61,062 images were submitted for judging, made by 3,851 photographers from 130 different countries. World Press Photo was once again kind enough to share some of this year's global and regional winners, gathered below.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man sits in the rubble of a collapsed building, his left arm reaching out and holding the hand of his daughter, who lies dead, trapped beneath the debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Europe, Winner, Singles--A Father's Pain: Mesut Hancer holds the hand of his 15-year-old daughter, Irmak, who died in the earthquake in Kahramanmaras, Turkey, the day after the 7.8-magnitude quake struck the country's southeast, on February 7, 2023. Rescuers in Turkey and Syria braved frigid weather, aftershocks, and collapsing buildings as they dug for survivors buried by an earthquake that killed more than 50,000 people.
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                Adem Altan / Agence France-Presse
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Looking up through treetops, hundreds of butterflies fill the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North and Central America, Winner, Stories--Saving the Monarchs: Butterflies stream through protected indigenous fir forests in the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve. The mountain hillsides of Oyamel forest provide an ideal overwintering microclimate. Michoacan, Mexico, February 24, 2023.
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                Jaime Rojo / National Geographic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A night view of a soldier running through a field, lit by a red light strapped to their head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Open Format Award--War Is Personal (1 of 2): Amid tens of thousands of civilian and military casualties and an effective stalemate that has lasted for months, there are no signs of peace on the horizon for Russia's war in Ukraine. While news media update their audiences with statistics and maps, and international attention drifts elsewhere, the photographer Julia Kochetova has created a personal website that brings together photojournalism with the personal documentary style of a diary to show the world what it is like to live with war as an everyday reality.
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                Julia Kochetova
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person sits on the floor of a small room, beside a professional camera and a body armor vest labeled with the word "press."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Open Format Award--War Is Personal (2 of 2): Amid tens of thousands of civilian and military casualties and an effective stalemate that has lasted for months, there are no signs of peace on the horizon for Russia's war in Ukraine. While news media update their audiences with statistics and maps, and international attention drifts elsewhere, the photographer Julia Kochetova has created a personal website that brings together photojournalism with the personal documentary style of a diary to show the world what it is like to live with war as an everyday reality.
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                [image: Several young people swim and play in a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Long-Term Projects--Mapuche: The Return of the Ancient Voices (1 of 2): Mapuche communities are the Indigenous inhabitants of territories that are now part of Argentina and Chile. Much of their ancestral land is being commercially exploited--for mining, forestry, and hydroelectric projects in Chile, and fracking in Argentina. Discrimination and punishment of Mapuche activists persist, despite new laws apparently supporting Mapuche rights. For many Mapuche, this presents not solely a territorial dispute: The land is part of their cultural and spiritual identity. Commercial degradation of the environment violates a balance among nature, ancestors, and human health. Here, cousins and friends of Rafael Nahuel swim in the Nirihuau River. Nahuel (22) was killed during a raid by government forces on Indigenous activists in November 2017. Bariloche, Rio Negro, Argentina, January 29, 2019.
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                Pablo E. Piovano, Greenpeace Award, GEO, National Geographic Society
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Five children wear traditional masks while standing in a cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Long-Term Projects--Mapuche: The Return of the Ancient Voices (2 of 2): Children wear traditional Ngillatun masks in a Mapuche cemetery. The local community successfully opposed the building of a hydroelectric dam that would have flooded an adjacent ceremonial site. Maihue, Los Rios, Chile, July 28, 2019.
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                Pablo E. Piovano, Greenpeace Award, GEO, National Geographic Society
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A family plays a board game at a table outside at night, the sky behind them partially lit by burning gas flares.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Stories--Red Skies, Green Waters: Around the turn of this century, oil-rich Venezuela was prosperous, but its fortunes declined following plummeting oil prices, economic mismanagement, sanctions, and political instability. Oil spills from obsolete infrastructure and methane produced by the refining process ravage the environment. In the meantime, nearly 82 percent of Venezuelans live in poverty, according to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. Here, neighbors play Animal Lotto under a sky lit by one of the world's largest gas flares. Punta de Mata, Venezuela, November 5, 2022.
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                Adriana Loureiro Fernandez, for The New York Times
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person steps across the gap between two rail freight cars, while walking on top of them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Long-Term Project Award--The Two Walls (1 of 2): Migrants and asylum seekers lacking the financial resources to pay a smuggler often resort to using cargo trains to reach the United States border. This mode of transportation is very dangerous; over the years, hundreds have fallen onto the tracks and have been killed or mutilated. Thousands more have fallen victim to extortion, rape, kidnapping, or robbery orchestrated by drug cartels or corrupt authorities in various stops along the train's northward route. Here, a migrant walks over a freight train known as the Beast as he arrives at Piedras Negras, Mexico, on October 8, 2023.
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                Alejandro Cegarra, The New York Times / Bloomberg
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Hundreds of people walk and wade through shallow water, crossing a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Long-Term Project Award--The Two Walls (2 of 2): Ever Sosa carries his daughter on his shoulders as they cross the Suchiate River from Guatemala to Mexico, joining a caravan of three thousand migrants and asylum seekers in their attempt to follow the path to the United States in Ciudad Hidalgo, on January 20, 2020.
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                [image: Hundreds of demonstrators gather in front of a long line of security and police officers beneath an enormous open-pit mining machine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Europe, Winner, Long-Term Projects--No Man's Land (1 of 2): Germany positions itself as a leader in the transition toward renewable energy by 2030, yet remains heavily dependent on coal for energy production. In the Rhineland, forests have been cleared and villages demolished since the 1970s to make way for the Hambach and Garzweiler open-pit coal mines. In 2012, activists began occupying parts of Hambach Forest and later the village of Lutzerath to resist these measures, managing by 2023 to save a remainder of the forest and five of six such villages scheduled for destruction. Here, police and security officers from the energy company RWE block activists belonging to the Ende Gelande action alliance, who have entered the Hambach open-pit mine. Kerpen, Germany, November 5, 2017.
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                [image: Hundreds of people walk in fields along the outside edge of an open-pit mine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Europe, Winner, Long-Term Projects--No Man's Land (2 of 2): Demonstrators walk along the advancing edge of the Garzweiler II open-pit mine near Lutzerath on the last weekend they could legally enter the village. Lutzerath, Germany, January 8, 2023.
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                Jury Special Mention--The Aftermath of the Supernova Festival Attack: This year, the WPP jury made the decision to include two special mentions in the contest selection, reflecting "the gravity of the Israel-Hamas war in 2023, the extreme suffering of civilians, and its global political impact." Here, an Israeli security-forces officer searches the site of the Supernova music festival for personal effects of victims of the October 7 Hamas attack, which resulted in about 1,200 deaths, more than 2,500 reported injuries, and some 250 people held hostage from the festival and communities near the Gaza border. Re'im, Israel, October 12, 2023.
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                [image: A person walks through debris, surrounded by huge piles of rubble from war-destroyed buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jury Special Mention--Israeli Airstrikes in Gaza: A resident of al-Zahra walks through the rubble of homes destroyed in Israeli air strikes. The strikes hit about 25 apartment blocks in the university and residential neighborhood. At the time of writing (March 4, 2024), Israel's attacks on the occupied Palestinian territories during the Israel-Hamas war had killed some 30,000 people and injured more than 70,000. Gaza City, Gaza, October 19, 2023
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                [image: A dozen or so men work together to lift and carry a small shed near a river shoreline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asia, Honorable Mention--The Edge: When Bangladesh declared independence in 1971, many Bengali Hindus and Muslims migrated to the predominantly Hindu state of Assam in northeastern India, fueling tensions at the border. In 2019, India's government presented an updated National Register of Citizens that put into question the citizenship of more than 1.9 million people ostensibly from Bangladesh, whose status remains in limbo today. This project documents the Miya community that depends on land near the transnational Brahmaputra River for their livelihood and their identity in the eyes of the state. As their land erodes because of worsening floods, they face a fight against both nature and nation. Here, Bengali-speaking Hindus and Muslims help one another shift shops from the edge of the Brahmaputra river at the Tarabari ferry point. The shifting is done in anticipation of the erosion of land that occurs with each monsoon season, which is often devastating for residents as they are forced to constantly adapt to a changing landmass each year. Tarabari, Bahari constituency, Barpeta district, Lower Assam, India, June 15, 2023
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                [image: A grandfather and granddaughter adjust their clothing in a room while preparing to go to church.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Story of the Year--Valim-babena (1 of 2): In Madagascar, lack of public awareness surrounding dementia means that people displaying symptoms of memory loss are often stigmatized. For years, Paul Rakotozandriny, "Dada Paul" (age 91), who lives with dementia, has been cared for by his daughter Fara Rafaraniriana (age 41). Their story illustrates the Malagasy principle of valim-babena--the duty of grown children to help their parents. Here, Dada Paul and his granddaughter Odliatemix get ready for church. He has lived with dementia for 11 years. For much of that time, his family assumed he had "gone mad" or attributed the symptoms to alcohol consumption. Only his daughter Fara noticed something different and continued caring for him. Antananarivo, Madagascar, March 12, 2023
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                [image: A mother and daughter smile while lying on a bed together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Story of the Year--Valim-babena (2 of 2): Fara and her daughter Odliatemix lie together on the bed they share with Dada Paul. Fara is the sole provider for the family of three. Only one organization in Madagascar, Masoandro Mody, provides support and training to family members of people living with dementia. Antananarivo, Madagascar, March 12, 2023.
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                [image: A firefighter stands atop a tall boulder, looking out over a scorched forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North and Central America, Winner, Singles--A Day in the Life of a Quebec Fire Crew: Fueled by high temperatures and dry conditions, gigantic summer forest fires swept across Canada in 2023, affecting all 13 provinces and territories, especially northern parts of Quebec. Here, Theo Dagnaud scans the horizon to ensure that firefighter patrols have left, and he can mark the area as "controlled." July 13, 2023.
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                [image: An elevated view of a person carrying a basket on their back while walking across a broad dry riverbed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Singles--Drought in the Amazon: In 2023, the Amazon experienced its most intense drought since recordkeeping began. The drought disproportionately impacted Indigenous, rural, and river communities. Because Porto Praia has no road access and is normally reachable only by river, the drought meant that residents had to walk for kilometers along the dry riverbed to reach their homes. Here, a fisherman walks across the bed of a branch of the Amazon River, near the Porto Praia Indigenous community. Tefe, Amazonas, Brazil, October 13, 2023.
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                [image: A person wearing a space suit and helmet, seen in a darkened space, with several screens reflected in their visor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North and Central America, Winner, Open Format--The Gay Space Agency: This project combines fiction with fact in order to confront the U.S. space program's historical exclusion of openly LGBTQ astronauts. In a review of the NASA and United States National Archives, the photographer found no documentation of the contributions of the queer community to the space program. The absence inspired her to imagine "the Gay Space Agency," a diverse and inclusionary institution that commemorates and celebrates the history of queer astronauts. Here, the Gay Space Agency astronaut Brian Murphy is seen during flight simulations.
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                [image: Four family members hold up their hands in a room, making shadow puppets of birds on a wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asia, Winner, Long-Term Projects--I Am Still With You: This project is a private visual record that aims to explore the concept of family photos. In close collaboration with the family, the photographer tells the story of Jiuer, a young mother of three in northern China who gains more understanding and appreciation for life in her final years after being diagnosed with cancer. Before her surgery, Jiuer invited the photographer to take family photos, and later, when her condition deteriorated, asked her to record the time she spent with her children. In this image, after surgery and radiotherapy treatment, Jiuer recovers well and the family feels optimistic about the future. Jiuer says, "Life is not long. Do what you want to do, and choose what you love." Liaoning, China, November 28, 2020.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Wang Naigong
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman kneels and puts her head down while embracing the body of a child, wrapped in white cloth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo of the Year--A Palestinian Woman Embraces the Body of Her Niece: Inas Abu Maamar (age 36) cradles the body of her niece Saly (age 5) who was killed, along with her mother and sister, when an Israeli missile struck their home, in Khan Younis, Gaza, on October 17, 2023. The photographer, Mohammed Salem, described the image, taken just days after his own wife gave birth, as a "powerful and sad moment that sums up the broader sense of what was happening in the Gaza Strip." He found Inas squatting on the ground, embracing the child, at the Nasser Hospital morgue, where residents were going to search for missing relatives. Inas had raced to the family home when she heard that it had been hit, and then on to the morgue.
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            Over the course of World War II, countless challenges made basic transportation difficult, costly, and dangerous. The need for fast, efficient, and quiet ways of moving people from A to B--despite fuel shortages, damaged roads, and ongoing battles--led many soldiers and civilians to take advantage of bicycles as transport. Troops in some areas became more nimble, refugees used bikes to carry their family and belongings to safety, air-raid wardens could cover more ground on two wheels, and many civilians had no other options available. Gathered below are a handful of images of some of the many ways people put bicycles to use during the Second World War.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A line of German soldiers wearing gas masks and standing beside their bicycles]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the German light-machine-gun bicycle corps wear gas masks while standing beside their bicycles in a lineup in Austria, circa 1939. Note the machine gun attached to one of the bicycles at lower right.
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                [image: Soldiers in uniform ride bicycles on a path past a forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Headed west through a forest somewhere in France, these French bicycle troops are making their way toward the front, on September 25, 1939."
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                [image: Civilians wearing military helmets ride bicycles together in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cyclists volunteer as ARP (Air Raid Precautions) messengers in Liverpool, England, in 1939. Original caption: "Many of Merseyside's club cyclists are showing the way in volunteering for the new corps of cyclist ARP messengers. There are now 500 members in the ARP messenger corps."
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                [image: A soldier pedals a modified bicycle with a covered stretcher attached to the front, carrying a person inside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A one-man anti-gas ambulance and resuscitator, designed and made for use by the Home Guard." Photographed in England on July 29, 1941.
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                [image: Rows of German soldiers ride bikes in a military parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the German bicycle corps participate in a parade past Adolf Hitler, which was held in celebration of his 50th birthday, on April 20, 1939.
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                [image: A family of four rides a tandem bicycle, carrying a few belongings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Belgian family of four rides a tandem bicycle with some of their belongings strapped to their backs as they flee from the advancing Nazis into France, on June 14, 1940.
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                [image: Dozens of soldiers stand ready in a field, each beside a bicycle or motorcycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, from April 11, 1940: "The famous Dutch bicycle regiment at attention, ready to speed toward the German frontier should danger from the Nazis threaten Queen Wilhelmina's kingdom. The low countries now fear a blitzkrieg like the one that has just been visited upon Norway and Denmark." Photographed outside of Amsterdam.
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                [image: A policeman rides a bicycle down a street, wearing a sign on his chest that reads "Raiders Passed."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A policeman cycles through London's streets with a 'raiders passed' notice, on September 3, 1939, after the first air raid warning of the war."
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                [image: A unit of German cyclists walks over a hastily built roadway made of logs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the area near the Dnieper river, on the Russian front, a unit of German cyclists passes over a gangway of logs built by engineers in August 1941.
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                [image: A 1940s-era photo of Japanese soldiers riding bicycles across a road bridge in Saigon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Japanese troops enter Saigon on September 15, 1941.
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                [image: Onlookers watch as two pedal-taxis carry passengers in small carriages towed behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "The most universal form of transport in Paris on June 1, 1941, under Nazi rule, is the bicycle taxi. In the old day Paris taxis were famous the world over for the furious way in which they were driven, but all that is now at thing of the past owing to the tremendous scarcity of petrol, which has all been requisitioned for the Nazi war machine. The Paris taxi-drivers now pedal their fares around in these quaint contraptions, the one on the left holds three travelers."
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                [image: Three soldiers ride bicycles with cardboard wings attached to the handlebars, practicing flying in formation.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Three Air Cadets from the Royal Air Force's Coulsdon and Purley Squadron practice flying in formation, using bicycles with wings over the handlebars, on September 29, 1942.
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                [image: Four members of the Hitler Youth sit on a brick wall and repair several bicycles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Members of the Hitler Youth who are trained to report airstrikes repair their bicycles." Published in 1942.
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                [image: About a dozen young women in coats pedal bicycles on a road on a college campus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "There's a sharp upswing in the use of bicycles. Restrictions on automobiles, gasoline and rubber tires to conserve materials for the waging of war have college kids finding alternative ways of getting around. Wellesley College freshmen are two-wheeling their way over the campus in Wellesley, Massachusetts, March 20, 1942."
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                [image: A few dozen U.S. Air Force pilots ride bicycles down a long runway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. Air Force pilots at a bomber command station in England use bicycles to travel the mile-long tarmac from their headquarters to their giant planes, on June 8, 1942.
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                [image: A half-dozen soldiers walk beside their bicycles through a partially snow-covered mountain pass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, from 1943: "Soldiers of the Bicycle Patrol push their vehicles along a partly frozen lake on an alpine pass. Switzerland's narrow, hilly passes make bicycles the most practical means of transportation."
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                [image: Five women soldiers ride bicycles past a Quonset hut.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Women Army Corps (WAC) that were stationed at a U.S. medium-bomber station in England ride bicycles on their way to work on December 22, 1943.
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                [image: A Civil Defense air-raid warden stands beside a street sign and his bicycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Civil Defense air-raid warden stands beside a street sign during a blackout, circa 1943.
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                [image: American servicemen ride a five-seater bicycle through a village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American servicemen ride a five-seater bicycle in England on May 19, 1944.
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                [image: Several U.S. soldiers rest, sitting on a rail cart, while one poses on a bicycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Corporal Willis T. Anthony, Private First Class Emmitt Shackelford, Private First Class Eugene Purdy, and Private First Class Horace Boykin (on bicycle), all members of the U.S. Marine Corps, take time out from supplying ammunition to the front line in Saipan, Northern Mariana Islands, in June 1944.
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                [image: Soldiers wade from landing craft to a nearby beach, some carrying bicycles as well as weapons and packs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Canadian soldiers from the 9th Brigade land on June 6, 1944, with their bicycles at Juno Beach in Bernieres-sur-Mer during D-Day, while Allied forces were storming the Normandy beaches."
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                [image: Soldiers carry bicycles as they disembark from several landing craft along a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Down the gangway of an LCI of the Royal Canadian Navy, troops from Canada scramble into the surf near a town on the coast of Normandy on June 12, 1944, with their bicycles in the invasion of Europe."
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                [image: A crowd of French civilians, many on bikes, watch a parade of U.S. soldiers in vehicles pass by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands of American troops and armored vehicles took part in a grand parade in Paris on August 29, 1944. American troops paraded down the Rue de la Paix, watched and cheered for by Parisians, many of whom rode to the scene on their bicycle.
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                [image: A crowd celebrates, buying small French flags from a seller with a box of flags attached to his bicycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Parisian people buy French flags on August 26, 1944, to celebrate the liberation of Paris.
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                [image: Sailors carry bicycles with them as they disembark from a submarine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At a submarine-refitting station in the United Kingdom, members of the British, French, Dutch, and Norwegian navies were able to rest and refit their submarines between long tours of duty. Here, French sailors disembark with bicycles they brought along in case they docked a long distance from their quarters, seen on on August 31, 1942.
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                [image: An American soldier holds a pistol as a German soldier walks out of a cellar nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "First Lt. John W. Upchurch, right, of Chicago, Illinois, points pistol at German soldier leaving hiding place in the cellar of a house in Oiselay, France, near the Swiss border, on September 14, 1944. In the center are bicycles which were stolen from the French and used by the fleeing Germans."
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                [image: A line of German soldiers walk their bikes down a forest road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Nazi cycle troops, still carrying their arms, arrive for their surrender on September 19, 1944, in France."
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                [image: Several people examine a pile of abandoned bicycles near a bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from September 23, 1944: "A group of Dutch men sort through a pile of bicycles abandoned at one end of a bridge in Nijmegen by retreating German troops after its capture by Allied forces."
                #
            

            
                
                
                Keystone / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A soldier holds onto a bicycle while looking over a war-damaged city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Soviet soldier looks across a war-damaged square in Budapest, Hungary, in 1945.
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                [image: A soldier pulls on the front wheel of a bicycle as a civilian woman pulls back on its handlebars, while a crowd looks on.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from 1945: "A Russian soldier involved in a misunderstanding with a German woman in Berlin, over a bicycle he wished to buy from her."
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                [image: A civilian pushes a bicycle, carrying a bundle, on a cleared path through a destroyed city, following the atomic bombing of Nagasaki, Japan.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from Nagasaki, Japan, on September 13, 1945--just five weeks after the city was struck by an American atomic bomb: "A Japanese civilian pushes his loaded bike down a path which has been cleared of rubble. On either side of the path, debris, twisted metal, and gnarled tree stumps fill the area. This is in the center of the devastated area."
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The Rape Denialists

Why has it proved so hard for so many on the left to acknowledge what happened on October 7?

by Michael A. Cohen




On October 7, Hamas terrorists crossed the border into Israel and massacred more than 1,100 Israelis. The depths of Hamas's sadism are almost too sickening to comprehend. Babies and children butchered. Parents murdered in front of their children. Families bound together and then burned alive. Others were tortured, and their bodies mutilated while both alive and dead.

Even the harshest opponents of Israel's subsequent military campaign in Gaza acknowledge, albeit often half-heartedly, that Hamas acted with brutality on October 7 in killing innocents. But many of those same critics refuse to acknowledge the widespread sexual assaults against Israeli women that day.

Since allegations of sexual violence first appeared in the fall, a contingent of anti-Israel activists have sought to disprove them. "Believe women" and "Silence is violence" have been rallying cries of progressive feminist organizations for decades. But the same empathy and support have not been shown for Israeli victims.

Many prominent feminist and human-rights groups--including Amnesty International and the National Organization for Women--said little about the sexual-violence allegations. International organizations tasked with protecting women in wartime kept their powder dry. UN Women waited until December 1, nearly two months after the Hamas attack, to issue a perfunctory statement of condemnation.

Israel's critics have insisted that a lack of firsthand accounts from rape survivors or forensic evidence undercut Israel's accusations--and have dismissed claims that systematic sexual violence occurred as "unsubstantiated." Others have accused the Israeli government of "weaponizing" accusations of rape to justify Israel's "genocide" in Gaza, as an open letter from dozens of feminist activists put it in February. The letter has since been signed by more than 1,000 others.

News outlets that reported on the violence were fiercely attacked. For example, in late December, The New York Times published an investigation that thoroughly detailed the evidence of mass, systematic sexual violence. The story drew an immediate response from Hamas, in language echoing that used by Western activists. "We categorically deny such allegations," Basem Naim, a Hamas leader, said in a statement, "and consider it as part of the Israeli attempt to demonize and dehumanize the Palestinian people and resistance, and to justify the Israeli army war crimes and crimes of genocide against the Palestinian people."

Stridently anti-Israel independent journalists and activists immediately tried to pick apart the Times story, which culminated in late February with the publication of a more-than-6,000-word expose by the left-wing outlet The Intercept that accused the Times of flawed reporting. The left-wing magazine The Nation accused the Times of "the biggest failure of journalism" since the paper's reporting in the run-up to the Iraq War; the leftist YES! magazine claimed, "There is no evidence mass rape occurred."

Considering the vitriolic attacks against Israel since October 7, none of this should come as a surprise. The bloodied and dismembered bodies of dead Israelis had barely been collected before accusations of genocide were being levied by anti-Israel activists. Six months later, such denouncements are routine.

Across the United States and Western Europe, criticism of Israel's actions quickly and predictably veered into rank anti-Semitism, with Jewish organizations, cultural institutions, artists, and individual Jews targeted by pro-Palestine activists because of Israel's actions.

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

But rape denialism falls into its own separate and bewildering category. Why have so many of Israel's critics--and pro-Palestine activists--chosen to fight on this hill?

Many insist, like the feminists who signed the open letter, that they are questioning claims used to justify a war they oppose. But there is also a disquieting sense that pro-Palestine activists believe they must defend Hamas. Accusations of systematic rape and sadistic sexual violence not only tarnish the terrorist group, but also undermine the notion that October 7 was legitimate "armed resistance" against Israeli occupation.

Instead of believing women, these activists have chosen to take the word of a terrorist organization that is responsible for the deaths of thousands of Israelis and Palestinians and that has constantly denied that any sexual assaults occurred on October 7.

Six months into the war in Gaza, many pro-Palestine activists in the United States are so fully invested in the cause of Palestinian liberation, for which Hamas claims to be fighting--and so steeped in their hatred of Israel--that they are casting aside the progressive ideals that they regularly invoke when castigating Israel. In doing so, they are exposing themselves as hypocrites whose ideology is not forged in a set of universal values but rather is situational and dependent on ethnicity or skin color.

Rape denialism also feeds the widely held belief among Israelis that non-Jews refuse to acknowledge the horrors of October 7--and that the world is hopelessly biased against them. At the same time, it excuses Hamas's actions and perpetuates the notion that Palestinians have little agency or responsibility for the continuation of a 75-year-old conflict with no end in sight. It pushes both sides to retreat to their respective corners, unwilling to see the humanity in the other, and makes the long-term goal of peaceful coexistence between Israelis and Palestinians that much more difficult to achieve.

Orit Sulitzeanu is the director of the Association of Rape Crisis Centers in Israel, an NGO that serves as a coordinating body for the country's nine rape-crisis centers. As she tells every reporter who calls her, ARCCI does not work for or receive money from the Israeli government.

In the days and weeks after October 7, ARCCI began getting "trickles of information" from doctors and therapists who were encountering survivors of sexual violence. "Everyone talks to us, and the community of therapists in Israel is small," Sulitzeanu told me. The calls were intended not to alert ARCCI but rather to ask, "What do we do?"

As Sulitzeanu told me, Israel has virtually no experience with rape during wartime: "No one could imagine what happened, actually happened." Ruth Halperin-Kaddari, the former vice chair of the United Nations' Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women and a law professor at Bar-Ilan University, told me that Israel was so unprepared for the onslaught of sexual-abuse cases on October 7 that during the intake process in Israeli hospitals, women who survived the Hamas massacre were not even asked if they had been sexually assaulted.

Quickly, ARCCI began holding webinars to help therapists understand the special characteristics of sexual violence in wartime. And as time went on, Sulitzeanu and her staff noticed that the stories they were hearing were remarkably consistent.

The group put together a report combining the information it was receiving (mainly from eyewitnesses and first responders) with media reporting in Israel and around the world. "Hamas's attack on October 7th included brutal sexual assaults carried out systematically and deliberately against Israeli civilians," it concluded. "Hamas terrorists employed sadistic practices aimed at intensifying the degree of humiliation and terror inherent in sexual violence."

The report's section titles tell the story in even more vivid and disturbing detail:

"Systematic Use of Brutal Violence to Commit Rape"
 "Multiple Abusers/Gang Rape"
 "Rape in the Presence of Family/Community Members"
 "Sexual Offenses of Males"
 "Execution During or After the Rape"
 "Binding and Tying"
 "Mutilation and Destruction of Genital Organs"
 "Insertion of Weapons in Intimate Areas"
 "Destruction and Mutilation of the Body"


The next month, the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Sexual Violence in Conflict reached similar conclusions, although without using the word systematic. After a two-and-a-half-week mission to Israel, the UN body concluded that "there are reasonable grounds to believe that conflict-related sexual violence occurred during the 7 October attacks."

The UN report does not ascribe responsibility to Hamas and relies on careful, qualified, legalistic language. But Halperin-Kaddari believes the UN report should be applauded. It is, she says, the "most accurate and comprehensive" accounting of the sexual violence that took place that day--and she praised it, in particular, for verifying accounts when possible but also debunking allegations that were not true.

Halperin-Kaddari noted that investigators "found the same pattern of violence and sexual assault combined with an extreme degree of cruelty and humiliation, and it occurred in several locations in a relatively short period of time."

This systematic nature of the abuse is obvious from both reports. For example, ARCCI recounts the eyewitness testimony of one survivor who said that the Nova music festival was an "apocalypse of bodies, girls without clothes." In addition, it notes that "several survivors of the massacre provided eyewitness testimony of gang rape" as well as accounts from first responders of bodies unclothed and bleeding heavily from the pelvic area, and genital mutilation.

Graeme Wood: A record of pure, predatory sadism

The UN report draws a similar conclusion, finding "reasonable grounds to believe" that rape, gang rape, and the sexual abuse of female corpses occurred at the Nova festival.

At Kibbutz Kfar Aza and Kibbutz Be'eri, the UN found evidence that female victims had been undressed, bound, and killed (though the mission team "was unable to establish whether sexual violence occurred in kibbutz Be'eri"). In its investigation at Kibbutz Re'em, the UN said there were "reasonable grounds to believe that sexual violence occurred ... including rape." On Road 232, a key escape route from the music festival, the UN found "reasonable grounds to believe that sexual violence occurred," including "the rape of two women." In addition, "along this road, several bodies were found with genital injuries, along with injuries to other body parts."

At an Israel Defense Forces base overrun by Hamas terrorists, there were, according to media stories cited in the ARCCI report, dead soldiers shot in the genitals and as many as 10 female soldiers with clear evidence of sexual assault. The UN report is more circumspect on this issue, saying that reports of genital mutilation are "inconclusive." But Halperin-Kaddari told me that she saw documentation showing that victims had had weapons fired into their sexual organs.

Both reports also agree that hostages released from Hamas's captivity had been, in the words of the UN special representative, subjected to "sexual violence, including rape, sexualized torture, and cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment." The UN report also concluded that violence may be "ongoing" against the approximately 100 hostages, including young women, still held in Gaza. In its response to the Times story, Hamas pointed to the treatment of Israeli hostages, whom they insisted were being well cared for: "If the Hamas resistance fighters held such ideas of sex violence, they would mistreat those who were in their captivity," a Hamas representative wrote in a lengthy Telegram post at the time. Recently, however, The New York Times published a firsthand account of sexual assault and torture from an Israeli hostage released from Hamas captivity in November.

For Shelly Tal Meron, a member of the Israeli Knesset for the opposition Yesh Atid party, the indifference of once-former feminist allies to the sexual violence on October 7 has been acutely painful. "I sent letters to UN Women, as well as #MeToo and human-rights organizations," she told me. The response was "complete silence. I was astonished."

"Before the war," she said, "I was a member of the Knesset's women's-rights movement. I would fight for gender equality and I would work with international organizations. Whenever [attacks on women] happened in other countries like Ukraine or Syria, I felt solidarity." In the aftermath of October 7, she said, "I felt completely betrayed."

What is most galling about the pushback on allegations of mass rape is that it is precisely the lack of firsthand accounts and forensic evidence--as well as the initial fog of war--that has opened the door to rape denialists. As Dahlia Lithwick, the senior legal correspondent at Slate, told me, denialists are "capitalizing on the stigma and shame of sexual assault--and often frustrating lack of evidence in these situations."

That, according to the feminist author Jill Filipovic, is hardly an unusual circumstance. "Sexual violence in conflict is virtually never documented the way sexual violence might be documented on the cop shows you've seen," Filipovic wrote on her Substack last December. "The Israeli recovery and medical teams treated the places where people were attacked on Oct. 7 as war zones and the aftermath of terror attacks, not as standard crime scenes in which a primary goal is to identify a perpetrator."

Complicating matters further is the particular emphasis in Jewish law on expeditious burial. Sulitzeanu told me that those at the army base who were preparing bodies for burial had "no capacity to keep the evidence from those killed." The "first priority," she said, "was to save living people. Second, to collect bodies. Third, identify them and prepare for burial." Everything else, including proving that widespread rapes had taken place, was secondary.

There is also the distressing reality that so few of Hamas's rape victims survived. Some were dispatched with a bullet to the head after they'd been assaulted.

The handful of survivors of rape during the attacks on October 7 have, so far, been unwilling to speak publicly. ARCCI has been so adamant in safeguarding them that Sulitzeanu refused to confirm that her association had spoken with them or that their stories were included in the group's report. The survivors refused multiple requests to meet with the UN mission team, which the UN report chalked up in part to "the national and international media scrutiny of those who made their accounts public."

The latter fear is almost certainly a direct by-product of the response to the New York Times story--headlined "'Screams Without Words': How Hamas Weaponized Sexual Violence on Oct. 7." Buttressed by interviews with more than 150 "witnesses, medical personnel, soldiers, and rape counselors," as well as "video footage, photographs," and "GPS data from mobile phones," the story features allegations of sexual violence, including eyewitness accounts. It was the most authoritative investigation by a major American news outlet and should have dealt a major blow to the efforts at denialism and deflection.

But as soon as the Times article appeared, so, too, did the pushback. Much of it came from journalists with a long track record of animosity toward Israel, but it reached a crescendo in late February when The Intercept published its story.

What is most striking about the exhaustive Intercept article is the apparent dearth of original reporting. There is little indication that the authors made any serious effort to contact Israeli government officials, the leaders of Israeli NGOs, or--with three exceptions--even the specific individuals who are named in their story and whose credibility they malign. Instead, The Intercept focuses its inquiry on a freelance Israeli journalist who helped report the story, Anat Schwartz, scrutinizing her social-media activity and parsing a Hebrew-language podcast interview to attack her credibility and, by extension, the credibility of the story as a whole.

The Intercept also sought to chip away at the Times article by focusing on alleged inconsistencies--a process that is easier than it seems when it comes to reporting on sexual violence. After a terrorist attack that killed more than 1,100 Israelis over multiple locations, misinformation ran rampant. False stories, one infamously alleging that multiple babies had been beheaded and another claiming that babies had been strung up on a clothesline, proliferated. In cases of sexual violence, Halperin-Kadderi told me, "it's not unusual for misinformation to spread," and beyond trauma-related inaccuracies and memory failures, there could be a tendency "to exaggerate and amplify," which she links to the high levels of trauma associated with sexual violence--both for survivors and for eyewitnesses. She also noted that exaggerated accounts of sexual violence can be "instrumentalized by leaders to portray their enemy in the darkest way possible." Even Jeremy Scahill, one of the co-authors of the Intercept article, noted in an interview that inconsistencies in eyewitness accounts do "not necessarily mean that they didn't witness something."

Read: Hamas's genocidal intentions were never a secret

But The Intercept, in its effort to undermine the credibility of witnesses to sexual violence on October 7, painted with a broad brush, creating an inaccurate picture. The flaws in its approach are perhaps best illustrated by the complicated case of Shari Mendes, an IDF reservist who served in the army unit responsible for preparing female bodies for burial and whose testimony Schwartz said helped convince her that there had been widespread sexual violence on October 7.

In the weeks after the attack, Mendes worked 12-hour shifts cleaning and preparing bodies for burial. In an emotional and graphic speech delivered at the United Nations on December 4, Mendes related what she and her team saw: women shot so many times in the head, sometimes after death, that their faces were practically obliterated; multiple women with gunshots in their vagina and breasts; faces permanently cast in distress and anguish.

In an interview in October, though, Mendes told the Daily Mail that "a baby was cut out of a pregnant woman and beheaded, and then the mother was beheaded." That was not true. However, Mendes was neither the first person nor the only person to make this allegation. A video falsely claiming to show such an atrocity had made the rounds on social media in the days before the interview was published, and similar claims were promoted by a first responder.

Ryan Grim, another co-author of the Intercept article, told me that such "demonstrable fabrications" had "thoroughly discredited" Mendes, and the article notes that "she has no medical or forensic credentials to legally determine rape" (a point that Mendes has publicly acknowledged). The Intercept story questions why the Times would "rely on Mendes's testimony," and in an interview last month, Scahill suggested that Mendes is among the Times' "premiere witnesses." But in fact, Mendes is quoted a single time in "Screams Without Words," relaying her account of having seen four women "with signs of sexual violence, including some with 'a lot of blood in their pelvic areas.'" Mendes's claims are backed up by a second witness, an army captain working at the same facility, who added the horrifying detail that "she had seen several bodies with cuts in their vaginas and underwear soaked in blood."

The Intercept story fails to mention any of this, and it provides no indication that its reporters attempted to speak with Mendes. (I reached out to Mendes, who declined to comment.) Instead, it criticizes the Times for quoting "witnesses with track records of making unreliable claims and lacking forensic credentials."

The Intercept has applied useful scrutiny to some specific claims within the Times story. One of the accounts of apparent sexual assault relayed by the Times came from a paramedic in an Israeli commando unit who said he had discovered the bodies of two teenagers at Kibbutz Be'eri. A March 4 article in The Intercept concluded that two victims "specifically singled out by the New York Times ... were not in fact victims of sexual assault," and the Times has since updated its story to note that a video of the scene appears to contradict the paramedic's account.

But that skepticism is not limited to individual witnesses or accounts. The Intercept concedes that "individual acts of sexual assault may have occurred" but is quick to add that "rape is not uncommon in war." It raises doubts about the extent to which Hamas members were responsible for attacks, noting that "there were also several hundred civilians who poured into Israel from Gaza that day." (It is not usually the left that tries to blur the distinction between Palestinian terrorists and Palestinian civilians.) The central question, The Intercept contends, is whether the Times "presented solid evidence" to back the claim that, as the newspaper put it, "the attacks against women were not isolated events but part of a broader pattern of gender-based violence on Oct. 7." And it devotes more than 6,000 words to calling into doubt that it did.

Yet The Intercept made no mention of independent efforts to answer this question. There is no reference to the ARCCI report--published a week before The Intercept's story--which relied on 26 separate media reports from the Israeli press, The Guardian, the BBC, The Times of London, and other outlets, as well as confidential sources, eyewitnesses, and interviews with first responders. Neither does it mention a November 2023 report by Physicians for Human Rights, which concluded that "widespread sexual and gender-based crimes" had taken place on October 7. (Asked for comment, Grim dismissed these reports as "derivative of Western news reports and based on the same sources.")

The Times published a follow-up story on January 29, addressing many of the questions raised by critics of its article. Even in light of criticisms of the piece, the Times said in a recent statement that it continues to stand by its coverage "and the revelations of sexual violence and abuse following the attack by Hamas."

The UN mission team similarly concluded that the existence of a few false allegations did not undermine the other evidence of sexual violence in "at least three locations" on October 7. Nor did it limit its inquiry to searching for inconsistencies, paying attention only to those claims it had some reason to doubt. Instead, the investigators took pains to carefully review the scenes, to talk to eyewitnesses and first responders, and to assess the evidence in its totality before presenting the conclusion that "there are reasonable grounds to believe that conflict-related sexual violence occurred."

Semafor's Max Tani recently reported that The Intercept "is running out of cash," and that Grim and Scahill had suggested that its board resign and turn operations over to them and the remaining staff. But the publication's skeptical coverage of the war has apparently been a bright spot for its financial health. "The Intercept's unapologetically hostile view of Israel's post-Oct. 7 military operation in Gaza has galvanized its readers and supporters," Tani wrote, "who have responded by helping the publication set internal records for small-dollar donations."

Grim refused to say whether he believes that Israeli women were raped on October 7 and, if so, whether any of these assaults were committed by Hamas members. (His two co-authors did not respond to any questions.) Instead, he said he had "addressed these questions repeatedly" and pointed to an interview in which he had said that "the idea that there would be no sexual assault is not taken seriously by pretty much anybody who understands war and violence."

Considering the overwhelming evidence that sexual assault took place, despite the inherent challenges in collecting such evidence in wartime, it's difficult to fathom why so many on the anti-Israel left continue to deny that it occurred or cast doubt on its significance.

The most obvious explanation is that by questioning what happened on October 7, activists hope to undercut the rationale for Israel's military campaign in Gaza. Showing that systematic sexual abuse didn't happen would, they believe, demonstrate that Israel is engaged in a mass public deception to justify killing Palestinians.

But some experts I spoke with see other factors at play.

The charge that Jews have exaggerated and weaponized their suffering has long been the basis for Holocaust denialism, said Amy Elman, a professor of political science and Jewish studies at Kalamazoo College who has written extensively on anti-Semitism and women's rights. Now that same claim is being used by anti-Semites to portray efforts at justice for October 7 as "part of a larger nefarious scheme to harm Palestinians." "Rape denialism is absolutely consistent with Holocaust denialism," Elman said, and "this rape denialism is another form of anti-Semitism."

One of the more troubling aspects of the left's response to October 7 has been to cast the struggle between Israelis and Palestinians in simplistic terms: Palestinians are the oppressed, dark-skinned minority population; Israelis are the white oppressors. Never mind that Israel is a diverse, multiethnic society. (Most American Jews trace their origins to immigrants from Europe, but the majority of Israeli Jews descend from those who came, most often as refugees, from the Middle East and North Africa.) This reductionist binary has also made it easier to explain the conflict to a younger generation unfamiliar with Arab-Israeli history but well versed in the American civil-rights movement.

Natalia Mehlman Petrzela, a historian at the New School, says that this black-and-white framing has led to a distorted view of what happened on October 7--one that is informed by a reductive view of modern feminism. "There is a very powerful and understandable resistance on the left," she told me, "to centering 'white feminism' or white womanhood in understanding the experiences of women and the purpose of feminism, domestically and internationally." By this logic, white feminism is inherently "problematic"--and because many on the left see Israelis as white, she says, they "see any defense of Israeli women as some sort of capitulation to 'white feminism.'"

Moreover, claims of sexual assault against white women have historically been used to justify racial violence, which has, according to Elman and Petrzela, led some pro-Palestine activists to compare Hamas to Emmett Till, who was accused of whistling at a white woman in the Jim Crow South before his brutal murder. It's "unhinged," Petrzela said, "but in some ways totally predictable."

Jonathan Freedland, a columnist for The Guardian, suggested to me that left-wing rape denialism is, in effect, a refusal to believe that Hamas could stoop so low as to engage in sexual violence. On the surface, this sounds bizarre. Hamas massacred more than 1,100 Israelis, the majority of whom were civilians, and has a long history of massacring Jewish civilians, including children. How could any crime be considered worse than murder? But Freedland says that there are leftists who are prepared to countenance "armed resistance" but cannot do the same for sexual violence. "You can see why it would be essential for them to say that Hamas was 'only' guilty of killing and not guilty of rape."

Freedland noted that Hamas itself has consistently denied that its fighters committed sexual crimes, perhaps in an effort to retain its standing among devout Muslims. "Hamas would be nervous of being seen not as warriors for Palestine but as a bunch of rapists who bring shame on Islam," he said. Indeed, as Sulitzeanu pointed out to me, some Israeli Arabs who have stood in solidarity with the victims of October 7 have also refused to accept that their Palestinian brethren could commit such heinous, un-Islamic crimes.

Frankly, none of these efforts to whitewash the carnage of October 7 makes much sense. You can acknowledge Hamas's barbarism while still condemning Israel's military response or criticizing Israel's prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu. Indeed, many have done precisely that, including the Biden administration and Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer. You can raise questions about specific rape allegations--as the UN report did--while still accepting the overall weight of the evidence.

Read: Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

Instead, many on the left seem determined to justify what happened on October 7 as a legitimate act of Palestinian resistance. "The images from October 7 of paragliders evading Israeli air defenses were for many of us exhilarating," one American professor recently wrote. But acknowledging Hamas's atrocities doesn't invalidate Palestinian demands for self-determination. You can still embrace Palestinian nationalism and, unlike Hamas, advocate for a two-state solution while also acknowledging that Hamas's actions on October 7--including the systematic rape of Israeli women and girls--are simply not defensible. Leftists who genuinely support Palestinian statehood do that cause, and themselves, no favor by denying the overwhelming evidence of sexual violence.

The rape denialists might think they are winning a near-term public-relations battle against Israel, but denying Palestinians agency, and accusing Israel of fabricating allegations of mass rape, does far more harm than good.

Above all, it denies reality, perpetuates misinformation, and feeds the empathy gap that separates the two sides. When Israelis and Palestinians look beyond the walls--both real and metaphorical--that separate them, few see fully formed individuals with legitimate grievances and fears that are worthy of their sympathy. Instead, they glimpse caricatures.

As pro-Palestinian activists rightly demand that Israel come to grips with how its policies breed humiliation and desperation among Palestinians, so too must supporters of the Palestinian cause face the reality that rejectionism and terrorism have contributed to Israeli fears that peaceful coexistence is not possible.

When such activists surrender their ideals and dismiss the evidence that sexual violence took place on October 7, they feed the already overwhelming belief among Israelis and Diaspora Jews that those who advocate for the Palestinians and witheringly criticize Israel's actions are simply not interested in their humanity.

Any solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict must start by recognizing not just the lived reality of Jews and Palestinians, but the abundant feelings of trauma and fear that have made reconciliation so difficult to achieve. Rape denialism pushes Israelis and Palestinians further apart. It isn't just wrong; it doesn't just diminish the trauma experienced by Israeli women on October 7--it makes the pursuit of peace and genuine reconciliation impossible.
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The Jews Aren't Taking Away TikTok

But conspiracy theories that say otherwise are coming for democracy itself.

by Yair Rosenberg




"The entire world knows exactly why the U.S. is trying to ban TikTok," James Li declared on March 16 to his nearly 100,000 followers on the social-media platform. His video then cut to a subtitled clip of a Taiwanese speaker purportedly discussing how "TikTok inadvertently offended the Jewish people" by hosting pro-Palestinian content. "The power of the Jewish people in America is definitely more scary than Trump," the speaker goes on. "They have created the options: either ban or sell to the Americans. In reality, it's neither--it's selling to a Jewish investment group."

Li, who calls himself an "indie journalist" and subsequently posted another video blaming Israel for the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, got more than 160,000 views for his TikTok theory--and the video was one of the poorer-performing entries making similar claims on the platform.

What prompted this outburst? On March 13, Congress advanced a bill that would give TikTok's Chinese parent company six months to sell it or be banned from American app stores. The legislation passed 352-65, with overwhelming bipartisan support, and the rational observer will have no trouble understanding why.

The United States has a long history of preventing foreign adversaries from controlling important communications infrastructure. Washington spent more than a decade, under Democratic and Republican presidents, leading a successful international campaign to block the Chinese telecom giant Huawei from Western markets. Donald Trump attempted to force a TikTok sale back in 2020. The reasons are straightforward: The app has access to the data of some 150 million American users--nearly half the population--but it is owned and controlled by the Chinese company ByteDance. Like all companies in the country, ByteDance is effectively under the thumb of the Chinese Communist Party, which regularly punishes and even disappears business leaders who displease it. A former ByteDance executive has said that the CCP had "supreme access" to the company's data, and used the info to track protesters in Hong Kong, for example.

Read: Beijing is ruining TikTok

Recent polls show robust public support for TikTok's ban or sale, and for years, Gallup has found that Americans see China as the country's greatest enemy. In short, Congress has strong electoral and political incentives to act against TikTok. But spend some time on the platform itself, and you'll discover a very different culprit behind all this: Jews.



"We were all thinking it: Israel is trying to buy TikTok," the influencer Ian Carroll told his 1.5 million followers last month. The evidence: Steven Mnuchin, the former Trump Treasury secretary and Goldman Sachs executive, has sought investors to purchase the app. "He's not Israel, right?" continued Carroll. "Well, let's peel this onion back one layer at a time, starting with just the fact that he's Jewish."

Carroll's TikTok bio says "do your own research," and he certainly had research to share. "The censorship is not about China on TikTok," he explained. Rather, "as a TikTok creator who gets censored all the frickin' time, I can tell you that the things you get censored about are the CIA and Israel." Carroll did not address why Israel would go through so much trouble to acquire TikTok if it already controlled the platform, or why the Semitic censors somehow missed his video and its more than 1 million views, not to mention the several similarly viral follow-ups he posted.

In truth, far from suppressing such content, TikTok's algorithm happily promotes it. I purposely viewed the videos for this piece while logged out of the platform, and it nonetheless began suggesting to me more material along these lines through its sidebar recommendations.

Characteristic of anti-Semitic online discourse, these videos and others like them interchangeably reference individual American Jews, American Jewish organizations like the Anti-Defamation League, American pro-Israel lobbying groups like AIPAC, and the state of Israel, as though they are all part of one single-minded international conspiracy to take down TikTok. When a commenter asked Carroll to "look into universal studios pulling their music from TikTok," a reference to the Universal Music conglomerate's dispute with TikTok over royalties, Carroll replied, "Universal CEO is a Jewish man."

"A foreign government is influencing the 2024 election," the leftist podcaster and former Bernie Sanders Press Secretary Briahna Joy Gray declared on X in March. "I'm not talking about China, but Israel. In a leaked recording, ADL head Jonathan Greenblatt admitted that Israel had a 'TikTok problem.' Suddenly, a divided Congress agrees on one thing: A social media ban." Greenblatt is an American Jew, the ADL is an American organization, the bill isn't a ban, and the push for a forced sale predated the Gaza war, but other than that, Gray was on the money.

Yair Rosenberg: Why Facebook and Twitter won't ban antisemitism

"Banning TikTok became a crucial emergency because what they saw was a bunch of young individuals, essentially people that are going to be the future leaders of America, who were not pro-Israel," the far-right commentator Candace Owens claimed in March on her popular show at The Daily Wire. She then issued an implied threat: "If TikTok is in fact banned, there is no question that Israel will be blamed, AIPAC will be blamed, the ADL will be blamed, Jews are going to be blamed ... You can see that sentiment building." (Owens left The Daily Wire a week later following a string of anti-Semitic incidents, which included claims that Jews were doing "horrific things" and "controlling people with blackmail," as well as her favoriting a social-media post that accused a rabbi of being "drunk on Christian blood.")

At this point, it's not uncommon to find videos about the TikTok legislation that do not even mention Jews or Israel--like this one with 1.5 million views--yet are flooded with hundreds of comments, garnering tens of thousands of likes, accusing "Zionists," "Jews," or AIPAC of being behind it, despite years of national-security reporting on concerns over the platform's Chinese owners. That alleged Jewish malefactors are being assailed on TikTok even when they are not invoked explicitly in a video illustrates how widely the meme has spread.



Like many conspiracy theories, the notion that Jews are out to ban TikTok contains a grain of truth. Jewish and pro-Israel groups have raised concerns about TikTok's failure to moderate anti-Semitic content for years, including when it pertains to Israel, but they have never called for the app to be shut down. After the TikTok sale legislation was proposed, the Jewish Federations of North America said it "appropriately balances free speech and individual rights with regulatory action" while asserting that "our community understands that social media is a major driver of the rise in antisemitism, and that TikTok is the worst offender by far." (Presumably, the organization arrived at this conclusion by spending 10 minutes on the app.) Researchers have found that pro-Palestinian content dwarfs pro-Israel content on TikTok, likely reflecting the platform's young and international demographic.

But no conspiracy theories or appeals to recent geopolitical developments are necessary to understand why U.S. politicians wouldn't want one of the most-trafficked social-media networks in America to be run by Communist China via a black-box algorithm. Just this past December, researchers at Rutgers found that anti-China posts on topics like the Hong Kong protests or the regime's brutal repression of Uyghur Muslims were dramatically underrepresented on TikTok compared with Instagram.

TikTok's response to allegations that it could function as a foreign influence operation have not exactly allayed concerns. Shortly after the Rutgers study was published, the app restricted access to the tool used by academics to track its content. Last month, it sent multiple alerts to its American users falsely warning that Congress was about to ban TikTok and urging them to contact their representatives. In fact, the bill seeks to force a sale to new ownership, much as congressional scrutiny over data privacy led the dating app Grindr to be sold to non-Chinese owners in 2020.

Simply put, none of what is happening to the social-media platform is new. Neither is the tendency to blame Jews for the world's problems--but that doesn't make the impulse any less dangerous. Many understand anti-Semitism as a personal prejudice that singles out Jewish people for their difference, much like other minorities experience racism. But anti-Semitism also manifests as a conspiracy theory about how the world works, alleging that sinister string-pulling Jews are the source of social, political, and economic problems--and this is the sort of anti-Semitism that tends to get people killed.

Yair Rosenberg: Why so many people still don't understand anti-semitism

Consider recent American history: In 2018, a far-right gunman who blamed Jews for mass immigration murdered 11 people in Pittsburgh's Tree of Life synagogue. In 2019, assailants tied to the Black Hebrew Israelite movement attacked a kosher supermarket in Jersey City, killing three; one of the shooters had written on social media about Jews controlling the government. In 2022, an Islamic extremist took an entire congregation hostage in Colleyville, Texas, and demanded that a rabbi get a convict released from a nearby prison. These perpetrators--white supremacist, Black extremist, radical Islamist--had essentially nothing in common other than their belief that a Jewish cabal governed world affairs and was the cause of their problems.

The reality is the reverse: Jews constitute just 2 percent of the American population, and although they exercise influence like any other minority, they frequently disagree among themselves and do not dictate the destiny of the majority. Politicians voting against TikTok are pursuing their conception of the national interest, not being suborned to serve some nebulous Jewish interest. Remove the Jews from the equation, and the situation will be the same.

Conspiracy theorists typically claim to be combatting concealed power structures. But as in this case, their delusions make them unable to perceive the way power actually works. Thus, conspiratorial anti-Semitism hobbles its adherents, preventing them from rationally organizing to advance their own causes by distracting them with fantastical Jewish plots.

"Anti-Semitism isn't just bigotry toward the Jewish community," the Black civil-rights activist Eric Ward once told me. "It is actually utilizing bigotry toward the Jewish community in order to deconstruct democratic practices, and it does so by framing democracy as a conspiracy rather than a tool of empowerment or a functional tool of governance."

Anti-Semitic conspiracy theories won't safeguard TikTok from the bill that's currently moving through the U.S. legislature. But the more people buy into them, the more they will imperil not only American Jews but American democracy as well.
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Finding Jurors for an Unprecedented Trial

The criminal trial of an ex-president is new territory for the court system.

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.


Updated at 6:17 p.m. ET on April 16, 2024


Donald Trump is among the most famous and most polarizing people alive. The task of selecting 12 impartial jurors who can render a fair verdict in the criminal trial of a former president is a first for America's court system.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Welcome to pricing hell.
 	Gaza is dividing Democrats.
 	David Frum: Why Biden should not debate Trump




A Reasonable Middle Ground

Yesterday, jury selection began in Donald Trump's first criminal trial, and today, seven jurors were selected. The New York trial, centered on accusations that Trump falsified business records to conceal a hush-money payment to the porn star Stormy Daniels, may be the only of Trump's various legal cases to wrap up before the November election. Many Americans are set on their hopes for the trial's outcome before it begins, which makes finding impartial jurors a real challenge. Ninety-six potential jurors were called into the courtroom yesterday--an unusually large number--and more than half of them quickly raised their hand to say they couldn't be impartial and thus needed to be dismissed. Some prospective jurors who had indicated yesterday that they could be impartial changed their mind today.

The task of the judge is not necessarily to select people who have no feelings about Trump--that's near-impossible. Rather, the point is to select people who can be impartial (about both Trump and other potential witnesses), listen to evidence, and follow the law and the rules given by the court, Sharon Fairley, a professor from practice at the University of Chicago Law School, told me. The jurors selected so far, whose names haven't been released, reportedly include a young corporate lawyer, a man originally from Ireland who works in sales, and a young Black woman who said that some of her friends have strong opinions about the former president but that she is not a political person.

Criminal convictions, Fairley reminded me, require a unanimous decision from the jury. So Trump's lawyers are likely hoping for even a single holdout--a person who is independent in their thinking and perhaps not a stickler for following rules. The government's lawyers, for their part, are likely looking for people who are intelligent and discerning, who believe in the rule of law, and who are able to see through the "smoke and mirrors" that the Trump defense may introduce to the courtroom, Fairley said. Lawyers from either side can dismiss 10 potential jurors for any reason (so far, both Trump's lawyers and the prosecution have done this with six potential jurors). Beyond that, Fairley explained, the judge has discretion in selecting people who he feels could credibly set aside personal feelings to render a fair judgment.

Trump has held tight to his narrative that this trial is a politically motivated "witch hunt," a tactic that will only add to the court's unique challenges here. Usually, the prosecution is more likely to generate publicity about criminal trials than the defense, Valerie Hans, a law professor at Cornell University, told me in an email--most defendants do not "have the public microphone of Donald Trump." Already, Hans noted, one prosecutor, Joshua Steinglass, has been trying to draw a distinction for prospective jurors between what they have seen about the trial in the news and the actual evidence that they will go on to see.

Part of the court's challenge is weeding out people who are actually able to be impartial versus those who say they are because they want to get on the jury for their own reasons, James J. Sample, a law professor at Hofstra University, told me in an email. Ideological jurors could come from either side, Sample noted: "Yes, Manhattan is mostly blue. But might there be one true believer who wants to cement themselves as a MAGA hero? Absolutely."

How each prospective juror voted will be of interest to lawyers on either side, but it likely won't be the deciding factor in who gets placed on the jury--and lawyers aren't allowed to ask that question directly. Justice Juan M. Merchan's 42 questions for would-be jurors, including ones about whether they are part of advocacy groups or have attended campaign events for Trump (or anti-Trump groups), "suggest an attempt to find a reasonable middle ground here--not ruling out anyone who has some views on Trump or disqualifying them based on their vote in 2020 or 2016, but also making sure they're not rah-rah activists either for or against," my colleague David Graham told me.

There's also a simple irony at the core of this whole process: The type of person best suited to be a thoughtful and credible juror in this case will almost by definition know something about Donald Trump. "A hypothetical juror who had never heard of Mr. Trump at all," Sample acknowledged, "would be such an uninformed citizen as to be of suspect legitimacy from the jump."

The trial is expected to last about six weeks (though it could take longer). After the rest of the jury is chosen, the trial proceedings will kick off in earnest, with former Trump-world figures including Michael Cohen and possibly even Stormy Daniels herself expected to testify. But in the meantime, the public and the defendant (who seemed to nod off on the first day) will need to sit through more of the same. As David told me, "Monday's start to the trial was both huge in historic terms and mostly very boring in substance."

Related:

	Trump's alternate-reality criminal trial
 	The cases against Trump: a guide




Today's News

	The U.S. Supreme Court justices considered whether the Justice Department can charge January 6 defendants with violating an obstruction statute--a decision that could affect the election-interference case against Donald Trump.
 	Israel's military chief said yesterday that Iran's recent strike "will be met with a response" but did not specify a timeline or the scale of a retaliatory attack.
 	A federal appeals court ruled that a West Virginia law, which bans transgender girls and women from playing on certain sports teams, violates the Title IX rights of a teen athlete.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



What Happens When You've Been on Ozempic for 20 Years?

By Gary Taubes

Of all the wonder drugs in the history of medicine, insulin may be the closest parallel, in both function and purpose, to this century's miracle of a metabolic drug: the GLP-1 agonist. Sold under now-familiar brand names including Ozempic, Wegovy, and Mounjaro, these new medications for diabetes and obesity have been hailed as a generational breakthrough that may one day stand with insulin therapy among "the greatest advances in the annals of chronic disease," as The New Yorker put it in December.
 But if that analogy is apt--and the correspondences are many--then a more complicated legacy for GLP-1 drugs could be in the works. Insulin, for its part, may have changed the world of medicine, but it also brought along a raft of profound, unintended consequences ...
 With the sudden rise of GLP-1 drugs in this decade, I worry that a similar set of transformations could occur.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	How the Biden administration messed up FAFSA
 	Salman Rushdie strikes back.
 	The myth of the mobile millionaire
 	Trump's presidential-immunity theory is a threat to the chain of command.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Courtesy of the author; FPG / Getty; Tom Kelley / Getty.



Care for a loved one. With the right amount of self-awareness, you can learn parenting lessons from raising a dog, Kate Cray writes.

Watch. Recent prestige TV shows have featured difficult men: heroes who are resolutely alienated, driven to acts of violence they don't want to inflict and can't enjoy, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Enjoy listening to our journalism? Find quick stories and deep dives here.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Trump Trial's Extraordinary Opening

The first days of the criminal case against the former president have been mundane, even boring--and that's remarkable.

by George T. Conway III




This is The Trump Trials by George T. Conway III, a newsletter that chronicles the former president's legal troubles. Sign up here.

The defendant nodded off a couple of times on Monday. And I have to confess, as a spectator in an overflow courtroom watching on closed-circuit television, so did I.

Legal proceedings can be like that. Mundane, even boring. That's how the first couple of days of the trial in the People of the State of New York v. Donald J. Trump, Indictment No. 71543-2023, felt much of the time. Ordinary--despite being so extraordinary. And, frankly, that was comforting. The ordinary mechanics of the criminal-litigation process were applied fairly, efficiently, and methodically to a defendant of unparalleled notoriety, one who has devoted himself to undermining the rule of law.

Certainly the setting was ordinary. When the Criminal Courts Building, at 100 Centre Street in Lower Manhattan, first opened in 1941, an architectural critic lamented that the Art Deco structure, a New Deal/Public Works Administration project, was "uncommunicative." Eight decades later, it still has little to say. Raw and spartan, it's a bit of a mystery to people who aren't familiar with it (including me, a civil litigator who, despite having been admitted to the New York state bar some 35 years ago, practiced mostly in federal and Delaware courts). A pool reporter yesterday described the surroundings as "drab."

Drab indeed, but busy--very busy. There's never a want of bustle here, of the sort you would expect. As the former federal prosecutor Andrew Weissmann put it this week, 100 Centre is, "well, Dickensian--a beehive of activity with miscreants, state prosecutors, judges, defense lawyers, probation officers, court security [and] families--in dark, dingy halls and courtrooms." It's a bit like New York City as a whole: How it functions, with the volume it handles, never ceases to amaze.

And how the court manages to keep track of things, Lord only knows. In contrast with the federal courts or even New York's civil courts, it has no electronic, publicly accessible docket. The Supreme Court of the State of New York for the County on New York, Criminal Term, is, as one courthouse reporter said last month, "stuck in the past." It's a tribunal "where the official record is a disorganized and incomplete mass of paper with no accounting of what's inside." The records come in brown accordion folders--Redwelds, lawyers call them--and what judges and clerks decide to put in them is the record, and what they don't is not.

But somehow it works. Somehow the court manages to dispose of thousands of cases a year, involving all manner of defendants and offenses. A calendar emailed to journalists by the Manhattan District Attorney's Office listing the week's anticipated court appearances gives you the flavor. It catalogs names seemingly of many ethnicities, with a couple of corporate entities to boot. A hodgepodge of alleged charges, including the violent and the corrupt: robbery, conspiracy, forgery, criminal mischief, identity theft, enterprise corruption, stalking, murder, attempted murder, sex trafficking, grand larceny, attempted grand larceny, possession of a forged instrument, offering a false statement for filing.

And the list contained three cases involving the crime of falsifying business records, one of which was set for trial on Monday, April 15, in Part 59, Courtroom 1530--People v. Trump.

Nothing on the calendar, other than the defendant's readily recognizable name, would have told you there was anything special about the case. In that sense, it was ordinary. But the hubbub outside--a handful of protesters, multiple television cameras, and a long line for the press and other spectators--made clear that something somewhat special was afoot. An overflow courtroom down the hall from the main courtroom offered a closed-circuit television feed of the proceedings. Those who had lined up went through an extra set of security screeners and machines--mandated, we were told, by the United States Secret Service.

But still, so much was ordinary--the stuff of the commencement of a criminal trial, housekeeping of the sort you'd see in virtually any court about to try a criminal case. That began promptly at 10:00 a.m. on Monday, when Judge Juan Merchan assumed the bench. There were loose ends for the judge to tie up, pending motions to decide. Merchan denied the defendant's motion to recuse, reading, in even tones, an opinion from the bench. The motion was frivolous; the result unsurprising. And then the parties argued some motions in limine--pretrial efforts to exclude evidence.

For example, would the notorious Access Hollywood tape that rocked the 2016 presidential campaign be played for the jury?  The prosecution said it should be: An assistant district attorney said the tape would elucidate why the defendant and his campaign were so hell-bent, to the point of falsifying business records, on keeping additional instances of the defendant's miscreant conduct with women out of the public eye. The defense, of course, argued that playing the tape would be prejudicial. After all, this wasn't a case about sexual assault.

The judge allowed that the tape's existence provided context for the business-records charges but ruled that actually showing the tape to the jury would be prejudicial. Instead, the jury would be given a transcript. And speaking of sexual assault, prosecutors tried to get in an excerpt from Trump's deposition in the E. Jean Carroll sexual-assault and defamation cases in which Trump testified that he was a "star," and that stars historically get to do to women what Trump said on the Access Hollywood tape that he liked to do to them. Judge Merchan rightly said no, he would not allow the jury to hear that. It would be too much, too beside the point of what this case (unlike the Carroll cases) is actually about.

But as unusual and colorful as the factual predicate for the evidentiary motions was, the argument wasn't all that interesting. It was rather low-key, in fact. Perhaps that was because none of the proffered evidence was new. But it was also because the arguing of pretrial evidentiary motions, however crucial they may be (although these, frankly, weren't), is seldom scintillating. I can't imagine that Donald Trump and I were the only ones watching who dozed off.

Then came jury selection, which took the rest of Monday, all of yesterday, and will probably consume tomorrow and Friday as well. (The judge will be handling his other cases today.) That was a bit more interesting, but slow going at first. Again, the ordinary met the extraordinary. Ninety-six potential jurors were brought in. The judge provided an overview of the case in the broadest terms, describing the charges in a few sentences; explained what his role and what the jury's would be; and read the names of the cast of characters (some would be witnesses, others would simply be mentioned, including--full disclosure--my ex-wife). Still, it was mundane. It was pretty much what a judge would say in any big case.

And jury selection was a bit tedious; in a case like this, it simply has to be. Jurors were asked to give oral answers--some 42 of them, including a number with multiple subparts--to a written questionnaire. In substance: Where do you live? What do you do? What's your educational background? What news sources do you read? What's your experience with the legal system? Have you ever been to a Trump rally or followed him on social media? Have you belonged to any anti-Trump groups? And on and on and and on. But the most important inquiries came toward the end of the list: questions asking whether the prospective jurors could be fair. Occasionally the judge would interject, when an unusual or unclear answer was given. And once in a while there was a moment of levity: One woman--in response to a question about having relatives or close friends in the legal field--noted that she had once dated a lawyer. "It ended fine," she volunteered, with a flatness of tone that betrayed no hint of nostalgia or loss.

This process took well over a day, and included brief follow-up questioning--"voir dire"--by the lawyers for both sides. But the judge did take a shortcut, one that saved a great deal of effort: After describing the case, but before proceeding to the individual-by-individual, question-by-question process, he asked the entire group the bottom-line question: Do any of you think you couldn't judge the case fairly? Roughly two-thirds of this first batch of potential jurors said they couldn't. That was extraordinary--a reflection of the fact that everyone knows who the defendant is, and that not many people lack a strong opinion about him.

And during the lawyers' voir dire, a few interesting moments did occur, mostly when Trump's lawyers pulled out social-media posts that they claimed showed possible bias on the part of the remaining candidates in the jury pool. One man was stricken by the court for cause because he once posted that Trump should be locked up.  The Trump lawyers attempted, but failed, to get the court to strike a woman whose husband had posted some joking commentary about the former president. The judge's response: That's all you have? He allowed the juror to stay, and left it to counsel to decide whether to use their limited number of peremptory strikes.

In the end, for two days, the extraordinary intertwined with the ordinary, as it should in a case like this one. As one young woman from the Upper East Side, now to be known as Juror No. 2,  put it during the selection process, "No one is above the law." Let's hope that sentiment prevails.
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Biden's Safe, Polite Campaign Stop in Scranton

The president's kitchen-table issues approach seems to lack true vision.

by John Hendrickson




Interstate 81, southbound, you can't miss it: Exit 185 PRESIDENT BIDEN EXPRESSWAY. The three-quarter-mile road leads into downtown Scranton, Pennsylvania, birthplace of Joe Biden. Keep going straight and you'll eventually end up--where else?--on Biden Street. That these namesake roads exist while the president is still alive, let alone still in office, feels odd. But this exact strangeness--forced nostalgia, preemptive memorialization--is the essence of Biden's 2024 reelection campaign.

Yesterday afternoon, inside the Scranton Cultural Center, Biden sought to remind a few hundred supporters of his lifelong Scranton values. His address coincided with the release of a new campaign ad, titled--wait for it--"Scranton." The president's event took place just down the road from his childhood home. Of course he popped by the old place to say hello, with his traveling press corps in tow. Subtlety has never been a Biden virtue.

The hometown crowd wasn't treated to the booming, bombastic State of the Union version of Biden, but the president still managed to land a few genuine laughs during his 30-minute speech. His savviest moment was a fake-out. Biden appeared to be unspooling one of his trademark failed American-dream stories about a poor man drowning in debt, but it was a setup for a punch line: "I said, 'I'm sorry, Donald. I can't help you.'" Mentioning Trump's name at all, as Biden repeatedly did yesterday, was a notable departure from an earlier period of this campaign season, when both Biden and his allies treated his opponent like Voldemort.

David Frum: Why Biden should not debate Trump

Still, an overwhelming sense of safety and caution defined the day--perhaps a fear of messing something up. Biden's gathering wasn't a rally so much as a town hall without the questions. He didn't wax on about the Middle East, or Ukraine, or abortion, or other polarizing issues. He was laser-focused on taxes. Just a few hundred chairs were arranged in a semicircle, and the small-scale optics did not help him. Before Biden took the stage, a misleading image of many empty seats began going viral on social media. In reality, they were all eventually occupied, but there was no arguing that this campaign stop was a fraction of the size of the average Trump event. Yesterday's energy was tame. It felt more like an early primary event for a minor candidate than a rally by the sitting president.

Many versions of Joe Biden exist, and they often compete against one another. There's the doddering old man, there's Dark Brandon, there's the bighearted consoler, there's the guy who uses variations of the word fuck under his breath. Biden's campaign seems to hope that voters will come back around to good old Scranton Joe. This is the Biden who talks about faith, families, factories, and fairness. Millions of voters pine for this Norman Rockwell version of Biden--and of America, in general. Millions of others are demanding that the president plunge into the present moment and engage with Israel's war with Hamas in Gaza. Specifically, a significant portion of Democrats and liberals want Biden to call for a cease-fire and reduce (or eliminate) military aid to Israel. Biden knows this. Yet his campaign is doubling down on kitchen-table issues, such as the tax code.

He seemed most comfortable when operating squarely within the realm of the classic and the domestic. "I am a capitalist," Biden proclaimed. Still, he occasionally sounded like his old Democratic rival, Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont. "No billionaire should pay a lower tax rate than a teacher!" he yelled at one point. He scoffed at trickle-down economics and preached about the long-term effects of the child tax credit. All the while, he peppered in sayings from his grandpa, sayings the elder Biden may or may not have ever said.

Many voters don't want to believe that it's really going to be Biden and Trump again. And some people still seem surprised that Biden, in particular, is officially seeking a second term. A swath of Democrats dream of him withdrawing before the party's convention. There is perpetual talk of a younger candidate--namely a governor such as Gavin Newsom, Gretchen Whitmer, or Josh Shapiro, who yesterday served as Biden's opening act--stepping up to be the Democratic nominee in Biden's place. All of this seems like West Wing fan fiction. The race is set, and it's a rematch. (With wild cards like Robert F. Kennedy Jr. promising to make trouble.)

Read: The RFK Jr. Strategy Clicks Into Focus

Biden long ago realized the stakes. Now he has to figure out how much to talk about himself and his accomplishments versus warn voters about Trump. "Listen to what he says, because you know he means it," Biden said. Though he didn't opt for the 30,000-foot "democracy is on the ballot" message in Scranton, he drew stark comparisons between himself and his rival. "He's coming for your money, your health care, and your social security," Biden warned.

Successful political campaigns are also movements. Trump and RFK Jr., for all their flaws, long ago internalized that simple truth. Until recently, Biden has more or less run what his allies referred to as a "Rose Garden campaign." This week, he's changing that. Scranton marked Biden's first of three stops across Pennsylvania; he's off to Pittsburgh and Philadelphia next. By no accident, the president is traversing a swing state while his Republican rival is glowering inside a Manhattan courtroom. But yesterday's crowd struck me as a bunch of polite, well-behaved people who knew when to sit quietly with their hands folded, when to laugh, and when to cheer. It did not feel organic.

Just outside the venue's security perimeter, I spoke with three University of Scranton students who had tried to see Biden and were turned away. One of them, Neveah Wall, a 19-year-old sophomore, told me that this would be her first time voting, and that she was torn between going Democrat or independent. She said she was passionate about prison reform, and that she liked where Kennedy stood on the issue. Her family members would likely vote for Biden. "I think I am pretty much leaning towards RFK," she said.

It may seem surprising that the Biden campaign would put on an event within walking distance of a university and not try to welcome in as many students as possible. (A 20-something attendee inside the room told me he had been personally invited by a local politician.) Incumbents often go to great lengths to avoid disruptions and control the narrative. In a statement last night, a Biden campaign spokesperson told me, "Members of the public are invited through various methods including local groups and organizations, mass emails to subscribers to the campaign's email list, and by utilizing the voter file, which allows the campaign to target the voters we need to reach." But new, younger, or first-time voters, such as Neveah Wall, may not even have voter files yet--and, like her, they may end up drawn to another candidate after being denied entry to a Biden event.

Perhaps Biden's campaign was worried about young people bringing some of the present-day challenges into the room. When the crowd spilled back outside into the street, attendees were met by pro-Palestine protesters chanting "Genocide Joe!" One person held a sign that read I'M VOTIN UNCOMMITTED! 

Biden can keep leaning into his roots as an antidote to Trumpism, but it may not be enough. Near the end of his speech, he brought up Trump's infamous "losers" and "suckers" remark about veterans. "Who the hell does he think he is?" Biden shouted.  He could have used more of this. Scranton Joe--a harmless, affable character--doesn't necessarily inspire unwavering devotion. Biden has just over six months to find a message that can simultaneously ground him in the present and point toward the future. He can only sell so many tickets as a tribute act playing old hits.
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Gaza Is Dividing Democrats

No recent Democratic president has faced such fierce internal conflict over a foreign-policy issue.

by Ronald Brownstein


Pro-Palestine demonstrators cross New Jersey Avenue near the U.S. Capitol, during a protest in Washington, D.C., December 17, 2023. (Tom Brenner / Reuters)



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


The Iranian attack on Israel has heightened the fierce cross-pressures shaping President Joe Biden's conflicted approach to the war in Gaza.

Throughout Israel's military engagement, Biden has struggled to square his historic inclination to support Israel almost unreservedly with growing hostility in his party toward Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's conduct of the war. For months, Biden has been escalating his criticism of Netanyahu, but once the Iran attack began, the president snapped back to his instinct to rally behind Israel.

The barrage of missiles and drones that Iran fired at Israel on Saturday may have a similar short-term effect on slowing what has been a steady increase in congressional Democrats urging Biden to suspend offensive weapons sales to Israel until it fundamentally changes its strategy in Gaza. Yet, unless Israel and Iran descend into a full-scale confrontation, last weekend's hostilities are not likely to end that pressure. That's especially so because some of the same Democrats critical of Israel's behavior in Gaza also believe the Jewish state was misguided to launch the air strike on senior officers of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps in Syria that precipitated the current exchange.

If the Iranian threat tilts Biden back toward his instinct to lock arms with Israel, it will widen the breach between him and the increasing number of Democrats who want a more fundamental break in U.S. support for the Gaza war.

Before Saturday's attack, Biden faced greater division in his own coalition over his handling of the Israel-Hamas war than any other Democratic president has confronted on a foreign-policy choice in decades.

The Democrats who have preceded Biden as president over the past 50 years--Jimmy Carter, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama--all faced discontent within their ranks over key foreign-policy decisions. But many veterans of previous Democratic administrations believe that none of those controversies generated as much sustained discord as Biden is now experiencing on three central fronts: criticism in Congress, disapproval in public-opinion polls, and persistent public protest.

"It's very powerful when people who don't ordinarily get involved in foreign policy do," Ben Rhodes, who served as the deputy national security adviser for strategic communications under Obama, told me. "I don't remember that happening in my administration or the Clinton administration. But now there has been a coalescence of real core pillars of the Democratic base that are just totally repelled by what is happening and a lack of pressure on Israel to change course. I can't really think of anything like this."

The current conflict hasn't divided Democrats as badly as the second Iraq War, which began in 2003; former Senator Hillary Clinton's vote to authorize the use of force against Iraq was one reason she lost the 2008 Democratic presidential nomination to Obama. But those internecine conflicts centered on how Democrats responded to the decision to launch the war by a Republican president, George W. Bush.

The breadth of public and congressional discontent over this conflict also doesn't compare to the magnitude of party opposition that developed against Democratic President Lyndon B. Johnson's escalation of the Vietnam War in the 1960s. But although the current dissent doesn't approach that historic height, it has exposed Biden to a distant echo of the charge from those years of supporting an unjust war.

Aides in the Biden White House and on his reelection campaign uniformly expressed optimism to me that, despite polls showing growing unease about the war among Democratic partisans, the conflict would not cost the president votes among people otherwise inclined to support him against former President Donald Trump. Not everyone in the party agrees that that optimism is justified. But many Democrats fear that even if Biden's team is correct for now, the president's political risks will only grow the longer the war persists.

Alan Taylor: Gaza on the brink of famine

"If it stops in three months, there is probably enough time" for Biden to recover, said one senior administration official, who asked for anonymity while discussing internal deliberations. "If it doesn't stop in six months, we are going to really feel it."

The fear among party strategists is not so much that Democrats discontented over Biden's approach to the war, especially young people, will vote for Trump. He is even less likely to impose constraints on Israel, and his top immigration adviser, Stephen Miller, has openly threatened to deport pro-Palestinian demonstrators. Instead, the concern is that with many younger voters already unenthusiastic about Biden, his handling of the war will provide them with another reason to choose a third-party candidate or to simply not vote at all. "I think it has complicated Biden's current standing with young people," Ben Tulchin, who served as the lead pollster in both of Senator Bernie Sanders's presidential campaigns, told me. "It's just one more thing he is going to have to mend fences on. The hope is, in six months from now, the temperature gets turned down."

The discontent among Democrats about the war and Biden's approach to it is mounting across all three measures of dissent.

The first is in Congress. After the Israeli missile strikes that killed workers from the World Central Kitchen, a group of 56 Democratic House members sent Biden a letter urging him to suspend the transfer of offensive weapons to Israel until an independent investigation into the attack is completed. Senator Tim Kaine of Virginia, a centrist who served as Hillary Clinton's vice-presidential nominee in 2016, earlier this month also called on Biden to stop the transfer of "bombs and other offensive weapons that can kill and wound civilians and humanitarian aid workers."

Earlier this year, a group of 19 Democratic senators led by Chris Van Hollen of Maryland filed a bill that could have restricted U.S. military aid to Israel. To defuse the threat, the Biden administration issued a national-security memorandum establishing a new process for assessing whether Israel, and other countries receiving U.S. military aid, are using the weapons in accordance with international law, and also cooperating in the distribution of humanitarian aid provided either directly by the United States or by international organizations it supports. If that report, due on May 8, finds that Israel has failed to meet those standards, it could encourage more Democrats to demand that Biden suspend the transfer of offensive weapons.

"There is growing frustration with the pattern of the president making reasonable requests and demands, and the Netanyahu government mostly ignoring them and doing so with impunity, in the sense that we send more 2,000-pound bombs," Van Hollen told me. "I think there are a growing number of senators who agree we can make more effective use of all the policy tools at our disposal. Our approach cannot be limited to jawboning Prime Minister Netanyahu."

In the near term, the Iranian attack may inhibit more Democrats from demanding a suspension of offensive weapon transfers to Israel, such as the F-15-fighter-jet sale to the Jewish state that Biden is lobbying Congress to approve over resistance from some party leaders. (Iran's assault highlighted the difficulty of distinguishing between offensive and defensive weapons; two squadrons of American F-15s helped intercept the Iranian attack.) But several Democratic opponents of the arms transfers issued statements this weekend reaffirming their position. In one of those, Van Hollen said Sunday that although the U.S. "can and should continue to replenish" the defensive systems Israel employed against the Iranian barrage, "the Biden Administration should use all the levers of its influence to" sway the Israeli decisions on Gaza; that's clear code for indicating Van Hollen believes Biden should still threaten a suspension of offensive weapon transfers.

Public-opinion polls offer another vivid measure of Democratic discontent over the war and the U.S. approach to it. In a recent national Quinnipiac University poll, almost two-thirds of Democrats said they opposed sending further military aid to Israel. In a CBS News/YouGov national poll released Sunday but conducted before Saturday's hostilities, most Democrats wanted the U.S. to support Israel if Iran attacked it. But two-thirds of Democrats again opposed weapons transfers to Israel for the war with Hamas, and nearly half said Biden should push Israel to entirely end its military action; another fourth of respondents said he should encourage it to wind down the campaign.

These negative opinions about the war, and Biden's approach to it, have been especially pronounced among younger voters. That points to a third central measure of dissension within Democratic ranks: widespread campus-based protests. One telling measure of that challenge for Biden came earlier this month, when the president of the University of Michigan issued new policies toughening penalties against disruptive campus protests.

The fact that the leading university in a state that is virtually a must-win for Biden felt compelled to impose new restrictions on protest underscored the intensity of the activism against the Gaza war. Protest "has been pretty persistent since October," Ali Allam, a University of Michigan sophomore active in the TAHRIR coalition leading the campus protests, told me. "I don't know very many people who are planning on voting for Biden, because they have seen time and time again, he is a person who says, 'We're concerned about the situation,' and yet he continues to sign off on providing more and more weapons. And that is just not something young people are willing to get behind."

Michigan is a somewhat unique case because of the state's large Arab American population, which provides an especially impassioned core for the protest movement. But the student hostility to the war has extended to a broad range of left-leaning younger voters that Democrats count on. In Michigan, for instance, some 80 campus groups are part of the TAHRIR coalition, including organizations representing Black, Latino, Asian, and Jewish students, Allam said. Ben Rhodes, who now co-hosts a popular podcast aimed primarily at liberal young people, Pod Save the World, sees the same trend. "It's not just Arab and Muslim Americans in Michigan, or foreign-policy lefties," he told me. "It's this kind of mainstream of the young part of the Democratic coalition."

As Biden advisers point out, the other recent Democratic presidents also provoked internal opposition in Congress or in polls to some of their foreign-policy decisions. But it's difficult to identify an example under Carter, Clinton, or Obama that combined all three of the elements of Democratic discontent Biden is now facing.

Probably the most controversial foreign-policy decision of Carter's presidency, for instance, was his support for the treaty ceding control of the Panama Canal back to Panama. That produced a heated and lengthy public debate, but the conflict was fought out mostly against conservative Republicans led by Ronald Reagan: In the end, just six Senate Democrats voted against the treaty.

Graeme Wood: What will Netanyahu do now?

The principal foreign-policy controversies of Clinton's presidency revolved around his anguished decisions on whether to intervene in a series of humanitarian crises. After an early military action in Somalia went badly (in the events depicted in the book and movie Black Hawk Down), a chastened Clinton stood aside as a horrific genocide unfolded in Rwanda in 1994. Clinton also wavered for years before launching a bombing campaign with NATO allies in 1995 that ultimately produced the peace treaty that ended the Serbian war in Bosnia. Later, Clinton launched another bombing campaign to end Serbian attacks in Kosovo.

Although neither party, to its shame, exerted any concerted pressure on Clinton to act in Rwanda, he did face congressional demands to more forcefully intervene in the Balkans. Shortly before the 1995 bombing campaign, both the House and the Senate approved legislation essentially renouncing Clinton's policies in Bosnia, and almost half of Democrats in each chamber voted against him. But the issue did not provoke anything near the public activism now evident on the Israeli war in Gaza, and even in Congress, the issue scrambled both parties. Many Democrats from all of the party's ideological wings shared Clinton's caution.

"I don't think domestic opinion per se affected" Clinton's choices about the Balkans, James Steinberg, who served as his deputy national security adviser, told me. "There were Democrats and Republicans on both sides of the issue. It was more Clinton's own feeling about responsibility, leadership, and America's role in the post-Cold War world."

Obama faced intermittent discontent among some Democrats over his major foreign-policy choices, including his "surge" of additional military personnel into Afghanistan and his plans for air strikes during the Syrian civil war. But none of these generated sustained resistance across all three of the fronts now challenging Biden. Nor did many Democrats dissent from what was probably Obama's most controversial foreign-policy move--the treaty he reached during his second term to limit Iran's nuclear-weapons program. In the end, just four Senate Democrats voted against approving the pact.

The Democratic unity behind the Iran agreement was notable because it came despite an intense lobbying effort against it from AIPAC, the leading pro-Israel group in the U.S., and Netanyahu himself. In an extraordinary intervention into U.S. domestic politics from a foreign leader, Netanyahu, who was also Israel's prime minister then, delivered a speech to Congress opposing the deal at the invitation of congressional Republicans.

Netanyahu's long history of aligning closely with U.S. Republicans and conflicting with Democratic presidents meant that few Democrats began the Gaza war with much confidence in him. Many Democrats have also been outraged by Netanyahu's efforts to eviscerate judicial review of government actions in Israel, which has drawn comparisons to Trump's efforts to weaken pillars of U.S. democracy. A recent Quinnipiac University poll found that just one in 20 Democrats have a favorable impression of Netanyahu.

Biden initially insisted that his best chance to influence Israel's policies was to wrap Netanyahu in a "bear hug." But given all this history, many Democrats outside the administration viewed that strategy as doomed from the start.

"The administration's initial approach seemed to be based on the belief that the best way to maintain influence with the Israeli government was to sympathize with their objectives and be inside the discussion rather than outside the discussion," said Steinberg, who also served as deputy secretary of state for Obama and is now the dean of the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies. "But everything that has happened over the past months reinforces the view that, with Netanyahu, that strategy counts for little."

Over the past several months, as the devastation inside Gaza has mounted and Netanyahu has openly dismissed Biden's calls for a two-state solution after the fighting, the president has significantly intensified his public criticism of the Israeli prime minister. When I asked the senior administration official whether Netanyahu has exhausted whatever goodwill he possessed when the war began within the administration and with Democrats in Congress, the official replied, "It's awfully close."

But Biden has so far refused to match his critical words for Netanyahu with concrete consequences. Administration officials point out that the ongoing arms transfers to Israel are primarily occurring under a long-term arms deal approved during the Obama presidency. And they note that providing Israel with sophisticated weaponry advances U.S. strategic interests in deterring Iran--an argument that gained relevance after Saturday's Iranian barrage. The October 7 attack also provoked genuine outrage across the American political spectrum and cemented a broad bipartisan conviction that Israel is justified in seeking to disable Hamas.

But many of the national-security experts I spoke with argued that Biden's reluctance to push harder against Netanyahu also reflects the fact that the president formed his fundamental vision of Israel decades ago, when the country was an underdog besieged by larger neighbors, which is no longer the way many Democrats see the nation. "This is a generational issue, and in Biden's head, he's of the kibbutz generation," Jeremy Rosner, a senior adviser at the National Security Council under Clinton, told me. "I don't think it was tactical on his part, how he responded, or political; I think it was heartfelt."

The rising tension with Iran will likely delay a reckoning between Biden and Netanyahu over Gaza. But it will grow only more difficult for Biden to avoid a deeper breach with the Israeli government around the war. For instance, the administration probably won't be able to avoid sharp criticism of Israel in the May 8 report to Congress. Senator Van Hollen says the report cannot credibly claim that Israel has met the required performance for allowing the distribution of international aid over the duration of the war, even if it is now allowing in more shipments after Biden's stern phone conversation with Netanyahu about the deaths of the World Central Kitchen workers. "If anybody suggests that the Netanyahu government has met the standard [on facilitating humanitarian aid] for the last many months, it would be hard to have any confidence in that conclusion," Van Hollen told me.

A larger inflection point is looming over Rafah. Netanyahu has insisted that Israel is still planning a full-scale military operation in the last major Gaza civilian center that it has not invaded; Biden has urged him to instead use only more surgical military missions against Hamas leadership and, in an MSNBC interview last month, called an all-out attack of Rafah a "red line" that Israel should not cross.

Yet in that interview, Biden sent mixed signals about what consequences, if any, he would impose if Netanyahu crossed that line. Likewise, administration officials have remained vague about what penalties, if any, they will impose if they judge that Israel has failed to meet the performance standards mandated in the May 8 report.

Biden has no simple political choices on the conflict. In polling, about one in four Democrats consistently express support for Israel's conduct of the war--roughly that many in the party, for instance, said in the Quinnipiac poll that they support more military aid to Israel and, in recent Pew Research Center polling, said that they view the Israeli government favorably. Biden might alienate some of those voters if he imposes more constraints on Israel. The veteran Democratic pollster Mark Mellman, the president of the pro-Israel group Democratic Majority for Israel, recently argued to Politico that if Biden took a harder line on the war, he would lose support not only among voters who strongly back the Jewish state but also from others who would view him as weak for reversing direction under political pressure.

Any move to limit arms sales to Israel would also draw intense attacks from Republicans, who seized on the Iranian barrage to denounce the Democratic criticism of Israel over Gaza. "Get behind the Israeli government," Republican Representative Mike Lawler of New York insisted on CNN while the attack was under way.

Yet the political risks to Biden of staying on his current course are also apparent. Already, a clear majority of the Democratic base disapproves of Israel's conduct of the war. The number of Democratic voters and elected officials critical of the invasion is likely to grow as the conflict persists--particularly if Israel continues to employ the same harsh tactics. As the senior official told me, the administration expects that "if there isn't a cease-fire and this thing drags on and there isn't a dramatic change in the ways the Israelis operate, the erosion" in Democratic support for Biden's posture toward the war "is going to continue." Even among independent voters, Israel's position has dipped into the red: In a recent Gallup survey, independents by a ratio of 2 to 1 disapproved of the Israeli military action, and in Sunday's CBS News/YouGov poll, the share of independents who said the U.S. should no longer send arms to Israel was nearly as high as the percentage of Democrats.

Hussein Ibish: The United States and Israel are coming apart

Biden's team still holds out hope that, partly because of his tougher tone, Israel will agree to a cease-fire with Hamas that in turn could unlock a broader agreement for normalization of Israeli relations with Saudi Arabia that includes steps toward negotiating a Palestinian state. Such a transformative deal could erase much of the discontent among Democrats about Biden's approach to the war.

But with Hamas displaying even more resistance than Israel to another cease-fire, such a sequence of events seems very distant. (The unprecedented step of Iran launching attacks from its own territory into Israel might encourage Saudi Arabia and other regional adversaries of Tehran to consider aligning more closely with Israel and the U.S., but the overall increase in regional tensions may not be conducive to an immediate diplomatic breakthrough.) This means the most likely prospect in the coming weeks is for more fighting and more civilian suffering in Gaza that exacerbates the tensions inside the Democratic Party over the war.

"This can get worse," Rhodes said. "I don't think people have their heads fully around that, because what's already happened feels extreme. But if the current status quo continues for another couple of months, where there is an Israeli military operation in Rafah and there are extreme restrictions on aid getting in, we are going to be looking at a much worse situation than we are today."

If the administration's months of support for Netanyahu on the Gaza war ultimately costs Biden support in November, then the president's failure to break from a right-wing aspiring authoritarian in Israel may doom his effort to prevent the return to power of a right-wing aspiring authoritarian in America.
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Why Did U.S. Planes Defend Israel but Not Ukraine?

There are lessons for other nations in the events of the past few days.

by Anne Applebaum




On April 13, the Islamic Republic of Iran launched missiles and drones at Israel. Also on April 13, as well as on April 12, 14, and 15, the Russian Federation launched missiles and drones at Ukraine--including some designed in Iran.

Few of the weapons launched by Iran hit their mark. Instead, American and European airplanes, alongside Israeli and even Jordanian airplanes, knocked the drones and missiles out of the sky.

By contrast, some of the attacks launched by Russia did destroy their targets. Ukraine, acting alone, and--thanks to the Republican leadership in the U.S. House of Representatives--running short on defensive ammunition, was unable to knock all of the drones and missiles out of the sky. On April 12 Russian strikes badly damaged an energy facility in Dnipropetrovsk. On April 13, a 61-year-old woman and 68-year-old man were killed by a Russian strike in Kharkiv. On April 14, an aerial bomb hit an apartment building in Ocheretyne, killing one and injuring two. On April 15, a Russian guided missile hit a school and killed at least two more people in the Kharkiv region.

Eliot A. Cohen: The 'Israel model' won't work for Ukraine

Why the difference in reaction? Why did American and European jets scramble to help Israel, but not Ukraine? Why doesn't Ukraine have enough materiel to defend itself? One difference is the balance of nuclear power. Russia has nuclear weapons, and its propagandists periodically threaten to use them. That has made the U.S. and Europe reluctant to enter the skies over Ukraine. Israel also has nuclear weapons, but that affects the calculus in a different way: It means that the U.S., Europe, and even some Arab states are eager to make sure that Israel is never provoked enough to use them, or indeed to use any serious conventional weapons, against Iran.

A second difference between the two conflicts is that the Republican Party remains staunchly resistant to propaganda coming from the Islamic Republic of Iran. Leading Republicans do not sympathize with the mullahs, do not repeat their talking points, and do not seek to appease them when they make outrageous claims about other countries. That enables the Biden administration to rush to the aid of Israel, because no serious opposition will follow.

By contrast, a part of the Republican Party, including its presidential candidate, does sympathize with the Russian dictatorship, does repeat its talking points, and does seek to appease Russia when it invades and occupies other countries. The absence of bipartisan solidarity around Ukraine means that the Republican congressional leadership has prevented the Biden administration from sending even defensive weapons and ammunition to Ukraine. The Biden administration appears to feel constrained and unable to provide Ukraine with the spontaneous assistance that it just provided to Israel.

Open sympathy for the war aims of the Russian state is rarely stated out loud. Instead, some leading Republicans have begun, in the past few months, to argue that Ukraine should "shift to a defensive war," to give up any hope of retaining its occupied territory, or else stop fighting altogether. Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, in a New York Times essay written in what can only be described as extraordinary bad faith, made exactly this argument just last week. So too, for example, did Republican Representative Eli Crane of Arizona, who has said that military aid for Ukraine "should be totally off the table and replaced with a push for peace talks." 

Eliot A. Cohen: The war is not going well for Ukraine

But Ukraine is already fighting a defensive war. The materiel that the Republicans are refusing to send includes--let me repeat it again--defensive munitions. There is no evidence whatsoever that cutting off any further aid to Ukraine would end the fighting or bring peace talks. On the contrary, all of the evidence indicates that blocking aid would allow Russia to advance faster, take more territory, and eventually murder far more Ukrainians, as Vance and Crane surely know. Without wanting to put it that boldly, they seem already to see themselves in some kind of alliance with Russia, and therefore they want Ukraine to be defeated. They do not see themselves in alliance with Iran, despite the fact that Iran and Russia would regard one another as partners.

For the rest of the world, there are some lessons here. Plenty of countries, perhaps including Ukraine and Iran, will draw the first and most obvious conclusion: Nuclear weapons make you much safer. Not only can you deter attacks with a nuclear shield, and not only can you attack other countries with comparative impunity, but you can also, under certain circumstances, expect others to join in your defense.

Perhaps others will draw the other obvious conclusion: A part of the Republican Party--one large enough to matter--can be co-opted, lobbied, or purchased outright. Not only can you get it to repeat your propaganda; you can get it to act directly in your interests. This probably doesn't cost even a fraction of the price of tanks and artillery, and it can be far more effective.

No doubt many will make use of both of these lessons in the future.
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Trump's Willing Accomplice

Chris Sununu just showed how deep into the Republican Party the rot has gone.

by Peter Wehner




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


Yesterday, ABC News's George Stephanopoulos conducted a skillful and revealing interview with New Hampshire Governor Chris Sununu. Over nine damning minutes, Sununu illustrated how deep into the Republican Party the rot has gone.

The context for the interview is important. Governor Sununu is hardly a MAGA enthusiast. During the 2024 GOP primary, he supported Nikki Haley, and over the past several years, he's been a harsh critic of Donald Trump. Sununu has referred to him as a "loser," an "asshole," and "not a real Republican." He has said the nation needs to move past the "nonsense and drama" from the former president and that he expects "some kind of guilty verdict" against Trump. "This is serious," Sununu said last June. "If even half of this stuff is true, he's in real trouble."

Most significant, as Stephanopoulos pointed out, five days after January 6, Sununu said, "It is clear that President Trump's rhetoric and actions contributed to the insurrection at the United States Capitol Building."

Mark Leibovich: The validation brigade salutes Trump

During the interview, Sununu didn't distance himself from any of his previous comments; in fact, he doubled down on them. He reaffirmed that Trump "absolutely contributed" to the insurrection. "I hate the election denialism of 2020," Sununu said. And he admitted that he'd be very uncomfortable supporting Trump if he were convicted of a felony. But no matter, Sununu reiterated to Stephanopoulos that he'll vote for Trump anyway.

"Look, nobody should be shocked that the Republican governor is supporting the Republican president," Sununu said.

It's worth examining the reasons Sununu cited to justify his support for Trump. The main one, according to the New Hampshire governor, is "how bad Biden has become as president." Sununu cited two issues specifically: inflation, which is "crushing people," and the chaos at the southern border.

Let's take those issues in reverse order. Any fair-minded assessment would conclude that Joe Biden has been a failure on border security--crossings at the southern border are higher than ever--and that the president is rightfully paying a political price for it. His record in this respect is worse than Trump's.
 
 But Trump's record is hardly impressive. He never got close to building the wall he promised, and fewer people who were illegally in America were deported during the Trump presidency than during the Obama presidency. Illegal border crossings, as measured by apprehensions at the southwest border, were nearly 15 percent higher in Trump's final year in office than in the last full year of Barack Obama's term--when Trump called the border "broken." Illegal immigration has bedeviled every modern American president.

More incriminating is that earlier this year, Republicans, at the urging of Trump, sabotaged what would arguably have been the strongest border-security bill ever, legislation supported by Biden. So why did Republicans, who have lacerated Biden for his lax enforcement policies, oppose a bill that included so much of what they demanded? Because they wanted chaos to continue at the southern border, in order to increase Trump's chances of winning the election. That tells you what the Republican priority is.

As for inflation: During the Biden presidency, it soared to more than 9 percent--inflation was a global crisis, not specific to the United States--but has cooled to about 3.5 percent. (When Trump left office, inflation was less than 2 percent.) America's inflation rate is now among the lowest in the world. More important, wages are rising faster than prices for ordinary workers, and low-wage workers have experienced dramatic real-wage growth over the past four years and for the first time in decades.

More broadly, the American economy is the best in the world. The United States recovered from the coronavirus pandemic better than any other nation. Interest rates are the highest in decades, but America's GDP significantly outpaced those of other developed countries in 2023. The economy grew by more than 3 percent in the fourth quarter of 2023, which is higher than the average for the five years preceding the pandemic. Monthly job growth under Biden, even if you exclude "catch up" growth figures in the aftermath of the pandemic, has been record-setting. Trump's record, pre-pandemic, isn't close.

In 2023, we saw the highest share of working-age Americans employed in more than two decades, while the Biden administration has overseen more than two years of unemployment below 4 percent, the longest such streak since the late 1960s. At the end of last year, retailers experienced a record-setting holiday season. The stock market recently posted an all-time high; so did domestic oil production. The number of Americans without health insurance has fallen to record lows under Biden. Trump claims that crime "is rampant and out of control like never, ever before." In fact, violent crime--after surging in the last year of the Trump presidency (largely because of the pandemic)--is declining dramatically. As for abortions, during the Trump presidency, they increased by 8 percent after 30 years of near-constant decline.

Even if Republicans want to insist that Biden's policies had nothing to do with any of this, even if these positive trends are happening in spite of Biden rather than because of him, America during the Biden presidency is hardly the hellscape that MAGA world says it is and at times seems to be rooting for it to be. On Biden's watch, for whatever constellation of reasons, a good deal has gone right. And deep down, Trump supporters must know it, even as they wrestle with reality in order to deny it.

So the underlying premise that Sununu and MAGA world rely on to justify their support for Donald Trump--that if Biden wins, "our country is going to be destroyed," as Trump said during a rally on Saturday--is false. Which raises the question: What is the reason Sununu has rallied to Trump?

It's impossible to fully know the motivations of others, but it's reasonable to assume that Sununu wants to maintain his political viability within the Republican Party. He's undoubtedly aware that to break with Trump would derail his political ambitions. But for Sununu, like so many other Republicans, that partisan loyalty comes at the cost of his integrity.

Chris Sununu is not a true believer, like some in MAGA world. He's not psychologically unwell, like others. He knows who Trump is, and what the right thing to do is--to declare, as Liz Cheney has done, that she will not vote for Donald Trump under any circumstances.

"I certainly have policy differences with the Biden administration," she has said. "I know the nation can survive bad policy. We can't survive a president who is willing to torch the Constitution."
 
 Donald Trump has shown he's willing to do that and more. Sununu is pledging fealty to a man who, among other things, attempted to overturn an election, summoned and assembled a violent mob and directed it to march on the Capitol, and encouraged the mob to hang his vice president. He sexually assaulted and defamed a woman, paid hush money to a porn star, and allegedly falsified records to cover up the affair. Trump controlled two entities that were found guilty of 17 counts of criminal tax fraud and falsifying business records. He invited a hostile foreign power (Russia) to interfere in one American election and attempted to extort an allied nation (Ukraine) to interfere in another four years later. He has threatened prosecutors, judges, and the families of judges. And he has been indicted in four separate criminal cases, one of which begins today.

  David A. Graham: The GOP completes its surrender

Trump has championed crazed and racist conspiracy theories, dined with avowed anti-Semites, and mocked war heroes, people with handicaps, and the dead. He has swooned over the most brutal dictators in the world, sided with Russian intelligence over American intelligence, abused his pardon power, and said we should terminate the Constitution. He obsessively told his staff to use the FBI and the IRS to go after his critics.

Donald Trump makes Richard Nixon and Bill Clinton look like Boy Scouts.

It's not all that uncommon for politicians to put party above country, to bend and to break when pressure is applied. Courage is a rare virtue, and tribal loyalties can be extremely powerful. But this is not any other time, and Trump is not any other politician. He is a man of kaleidoscopic corruption. There is virtually nothing he won't do in order to gain and maintain power. And he telegraphs his intentions at all hours of the day and night.

Given all Trump has done, and given all we know, the claim that Joe Biden--whatever his failures, whatever his limitations, whatever his age--poses a greater threat to the republic than Donald Trump is delusional.

In his new book Finish What We Started: The MAGA Movement's Ground War to End Democracy, Isaac Arnsdorf reminds us of something that Steve Bannon, who served as a close adviser to Trump and is one of the most influential figures in the MAGA movement, once said: "Lenin wanted to destroy the state, and that's my goal too. I want to bring everything crashing down, and destroy all of today's establishment."

Chris Sununu has now enlisted in that war. What is so discouraging, and so sickening, is how many others in his party have done so as well. They are Trump's willing accomplices.
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The RFK Jr. Strategy Clicks Into Focus

As the race between Trump and Biden gets uglier, Kennedy is focusing on ballot access.

by John Hendrickson




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


What if everyone's wrong? What if Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s presidential campaign is savvier, more organized, and more cunning than it's been given credit for? This past weekend, Kennedy's "We the People" party gamed an Iowa loophole to secure his spot on the state's 2024 election ballot. Instead of spending months gathering thousands of signatures, Kennedy's allies persuaded hundreds of voters to show up in the same place on the same day and partake in something akin to a potemkin political convention. The summit barely lasted two hours. It was a bold gambit, and it worked.

On Saturday in West Des Moines, Kennedy "accepted" his nascent party's nomination for president, then spoke extemporaneously (no teleprompters, no printed remarks) inside the historic Val-Air Ballroom. Twenty years ago on this same stage, Howard Dean gripped the mic and emitted a guttural "YAHHHHHH!"--a gargling, alien howl that many believe doomed his 2004 campaign. Kennedy's vibe was tamer, though his language crackled with a fiery, burn-it-down ethos. He assured the room that the most confounding spoiler campaign of the year would rage on, even if no one knows exactly where it will all lead.

Kennedy is officially on the ballot in Utah, and his team (and super PAC) says he has met the necessary qualifications in Nevada, Idaho, Nebraska, North Carolina, and New Hampshire, in addition to Iowa. Depending on whom you ask, he's either making a mockery of America's electoral process for his own ego and enrichment, or he's righteously revealing the system's fatal flaws through a prolonged, patriotic, chaotic protest. Perhaps he's doing a bit of both.

Read: Where RFK Jr. goes from here

Can voters trust him? Can anyone? At the lectern, Kennedy warned his followers against putting their faith in any government leader. He promised that, as president, he'd instruct members of the media to rediscover the journalistic virtue known as "fierce skepticism." He also said this: "Don't even believe me! You shouldn't!"

This week marks one year since Kennedy launched his campaign, and he has settled into a comfortable groove: a flame-throwing extremist posing as a mellow unifier. Kennedy paints President Joe Biden and former President Donald Trump as equally villainous leaders of equally villainous parties propping up a supremely villainous power system. He argues that he, the conspiratorial anti-vaxxer condemned by multiple members of his family, is the only sensible voice in this race. Kennedy deftly plays up his lineage, often deploying the phrase When my uncle was president. For virtually his entire life, like his uncle and father and dozens (hundreds?) of others with his surname, Kennedy was a staunch Democrat. Then, six months ago, standing outside the National Constitution Center in Philadelphia, he declared his "independence" from the DNC and the tyrannical political duopoly. Rather than challenge Biden for the Democratic nomination, he announced his intent to go it alone and "spoil" the election--for both sides.

Kennedy may condemn Trump and Biden equally, but these days he certainly sounds much more like Trump than Biden. In Iowa, he began his "acceptance speech" by telling the crowd that he had just participated in a backstage interview with ABC News. Right on cue, a member of the audience yelled "Fuck them!," prompting Kennedy to flash a mischievous, Trumpian smile. He shared that ABC had asked him about a recent New York Times/Siena poll showing him at only 2 percent. This led to a rant against what he believed to be the rigged poll. To be fair, Kennedy may have had a bit of a point: Survey respondents weren't automatically supplied Kennedy's name, as they were Trump's and Biden's. That methodology may have hurt Kennedy and other third-party candidates, but it doesn't constitute "rigged." Still, to him, this was fresh evidence that the corrupt media are part of the crooked system he's intent on demolishing.

In most polls, Kennedy hovers between 10 and 20 percent of support--notably high numbers for any third-party contender, though history suggests his numbers will shrink as Election Day nears. Tony Lyons, the iconoclastic book publisher who runs the pro-Kennedy American Values super PAC, recently told me that Kennedy's pivot to independence led to a major increase in fundraising. His newly announced running mate, the Silicon Valley businesswoman Nicole Shanahan, will bring even more money to the operation.

Many people believe that Kennedy will ultimately draw more votes from Biden than from Trump in November. But the results will vary depending on the state. In Iowa, where Trump won in 2016 and 2020, I spoke with several attendees who identified as Republicans. Most of them were former Trump voters. A 63-year-old farmer named Howard Vlieger had driven four hours that morning to do his part to help get Kennedy on the ballot. (State regulations required the campaign to find at least 500 "eligible electors" from at least 25 of Iowa's 99 counties; in the end, it was able to notch well over 600.) Around noon, I noticed Vlieger standing in the sun near the venue's mid-century neon DANCING sign, clutching a large cardboard box. What's inside? I asked. An assortment of GMO-free summer sausage from his family's livestock, packed on ice--a gift for Kennedy. Vlieger was wearing a bolo tie engraved with a cross, much like the one on his belt buckle. He told me he'd been a registered Republican for most of his life. "I did vote for Trump in 2016," he said. "I thought he was genuine, but he definitely proved me wrong."

Another man, a 54-year-old named Dan (no last name given) wearing an American-flag bandanna, rolled up to the ballroom on his vintage red-white-and-blue Sears Roebuck bicycle with a Kennedy yard sign splayed across its handlebars. He, too, had been a lifelong Republican. Ten years ago, he was diagnosed with a rare cancer. He underwent chemotherapy but, as time passed, grew skeptical of conventional medicine. He had refused to get a COVID shot and told me uses only "God's grass" to manage his pain. If he could go back in time, he told me, he probably wouldn't agree to the chemo.

Read: The first MAGA Democrat

A young couple, Brady and Madison, 20 and 21 years old (no last names given), had driven a couple of hours southwest from Black Hawk County to get here. Brady told me that he works at Dollar General, and that this would be his first time voting. He said he had latched onto Kennedy after listening to him on several podcasts. "I would say that, like, even if some people think it's a waste, it's definitely better than not voting," Brady said of his Kennedy support. "And definitely better than voting for the other two options."

Kennedy isn't courting MAGA world so much as slyly raising the flap of his circus tent and offering a safe space for some Trump folks. Much like Trump, Kennedy's campaign merchandise has a coyness to it. By far the most popular shirt I saw Saturday read NO SHOES, NO SHIRT, NO SECRET SERVICE, with a black-and-white photo of Kennedy sitting barefoot at an airport gate. One item for sale was a camouflage trucker hat with Kennedy's name in orange lettering, conspicuously similar to one of many current iterations of the MAGA hat. Kennedy described his campaign as an "idealistic journey to restore everything that we have in our country"--a tad ganglier than "Make America great again." The official new slogan sounds like it was made by ChatGPT: "The future starts now."

Beyond the obvious presence of many former and current Republicans, Kennedy's "convention" featured perhaps the biggest cross-section of people I've ever witnessed at an Iowa event. I saw a blend of young people, old people, flat brims, sun brims, billowy blazers, Harley-Davidson shirts, earth tones, floral prints, tie-dye, work boots, and more. I overheard one woman admonish her fellow volunteer for drinking out of a plastic water bottle instead of a reusable aluminum container. I also saw attendees clutching cans of Miller Lite. (Cold beer is, and will always be, a bipartisan unifier.) Like MAGA, RFK Jr.-ism has become a real movement, a club, a place of belonging. A bit later in the afternoon, I ran into a Trump caucus captain whom I had spoken with at the former president's pre-Christmas rally in Waterloo, Iowa. Roughly 1,000 people had now filed in to see Kennedy. He told me that only two candidates could draw these sort of numbers in Iowa: his guy, and this guy. He was here for the show.

Like Trump, Kennedy peppered call-and-response sections into his speech, giving the event the air of a church revival. And who owns all those pharmaceutical companies? Black Rock! He soon segued into an attack on processed foods. (The venue's snack bar had Domino's pizza on offer, and more than a few attendees were chowing slices.) He warned that we could soon see "more pandemics," using his fingers to turn air quotes into scare quotes. In response, one audience member screamed "Plandemic!"--a reference to a movie packed with conspiracy theories that had gone viral in 2020. As Kennedy spoke, people in the crowd periodically raised their fists in emphatic support, no matter the topic.

"If you give me a sword and some ground to stand on, I will give you your country back," Kennedy promised. It was the ultimate needle-thread. Not only did this statement sound Trump-esque, but the "sword" was perhaps a sly reference to Camelot--the nickname of his uncle's White House.

When I interviewed Kennedy for a profile last spring, he was traveling with an extremely small crew anchored by his press secretary, Stefanie Spear. On Saturday, I spotted Spear hovering by the VIP section inside the ballroom. She looked tanned and rested--the opposite of someone who had just spent a year on a grueling presidential campaign. Everything was falling into place. Spear told me that the campaign was ahead of all of its milestones and that she was confident Kennedy's name would appear on the ballot in all 50 states, plus the District of Columbia.

Nevertheless, both Democrats and Republicans have been trying to thwart Kennedy's progress with legal challenges. Spear told me that the campaign had figured out some workarounds. The Iowa "one-day convention" was unique; in many states, her team is engaging in clock management: The campaign has the requisite signatures to land Kennedy on multiple state ballots right now, but it's waiting until closer to the final deadlines to submit the paperwork. This way, the DNC and RNC will have less time to mount their legal oppositions.

Democrats are finally reckoning with the threat Kennedy poses to Biden's reelection. The DNC recently hired operatives to take on third-party candidates, namely Kennedy. Meanwhile, Trump's allies are reportedly planning to boost Kennedy (and other third-party candidates) in swing states. "The path to victory here is clearly maximizing the reach of these left-wing alternatives," the former Trump strategist Steve Bannon recently told The New York Times.

Liberal voters who say they plan to abandon Biden on account of his support of Israel in its war in Gaza won't necessarily find comfort in Kennedy, who falls to the right of the president on the issue. On Saturday, I spoke with an attendee named Priscilla Herrera, a transcendental-meditation instructor from Fairfield, Iowa. She wore a red Kennedy baseball hat and had brought along her three-month-old son. She told me she'd been a fan of Kennedy ever since watching him on The Joe Rogan Experience last year. "There are some policies that I don't agree with," she said. "And he may have lost a lot of people, a lot of younger people, when he didn't speak out against what was happening in Palestine, the atrocities against the people in Gaza. And I get chills, because I was really upset about that, too," she said. "But despite that, I think I'm still going to vote for him."

Kennedy is no doubt counting on wooing more voters like her. Maybe they've heard him speak his truth on a podcast, maybe they think Biden's too old for another term, or maybe they like that he seems like a crunchier version of Trump--an outspoken outsider, seemingly afraid of no one. Someone who appears willing to say almost anything and worry about the consequences later.
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Trump's Presidential-Immunity Theory Is a Threat to the Chain of Command

Subordinates need to know that the commander in chief is bound by the same laws as everyone else.

by Claire Finkelstein, Richard W. Painter




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


Next Thursday, former President Donald Trump's lawyers will argue before the U.S. Supreme Court that he is immune to all criminal charges against him arising from acts he committed while president. It is no exaggeration to say that this argument--that a president is permanently immune to criminal prosecution for any crimes committed in his official capacity--is the most dangerous assertion any official or former official has ever made in a U.S. courtroom.

Should this argument be adopted by the Court, a president would have license to make use of the U.S. military to subvert democracy in multiple ways, for example by endeavoring to remain in power past the end of his legitimate term, or attempting to avoid accountability for his past criminal activities, and the country would have little to no recourse. A less appreciated danger, but one that would present itself with greater regularity, is the weakening of the military chain of command, and with it civilian control of the U.S. armed forces. As we, along with 13 other national-security professionals, including high-ranking retired military officers, argue in an amicus brief we filed in this case, holding everyone in the chain of command to the same principles of accountability under the criminal laws of the United States is essential for ensuring the legality of military orders, and for providing all levels of the chain of command with reassurance of that legality. This includes the president.

David A. Graham: Trump loses his presidential immunity claim

Some people may take comfort in the fact that officers and ordinary enlisted alike swear an oath to abide by the Constitution, and furthermore that the duty to follow orders extends only as far as the lawfulness of the orders received. This means that everyone in the chain of command who receives a patently unlawful order has a duty to disobey. Consistent with this principle,  "following orders" is no defense to a charge of illegality when the recipient of the order knows or has reason to know that the order was illegal. The infamous "Nuremberg defense" asserted by Nazi military officers in war-crimes trials after World War II was rightly rejected by that tribunal.

But in practice, a presidential order has strong gravitational pull. Under normal circumstances, then, when the commander in chief issues an order, there is a presumption of its legality. Wouldn't a president's advisers stop him from issuing an illegal order for his own good, if not for the good of the country? If the president is immune to criminal prosecution, however, his lawyers may not be quite so concerned about the order's legality, and his subordinates will be left to determine for themselves whether following the order places them in legal jeopardy. This may erode confidence in the chain of command and would create the potential for disparate interpretations of the duty to obey orders, thereby risking military discipline and regular functioning. In this way, immunity for criminal acts committed in the president's official capacity would undermine military obedience to civil authority, the foundation of our civil-military relations since the inception of the republic.

Nowhere is this clearer than in the case of a putative order to commit war crimes. Imagine a president who orders U.S. troops to engage in a massacre such as the one that famously occurred in My Lai, Vietnam, in 1968. In such a situation, every service member must assess for themselves the legality of an order and thus the weight to accord the general duty to obey orders. Where the order is patently illegal, as was the case with My Lai, no service member could carry out such a command without risking major sanctions following trial by court-martial, as is made clear by the U.S. Manual for Courts-Martial. In less dramatic cases, the order's legal status may be unclear, and then failure to obey a lawful order may incur criminal charges and proceedings triable by court-martial, unless the recipient of the order has a high degree of knowledge that the order is illegal. If he merely thinks the order is illegal but the order is in fact legal, he is virtually certain to be convicted for refusal to obey.

Against this backdrop, presidential immunity for criminal use of commander-in-chief authority is untenable. Although the duty of obedience on the part of subordinates does not extend to patently illegal orders, an order issued by the president himself would exert considerable pressure on service members. If everyone in the chain of command except the president can be prosecuted both for failure to obey a legal order and for obeying an illegal order, and if presidential orders cannot be presumed to be legal, military service would be fraught with peril. Placing the men and women who put their lives at risk to protect the Constitution--as every service member swears to do--in such moral and legal jeopardy would be both dangerous and profoundly unfair to our troops.

President Trump gives no answer to such concerns in the brief his attorneys filed in this case, preferring to focus on the risk of unfair prosecution of presidents by political rivals. He cites numerous instances, from allegations of corruption against John Quincy Adams to Franklin Delano Roosevelt's imprisonment of Japanese Americans during World War II to Barack Obama's targeted killing of Americans overseas. "In each such case," Trump's lawyers argue, "those opponents later came to power with ample incentive to charge him. But no former President was ever prosecuted for official acts--until 2023." But, as our brief maintains, there is a distinction between political rhetoric based on morally or politically controversial acts and actual, prosecutable offenses. From the fact that prosecutors and their associated grand juries may have difficult decisions to make, it hardly follows that there are no actual cases of presidential crime or that prosecution in such cases would necessarily be politically motivated. But the downstream effects of a total lack of accountability for all presidential crime, whether in war or elsewhere, cannot be tolerated.

The Supreme Court should unequivocally reject Trump's proposed doctrine of presidential immunity and leave no doubt in the minds of Donald Trump, the public, and all occupants of the Oval Office that the president will be held to the four corners of the law in both his personal and official capacities. And this is because the president, like all U.S. officials as well as ordinary citizens, is not above the law.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/04/presidential-immunity-supreme-court-trump/678050/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Gavin Newsom Can't Help Himself

The California governor has made clear that he's not running for president in 2024. But he's getting antsy.

by Mark Leibovich




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


"We don't need magazine profiles," California Governor Gavin Newsom told me. "We don't need any problems."

We were sitting on opposing couches in his Sacramento office, a makeshift space across the street from his usual suite in the state capitol, currently being renovated. Newsom, leaning his head back into his intertwined hands, looked every bit the sleek pol he plays on TV--the big smile, the suit, the hair gel. He had just led me on a tour of this sterile habitat that he likens to a "dentist's office." Everything about it felt slapdash and temporary. "People know they're not here for very long," said Newsom, who is 56 but emits the frenetic energy of an upstart.

This aura can invite distrust. So can participating in magazine profiles when you don't want to be seen as buffing your national image at the expense of being a team player--the team being President Joe Biden's reelection campaign.

"The shadow campaign" is what Newsom calls the theory, happily promoted by Republicans and the occasional Democrat, that he's been plotting a clandestine effort to supplant Biden as his party's nominee. Newsom is clearly sensitive to this perception and eager to disprove it. He has spent the past several months vouching for the president in a variety of adverse settings: after a Republican debate at the Reagan Library, on Fox News, and across several red states, from South Carolina to Idaho. He managed to put off our interview for nearly two months, long enough for Biden to clinch his nomination. By the time we met at the end of March, Newsom had fashioned himself as a kind of presidential super-surrogate--a chief alleviator of fears about Biden's lagging poll numbers, advanced age, and ability to again defeat Donald Trump.

But being a super-surrogate requires a performative humility, subordinating one's own ambition to the candidate's. This is not something that comes naturally to a restless dazzler such as Newsom. "You're good at this," Bill Maher told the governor during a January appearance on HBO's Real Time, praising Newsom's pugnacious strikes against Republicans and his willingness to be "kinda mean" at times. Newsom then blasted off into a diatribe about how Democrats need to stop being so timid, earning an extended ovation. At which point, Maher paused, looked approvingly at Newsom, and asked: "Can you teach that speech to Biden?"

Ronald Brownstein: The Democrats' new spokesman in the culture wars

Newsom chuckled awkwardly. He did the same when I recounted the Maher exchange to him. The subtext is obvious, and gets at the thorniness of being Newsom these days: the risk of being so "good at this" that it can seem like he's running himself.

When pressed about his own presidential aspirations, as he still often is, Newsom is adept at pivoting to his reverential spiel about Biden. "He's doing things that I could never imagine doing," the governor told me. He said he has gotten to know Biden and has "really grown to deeply admire him, with conviction." Newsom has objected in numerous ways, in numerous forums, to the idea that the 81-year-old president is slowing down. "You become an SNL meme," he said of the challenge Biden surrogates face when trying to defend the president's geriatric fitness in fresh and credible ways.

I mentioned to Newsom that age seems to be the intractable issue for Biden: Large majorities of Americans keep telling pollsters, over and over, that he is too old to run again. At a certain point, can anything really be done? Newsom swerved the conversation onto delicate terrain.

"Well, there's Pretagen, and all those things on TV that seem to argue--to help--with that," he said. He seemed to be referring to an over-the-counter supplement called Prevagen that supposedly promotes brain health. "I can't turn on the damn TV without the vegetable and fruit supplements," said Newsom, who professes to watch a lot of Fox News.

"Have you talked to Biden about maybe going on a more vigorous Prevagen regimen?" I deadpanned.

"Look, I mean, I was--" Newsom faltered for a moment. "I don't know if I was joking, but I was lamenting about how many different ways, on different networks, I've answered this question in an effort to try to answer a little differently each time."

On that, Newsom succeeded. His Prevagen answer was novel, if risky. Sometimes he can't help himself.


President Joe Biden speaks with California Governor Gavin Newsom as Biden arrives in Santa Clara County, California, in June 2023. (Doug Mills / The New York Times / Redux)



Newsom has solicitous eyes that often dart around a room, as if he's scanning for something that might entertain his guest, or him. He is a fourth-generation Californian who himself embodies many dimensions of the unruly dream-state he is attempting to govern: He is profuse and thirsty at the same time, high-reaching, a bit dramatic, and never far from some disaster.

"I don't want to be derivative," Newsom said in our interview. He loves the word derivative almost as much as, he says, he hates things that are derivative--the kind of repetitive sound-biting that can be as basic to a politician's job as throwing a baseball is to being a pitcher (which Newsom was in his youth, a lefty).

I have known Newsom for about 15 years, but hadn't officially interviewed him since he was finishing his second term as mayor of San Francisco and preparing to run for governor in 2010. The campaign was short-lived, as it became clear that Newsom had limited reach beyond the Bay Area and little shot against California's former and future governor, Jerry Brown. Newsom instead ran for lieutenant governor, winning the privilege of spending eight restive years as Brown's understudy.

From the June 2013 issue: Jerry Brown's political reboot

One of the few highlights of Newsom's tenure, he told me, occurred in 2013, when Brown was on a trade mission to China. Newsom, in his brief stint as acting governor, issued a proclamation designating the avocado as California's state fruit. Newsom said he felt like Brown was not showing him or his office "a lot of respect," so he undertook the avocado gambit as a benign "act of defiance." (He insists that his love of avocados is genuine and that he tries to eat one "six to seven days a week.") The rogue operation extended to artichokes (which Newsom named as the state vegetable), rice (the state grain), and almonds (the state nut).

Newsom seemed to take immense pride in this small harvest of edicts, milking them for laughs and press coverage. He boasted of the "cornucopia of landmark accomplishments" that he had achieved "over these magical six days." More than a decade later, Newsom still sounds amused, even if Governor Brown, upon his return from China, apparently was not. "I don't know that amused and Jerry Brown have ever been used in the same sentence," Newsom said. (Brown declined to be interviewed, but praised Newsom in a brief statement for providing "much needed continuity" on climate and China policy--two issues central to Brown's time in office.)

For much of his political career, Newsom has been perceived as something of a wild child. He has nurtured that image by getting into occasional trouble. In 2007, as mayor, he admitted to an affair with his appointments secretary, who'd been married to Newsom's close friend and deputy chief of staff; this was following the breakup of Newsom's first marriage--to the future Fox News personality Kimberly Guilfoyle, who is now engaged to Donald Trump Jr. As recently as 2020, Newsom violated COVID restrictions by attending a group dinner at the French Laundry, one of California's fanciest restaurants, which became a major issue in an unsuccessful campaign to recall him.

His breakneck impulses also resulted in the signature policy action that would establish Newsom as a national figure--his 2004 order for San Francisco to grant marriage licenses to same-sex couples. "It's the Roger Bannister theory of life," Newsom told me, referring to the English runner who broke the four-minute-mile barrier. Newsom said that, like Bannister, he was young and dumb and "didn't know that he couldn't." He quoted his political idol, Robert F. Kennedy Sr., who in a 1966 address in South Africa said that the world "demands the qualities of youth; not a time of life but a state of mind, a temper of the will, a quality of imagination, a predominance of courage over timidity."

Today, Newsom has logged two terms each as a big-city mayor and as lieutenant governor, plus five years leading the nation-state of California. He married again in 2008, and has four children with his wife, Jennifer Siebel Newsom, a filmmaker and former actor. Newsom's tenure as governor has featured high-profile moves that have positioned him as a national avatar of blue-state boosterism: an executive order mandating that new cars sold in California be zero-emission by 2035; a call for a constitutional amendment that would raise the legal age to purchase firearms to 21; a commitment to make California a "sanctuary" for abortion access.

As much as Newsom believes that it's important to "continue to iterate," I was struck by how often he talked about keeping experienced mentors close by. During the early crisis months of COVID, Newsom told me, he convened Zoom meetings with his living predecessors--Brown, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Gray Davis, and Pete Wilson. "To have these kinds of legendary figures--" Newsom said, shaking his head. Sometimes he would just sit back and absorb the exchanges. "Just the weird history, and the dynamic--it was a lot of fun," Newsom said. He referred to the group as his "council of the elders."

From the April 2023 issue: Arnold Schwarzenegger's last act

"He has grown, learned, and matured in terms of his approach," says Representative Nancy Pelosi, the former speaker of the House, who has known Newsom since "before he was born." (Bill Newsom, Gavin's father, was a well-connected Bay Area judge--appointed to the bench by Jerry Brown--whose sister was married to the brother of Pelosi's husband, Paul.)

Pelosi is among a gallery of California political giants who have nurtured Newsom through his career. Willie Brown, the longtime speaker of the state assembly and mayor of San Francisco, appointed Newsom to his first political job in 1996, on the city's Parking and Traffic Commission, and later to a vacant seat on its board of supervisors. Newsom told me he also took boundless knowledge from watching Jerry Brown for eight years in Sacramento, even though the two almost never interacted and Newsom's impact as lieutenant governor was mostly limited to his heroic advocacy of the avocado.

By any measure, Brown had a remarkable leadership resume--two previous terms as governor in the 1970s and '80s, three presidential campaigns, stints as California's attorney general and secretary of state, time as chair of the state Democratic Party, and two terms as mayor of Oakland. Like Newsom, he was known early in his career for his zesty and impatient style. "He was a man on a mission. He was the guy running for president over and over again," Newsom said of Brown. But the late-career version of Brown "was just a different Jerry," Newsom said. He sometimes watched Brown and wondered, "Why hasn't he said anything about issue x, y, z?" And then, a few months later, the shrewdness of Brown's silence would reveal itself.

"I want temperance. I want wisdom. I want someone who can govern, someone that's not unhinged," Newsom told me. He was talking now about Joe Biden, and trying to make the case that the president's age should be seen as an asset, just as it was for Brown near the end of his career. It's a compelling parallel, except that Brown left office at 80, and Biden is running for his second term at a year older. I noted to Newsom that Biden clearly has been well served by his wealth of experience, but that what his skeptics question is his ability to beat Donald Trump. "It's an election question, I got it," Newsom told me. "You gotta win."

As the president departed on a trip to Los Angeles in February, a reporter shouted a question from the White House lawn about whether Newsom should be standing by in case a Democratic alternative was needed for 2024. Biden blew it off, but the episode highlighted the ongoing nuisance of the age issue, which had just been revived by Special Counsel Robert Hur's report describing the president as "a sympathetic, well-meaning, elderly man with a poor memory." As Newsom has denied any interest in replacing Biden, the president in turn has flattered him on the subject. "He's been one hell of a governor, man," Biden said of Newsom during a stop in San Francisco last November. "He could have the job I'm looking for."

For much of last year, however, aides close to the president were wary of Newsom's motives. He aroused particular suspicion by challenging Florida Governor Ron DeSantis to debate him on Fox News in November, in what the network billed as the "Great Red vs. Blue State Debate," to be "moderated" by Sean Hannity. Newsom told me he would've skipped the debate if asked, but he heard nothing from the White House. "They never said, 'Don't do it, don't do it,'" he said. "But I can imagine they were like, What is he doing?" (A spokesperson for Biden's campaign did not respond to a request for comment.)


Viewers watch Florida Governor Ron DeSantis debate California Governor Gavin Newsom in Alpharetta, Georgia, in November. (Elijah Nouvelage / Reuters)



"Yes, there was chatter," Jeffrey Katzenberg, the DreamWorks co-founder, who's a longtime supporter of Newsom and a co-chair of the Biden reelection campaign, confirmed to me. "It wasn't, 'This is terrible. He shouldn't be doing it.' But I do think there was chatter like, 'Really?'" Katzenberg added. "'Why give DeSantis the platform? You're elevating him.'"

Senator Laphonza Butler of California, whom Newsom appointed to her job in October after the death of Senator Dianne Feinstein, told me: "Had I been advising him, I'm not sure I would have said, 'Yeah, that's a great idea.'"

Newsom went ahead with the debate anyway, in part, he said, because he had already committed to it. "I'm glad for no other reason [than] you develop a muscle you didn't know you had," he told me. It was helpful, he said, that the event was delayed for months, allowing Newsom to prove himself a reliable partner to the White House. He has brought in large sums of cash for the reelection campaign and, last March, started a PAC that has raised more than $9 million for Biden and other Democratic candidates. Still, the Fox spectacle, which occurred not long before the start of the primaries, was an odd look for both participants.

David Frum: Ron DeSantis debates his grievances

Newsom received generally positive reviews. "I thought he made some solid points," Butler said. "He made DeSantis stumble." He delivered perhaps the line of the night when he mentioned that he and DeSantis had something in common: "Neither of us will be the nominee for our party in 2024"--another signal to the White House that Newsom was fully onboard. It was also one of several times that Newsom hammered DeSantis over how Trump was beating him badly in the Republican primary, something that undoubtedly delighted the former president.

Trump represents a more natural foil to Newsom than DeSantis. Both are outsize, sensitive, and at times self-immolating showmen. Newsom clearly enjoys pitting himself against the former president, whose deep unpopularity among Democrats makes his antagonism an unquestioned political asset. Trump recently started calling the governor "New-scum," which Newsom belittled to me as a lame "seventh-grade nickname."

At the start of our interview, Newsom pointed across his room to a photo of himself with Donald and Melania in the Oval Office. "My staff put it up there, kind of as a joke, and I kept it," Newsom told me. It is also a conversation piece, over which Newsom became quite animated. He appears to have a fascination with Trump, and not just as an evil adversary. Newsom, who campaigned in 2018 on a pledge to make California "a resistance state," likes to mention that he worked well with Trump during his first two years in Sacramento. "We had the baseline of a relationship that benefited California significantly," he told me. He watched Trump closely and tried to decipher how best to manage the needy president during COVID and severe wildfires in his state. He stroked Trump in public. "I want to thank you and acknowledge the work that you've done to be immediate in terms of your response," Newsom told Trump in front of reporters at Sacramento's McClellan Airport during a visit from the president in September 2020.

As Newsom continued a prolonged riff about Trump during our interview--what he learned watching Trump's "dialectic" with the media or riding with him on Air Force One--he sounded strangely captivated, as if he had been privileged to observe a feral and predatory peacock in the wild. The association sounded more important to Newsom than I might have imagined.

Newsom told me that every time he placed a call to Trump in the White House, someone would patch him through or the president would call right back. That changed when Newsom reached out a few days after Trump lost the 2020 election. He heard nothing. "And I was like, Wow," Newsom said. "And then I called a few days later--I figured he was busy--and they said, 'He's not available.' And I'm like, Whoa." He said he was genuinely taken aback by the snub, despite the addled state Trump was obviously in at the time and the overall madhouse that the White House had become.

I asked Newsom if he had spoken with Trump since, or heard from him after the DeSantis donnybrook. He said no (a spokesperson for the former president echoed this), but my query appeared to trigger an odd reaction in Newsom. His face turned red, which I noted to him. "No, that's because the sunlight is beaming on me," he protested, pointing out the window into the expansive California glare.

Newsom said that my "line of questioning is interesting." He offered a wordy zigzag of a reply: "The fact that you are not the first person to ask me 'Did he call you?'--particularly some of your sophisticated colleagues--is suggestive."

I found Newsom's labyrinthine answer to also be "suggestive."

Newsom has a personal connection to Trump, via his first wife, Guilfoyle. He does not love to discuss his ex. "I'm sensitive to the world I'm currently living in, at home particularly," he told me. Still, he is asked about Guilfoyle a lot, mostly in the vein of "What's the deal there?"

From the October 2019 issue: The heir

Newsom and Guilfoyle met in 1994, at a Democratic fundraiser in San Francisco. She worked in the district attorney's office, and he owned a chain of local food and wine establishments. They married seven years later and were dubbed "The New Kennedys" in a Harper's Bazaar spread. "Do I think he could be president of the United States?" Guilfoyle told the magazine. "Absolutely. I'd gladly vote for him." That comment appears no longer operative. (Guilfoyle declined to comment for this article.)

Newsom and Guilfoyle divorced in 2006. Things ended amicably, Newsom said: "No kids, respect, both sides." Newsom told me he wished Guilfoyle well, and not "backhandedly." He did not want to say anything negative about her, even though, he said, "She's taken shots at me publicly."

In fact, in an interview on CNN's The Axe Files podcast last year, Newsom said Guilfoyle had been a "different person" when they were married. He told me she was committed to "social justice and social" values, and that she was a Republican, "but it was more traditional conservatism."

"She fell prey, I think, to the culture at Fox," he said on the podcast. He added, "She would disagree with that assessment."

Yes, she did.

"I didn't change; he did," Guilfoyle fired back in an interview with the right-wing commentator Charlie Kirk. She said Newsom was once a champion of entrepreneurs and small business but has since become "unrecognizable" to her. "He's fallen prey to the left, the radical left."

If Trump wins in November, Newsom will remain the governor of the nation's most populous state and biggest resistance zone. In his office, he keeps a marked-up copy of a policy blueprint, "Project 2025," prepared by the Heritage Foundation as a possible preview of a next Trump term. "I'm going through 100 pages of this. I'm not screwing around," Newsom told me. He said his team is "Trump-proofing California," preparing to enact whatever measures they can to thwart a hostile Republican White House. To better understand his political opposition, Newsom begins each morning with a heavy intake of far-right media. "There's so many things that come our way that are so batshit-crazy," he said. "You can't deny where half of America lives."

Newsom has endured a difficult few months in California. His approval ratings recently dropped under 50 percent for the first time since he became governor. He devoted a great deal of time and capital to promoting a ballot measure--Proposition 1--to allocate $6.4 billion to mental-health treatment programs. The proposal was expected to pass easily in March but barely did--a possible sign of weakness as Newsom faces another recall effort and a budget crisis.

After 90 minutes of conversation in his office, Newsom was getting antsy, as he does. He rose from the couch and walked over to his massive desk, where he would soon devour his daily helping of the California state fruit, over chicken salad.

Newsom is a student of workspaces. "I always like going in people's offices, going, 'Why is that there?'" he told me. He loved his usual quarters across the street, now deep in renovation. His desk there used to belong to Earl Warren, the former chief justice of the Supreme Court and the governor of California from 1943 to 1953. But Newsom assured me that no serious thought went into decorating these temporary quarters. He seemed pleased to give the impression of being a short-timer. "This is literally the things that came out of the first boxes," he said. "We threw it up; a lot of it's no rhyme or reason."

One of Newsom's prized mementos is a framed letter he received during the height of the COVID crisis, from none other than the baseball legend Willie Mays. "I don't write many letters, but I've been watching you on TV and thought you might appreciate some words of encouragement," the "Say Hey Kid" wrote.

From the July/August 2023 issue: Moneyball broke baseball

Newsom can be deeply cynical at times when discussing politics. But he can also display a boyish and even starstruck side. I watched him stare wide-eyed at his note from Mays and marvel. "Piles of 'Go fuck yourself,'" Newsom said, describing his typical mail. "And then Willie Mays sends a letter."

He showed me a few items in a side office, at the moment dominated by the big-screened head of the legal commentator Jonathan Turley yammering on Fox. A few feet away stood a picture of Newsom and Pelosi from the 1990s, in his first race for the San Francisco Board of Supervisors; shots of Schwarzenegger, Newsom's late father, and various Kennedys; and a small table full of booze. Newsom hoisted a bottle of wine someone had recently given him: DeSantis, the vintage is called. I imagined a libation of complex and astringent notes, not at all supple or aromatic.

"I may send it to him," Newsom told me. He said he wanted to strike up at least some tiny bit of rapport with the Florida governor during their Hannity encounter. "I tried, during every commercial break," Newsom said. "We did the makeup." Nothing. Newsom shook his head and imitated DeSantis, looking at his shoes, hands shoved into his pockets.

"Impossible," he said. "Complete asshole." (A DeSantis spokesperson declined to comment.)

Newsom said his distaste for DeSantis stems from what he describes as his Florida counterpart's attacks on vulnerable targets--migrants, transgender and disabled people, often kids. Newsom himself was bullied as a child. He struggled with dyslexia, had a bowl haircut, and walked around school with a briefcase. The neighborhood kids could be merciless. He grew into a star athlete, 6-foot-3 with a potential run for president in his future. "But I'm still that kid," he told me.

Being around Newsom, you sense an ongoing tug between boyish and sober impulses. He can fall heavily on nostalgia--and RFK quotes--while asserting himself as an agent of the future. He reveres the old-school pols who mentored him while striving to be inventive and distinct. It is vital, Newsom told me, "to take risks and not be reckless, but keep trying things." To be original but restrained when necessary. "I don't want to be derivative" might be as close as he comes to codifying a leadership philosophy: the Roger Bannister theory of life tempered by the venerated principle of waiting one's turn, if it ever comes.
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A Test of Strength

Biden stands with America's allies. Trump doesn't.

by David Frum




Israel stopped an Iranian drone and missile barrage last night, with help from the United States Navy, Britain's Royal Air Force, and Israel's Arab allies.

Israel's Arab allies is a strange phrase to write in the midst of the war in Gaza, but it's important to understand. The Jordanian air force shot down many of the Iranian drones, Reuters reported--meaning Arabs flew and fought to protect Israel. The Economist speculated that Saudi Arabia may have provided surveillance and refueling assistance to the Jordanian planes. Alliances are a powerful asset. They also come with a price, which is that allies' views need to be consulted. Those allies, especially the United States, are saying: Pause here. That's advice Israel may not like but would be wise to ponder.

Early in April, Israel scored a big win against Iran. It struck the Iranian consulate in Damascus and killed important figures in the Iranian terror system. Iran acknowledged the death of two top commanders and five other senior officers.

Last night, Iran struck back with a lot of noise and commotion but impressively little result.

Iran attacked Israel directly from its own national territory--a risky escalation from Iran's past practice of striking by proxy. That escalation should not get a pass because Israeli defensive technology and the solidarity of the international community together outgunned the Iranian missiles. Iran struck Israel to maim and kill and terrorize. Those malign intentions mostly failed, but not because Iran was merciful or restrained--only because of the limits of Iranian power. Israel has an open account with Iran. But that account does not need to be settled immediately.

Every item in the ledger of Iran's offenses against peace should be carefully preserved for future repayment: the missile attacks on Red Sea shipping by Iran's proxies in Yemen; the Hezbollah missiles against Israel's north; and the Iranian role in the Hamas massacre of October 7. But the repayment can wait until the right time and then be settled in the right way.

Iran put on a big show for the world. Like the sword-waving warrior in the first Indiana Jones movie, Iran made a spectacle of its weapons. Indiana Jones did not perform an equal show. He simply shot the swordsman. In the same way, Israel does not need to meet like with like. It needs only to inflict an appropriate cost that Iran will feel. The less fuss, the better. Maintaining Israel's network of regional and international partnerships matters as much for Israel's security as a conspicuous retaliation.

The action that most urgently needs to follow this Iranian attack is not action in the Middle East. It is action in Washington. The drones fired at Israel are the same drones terrorizing Ukraine: an Iranian design originally exported to Russia, now manufactured in Russia. Ukraine's self-defense against Russian aggression has been sabotaged by Trump-loyal Republicans in Congress.

In 2022, Congress approved four aid packages to Ukraine totaling about $75 billion. Republicans took control of the House in January 2023. Since then, Congress has refused any further aid to Ukraine. President Joe Biden asked for a fifth package in August 2023. No action. Biden asked again in October 2023. Again, nothing. Over the winter, Ukrainian forces ran short of ammunition and other military supplies. Ukraine's successes in 2023 are fading in 2024 because congressional Republicans are blockading Ukraine into defeat.

Anti-Ukraine Republicans offer many excuses for their refusal to assist a friendly democracy under attack. One by one, each of those excuses has been discredited. Aiding Ukraine did not provoke nuclear war with Russia. The European allies are not freeloading--in fact they have provided more than twice as much as the United States. Aid to Ukraine does not distract the United States from commitments in Asia: This past week, the prime minister of Japan addressed a joint session of Congress to insist that the defense of Asia begins in Ukraine, saying, "Ukraine of today may be East Asia of tomorrow."

When each story collapses, Trump Republicans replace it with a fourth or sixth or eighth. The rationalizations shift and twist. The anti-Ukraine animus remains fixed.

Pretty obviously, some deeper motive is at work.

Iran's attack on Israel has, at least temporarily, complicated the political calculus for Republicans in Congress. Republicans want to sound strong, to criticize President Biden as weak. But when Trump Republicans thwarted aid to Ukraine, they also stalled Biden's request to help Israel bear the immense costs of its self-defensive war after the Hamas terror attack. Last night's defense will be expensive: Hundreds of interceptors must now be replaced; fighter-jet operations burned fuel and weapons.

Because of Donald Trump, Republicans are now the party of foreign-policy weakness, passivity, and surrender--and not only to Russia. Trump accepted an invitation from the billionaire donor Jeff Yass, who holds a large stake in ByteDance, and then flip-flopped on TikTok, one of the firms in which Yass holds an interest. The Republican refusal to aid Ukraine has also denied Israel money to replenish its Iron Dome defenses. Biden's October 2023 request included funds to add 100 new anti-missile launchers to reinforce or replace the existing 30 to 40. Israel is still waiting for that assistance. Ukraine is waiting--and bleeding. The border is waiting, too, because Trump Republicans first demanded a border deal as the price of Ukraine aid--then rejected the toughest deal in a generation because they feared that Biden might get credit for it.

After months of nonaction, House Republicans have now proposed to schedule next week a vote on aid to Israel--separate from the requests for Ukraine aid and border security that President Biden combined in his October 2023 request. A vote on only the Israel portion of Biden's defense program does too little of the job of defending America's allies and honoring America's promises.

So far, the Biden administration has not made much of an issue of Republican weakness. Biden's superpower is his ability to work with unlikely people. His administration continues to hope that Speaker Mike Johnson will someday allow a vote on Ukraine aid.

After the Iran attack, now is the time for Biden to make Trump's foreign-policy weakness painful and personal to Trump's party. Say: "Trump's not even for 'America Second,' never mind 'America First.'"

In June 1994, President Bill Clinton traveled to Normandy to commemorate the 50th anniversary of D-Day. Imagining a more triumphant ceremony would be hard. Leaders of the former Allies attended to honor the day. Yet the president also paid tribute to former adversaries, and above all to the newly reunified Germany. "Liberated by our victory," he said, the former Axis states now ranked with "the staunchest defenders of freedom." Clinton offered words of praise, too, for a long-estranged ally: Russia, the president said, had been "reborn in freedom."

Three decades after Clinton's 1994 speech, a dictatorship is again waging a war of atrocity in Europe. And although a long queue of Republicans will be eager to travel to Normandy for the 80th anniversary of D-Day, their voting record is on the other side of the great issues at stake, then and now.

On social media, on cable news, in speeches to security conferences, Republicans are pretending that they still live in the bygone world in which they were the party of Ronald Reagan, George Bush, and John McCain. When it comes time to schedule and cast votes, however, they reveal the new reality in which they are the party of thugs, dictators, and aggressors from Tehran to Beijing to Moscow to Palm Beach.

Ukraine is one casualty. Israel could be the next. President Biden should make it clear, make it hurt, and make it change.
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Is Texas About to Turn Latinos Into Single-Issue Voters?

Its new immigration law resembles other "show me your papers" measures that cost the GOP Latino voters.

by Jack Herrera




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


In the days after the November election in 2020, I traveled from Laredo, Texas, down along the Rio Grande into one of the great heartlands of Mexican America, a place locals proudly refer to by its area code, "the 956." Along this stretch of the Texas border, towns are up to 98 percent Latino; Spanish is so common that Anglos have to learn the language if they want to order at restaurants. Yet on Election Night, residents had shocked the country by turning out for Donald Trump in record numbers.

In Zapata County, where Trump became the first Republican to win the presidential vote since Warren Harding in 1920, I asked Cynthia Villarreal, a longtime Democratic organizer, what explained Trump's success after four years of immigration raids and family separation. Villarreal told me that, in South Texas, many Mexican Americans don't identify as immigrants; her own ancestors lived on the Rio Grande before Texas even existed. In Starr County, where Trump had almost quadrupled Republican turnout, the then-county chair of the GOP, a retired colonel named Ross Barrera, said that he and many other Latinos in Texas wanted a border wall. He felt pity, but no solidarity, for those crossing the border; he explained that some South Texans call them mojaditos--Spanish for the slur "wetback."

Since 2020, Texas politicians have seemed to absorb the lesson that many Latinos will tolerate border crackdowns. In early 2021, Republican Governor Greg Abbott sent thousands of state police and National Guardsmen into Texas's southernmost counties as part of his "Operation Lone Star." Residents appeared to reward him: Even if the police SUVs and razor wire were an eyesore, in the 2022 governor's election Abbott improved on his 2018 results in almost every border county.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court has itself to blame for Texas defying its orders

But soon, Texas Republicans could test just how harsh an immigration policy Latinos really want. In a raucous legislative session last year, the state's Republican supermajority sent Abbott a monumental bill, S.B. 4. The law, currently on hold in the courts, would essentially give Texas its own immigration system, making "illegal entry"--traditionally enforced by the federal government--into a state crime. If the law goes into effect, a police officer anywhere in the state will be able to stop, question, and arrest anyone they suspect might have crossed the Rio Grande illegally. Judges will be able to coerce defendants to auto-deport to Mexico by threatening them with serious prison time.

S.B. 4 would go far beyond Operation Lone Star, potentially moving immigration enforcement into the state's interior. Razor wire along the river is meant to control who gets into the state; policing cities such as Dallas and Houston is about getting people out. Will the Latinos in Texas who have welcomed Republicans' border crackdown feel the same way if state police start arresting their neighbors?

The history here looks grim for the GOP. When Republicans in California and Arizona tried to create the same sort of "show me your papers" system--California's Proposition 187 and Arizona's S.B. 1070--the measures backfired. Both laws reeked of racial profiling. People who were around in each state, including my father in California, have told me stories from those years. In Latino neighborhoods, many people came to see the laws not as immigration policy, but as a population control: an attempt to make their state less Latino. They responded by organizing into coalitions that eventually eroded Republican power in both states--and perhaps gave birth to the popular assumption that Latinos vote mostly on immigration.

In California, my father was one of the people for whom Prop. 187 fundamentally changed the way they saw themselves and their place in this country. Growing up in a Mexican American family in San Antonio, he didn't think of himself as an immigrant. Like Villareal's family, our roots in Texas run deeper than the state, back to when it was called Coahuila y Tejas. And, like Barrera, my dad heard other Mexican kids at his school smear more recent immigrants as mojaditos. When he moved to California in the 1980s, my father thought of himself as a political moderate. He was an entrepreneur and a family man, besides being Mexican by heritage. He voted for Ronald Reagan in the 1984 presidential race ("Just like everyone else in America," he joked to me recently).

Things changed when the Republican governor of California, Pete Wilson, championed Prop. 187. California was in the midst of a historic immigration surge, and as many as 1.3 million undocumented immigrants were living in the state; Wilson was flagging in his 1994 reelection bid. The measure passed, and he held on to his office. When the law went into effect, it instructed public employees--not just cops, but teachers, nurses, and anyone else who worked for the state--to report anyone they suspected might be undocumented.

"I had to start thinking: Was the name 'Herrera' probable cause?" my dad said. Prop. 187 erased the conceptual difference he might have felt between himself and noncitizens. He came to believe that, no matter how he thought of himself, some people in this country would only ever see him as Mexican, as an outsider. He never voted Republican again.

He wasn't alone. In 1984, 45 percent of Latinos in California had, like my father, voted for Reagan. By 1996, that support had cratered: More than 71 percent of Latinos voted for Bill Clinton (a 16 percent increase over his own 1992 result). Turnout among Latinos in California also increased dramatically each election year after Prop. 187. New Latino voters were far more likely to register as Democrats; in Los Angeles County, for instance, six times as many Latinos registered with the Democratic Party than the GOP.

Prop. 187 "created a multigenerational, anti-Republican coalition" among Latinos in California, Mike Madrid, the political director of the California Republican Party from 1996 to 1998, told me. Madrid, who grew up in a Mexican American family in Sacramento, spent years trying to get Republican campaigns to understand Latinos' complexity. He thought then, and still thinks today, that the party's best chance of courting Latino voters was with a message geared toward the working class, an "aspirational conservatism." But Prop. 187 essentially turned hundreds of thousands of Latinos into single-issue voters. Today some of the more prominent Latino officials in the country, including the former San Antonio mayor and Housing and Urban Development secretary Julian Castro and Senator Alex Padilla of California, trace their political roots to their opposition to Prop. 187.

"You can build a multigenerational coalition when a community is perceived to be personally, individually, and as a community under attack," Madrid said. "If I was naturalized, or my kids were born here, or my grandchildren--everyone came home" to Democrats after Prop. 187. (Madrid clashed with the Republican Party in a very public way when Donald Trump was nominated in 2016.)

From the March 2022 issue: There's no such thing as 'the Latino vote'

Prop. 187 died in the courts; judges ruled that it violated the supremacy clause in the Constitution and infringed on the federal government's exclusive jurisdiction over immigration. Almost 15 years would pass before Republicans tried again, this time in Arizona, where Republican Governor Jan Brewer signed S.B. 1070 in 2010. Seeking to stop undocumented immigrants from accessing public services, the law mandated that all immigrants over age 18 carry their "papers" with them at all times, and it empowered cops to arrest anyone caught without proper ID.

Academics are still studying how S.B. 1070 changed Arizona. When the bill passed, the state had not only a Republican governor but two Republican senators. Now a Democrat is in the governor's mansion, along with one and a half Democrats in the senate (Kyrsten Sinema became an independent in 2022). Since S.B. 1070, turnout has exploded in Latino communities, far outstripping population growth. In 2008, just 291,000 Latinos voted in Arizona. By 2012, turnout had increased to 400,000; by 2016, it was more than 550,000. Voter registration has heavily favored Democrats. According to analysis by Televisa Univision, as of 2022, just 17 percent of Latinos in Arizona are registered as Republican, compared with 44 percent as Democrats and 39 percent as independents.

In 2020, more than 813,000 Latinos showed up to vote in Arizona. While some Latino communities in Arizona saw a rightward shift, it was much more muted than it was in Texas; some areas even shifted left. In all, Latino Arizonans voted overwhelmingly for President Joe Biden, sealing his victory in the state.

Underneath Biden's win was a large network of activists and a get-out-the-vote infrastructure that had first gotten organized in response to S.B. 1070. Belen Sisa, who immigrated with her parents from Buenos Aires at the age of 6, was in high school when the law passed. "I was homecoming queen, varsity cheerleader--like, the last person you would think would be the undocumented girl," she told me. On the school bus each morning in Florence, Arizona, she looked out at an ICE detention center that employed some of her classmates' parents, and imagined getting locked up there.

In the years after the law passed, Sisa and her family saw cities like nearby Mesa become relative "ghost towns" as immigrants left the state in large numbers. Sometimes, her family watched protests, but they were too frightened to join in. When Sisa went to college at Arizona State University, she began meeting other undocumented young people, many of whom had started openly identifying as "Dreamers." She became part of a group of activists that grew throughout the state, often supporting Democrats' electoral efforts. By 2020, Sisa herself was working as the national Latino press secretary for Senator Bernie Sanders's presidential campaign.

In 2012, the Supreme Court struck down the sections of S.B. 1070 that made immigration violations state crimes--though it allowed Arizona police to continue to question the immigration status of the people they stopped or detained. At the time, some wondered whether the Supreme Court had handed a victory to Democrats by keeping part of the law in place, because of how strong Latino opposition to it was.

Sisa recalled having conversations with other Latinos, some of whom had citizenship."I could say: 'You're a lot closer to my situation than you will ever be to people that are white and born here,'" she said.

As any Texan will tell you, things are different down here. Latinos in the state are more socially conservative than their counterparts farther west. Not only do many of them not see themselves as immigrants--many identify as racially white. Across the country, immigrants are also becoming a smaller percentage of the Latino population. It's tough to predict how S.B. 4 will play out if it goes into effect.

"Unlike, say, people in New York, I think Hispanics in Texas are more open to the idea that we need to close that border and do the right thing," Jason Villalba, who served as a Republican in the Texas house from 2013 to 2019, told me.

Jerusalem Demsas: Texas pulls an ugly stunt on the border

As controversy around S.B. 4 has grown, and connections to laws like Prop. 187 have been drawn, some Republican architects of the bill have begun signaling that they intend for the law to target recent border crossers, not immigrants already living in the state. Texas Solicitor General Aaron Nielson told judges at a hearing last week, "There wouldn't be probable cause in almost all cases, unless a Texas officer sees somebody crossing the border." Abbott has been ambiguous: After the law was blocked, he said, "Texas has the legal authority to arrest people coming across the razor-wire barriers on our border."

But legislators have frequently referred to statewide enforcement. When the Fort Worth chief of police released a video in March arguing that immigration enforcement should be left to the feds, Dade Phelan, the speaker of the Texas house, wrote on X: "Any local law enforcement agency that refuses to enforce Senate Bill 4 is abandoning their sworn duty to uphold the rule of law." State Senator Charles Perry, the author of the bill, has said in interviews that Texas essentially was forced to pass S.B. 4, because of what lawmakers see as inaction by the Biden administration. The Constitution makes exceptions to federal supremacy during times of "invasion," and Perry and other Republicans argue that migration constitutes an invasion, one that the feds have failed to prevent. "We're not challenging federal supremacy. We're saying you got supremacy. You just chose not to do anything with it. We're going to take that role for you," Perry told conservative news site The Texan. (Perry did not respond to an interview request.)

Villalba, the former Republican lawmaker, told me he is a believer in border security; for him, and for many other Latinos in Texas, the fact that the state wants more of a say in what happens on its own border makes sense. "But this is different," he said about S.B. 4. "On a Saturday afternoon, when I take my son to go play hockey, and I'm wearing a baseball cap, and, you know, and a T-shirt that might not be as clean and crisp as I normally wear, and I have brown hair and brown eyes and brown skin, are they going to do that to me"--ask for his papers--"in front of my son?"

Deep south in the Rio Grande Valley, Tania Chavez is the executive director of LUPE, a direct-aid organization founded by the labor-rights icon Cesar Chavez (no relation). She and her team have spent months running "know your rights" clinics for community members to help them prepare for S.B. 4. She said she has talked with parents about what will happen if they get arrested. "Who's going to take legal guardianship of their kids? ... Who else is listed on your bank account? ... What is going to happen to your property? Those are all the things that we're planning and thinking," she told me. At one recent meeting, Chavez said she saw something she hadn't seen before: Two groups of young people had driven all the way from Houston and Corpus Christi to join.

"We're starting to see a lot of new faces," she said.

On March 19, the Supreme Court briefly allowed S.B. 4 to go into effect, sending the law back to the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals, where judges issued a new injunction less than 24 hours later. Oral arguments are ongoing, and Texas's defense has gotten less vociferous. Last week, Nielson, Texas's lawyer, told judges: "Now, to be fair, maybe Texas went too far. And that's the question this court is going to have to decide."

But, during those few hours the law was in effect, I felt an alien thought cross my mind as I sat in my home in Austin: Should I start carrying my passport? I won't exaggerate how worried I felt; I'm insulated by citizenship and light-beige skin. Just having that thought, however, made me dissociate: It was like someone else had forced the worry into my brain.

It's a species of fear many people live with daily. In the Rio Grande Valley, Chavez spent two decades of her life undocumented; she knows what it's like driving to work each day wondering if a broken taillight will bring her time in this country to an end. She said that feeling is what gets many young citizens engaged in organizing in the Valley.

But when asked if she thinks S.B. 4 might change the minds of Latinos who aren't immigrants, who have so far supported Texas's border crackdown, Chavez was dubious.

"Unfortunately, I don't think that's going to happen until those people start getting arrested," she said.
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Right-Wing Media Are in Trouble

The flow of traffic to Donald Trump's most loyal digital-media boosters isn't just slowing; it's utterly collapsing.

by Paul Farhi




As you may have heard, mainstream news organizations are facing a financial crisis. Many liberal publications have taken an even more severe beating. But the most dramatic declines over the past few years belong to conservative and right-wing sites. The flow of traffic to Donald Trump's most loyal digital-media boosters isn't just slowing, as in the rest of the industry; it's utterly collapsing.

This past February, readership of the 10 largest conservative websites was down 40 percent compared with the same month in 2020, according to The Righting, a newsletter that uses monthly data from Comscore--essentially the Nielsen ratings of the internet--to track right-wing media. (February is the most recent month with available Comscore data.) Some of the bigger names in the field have been pummeled the hardest: The Daily Caller lost 57 percent of its audience; Drudge Report, the granddaddy of conservative aggregation, was down 81 percent; and The Federalist, founded just over a decade ago, lost a staggering 91 percent. (The site's CEO and co-founder, Sean Davis, called that figure "laughably inaccurate" in an email but offered no further explanation.) FoxNews.com, by far the most popular conservative-news site, has fared better, losing "only" 22 percent of traffic, which translates to 23 million fewer monthly site visitors compared with four years ago.

Some amount of the decline over that period was probably inevitable, given that 2020 was one of the most intense and newsiest years in decades, propping up publications across the political spectrum. But that doesn't explain why the falloff has been especially steep on the right side of the media aisle.

What's going on? The obvious culprit is Facebook. For years, Facebook's mysterious algorithms served up links to news and commentary articles, sending droves of traffic to their publishers. But those days are gone. Amid criticism from elected officials and academics who said the social-media giant was spreading hate speech and harmful misinformation, including Russian propaganda, before the 2016 election, Facebook apparently came to question the value of featuring news on its platform. In early 2018, it began deemphasizing news content, giving greater priority to content posted by friends and family members. In 2021, it tightened the tap a little further. This past February, it announced that it would do the same on Instagram and Threads. All of this monkeying with the internet's plumbing drastically reduced the referral traffic flowing to news and commentary sites. The changes have affected everyone involved in digital media, including some liberal-leaning sites--such as Slate (which saw a 42 percent traffic drop), the Daily Beast (41 percent), and Vox (62 percent, after losing its two most prominent writers)--but the impact appears to have been the worst, on average, for conservative media. (Referral traffic from Google has also declined over the past few years, but far less sharply.)

Adrienne LaFrance: Mark Zuckerberg doesn't understand journalism

Unsurprisingly, the people who run conservative outlets see this as straightforward proof that Big Tech is trying to silence them. Neil Patel, a co-founder (with Tucker Carlson) of the Daily Caller, told me that the tech giants want "to crush any independent media that was perceived to have been helpful to Trump's rise." Patel calls this a form of "Big Tech-driven viewpoint discrimination" that "should scare any fair-minded individual."

A simpler explanation is that conservative digital media are disproportionately dependent on social-media referrals in the first place. Many mainstream publications have long-established brand names, large newsrooms to churn out copy, and, in a few cases, large numbers of loyal subscribers. Sites like Breitbart and Ben Shapiro's The Daily Wire, however, were essentially Facebook-virality machines, adept at injecting irresistibly outrageous, clickable nuggets into people's feeds. So the drying-up of referrals hit these publications much harder.

And so far, unlike some publications that have pivoted away from relying on traffic and programmatic advertising, they've struggled to adapt. Rather than stabilizing amid Facebook's new world order, traffic on the right has mostly continued south. Among the big losers over the past year are The Washington Free Beacon, whose traffic was down 58 percent, and Gateway Pundit, down 62 percent. Compare that with prominent mainstream and liberal sites, which, although still well below their 2020 heights, have at least stanched the bleeding. Traffic to The Washington Post and The New York Times from February 2023 to February 2024 was essentially flat. Slate's was up 14 percent.

For conservative media publishers, the financial consequences of such a steep decline in readership are hard to know for certain. None of the best-known names publicly reports revenue figures, and many are supported by rich patrons who may not be in it for the money. But the situation can't be good. Digital media still rely on advertising, and advertising still goes to places with more, not fewer, people paying attention. Traffic also drives subscriptions.

More broadly, the loss of readership can't be helpful to the ideological cause. Top-drawing sites like the conspiratorial Gateway Pundit and Infowars help keep the MAGA faithful faithful by recirculating, amplifying, and sometimes creating the culture-war memes and talking points that dominate right and far-right opinion. Less traffic means less influence.

Paul Farhi: Is American journalism headed toward an 'extinction-level event'?

The Daily Caller's Patel insisted that faltering traffic alone isn't a death sentence for the onetime lords of the conservative web. With the addition of a subscription service and tighter financial management, the Daily Caller's financial health is solid and improving, he said. Outlets like his own can still succeed with people who "have lost trust in the corporate media and are actively seeking alternatives."

The trouble is that there are now alternatives to the alternatives. The Righting's proprietor, Howard Polskin, pointed out to me that the websites that dominated the field in 2016--Fox News, Breitbart, The Washington Times, and so on--are no longer the only players in MAGA world. The marketplace has expanded and fragmented since then, splintering the audience seeking conservative or even extremist perspectives among podcasts, YouTube videos, Substack newsletters, and boutique platforms like Rumble. "There's a lot of choice," Polskin said. "Even if [the big] sites went out of business tomorrow, there are a lot of voices still out there."

The DIY ethic is embodied by the likes of Megyn Kelly, Bill O'Reilly, Steve Bannon, and Carlson, who became conservative celebrities while working for established media organizations but have maintained their profiles after leaving them in disgrace. Since being fired by Fox News last year, Carlson has moved his contentious commentaries and interviews (including one with Vladimir Putin) to X. Kelly has come back from a messy divorce with NBC in 2019 (which followed an unhappy exit from Fox News in 2017) to host a massively popular podcast. O'Reilly, likewise forced out of Fox in 2017, has kept talking via newsletters, video streams, and weekly appearances on the NewsNation cable channel. And Bannon, the former Trump consigliere who left Breitbart, which he founded, after publicly criticizing the Trump family, has gone the podcaster route himself; his War Room podcast was ranked as the leading source of false and misleading information in a broad study of the medium by the Brookings Institution last year.

The precipitous decline in traffic to conservative publications raises a larger and possibly unanswerable question: Did these operations ever really hold the political and cultural clout that critics ascribed to them at their peak? Recall the liberal anger in 2020 when Ben Shapiro was routinely dominating Facebook's most-engaged content list, generating accusations that Facebook's algorithm was favoring right-wing posts and pushing voters toward Trump. Yet Joe Biden went on to win the election easily, and Democrats overperformed in the 2022 midterms. Now, as conservatives cry that Big Tech has crushed their traffic, Trump is running neck and neck with Biden in the polls, even with a legal cloud hanging over him and shortfalls of campaign cash. Maybe who wins the traffic contest doesn't matter as much as it once appeared.
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Trump Has Transformed the GOP All the Way Down

Salleigh Grubbs went from "keyboard warrior" to local GOP chair. She's not the only one.

by Isaac Arnsdorf




Salleigh Grubbs was in her office on Friday, November 20, 2020, when she got a phone call from a friend. Susan's at Jim Miller Park--they're shredding ballots! the friend said. Susan was Susan Knox, a woman Salleigh had met a week earlier when both were volunteering as election observers at Jim R. Miller Park, an event center in Cobb County, Georgia, northwest of Atlanta, where the county government was now conducting a hand recount of the ballots in the presidential election. The recount had been ordered by Brad Raffensperger, the Republican secretary of state, under pressure from President Donald Trump and his allies, who insisted that Trump hadn't really lost Georgia by more than 11,000 votes. Salleigh didn't believe the result either. Her own Cobb County had been the largest source of Republican votes in the state, and for decades it had formed the bedrock of the modern Georgia GOP, launching the careers of Newt Gingrich and others. Hillary Clinton narrowly carried the county in 2016--a minor political earthquake.

Salleigh was a lifelong Republican, but politics had always been a side interest for her, as she explained to me in one of several interviews in recent years. At 55, she was the mother of two boys who'd grown up and moved out. Like many people of her generation, she'd started spending more time on Facebook. She called herself a "keyboard warrior" and became a more and more outspoken Trump supporter. Over the course of 2020, she started to believe that all the COVID-induced emergency changes to voting procedures were part of a plan to steal the election. Even so, the results on Election Night stunned her. Republicans lost seats up and down the ballot in Cobb County, including the county-commission chair, district attorney, and sheriff. Salleigh thought these were all races the GOP should have won.

Now, at her job as general manager of a company that sold liquid and powder coating equipment, she grabbed her keys and bolted out of work so fast, people thought someone in her family had died. She got in her silver Toyota Venza and practically flew the 15 miles to Jim Miller Park. She pulled her car around the back and saw a huge box truck. The name on the side, in green and blue, was A1 Shredding & Recycling Inc. SECURE ON-SITE DESTRUCTION SERVICES, it read.

Salleigh parked her car sideways to block in the truck, like she'd seen them do on Starsky & Hutch. She stepped out of her car wearing flip- flops, black leggings, a navy- blue NRA T-shirt with an American flag made up of rifles on the back, and frameless oval eyeglasses. She met up with Susan, who'd already taken a video on her phone of the driver wheeling trash bins over to the truck. He put the bins under a big chute on the side of the truck that sucked everything out and ripped it to shreds. Susan also had taken photos of the bins in the loading dock, stuffed with envelopes reading OFFICIAL ABSENTEE BALLOT. Next to the bins was a cardboard box with a crudely drawn diagram saying SHRED.

Salleigh later said that she tried talking to the driver--"Who called you? What's the deal here?"--and he held up a piece of paper in the cab window to cover his face. Salleigh thought that was suspicious--what was he hiding? Susan had called 911, but 15 minutes passed without any officers, so now she dialed again.

Richard W. Painter: Step aside, Fani Willis

"It's an emergency, and we need them here now!" Susan said, according to a recording of the call.

"Okay," the operator said. "Our officers are aware. It looks like they're busy in that area. Now, you said, it's going to be referenced, a Black male with a white shredding machine?"

"Yep," Susan confirmed.

"Okay. Does anybody have any weapons?"

"I don't know. I'm not close enough ... Would you please send an officer ASAP--"

"Ma'am, ma'am, hang on one second," the operator said. "We're gonna send our first available unit. The sergeant is already aware of the call. The units are busy in that area."

"I would think that the presidential election would be pretty much as important as anything in our country for a policeman in Cobb County to get over to Jim Miller Park," Susan said.

While Susan was still on the phone with the operator, the truck started to move, and she cried, "It's pulling off. The truck is pulling off!"

The driver managed to maneuver around Salleigh's car. So Salleigh jumped back in and took off after him. Susan followed.

Salleigh tailed the truck for about 10 miles, until she ran out of gas. She ditched her car at a RaceTrac station and hopped into Susan's Mercedes.

"Get in, girl," Susan said, as she and Salleigh later recounted to me. "I've got a full tank of gas, and I just had the car washed."




They were back in pursuit of the shredding truck. Susan had a TRUMP sign in the back seat. The Soul Town channel was playing on her XM radio. Salleigh thought they were like Thelma and Louise, or maybe Lucy and Ethel from I Love Lucy.

Salleigh knew her way around, but Susan wasn't as familiar with this part of town. She started to worry. What if the driver called someone? They were just two women chasing a shredding truck. The driver stopped in the middle of a four- lane road and put his flashers on, Susan later recalled. She and Salleigh were hiding behind a dumpy tire store, unsure of what to do next. That's when Susan said, "We might not need to keep going." Salleigh agreed.

They decided to go to the police station. The staff told them no one there would take a report and instead directed them to a wall- mounted phone. Salleigh picked it up, and the operator on the line told her the police weren't taking any election- related complaints; she could call the secretary of state, the state official in charge of elections. Salleigh squinted as she listened, darting her eyes from side to side. "Do you know who made that determination?" she asked. "Do you have any idea who that was?"

Salleigh listened to the operator's answer and repeated it back as Susan recorded a video on her cellphone. "You were just told that about 10 minutes ago? Wow. Okay. And what's your name, please? Operator 3442," Salleigh repeated, rolling her eyes. "Okay, perfect. Thank you so much. We appreciate what you guys do. Uh-huh, buh-bye."

Quinta Jurecic: Trump discovers that some things are actually illegal

Salleigh twirled around to untangle herself from the phone cord and hung up the handset. She shot Susan a look: eyes wide with disbelief, jaw dropped. Salleigh kept thinking the FBI would show up in their blue-and- yellow jackets to impound the shredding truck and seize the evidence. She struggled to understand why the officers at the police station didn't seem to care about this apparent crime in progress. How far did the corruption go?

That same afternoon, Salleigh and Susan posted some of their photos and videos from Jim Miller Park online, and they quickly went viral. One of Trump's own lawyers, Lin Wood, shared the images with his hundreds of thousands of Twitter followers. "Looks to me like they may be destroying election documents in Cobb County, GA," Wood wrote. "What do you think? #FightBack Against Election Crimes." It was just one in a torrent of rumors that Wood and other Trump allies were feverishly amplifying. People started calling the Cobb County police to report the shredded ballots they'd seen on the internet. The shredding-truck company was getting slammed with hundreds of calls. People showed up at the company's office. The manager was scared for his drivers, a police report recorded. The company released a statement saying it had no knowledge of the contents of the materials it had been hired to shred. The county government, through its election director, put out its own official statement saying the document shredding was "routine" disposal of "non- relevant materials." The envelopes that said OFFICIAL ABSENTEE BALLOT were just empty envelopes. All the actual ballots had been saved and stored, as required by state law. Later, the FBI did investigate allegations of voter fraud in Georgia, and the former U.S. attorney in Atlanta testified that officials found no evidence of wrongdoing.

But Salleigh thought she would never know for sure. The evidence had been destroyed. To her, it was proof of what she already thought: There was no way Republicans could have lost the election. The experience galvanized her even more. Within five months, the woman who had never been active in local party politics would become her county's GOP chair.

Salleigh was not an anomaly. She was part of a nationwide movement of Trump supporters who learned from their shortcomings in 2020 and organized to address them. In the version of history that took hold within the MAGA movement, the cause of Trump's defeat that year was being narrowly thwarted at almost every step by fellow Republicans. The clerk in Antrim County, Michigan, who said the incorrect vote tallies reported on Election Night were just an honest mistake, quickly fixed, was a Republican. Raffensperger, the Georgia secretary of state, who had refused Trump's demand to "find 11,780 votes," enough to reverse the outcome, was a Republican. The board of supervisors in Maricopa County, Arizona, that screened Trump's calls and certified Joe Biden's win was majority Republican. Trump failed to pressure every House Republican to object to the Electoral College votes on January 6, and he got only a handful of senators. Even Trump's own vice president refused to help him block the official certification in Congress. As close as he got to keeping himself in power, Trump came up short only because of uncooperative members of his own party.

In response, many of his supporters decided they had to take over the party apparatus, working from the ground up, beginning with the smallest, lowliest units of political organizing--the precincts--and building from there to districts, counties, and states, all the way to the Republican National Committee. This plot, known as the "precinct strategy," was developed by a little-known Arizona lawyer named Dan Schultz and popularized by Steve Bannon on his podcast, War Room.

From the July/August 2022 issue: American Rasputin

In the years since the 2020 election, the precinct strategy has driven thousands of new Republican activists like Salleigh to take over their local parties not just in Georgia, but in North and South Carolina, Florida and Texas, Michigan and Wisconsin. The strategy has proved effective, in that it forced out Republicans who were anything less than completely faithful to Trump and his election denial, smoothing his path back to the Republican nomination--and perhaps all the way to the White House.

A month after the shredding-truck chase, at the end of December 2020, Salleigh and Susan decided to go to the state capitol, in Atlanta, for a hearing on election irregularities. They hoped their eyewitness accounts would help persuade the state legislature to do what the president and his allies were demanding to change the outcome: call a special session, where lawmakers could reject the election results and award Georgia's Electoral College votes to Trump.

The women waited in line for a chance to speak. Susan went first. She passed out printouts of the photos she'd taken of the trash bins at Jim Miller Park. One of the senators, Bill Heath, asked, "Do you have any photographs of actual ballots being shredded?"

"What do you think those were in that can that he was shredding?" Susan said. "It says an official ballot."

"That appears to be the envelopes," Heath replied, "that are the inner envelopes from--"

"If you look closely some of them look like they've never even been unsealed," Susan said.

"I was just, I was trying to find ballots in the picture, and I don't see ballots."

Susan played him her video recording.

"Look," Heath went on, "I'm not trying to discredit your testimony, I just don't see ballots. I just see envelopes here."

"Do you not see where it says B-A-L-L-O ..."

Salleigh could not believe what she was hearing. Senator Heath was a Republican! How could he not see what they saw clearly in the video? When it was Salleigh's turn at the podium, she started to calmly explain what she'd seen, but as she went on her voice got louder and higher. "We have seen the fraud. We have been lied to, we have been distracted, we've been held up, and we're tired of it." She was almost shouting now. Her voice started to quiver. "I am tired of people that we vote to put in office stabbing us in the back."

She paused then to collect herself. "I'm passionate," she said. "I'm not going to apologize for being passionate. And I'm not going to apologize for being a patriot either."

Someone in the hearing room whooped and clapped. Salleigh gave a big phony smile. "Any questions?" she asked, though she could sense that the lawmakers were not interested.

Peter Sagal: The end will come for the cult of MAGA

The committee chair who was running the hearing laughed nervously. "No, ma'am," he said sheepishly. "I think what you said is something that's felt by many people across this state, hundreds of thousands of people." He spoke gently, carefully, trying to ease the tension. "So thank you for doing what you've done and for being willing to stand up and tell about what you've seen."

Trump had tweeted urging people to watch the hearing as it was being livestreamed online, and Salleigh got so many texts and calls from people all across the country who loved her testimony, strangers she didn't even know. When people asked her who she was, she'd say, "I'm just nobody, really, but I'm somebody who loves my country," as she put it in a Facebook Live video. In certain circles, she was becoming something of a legend: the woman who chased a shredding truck.

Salleigh was disappointed that her testimony did not persuade the state legislature to call a special session to throw Georgia's electoral votes to Trump. Nor did Congress overturn the election results on January 6. Instead, Trump got impeached for incitement of insurrection. It was a confusing time. She told me she found comfort listening to Steve Bannon's podcast, where she heard him interview Dan Schultz about the precinct strategy.

Susan encouraged Salleigh to run for a party position, and Salleigh set her aim higher than the precinct level. She decided to run for county chair. She would mobilize her friends and Facebook followers, who would flood the county's precinct caucus, becoming qualified to vote for her. She proudly passed around the video of her testimony at the state-senate hearing. "I'm a dedicated woman," she described herself at a forum in April 2021 with the other county-chair candidates. "I chased the shredding truck." The audience laughed and cheered.

Party meetings to elect a new county chair were often not the most exhilarating, but that year, the party headquarters, in a Marietta strip mall, wasn't big enough. The gathering, held later that same April, moved to a church across the street. When Salleigh saw all the new members show up, it reminded her of the scene in the movie Network when everyone shouts, "I'm as mad as hell, and I'm not going to take this anymore!" Even though it was a three- way race, Salleigh won on the first ballot, with nearly a supermajority. Salleigh gave a few radio interviews, where the hosts held her up as a poster child for the precinct strategy in action.

The ground-up transformation of the Republican Party through people like Salleigh quietly helped shape the Republican field in the 2022 midterm elections, leading the party to nominate the most effusively MAGA candidates in battleground states. The strategy's success almost instantly became its own undoing, as Democrats exploited Trump's MAGA brand to portray Republican candidates as extreme and dangerous, alienating swing voters and even some Republicans.

But with the Republican Party organization now firmly in the control of election deniers, the GOP would not moderate. The fully empowered MAGA movement would not give up. The threat it posed to democracy would not pass. The movement resolved to try again this fall, in the 2024 presidential election. New party officials, including Salleigh, helped shape the nominating rules and delegations selection to favor Trump's return in the Republican primary, and they will be on the front lines of turning out voters, monitoring the polls, and potentially challenging the results in November, in service of the man whose myth inspired them all in the first place.

Read: Trumpism has found its leading lady

A few days after her election as county chair, back in 2021, Salleigh was sitting in her first committee meeting at the county party headquarters in Marietta when she got a call from a blocked number, as she later recounted to me. She had a feeling who it might be.

"Hello, Salleigh," a familiar voice said over the phone. "This is your favorite president."

Salleigh was speechless. She pointed to her phone and mouthed, "It's President Trump!"

She stepped outside so she could focus. The party secretary came out to see what was going on, and Salleigh put the phone on speaker for a second so she could hear. "Oh my gosh," the secretary cried, "It's really President Trump!"

Trump called a lot of people, usually rich friends and Republican politicians. His aides sometimes liked him to surprise unsuspecting supporters. But it was not every day he called a lowly county chair. He'd gotten Salleigh's number from the Georgia state GOP chair, who'd wanted Trump to know her story, how he'd inspired regular people to join the party, so many of them becoming sentries of the cause like Salleigh. Trump told Salleigh she was a real winner. He said he was proud of her for her big victory, and it was great that she ran as an "America First" candidate. He was so polite and kind, Salleigh thought that if everyone could have a minute with him as she had, it might change a lot of his critics' minds. It was, as she imagined Trump himself might say, "a perfect phone call."



This article has been adapted from Arnsdorf's new book, Finish What We Started: The MAGA Movement's Ground War to End Democracy.
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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 snowdrifts 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 whiteboard 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 guerrilla 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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Ro Khanna Wants to Be the Future of the Democratic Party

Khanna, a congressman who represents Silicon Valley, sees himself as a bridge between America's faded industrial might and its digital future.

by Russell Berman




Updated at 5:17 p.m. ET on April 3, 2024

In January, as the 2024 primary season got under way, Representative Ro Khanna stood in the middle of a spacious New Hampshire living room and marveled at the dozens of Democrats who had crammed in. "What enthusiasm for President Biden!" Khanna said as the crowd cheered. The California progressive wasn't in the land of would-be presidents to promote himself--at least not directly. He came here to boost his party's flagging 81-year-old incumbent.

Khanna represents Silicon Valley, but he's lost count of how many times he's been to New Hampshire; a local Democrat introduced him to the room as "the fifth member of our congressional delegation." He told me he initially felt "sheepish" about coming back after he stumped here for Bernie Sanders four years ago, worried that people would assume he wanted to run for president. He's gotten over that.

I spent a day driving across the state with Khanna as he made the case for Joe Biden as a write-in candidate. Before voters and the cameras, Khanna was a loyal surrogate, hailing Biden as a champion for the middle class, the climate, and abortion rights, while insisting that the president still has plenty of support. Back in the car, however, his worries and frustrations spilled out. Khanna is 47, three decades younger than the two men set to be on the ballot in November. He's waiting--not altogether patiently--for the decks to clear, for the Biden and Sanders generation to finally retire. "We haven't been driving a clear message," Khanna told me. "We have to have a better message on the economy, and we have to have a better message on immigration."

The proximate cause of Khanna's distress was the bipartisan southern-border compromise that was then emerging from the Senate--and which, at the behest of former President Donald Trump, Republicans promptly killed. Khanna wasn't a fan of the deal. He had wanted Biden to give a rousing speech about why immigration matters to America; instead, the president was about to give Republicans almost everything they wanted. "You've got no affirmative case," Khanna told me. "There's nothing. There's a void." What's missing, he said, is "an aspirational vision."

Here's Khanna's. He wants to marry the forward-looking spirit of the companies founded in and around his district--Google, Apple, Tesla--with the traditional middle-class values of his suburban upbringing in Bucks County, Pennsylvania. And he wants to inspire a "new economic patriotism" to rebuild America's industrial base with climate-friendly technology--a project that he hopes will bring manufacturing jobs back to the Rust Belt, and working-class voters back to the Democratic Party.

A representative from America's tech capital is an unlikely avatar of nostalgia, but Khanna speaks with as much longing for the country's past, and his own, as any politician. He sees himself as a bridge between the nation's faded industrial might and its digital future, appealing to a set of often-warring constituencies: progressives and pragmatists, tech capitalists and the working class, climate activists and coal country.

Khanna got his start in politics working for Barack Obama, who clearly serves as a model: a progressive who proposed transformative change without alienating too much of the country. The divide that Khanna wants to cross extends beyond the factions of the Democratic Party; it's geographic, economic, cultural, technological, generational. And it's wider than the one Obama faced. The nation that embraced the former president's message is now even more polarized and dug-in.

Sometimes Khanna's project seems naive, as though he's trying to be everything to everybody at a time when nobody agrees on anything. But he believes that to defeat Trump and build a coalition that can survive beyond November, Democrats must offer an agenda that can excite the voters who have soured on the president and their party. Khanna wants to run for president on his vision one day--as soon as 2028--but his more urgent quest is trying to get his party to adopt it now. "Do I think I have a compelling economic vision for this country, for the party? Yes," he said. "Do I mind if the president steals all of it? Absolutely not."


Congressman Ro Khanna of California greets a student at Council Rock North High School, in Newtown, Pennsylvania, where he also went to school.



If you recognize Khanna, you've probably seen him on cable news; he told me--and this was a point of pride--that he goes on Fox News more than nearly any other House Democrat. Early in his presidency, Biden was so impressed with Khanna's cable appearances that he asked Ron Klain, his chief of staff at the time, to schedule more TV hits for Khanna. "Well, Mr. President," Klain replied, "I think he does a pretty good job getting on TV all by himself."

Khanna's willingness to engage the right has gained him an audience that many Democrats have ignored--and the unofficial title of Congress's "ambassador of Silicon Valley." He frequently visits rural districts where GOP members of Congress seek investments from lucrative tech giants. (Khanna isn't shy about getting tech executives on the phone. "I joke sometimes that I'm going to try to discover the limits of Ro's Rolodex," Representative Mike Gallagher, a Wisconsin Republican who serves with Khanna on the House select committee on China, told me.)

McKay Coppins: The Kyrsten Sinema theory of American politics

Khanna is also more willing than other progressives to work on legislation with Republicans, having co-sponsored bills with staunch Trump supporters and lawmakers who voted to overturn the 2020 election. Two months after the January 6 assault on the Capitol, Khanna appeared on Fox News alongside Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida and bragged about their legislation to reduce money in politics and end U.S. involvement in "forever wars."

Khanna "has a risk tolerance that I think is rare for most members," Gallagher, who is resigning from the House this month, told me. He recounted a meeting that he and Khanna had with Elon Musk last year, in which Khanna got the billionaire to host a live event with them on his social-media platform. "I'm not sure how many Democratic members would be able to do" that, Gallagher said. Or be willing to.

Khanna occupies an ideological space to the left of Biden but just to the right of progressives like Sanders and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York, who identify as democratic socialists. He supports Medicare for All, tuition-free public college, and tax increases on high earners. But he also made plenty of money as a lawyer representing tech firms, and Khanna is not about to say that "billionaires should not exist," as Sanders has. He defines himself as a "progressive capitalist," and he believes progressives should frame wealth as a feature, not a bug, of the American system. "The progressive movement has to talk about a vision of production, a vision of wealth generation," Khanna said.

The policy that best exemplifies this is Khanna's push for federal investment in manufacturing technologies such as green steel and clean aluminum, which he sees as a way of reindustrializing the Rust Belt while minimizing carbon emissions and air pollution. After months of negotiations with environmental groups, labor unions, and manufacturers, Khanna is planning a trip later this spring to Johnstown, Pennsylvania, to unveil legislation that would spend billions to build steel plants in former industry hubs. (The bill will have at least one Republican co-sponsor from the region, he told me.) He thinks it will "capture the imagination"--a favorite Khanna-ism--of voters longing for America to reclaim its status from China as the world's great manufacturer.

"We're living in a time of big ideas, of big moments," Khanna told me. "And I think we need a big vision to meet the times." He's worried, though, that Biden's ambitions are only getting smaller. After two years of sweeping legislative accomplishments--a $1.9 trillion COVID-relief bill, $1.2 trillion for infrastructure, the most significant climate bill in American history--Biden has, in the face of a more hostile Congress, scaled back his domestic-policy goals. Among the objectives that the president dwelled on longest during his recent State of the Union address were fighting junk fees and restoring the number of chips in a snack bag--not exactly the stuff that captures imaginations.


Ro Khanna speaks to students at Council Rock North High School.



No issue has tested Khanna's ability to satisfy all of his party's factions more than Israel's military campaign in Gaza. Khanna called for a cease-fire seven weeks after the Hamas attack--much later than some of his progressive colleagues, and much earlier than Biden, who resisted that demand until last week, when the U.S. allowed a United Nations resolution backing a one-month cease-fire to pass.

Seven weeks was too long for many of Khanna's supporters. One of his top political staffers resigned in protest in mid-October, and when demonstrators staged a sit-in at his office near the Capitol, one of Khanna's interns joined them on the floor. By November, even his mother, Jyotsna, was getting on his case. "I wanted him to declare much sooner," she told me.

Khanna is still not as critical of Israel as some on the left; he doesn't describe its campaign in Gaza as "genocide" or "ethnic cleansing." But as Palestinian casualties have increased, he's called more forcefully for Biden to demand that the Netanyahu government halt its shelling of Gaza. "We have a lot of levers that we haven't used," Khanna told me.

In February, Khanna traveled to Michigan, trying to persuade the state's large Arab American population to support Biden despite his own reservations about the president's approach to Israel. A few days after Khanna's visit, more than 100,000 Michigan Democrats--about 13 percent of the primary electorate--marked "uncommitted" on their ballot in protest of Biden's Israel policy. Khanna urged the Biden campaign to take their message seriously. The party can't afford to have the war still going on during the Democratic convention, he told me. "You'd have mass protests."

The president's advisers insist that the White House has no problem with Khanna's critiques. They see him as exerting pressure in the right way--respectfully, not caustically--and serving as a conduit to younger, more progressive voters Biden needs to turn out in November. "The fact that Ro sees some issues differently than the president makes him an effective surrogate," Klain told me. "That gives him credibility."

Some progressives see Khanna differently, not as a bridge between generations but as an ambitious politician cozying up to power brokers. "He walks a fine line," one official with a prominent left-leaning group told me on condition of anonymity to avoid criticizing an ally. For now, Khanna's close ties with the Democratic establishment--Biden and Obama in particular--are politically useful. But soon, the official noted, many progressive voters will want a sharp break with the two men, and Khanna's proximity to his party's past could cost him.


Ro Khanna signs a copy of his book Dignity in a Digital Age for Gretchen Raab, his ninth-grade English teacher, at Jake's Eatery, in Newtown, Pennsylvania.



Khanna wasn't visiting early presidential-primary states solely to promote Biden. In between events in New Hampshire, Khanna met privately with leaders of the state's largest labor union and a Democratic candidate for governor, people whose endorsements he might seek in a few years. Democratic activists alluded to his candidacy in 2028 as if it were a certainty. Khanna isn't about to announce a campaign more than four years out--"Who knows what the future holds?" is his stock reply to questions about his plans--but he does nothing to dispel the assumptions that he'll run.

When I asked party activists which Democrats they were excited to see more of after this election, some of them mentioned Khanna. More often, however, they cited bigger names with bigger jobs, such as Governors Gretchen Whitmer of Michigan, Gavin Newsom of California, and Josh Shapiro of Pennsylvania, as well as Vice President Kamala Harris and Pete Buttigieg, the transportation secretary. In New Hampshire, a few Democrats even mentioned Representative Hakeem Jeffries of New York, the House minority leader. As a compelling speaker, Khanna would hold his own on a primary-debate stage, but could he make it into the top tier of candidates?

Damon Linker: Democrats should pick a new presidential candidate now

Only James Garfield went directly from the House to the White House, and that was 143 years ago. But Khanna seems undeterred. As he often notes, his district contains some $10 trillion in market value, giving him a bigger platform than most representatives. "There are a lot of very, very high-profile House members that I think have an equivalent impact on the national debate as the Senate," he said. "I think the rules of traditional politics have changed."

Among many progressives, the heir to the movement Sanders created--and the dream presidential candidate--is AOC. "She occupies her own space," says Joseph Geevarghese, the executive director of Our Revolution, the political group started by veterans of Sanders's 2016 campaign. "Ro is not quite there yet, but he could be."


Ro Khanna listens to his former social-studies teacher Derek Longo.



As Khanna tries to make a national name for himself, voters will hear as much about Bucks County, Pennsylvania, as they do about California. Khanna remains nostalgic for the America that welcomed his parents from India in the 1970s. After graduating from the University of Michigan, his father became a chemical engineer and settled in Pennsylvania. Aside from two years in India, Khanna spent his childhood in a town about 45 minutes north of Philadelphia that offered him a quintessential middle-class upbringing--Little League baseball, Eagles football games, well-funded public schools. Khanna was one of just a few Indian American students in a large, almost entirely white high school, but he doesn't remember experiencing any discrimination. "My faith in the country comes from here," Khanna told me.

He insisted on giving me a tour of the county, now one of America's most closely watched political bellwethers. His staff had arranged for him to speak at his alma mater, where he took an hour's worth of questions from some of the school's more politically informed students. They asked about steel manufacturing, the threat of China invading Taiwan, and how he reconciles his support for aid to Ukraine with his votes against defense spending. The exchanges were more substantive than many congressional hearings.

A couple of students pressed him on why the nation's leaders, and in particular its two likely presidential nominees, were so old. "There's a lot of frustration with the gerontocracy," he acknowledged. "There's a need for a new generation. I'm hopeful that will happen in the next cycle, that we will see very, very talented new voices emerge."

None of the people I met in Bucks County who knew Khanna as a teenager was surprised that he'd ended up in Congress. Two of his teachers presented him with papers and clippings from his school days that they had kept for more than 30 years. We met Gretchen Raab, who taught Khanna's ninth-grade English class, at a local diner, where she recalled thinking that he would become the first Indian American president. (Khanna seemed embarrassed by this disclosure, but only slightly.)

Khanna was civically engaged by the time he started high school, which he attributes at least partly to his family history. His maternal grandfather was active in Mahatma Gandhi's independence movement, serving time in jail before becoming a member of the Indian Parliament. Khanna joined his school's political-science club and once played then-Senator Joe Biden during a mock foreign-policy debate. His opposition to U.S. military adventurism started around this time: Raab raved about the op-ed that Khanna sent, as part of a class assignment in 1991, to the local newspaper arguing that President George H. W. Bush should not invade Iraq.

As an undergraduate at the University of Chicago, Khanna volunteered for the state-Senate campaign of a lecturer at the law school, a 35-year-old Democrat named Barack Obama. Several years later, when Khanna was contemplating his own first run for office in 2001, he emailed Obama, who advised him to avoid running in a big state. (Obama had just lost a congressional primary in Illinois.) Khanna ignored him and moved to California, where he challenged a 12-term incumbent in a 2004 House race. Like Obama, Khanna got crushed. He would go on to work for Obama's administration before finally winning a seat in Congress on his third try, in 2016.

After Khanna finished talking with the students, he and I squeezed into desk chairs inside a small classroom and spoke with Derek Longo, one of Khanna's history teachers. Longo described how a long-ago visit to the American cemetery in Normandy made him want to teach history. Khanna asked him what he thought about the rise of Trump.

Perhaps Khanna was expecting his teacher to talk about the threat Trump poses to democracy. Instead, he revealed something Khanna didn't know: Longo voted twice for Trump. He praised Trump's business background and told us that he worries about urban crime. In 2017, his daughter and son were struck by a driver under the influence of heroin as they were standing on a sidewalk in New Jersey. Longo's son spent 10 days in intensive care, and his daughter, who was seven months pregnant, didn't survive. Under state law, prosecutors couldn't charge the driver with a double homicide because Longo's granddaughter wasn't born. The driver pleaded guilty to a lesser charge of vehicular homicide. He's due to be released from prison next year.

The tragedy hardened Longo's views on crime and abortion. "I could not vote for President Biden," he said. Khanna sat quietly as Longo spoke. "One of the challenges we have as a country is we have a wrong stereotypical view of the Trump voter," Khanna said to us after the conversation had moved on. "The Trump voter includes possibly the teacher you most respect."

Longo spoke highly of Khanna, praising his slogan of "progressive capitalism" and his push to use technology to create economic opportunity. He even said he might be able to vote for Khanna one day. "A Trump-Khanna voter!" Khanna marveled.

That moment of exhilaration had faded by the time we got back to the car. Khanna conceded that Longo wouldn't consider voting for him if he hadn't been a former student. Yet he was exactly the kind of voter, Khanna said, that Democrats need to figure out how to reach--the Trump supporters who might respond to a progressive economic plan. That someone like Longo, so turned off by the Democrats now in power, will listen to his message--and even consider voting for him--seemed like an affirmation of Khanna's vision. That he still wasn't sold on his cherished former student, however, might be a sign of its limits.



This article previously misstated the amount of time that Derek Longo's son spent in intensive care.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/04/ro-khanna-california-biden-progressive/677888/?utm_source=feed
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            The winning entries of the annual World Press Photo Contest  have just been announced. This year, according to organizers, 61,062 images were submitted for judging, made by 3,851 photographers from 130 different countries. World Press Photo was once again kind enough to share some of this year's global and regional winners, gathered below.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man sits in the rubble of a collapsed building, his left arm reaching out and holding the hand of his daughter, who lies dead, trapped beneath the debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Europe, Winner, Singles--A Father's Pain: Mesut Hancer holds the hand of his 15-year-old daughter, Irmak, who died in the earthquake in Kahramanmaras, Turkey, the day after the 7.8-magnitude quake struck the country's southeast, on February 7, 2023. Rescuers in Turkey and Syria braved frigid weather, aftershocks, and collapsing buildings as they dug for survivors buried by an earthquake that killed more than 50,000 people.
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                [image: Looking up through treetops, hundreds of butterflies fill the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North and Central America, Winner, Stories--Saving the Monarchs: Butterflies stream through protected indigenous fir forests in the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve. The mountain hillsides of Oyamel forest provide an ideal overwintering microclimate. Michoacan, Mexico, February 24, 2023.
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                [image: A night view of a soldier running through a field, lit by a red light strapped to their head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Open Format Award--War Is Personal (1 of 2): Amid tens of thousands of civilian and military casualties and an effective stalemate that has lasted for months, there are no signs of peace on the horizon for Russia's war in Ukraine. While news media update their audiences with statistics and maps, and international attention drifts elsewhere, the photographer Julia Kochetova has created a personal website that brings together photojournalism with the personal documentary style of a diary to show the world what it is like to live with war as an everyday reality.
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                [image: A person sits on the floor of a small room, beside a professional camera and a body armor vest labeled with the word "press."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Open Format Award--War Is Personal (2 of 2): Amid tens of thousands of civilian and military casualties and an effective stalemate that has lasted for months, there are no signs of peace on the horizon for Russia's war in Ukraine. While news media update their audiences with statistics and maps, and international attention drifts elsewhere, the photographer Julia Kochetova has created a personal website that brings together photojournalism with the personal documentary style of a diary to show the world what it is like to live with war as an everyday reality.
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                [image: Several young people swim and play in a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Long-Term Projects--Mapuche: The Return of the Ancient Voices (1 of 2): Mapuche communities are the Indigenous inhabitants of territories that are now part of Argentina and Chile. Much of their ancestral land is being commercially exploited--for mining, forestry, and hydroelectric projects in Chile, and fracking in Argentina. Discrimination and punishment of Mapuche activists persist, despite new laws apparently supporting Mapuche rights. For many Mapuche, this presents not solely a territorial dispute: The land is part of their cultural and spiritual identity. Commercial degradation of the environment violates a balance among nature, ancestors, and human health. Here, cousins and friends of Rafael Nahuel swim in the Nirihuau River. Nahuel (22) was killed during a raid by government forces on Indigenous activists in November 2017. Bariloche, Rio Negro, Argentina, January 29, 2019.
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                Pablo E. Piovano, Greenpeace Award, GEO, National Geographic Society
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Five children wear traditional masks while standing in a cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Long-Term Projects--Mapuche: The Return of the Ancient Voices (2 of 2): Children wear traditional Ngillatun masks in a Mapuche cemetery. The local community successfully opposed the building of a hydroelectric dam that would have flooded an adjacent ceremonial site. Maihue, Los Rios, Chile, July 28, 2019.
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                [image: A family plays a board game at a table outside at night, the sky behind them partially lit by burning gas flares.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Stories--Red Skies, Green Waters: Around the turn of this century, oil-rich Venezuela was prosperous, but its fortunes declined following plummeting oil prices, economic mismanagement, sanctions, and political instability. Oil spills from obsolete infrastructure and methane produced by the refining process ravage the environment. In the meantime, nearly 82 percent of Venezuelans live in poverty, according to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. Here, neighbors play Animal Lotto under a sky lit by one of the world's largest gas flares. Punta de Mata, Venezuela, November 5, 2022.
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                [image: A person steps across the gap between two rail freight cars, while walking on top of them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Long-Term Project Award--The Two Walls (1 of 2): Migrants and asylum seekers lacking the financial resources to pay a smuggler often resort to using cargo trains to reach the United States border. This mode of transportation is very dangerous; over the years, hundreds have fallen onto the tracks and have been killed or mutilated. Thousands more have fallen victim to extortion, rape, kidnapping, or robbery orchestrated by drug cartels or corrupt authorities in various stops along the train's northward route. Here, a migrant walks over a freight train known as the Beast as he arrives at Piedras Negras, Mexico, on October 8, 2023.
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                [image: Hundreds of people walk and wade through shallow water, crossing a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Long-Term Project Award--The Two Walls (2 of 2): Ever Sosa carries his daughter on his shoulders as they cross the Suchiate River from Guatemala to Mexico, joining a caravan of three thousand migrants and asylum seekers in their attempt to follow the path to the United States in Ciudad Hidalgo, on January 20, 2020.
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                [image: Hundreds of demonstrators gather in front of a long line of security and police officers beneath an enormous open-pit mining machine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Europe, Winner, Long-Term Projects--No Man's Land (1 of 2): Germany positions itself as a leader in the transition toward renewable energy by 2030, yet remains heavily dependent on coal for energy production. In the Rhineland, forests have been cleared and villages demolished since the 1970s to make way for the Hambach and Garzweiler open-pit coal mines. In 2012, activists began occupying parts of Hambach Forest and later the village of Lutzerath to resist these measures, managing by 2023 to save a remainder of the forest and five of six such villages scheduled for destruction. Here, police and security officers from the energy company RWE block activists belonging to the Ende Gelande action alliance, who have entered the Hambach open-pit mine. Kerpen, Germany, November 5, 2017.
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                [image: Hundreds of people walk in fields along the outside edge of an open-pit mine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Europe, Winner, Long-Term Projects--No Man's Land (2 of 2): Demonstrators walk along the advancing edge of the Garzweiler II open-pit mine near Lutzerath on the last weekend they could legally enter the village. Lutzerath, Germany, January 8, 2023.
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                Jury Special Mention--The Aftermath of the Supernova Festival Attack: This year, the WPP jury made the decision to include two special mentions in the contest selection, reflecting "the gravity of the Israel-Hamas war in 2023, the extreme suffering of civilians, and its global political impact." Here, an Israeli security-forces officer searches the site of the Supernova music festival for personal effects of victims of the October 7 Hamas attack, which resulted in about 1,200 deaths, more than 2,500 reported injuries, and some 250 people held hostage from the festival and communities near the Gaza border. Re'im, Israel, October 12, 2023.
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                [image: A person walks through debris, surrounded by huge piles of rubble from war-destroyed buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jury Special Mention--Israeli Airstrikes in Gaza: A resident of al-Zahra walks through the rubble of homes destroyed in Israeli air strikes. The strikes hit about 25 apartment blocks in the university and residential neighborhood. At the time of writing (March 4, 2024), Israel's attacks on the occupied Palestinian territories during the Israel-Hamas war had killed some 30,000 people and injured more than 70,000. Gaza City, Gaza, October 19, 2023
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                [image: A dozen or so men work together to lift and carry a small shed near a river shoreline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asia, Honorable Mention--The Edge: When Bangladesh declared independence in 1971, many Bengali Hindus and Muslims migrated to the predominantly Hindu state of Assam in northeastern India, fueling tensions at the border. In 2019, India's government presented an updated National Register of Citizens that put into question the citizenship of more than 1.9 million people ostensibly from Bangladesh, whose status remains in limbo today. This project documents the Miya community that depends on land near the transnational Brahmaputra River for their livelihood and their identity in the eyes of the state. As their land erodes because of worsening floods, they face a fight against both nature and nation. Here, Bengali-speaking Hindus and Muslims help one another shift shops from the edge of the Brahmaputra river at the Tarabari ferry point. The shifting is done in anticipation of the erosion of land that occurs with each monsoon season, which is often devastating for residents as they are forced to constantly adapt to a changing landmass each year. Tarabari, Bahari constituency, Barpeta district, Lower Assam, India, June 15, 2023
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                [image: A grandfather and granddaughter adjust their clothing in a room while preparing to go to church.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Story of the Year--Valim-babena (1 of 2): In Madagascar, lack of public awareness surrounding dementia means that people displaying symptoms of memory loss are often stigmatized. For years, Paul Rakotozandriny, "Dada Paul" (age 91), who lives with dementia, has been cared for by his daughter Fara Rafaraniriana (age 41). Their story illustrates the Malagasy principle of valim-babena--the duty of grown children to help their parents. Here, Dada Paul and his granddaughter Odliatemix get ready for church. He has lived with dementia for 11 years. For much of that time, his family assumed he had "gone mad" or attributed the symptoms to alcohol consumption. Only his daughter Fara noticed something different and continued caring for him. Antananarivo, Madagascar, March 12, 2023
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                [image: A mother and daughter smile while lying on a bed together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Story of the Year--Valim-babena (2 of 2): Fara and her daughter Odliatemix lie together on the bed they share with Dada Paul. Fara is the sole provider for the family of three. Only one organization in Madagascar, Masoandro Mody, provides support and training to family members of people living with dementia. Antananarivo, Madagascar, March 12, 2023.
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                [image: A firefighter stands atop a tall boulder, looking out over a scorched forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North and Central America, Winner, Singles--A Day in the Life of a Quebec Fire Crew: Fueled by high temperatures and dry conditions, gigantic summer forest fires swept across Canada in 2023, affecting all 13 provinces and territories, especially northern parts of Quebec. Here, Theo Dagnaud scans the horizon to ensure that firefighter patrols have left, and he can mark the area as "controlled." July 13, 2023.
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                [image: An elevated view of a person carrying a basket on their back while walking across a broad dry riverbed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Singles--Drought in the Amazon: In 2023, the Amazon experienced its most intense drought since recordkeeping began. The drought disproportionately impacted Indigenous, rural, and river communities. Because Porto Praia has no road access and is normally reachable only by river, the drought meant that residents had to walk for kilometers along the dry riverbed to reach their homes. Here, a fisherman walks across the bed of a branch of the Amazon River, near the Porto Praia Indigenous community. Tefe, Amazonas, Brazil, October 13, 2023.
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                Lalo de Almeida, for Folha de Sao Paulo
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person wearing a space suit and helmet, seen in a darkened space, with several screens reflected in their visor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North and Central America, Winner, Open Format--The Gay Space Agency: This project combines fiction with fact in order to confront the U.S. space program's historical exclusion of openly LGBTQ astronauts. In a review of the NASA and United States National Archives, the photographer found no documentation of the contributions of the queer community to the space program. The absence inspired her to imagine "the Gay Space Agency," a diverse and inclusionary institution that commemorates and celebrates the history of queer astronauts. Here, the Gay Space Agency astronaut Brian Murphy is seen during flight simulations.
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                [image: Four family members hold up their hands in a room, making shadow puppets of birds on a wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asia, Winner, Long-Term Projects--I Am Still With You: This project is a private visual record that aims to explore the concept of family photos. In close collaboration with the family, the photographer tells the story of Jiuer, a young mother of three in northern China who gains more understanding and appreciation for life in her final years after being diagnosed with cancer. Before her surgery, Jiuer invited the photographer to take family photos, and later, when her condition deteriorated, asked her to record the time she spent with her children. In this image, after surgery and radiotherapy treatment, Jiuer recovers well and the family feels optimistic about the future. Jiuer says, "Life is not long. Do what you want to do, and choose what you love." Liaoning, China, November 28, 2020.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Wang Naigong
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman kneels and puts her head down while embracing the body of a child, wrapped in white cloth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo of the Year--A Palestinian Woman Embraces the Body of Her Niece: Inas Abu Maamar (age 36) cradles the body of her niece Saly (age 5) who was killed, along with her mother and sister, when an Israeli missile struck their home, in Khan Younis, Gaza, on October 17, 2023. The photographer, Mohammed Salem, described the image, taken just days after his own wife gave birth, as a "powerful and sad moment that sums up the broader sense of what was happening in the Gaza Strip." He found Inas squatting on the ground, embracing the child, at the Nasser Hospital morgue, where residents were going to search for missing relatives. Inas had raced to the family home when she heard that it had been hit, and then on to the morgue.
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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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            Over the course of World War II, countless challenges made basic transportation difficult, costly, and dangerous. The need for fast, efficient, and quiet ways of moving people from A to B--despite fuel shortages, damaged roads, and ongoing battles--led many soldiers and civilians to take advantage of bicycles as transport. Troops in some areas became more nimble, refugees used bikes to carry their family and belongings to safety, air-raid wardens could cover more ground on two wheels, and many civilians had no other options available. Gathered below are a handful of images of some of the many ways people put bicycles to use during the Second World War.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A line of German soldiers wearing gas masks and standing beside their bicycles]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the German light-machine-gun bicycle corps wear gas masks while standing beside their bicycles in a lineup in Austria, circa 1939. Note the machine gun attached to one of the bicycles at lower right.
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                [image: Soldiers in uniform ride bicycles on a path past a forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Headed west through a forest somewhere in France, these French bicycle troops are making their way toward the front, on September 25, 1939."
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                [image: Civilians wearing military helmets ride bicycles together in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cyclists volunteer as ARP (Air Raid Precautions) messengers in Liverpool, England, in 1939. Original caption: "Many of Merseyside's club cyclists are showing the way in volunteering for the new corps of cyclist ARP messengers. There are now 500 members in the ARP messenger corps."
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                [image: A soldier pedals a modified bicycle with a covered stretcher attached to the front, carrying a person inside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A one-man anti-gas ambulance and resuscitator, designed and made for use by the Home Guard." Photographed in England on July 29, 1941.
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                [image: Rows of German soldiers ride bikes in a military parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the German bicycle corps participate in a parade past Adolf Hitler, which was held in celebration of his 50th birthday, on April 20, 1939.
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                [image: A family of four rides a tandem bicycle, carrying a few belongings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Belgian family of four rides a tandem bicycle with some of their belongings strapped to their backs as they flee from the advancing Nazis into France, on June 14, 1940.
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                [image: Dozens of soldiers stand ready in a field, each beside a bicycle or motorcycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, from April 11, 1940: "The famous Dutch bicycle regiment at attention, ready to speed toward the German frontier should danger from the Nazis threaten Queen Wilhelmina's kingdom. The low countries now fear a blitzkrieg like the one that has just been visited upon Norway and Denmark." Photographed outside of Amsterdam.
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                [image: A policeman rides a bicycle down a street, wearing a sign on his chest that reads "Raiders Passed."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A policeman cycles through London's streets with a 'raiders passed' notice, on September 3, 1939, after the first air raid warning of the war."
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                [image: A unit of German cyclists walks over a hastily built roadway made of logs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the area near the Dnieper river, on the Russian front, a unit of German cyclists passes over a gangway of logs built by engineers in August 1941.
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                [image: A 1940s-era photo of Japanese soldiers riding bicycles across a road bridge in Saigon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Japanese troops enter Saigon on September 15, 1941.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Roger Viollet / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Onlookers watch as two pedal-taxis carry passengers in small carriages towed behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "The most universal form of transport in Paris on June 1, 1941, under Nazi rule, is the bicycle taxi. In the old day Paris taxis were famous the world over for the furious way in which they were driven, but all that is now at thing of the past owing to the tremendous scarcity of petrol, which has all been requisitioned for the Nazi war machine. The Paris taxi-drivers now pedal their fares around in these quaint contraptions, the one on the left holds three travelers."
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                [image: Three soldiers ride bicycles with cardboard wings attached to the handlebars, practicing flying in formation.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Three Air Cadets from the Royal Air Force's Coulsdon and Purley Squadron practice flying in formation, using bicycles with wings over the handlebars, on September 29, 1942.
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                [image: Four members of the Hitler Youth sit on a brick wall and repair several bicycles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Members of the Hitler Youth who are trained to report airstrikes repair their bicycles." Published in 1942.
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                [image: About a dozen young women in coats pedal bicycles on a road on a college campus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "There's a sharp upswing in the use of bicycles. Restrictions on automobiles, gasoline and rubber tires to conserve materials for the waging of war have college kids finding alternative ways of getting around. Wellesley College freshmen are two-wheeling their way over the campus in Wellesley, Massachusetts, March 20, 1942."
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                [image: A few dozen U.S. Air Force pilots ride bicycles down a long runway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. Air Force pilots at a bomber command station in England use bicycles to travel the mile-long tarmac from their headquarters to their giant planes, on June 8, 1942.
                #
            

            
                
                
                AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A half-dozen soldiers walk beside their bicycles through a partially snow-covered mountain pass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, from 1943: "Soldiers of the Bicycle Patrol push their vehicles along a partly frozen lake on an alpine pass. Switzerland's narrow, hilly passes make bicycles the most practical means of transportation."
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                [image: Five women soldiers ride bicycles past a Quonset hut.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Women Army Corps (WAC) that were stationed at a U.S. medium-bomber station in England ride bicycles on their way to work on December 22, 1943.
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                [image: A Civil Defense air-raid warden stands beside a street sign and his bicycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Civil Defense air-raid warden stands beside a street sign during a blackout, circa 1943.
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                [image: American servicemen ride a five-seater bicycle through a village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American servicemen ride a five-seater bicycle in England on May 19, 1944.
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                [image: Several U.S. soldiers rest, sitting on a rail cart, while one poses on a bicycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Corporal Willis T. Anthony, Private First Class Emmitt Shackelford, Private First Class Eugene Purdy, and Private First Class Horace Boykin (on bicycle), all members of the U.S. Marine Corps, take time out from supplying ammunition to the front line in Saipan, Northern Mariana Islands, in June 1944.
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                [image: Soldiers wade from landing craft to a nearby beach, some carrying bicycles as well as weapons and packs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Canadian soldiers from the 9th Brigade land on June 6, 1944, with their bicycles at Juno Beach in Bernieres-sur-Mer during D-Day, while Allied forces were storming the Normandy beaches."
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                [image: Soldiers carry bicycles as they disembark from several landing craft along a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Down the gangway of an LCI of the Royal Canadian Navy, troops from Canada scramble into the surf near a town on the coast of Normandy on June 12, 1944, with their bicycles in the invasion of Europe."
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                [image: A crowd of French civilians, many on bikes, watch a parade of U.S. soldiers in vehicles pass by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands of American troops and armored vehicles took part in a grand parade in Paris on August 29, 1944. American troops paraded down the Rue de la Paix, watched and cheered for by Parisians, many of whom rode to the scene on their bicycle.
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                [image: A crowd celebrates, buying small French flags from a seller with a box of flags attached to his bicycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Parisian people buy French flags on August 26, 1944, to celebrate the liberation of Paris.
                #
            

            
                
                
                AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Sailors carry bicycles with them as they disembark from a submarine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At a submarine-refitting station in the United Kingdom, members of the British, French, Dutch, and Norwegian navies were able to rest and refit their submarines between long tours of duty. Here, French sailors disembark with bicycles they brought along in case they docked a long distance from their quarters, seen on on August 31, 1942.
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                [image: An American soldier holds a pistol as a German soldier walks out of a cellar nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "First Lt. John W. Upchurch, right, of Chicago, Illinois, points pistol at German soldier leaving hiding place in the cellar of a house in Oiselay, France, near the Swiss border, on September 14, 1944. In the center are bicycles which were stolen from the French and used by the fleeing Germans."
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                [image: A line of German soldiers walk their bikes down a forest road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Nazi cycle troops, still carrying their arms, arrive for their surrender on September 19, 1944, in France."
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                [image: Several people examine a pile of abandoned bicycles near a bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from September 23, 1944: "A group of Dutch men sort through a pile of bicycles abandoned at one end of a bridge in Nijmegen by retreating German troops after its capture by Allied forces."
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                [image: A soldier holds onto a bicycle while looking over a war-damaged city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Soviet soldier looks across a war-damaged square in Budapest, Hungary, in 1945.
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                [image: A soldier pulls on the front wheel of a bicycle as a civilian woman pulls back on its handlebars, while a crowd looks on.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from 1945: "A Russian soldier involved in a misunderstanding with a German woman in Berlin, over a bicycle he wished to buy from her."
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                [image: A civilian pushes a bicycle, carrying a bundle, on a cleared path through a destroyed city, following the atomic bombing of Nagasaki, Japan.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from Nagasaki, Japan, on September 13, 1945--just five weeks after the city was struck by an American atomic bomb: "A Japanese civilian pushes his loaded bike down a path which has been cleared of rubble. On either side of the path, debris, twisted metal, and gnarled tree stumps fill the area. This is in the center of the devastated area."
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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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Finding Justice in Palestine

The question of Israel and Palestine must be reframed and recalibrated.

by Ziad Asali




The first step toward coexistence for Israelis and Palestinians--and toward the resolution of the conflict between them--must be the abandonment of the zero-sum mentality that has suffused thinking about the conflict for far too long. And it's not just the Israelis and Palestinians who have fallen victim to such thinking. In Western and Arab capitals, elites have chosen to view the issue through ethnic, religious, colonialist, and geopolitical frameworks that are simplistic, woefully misguided, and incompatible with their oft-stated commitment to universal values.

There is nothing unpatriotic or disloyal about understanding another people's history and its foundational narratives. This is simply sound strategy, undergirded by normal human empathy. Each dead-end eruption of violence has put paid to the notion of a military solution;  reconciliation is the only path forward. The parties should not be asked to reach a consensus on the historical record of the past 140 years in the region. But they can, and should, learn to understand each other well enough to build a shared future around a promise of mutual recognition, equal rights, security, and prosperity.

The simple fact is that two peoples, in roughly equal numbers and with distinct national identities, reside in the territory that lies between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River. Israel exercises various degrees of hegemony over that territory, which includes Jerusalem, the West Bank, and Gaza. The people who reside there, however, have been sorted by Israel into four primary categories. There are Israeli Jews (including West Bank settlers), who enjoy exclusive first-class citizenship in the Israeli state, as most recently enshrined in Israel's 2018 nation-state law. There are Palestinian citizens of Israel, who have political rights but suffer discrimination within the state. There are Palestinians in the West Bank, who live as noncitizens under foreign-military occupation, or who contend with Israeli-settler encroachment and violence. And there are Palestinians in Gaza, who live as noncitizens under a military blockade and are currently suffering through Israel's brutal military campaign.

Arash Azizi: The one-state delusion

This four-layered arrangement is inherently unjust, unstable, and unsustainable. In the postcolonial world, ethnic domination is simply not going to fly. Sooner or later, a formula for coexistence undergirded by legal, political, and social equality must be found.

The latest explosion in the tortured history of this land began on October 7, with Hamas's brutal attack in southern Israel that killed more than 1,100 Israelis. Since then, 33,000 Gazans have been killed, according to Hamas's Health Ministry. Some 1.9 million Gazans have been displaced, and most of the Strip has been destroyed. The onset of disease, famine, and chaos will only exacerbate the human devastation in the months to come. The emotional and political impact--in the region and globally--is likely to be generational. Once the difficult triage work of bringing the violence to a halt, ensuring the return of all hostages, and restoring some level of stability to Gaza is complete, the world community must prioritize a genuine political resolution to this most vexing and intractable of conflicts.

Promises of a "total victory"--whether Israeli fantasies of enforcing military submission or expulsion, or Palestinian visions of an international restoration of pre-Balfour Declaration Palestine--undermine progress toward peace. Such chimerical ideologies would damn the populations of the region to many more years of violence and cruelty. The purveyors of these atavistic yearnings, no matter how sincerely they feel them, must be marginalized. People of goodwill, who genuinely believe in a peaceful future and who can prioritize their reverence for universal values over tribalism, will be the ones who bring about peace. For far too long, ideological extremism, political cowardice, cynical exploitation, and war profiteering have been ceded an effective veto power over finding a pragmatic resolution to the conflict, while the blood of the Palestinian and Israeli peoples continues to flow.

Read: My message of peace to Israelis

The question of Israel and Palestine needs to be reframed and recalibrated. Relitigating years of violence and atrocities may make for good television or social-media spats, but it does nothing to promote peace. There is no need for either side to submit to the other's narrative or to admit their own singular culpability.

Rather, the paramount focus must be on a shared future built on equality, the rule of law, justice, compromise, and the rejection of ethnic or sectarian supremacy. The elevation of these principles from sloganeering to practice will be the basis of any just and lasting resolution. Those who embrace them need to engage in the effort to bring about peace--and those who do not can watch their influence ebb as history passes them by.
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Ordinary Iranians Don't Want a War With Israel

The people of Iran know that their main enemy is at home.

by Arash Azizi




Updated 11:29 a.m., April 14, 2024

The moment we were all afraid of finally arrived yesterday evening. For me, it was announced by a phone call from a terrified teenage cousin in Iran. Had the war started? she asked me through tears.

Iran had fired hundreds of drones and missiles on Israel, hitting much more widely than most of us had anticipated. Only thanks to Israel's excellent defenses, and the help of its Western and Arab allies, have almost all of these been intercepted. The only casualty so far is a 7-year-old Arab girl in southern Israel.

Nevertheless, the Rubicon has clearly been crossed. Iran and Israel have been fighting a shadow war for years, but on April 13, the conflict came into the open. No longer hiding behind deniable actions, the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, the militia that holds most of the power in Iran, declared that it was behind the attacks, which seem to have been launched from various cities in Iran as well as by Tehran-backed militias in Yemen and Lebanon. The IRGC said that it was responding to Israel's April 1 attack on an Iranian consular building in Damascus, which killed several commanders, including Mohammad Reza Zahedi, the IRGC's chief official in the Levant region.

You don't need to be an expert on Iran to know some facts about Iranians in this moment: First, most are sick of the Islamic Republic and its octogenarian leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who has been in charge since 1989, and whose rule has brought Iran economic ruin, international isolation, and now the threat of a war. You need only look at the majority of Iranians who have boycotted the past two nationwide elections, this year and in 2021, or the hundreds killed in the anti-regime protests of recent years to know that this government doesn't represent Iranians.

Second, the people of Iran have no desire to experience a war with Israel. Despite decades of indoctrination in anti-Israel and anti-Semitic sentiment by their government, Iranians harbor very little hostility toward Israel. In the past few months, many Arab capitals have seen mass demonstrations against Israel, but no such popular event has taken place in Iran. In fact, in the early stages of the Israel-Hamas war that broke out in October, many Iranians risked their lives by publicly opposing the anti-Israel campaign of the regime.

Read: What Hamas promises, Iranians know too well

Third, Iranians have a recent memory of how terrible war can be. I was born in Tehran in 1988, in the final throes of the brutal eight-year conflict that began when Iraq's Saddam Hussein invaded Iran and continued for way too long because of the Iranian regime's ideological crusade. My mother spent many nights in Tehran's bomb shelters when she was pregnant with me, taking refuge from the missiles that Iraq rained down on Iran. A cousin of mine was killed in that war, and my father was among the many injured. Iranians remember those years too well to want to repeat the experience. (Incidentally, some also remember that Israel gave occasional military help to Iran in that war.)

The people of Iran know that their main enemy is at home, and that war will bring them only more repression and hardship. Hours before Iran started firing missiles on Israel, it sent police around Tehran to crack down on women's compliance with the mandatory veiling rules. After the attack, for hours past midnight, thousands of cars thronged gas stations around Tehran; a friend FaceTimed me from a Tehran supermarket crowded with people frantically stocking up. Another friend told me he had retreated to his rooftop and was refusing to sleep for fear of an attack.

The U.S. dollar was already trading for a record 647,000 Iranian rials yesterday morning, and now Iranians are bracing for another increase, which will further diminish their livelihoods. As a point of comparison, in 2022, the dollar sold for fewer than 220,000 rials. I'm old enough to remember when it was just 8,000; in 1979, it was 70. The collapsing Iranian currency reflects Iran's economic destruction.

Many Iranians will hold their own regime accountable for the horror that a hot war with Israel could bring. Labor unions have already said as much. "With firing hundreds of drones and missiles on Israel, the Islamic Republic has adventurously begun a war that could turn a society of 90 million to a torched ground," declared the Independent Iranian Workers Union, which represents thousands of workers around the country. "The regime is concluding its final mission to destroy Iran." A teacher's union issued a similar call. On X, a user well-known for her support of former President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad wrote, "I spit on anybody supporting this war on either side. Poor Iran and the people of Iran who are saddled by you." The Persian-language hashtag #no_to_war has been shared by thousands of Iranians inside and outside the country. Many have used it to attack Khamenei and the Islamic Republic.

The regime has tried to muster a show of public support for the strikes on Israel, with unimpressive results. Videos of a Saturday-night rally for this purpose in Tehran's Palestine Square appeared to show a couple of hundred people there at most. A gathering at Zahedi's grave in Isfahan looked to consist of fewer than 30 people. Only slightly more assembled at the grave, in Kerman, of Qassem Soleimani, IRGC's leading commander, who was killed by a U.S. drone strike in 2020.

For his part, Israel's troubled prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, may want nothing more than a war with Iran to distract from his failing war in Gaza and his declining popularity at home. The United States and its European and Arab allies, who rightly stood by Israel against Iranian aggression tonight, would be wise to push Netanyahu to avoid a broader conflagration that will benefit no one in the region, least of all the people of Iran or Israel. Saudi Arabia, which joined Jordan last night in helping to intercept Iranian missiles, has started off well by calling for immediate de-escalation. Israelis should remember that even after six months of their brutal war in Gaza, several Arab nations stood by them against aggression from Tehran.

Decision makers in Riyadh and Amman, as well as elsewhere, are well aware that Khamenei and his murderous regime are a threat to the peace and security of their own people, the region, and the world. The interests of the whole region lie in helping the people of Iran in their long-lasting quest to overthrow Khamenei and build a different Iran. Short of such a victory, it is quite likely that when the octogenarian Khamenei dies, Iran's rulers will move away from his disastrous policies, which have brought Iran to the brink of a disastrous war. Even many of Iran's current elite don't want such a conflict.

More than a decade ago, in 2012, when Israel came close to attacking Iran over its nuclear program, an online campaign began in Israel that led to thousands of ordinary Iranians and Israelis posting their pictures online with a seemingly naive message: "Israel loves Iran" and "Iran loves Israel," an announcement that the people of these two nations had no desire to die in a war with each other.

This fundamental reality has not changed. The people of Iran don't want a war against Israel. And the people of the region and the world can't afford one.
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'We Left the Girls Too Long in That Place'

It's been 10 years since 276 girls were dragged into the forest by Boko Haram.

by Adaobi Tricia Nwaubani


"Chibok girls" visiting the Nigerian vice president's office in Abuja in 2016, after being freed from Boko Haram (Philip Ojisua / AFP / Getty)



When I first interviewed Yama Bullum and his wife, Falmata, in 2015, they were desperate for the safe return of their daughter Jinkai, who was one of the 276 girls abducted from their school in Chibok, in the northeastern Nigerian state of Borno, by the terrorist group Boko Haram.

In the years following the 2014 kidnapping, I spoke with many of the teenagers' parents. The raid was part of an extended campaign of violence by Boko Haram--whose name roughly translates to "Western education is sin"--to create an Islamic state in Nigeria. The kidnapped girls, most of whom were Christian, were taken to Boko Haram's stronghold in the Sambisa forest, where they endured harsh conditions and were subjected to Islamic instruction sessions lasting up to 11 hours a day.

The #BringBackOurGirls campaign rallied celebrities and activists around the world, yet rescue attempts were largely unsuccessful. With few other options, the Nigerian government turned its focus to negotiating with the militants. Mediators helped broker a deal, and in 2016 and 2017, Boko Haram agreed to hand over a total of 103 of the abductees. Controversial amnesty programs began allowing Boko Haram members to reenter society after serving time at rehabilitation camps. The Chibok girls faded from the headlines.

Read: When America couldn't bring back our girls

One reason is many of the women who remained with Boko Haram had married into the group. Although the women now say they were not forced, they faced intense pressure. Those who complied were granted privileges such as access to more and better food, and even possession of slaves. At times, those slaves were chosen from among their own classmates. Married women were usually moved away from the other Chibok captives, deeper into the forest. They were hard to locate, and even if they were found, it wasn't always clear that they wanted to leave.

In the past couple of years, some of those missing women have finally emerged, but they are not the same girls who were taken into the forest a decade ago. Twenty have been rescued since 2021, and they have brought with them 31 children. (Almost 100 of the Chibok captives are still missing; about 20 may have died during childbirth, from illness or snakebites, or in joint Nigerian and American military air raids targeted at Boko Haram.) Most of the freed women are widows, but seven--including Jinkai--came out with their husbands or partners. They all moved into a large house in Maiduguri, where the government provides for them. In other words--in a decision that has angered the women's families and baffled many Nigerians--taxpayers are supporting these former militants to live with the very women they kidnapped.

It is difficult to overstate how famous the "Chibok Girls" are in Nigeria. When the military finds one, it usually summons the media, positions the woman in front of the cameras, and marks her name off the list circulated by the #BringBackOurGirls campaign. Occasionally, the freed captives recount their experiences--describing the hardships of captivity and lavishing gratitude on the armed forces for liberating them.

So I was not surprised, when I first met Jinkai and the other recently freed women on a Sunday afternoon in January, to find them somewhat bored to be going through the routine once more. Sitting in their hijabs under a tree outside their house in Maiduguri, they told me the usual things about being thankful for their freedom. But when I tried to probe them about their feelings on the transformations they had undergone, the narrative got more complicated.

In 2022, Jinkai and her three children left the forest and surrendered to the Nigerian military. She told reporters that her husband, Usman, had given her permission to go, and planned to follow: "I just hope Usman surrenders as soon as possible. I can't wait to reunite with him," she said. She was transferred to a rehabilitation camp in Bulumkutu, along with the other recently freed women. After several weeks, they were released and granted permission to return home to visit their families in Chibok.

Read: The world's deadliest terrorist organization

"The day she returned, we were all so happy and rushed to hug her," Jinkai's father, Bullum, told me. They celebrated with a thanksgiving service at church. She'd brought her children, and her family allotted her a portion of their farmland where she could start growing peanuts. But soon, she left for the house in Maiduguri, where, to her family's surprise, Usman was waiting. "She was a Christian, but when she went into the forest, they turned her into a Muslim," her father, Yama Bullum, told me. "I sent her to school and now she doesn't want to go to school again. The girl is not even talking to us."

Jinkai got married a year after she was abducted, and had her first child by the age of 22. She's 29 now. When I spoke with her on a video call after our first meeting, she told me, "In terms of religion, I am happy with the one I am doing now, which is Islam." When I asked her about the tensions with her family over her husband and religion, she said, "How I feel about my family is not anybody's business," and hung up.

"How do you deal with the issue of agency of women who were abducted as children?" Aisha Muhammed-Oyebode asked me. She organized the Bring Back Our Girls activist group and is the CEO of the Murtala Muhammed Foundation, which supports the women and their families. "We left the girls too long in that place. The longer we left them, the more they changed."

Boko Haram husbands were not always treated so generously. In 2016, the Nigerian military discovered one of the Chibok girls, Amina Ali, roaming the forest with her baby and a man who claimed to be her husband. She said he'd helped her escape, and yet he was swiftly taken into custody by the Nigerian military and labeled as a criminal. I conducted one of the first interviews with her, during which she said she missed her husband. "Just because we got separated, that does not mean that I don't think about him," she said. "I'm not comfortable with the way I'm being kept from him."

The state government is only trying to protect the women's welfare and mental health by supporting them as they stay with their husbands, the governor of Borno and architect of the policy, Babagana Umaru Zulum, told me. But it is also a tactic. By speaking publicly about the treatment they receive upon returning, the women can play a crucial role in persuading others to come out of hiding.

From the May 2021 issue: A kidnapping gone very wrong

Besides, Governor Zulum said, the women were interviewed and "they said this is what they want. And even before they came out of the forest, some of them gave us conditions that for them to come out, they will come with their husbands. We want to see if we can get more."

It's true that the couples seemed determined to reunite. Last year, one of the freed women, Mary Dauda, was visiting her family in Chibok when a former militant arrived, seeking to discover her whereabouts. "He was arrested by vigilantes," Yakubu Nkeki, the chair of the Chibok parents' group, told me, and barred from seeing Mary. Nevertheless, she ran away from her family to join him. They're now living together in Maiduguri.

Many spoke fondly of their husbands. Aisha Graema has had two children and been married to the same militant for eight years. She told me they agreed together on their escape: "I first came out of the forest and then he followed me," she said. "There in the bush, we had no relative, no brother, no sister. That is why we decided to come out. He finished deradicalization before we were allowed to stay together. The government welcomed us well, gave us food, shelter, everything." She added, "All my prayers are that I just want my husband to get a good thing to do in life."


A street in Maiduguri, the capital of Borno State (Sally Hayden / SOPA Images / Getty)



But the women's parents have a very different view. Many of them think the government is sacrificing their daughters for the sake of stability, to appease Boko Haram, an accusation that Governor Zulum denied.

Dauda Yama (no relation to Mary--many of the families have similar names), whose daughter Saratu is among the recently released women, told me, "I would prefer the girl to come and live with us." He said people in Chibok are talking; one said to him, "'Your daughter has been rescued but she is still with Boko Haram?' I am very pained. It's not right."

"I am not happy with what the governor did," Jinkai's father said. "The girls managed to come out of the forest and the governor married them off again."

Over multiple conversations with the women, I struggled to know for sure how they felt. I had trouble connecting with Jinkai because every time I called, Usman answered her phone and promptly hung up. When I asked different women in the house to deliver my messages to her, they hesitated and appeared fearful, mentioning the presence of her husband.

All of the women I interviewed that first day, and in phone calls that followed, at times repeated what sounded like Boko Haram propaganda. "I am happy that I was taken. I was not happy at the beginning, but as they started teaching me Islamic religion, that is when I became happy," said Mary, who is pregnant with her second child. Dauda Yama's daughter, Saratu, told me, "When they took us from school, I was sad, but when they started teaching me about Islam, I was happy." When Jinkai and I finally talked, she said, a bit defensively: "I have completely forgotten about the kidnapping." They expressed few goals for the future beyond nurturing their children, the success of their husbands, and getting into paradise.

How, many people wonder, could these women want to stay with their tormentors after all they've been through? I asked Somiari Fubara, a Nigerian American psychologist, if she could make sense of it. She worked for two years with former captives from Chibok studying in a special program at the American University of Nigeria in Yola. She emphasized how traumatized the women had been. They did not know "if they were ever going to be released." They bonded with these men in part because they had to in order to survive. "The girls didn't even know that the world was looking for them. The information they were getting was solely what they were fed by Boko Haram."

I asked the same question of Fatima Akilu, the director of a crisis-response group, Neem Foundation, and a psychologist who has worked to deradicalize wives of Boko Haram commanders and other freed captives. She said it can take a long time to undo women's ties to the militants' ideology; after all, "Boko Haram have taken their time to indoctrinate them." The women may also be struggling to reintegrate into society. They don't fit in, they are ostracized, and as a result they may say to themselves that they were better off "in the group, where I had a sense of belonging."

Akilu said she encourages the women to think for themselves and ask questions like "If they are really working for God, why are they killing children?" She said that these women "have been told what to believe all their lives"--first by their parents and community, and then by Boko Haram. But, she said, "when you try to teach some to figure it out for themselves, they usually are quite good at understanding what they've been through, what it's meant."

Most of the women who were stolen from Chibok have gone on to live relatively normal lives, Fubara said, reunited with their families and continuing their education. But they spent far less time in the forest than the women now living in Maiduguri. Most remained unmarried, living with other captive women, with fewer chances for deep radicalization.

The house in Maiduguri is really more like a mansion--each couple has a room to themselves, and the children romp through its extensive grounds. I was given a tour by Kauna Luka, a 26-year-old widow. We settled in her room, where a photo of her before the kidnapping, unsmiling in a white dress, hung on the wall. The room was bright and airy, with blankets, clothes, cooking utensils, and suitcases piled up in one corner.

About a dozen of the women crowded into the room to talk. Some told me about their husbands who died in the forest, speaking matter-of-factly. Others mentioned that they were dating militants they'd met at Bulumkutu. Governor Zulum has promised the women that they will not lose government support if they choose to marry now--the state will also provide accommodation to their spouses. The women cheerily described how the government meets all their needs, giving them pocket money every month and bags of rice.

Read: Lessons from a kidnapping

Every weekday, a bus ferries them to a "second-chance school," where they learn skills such as tailoring and computer literacy. State security agents closely observe their movements, and they must obtain permission before going anywhere or receiving visitors.

None of the husbands was home when I visited (and despite repeated attempts to contact them, I found that their phones were always switched off). Some of the women told me that their spouses had traveled as far away as the southwestern city of Lagos or Cameroon, saying they were looking for work. I was struck by the fact that the former militants enjoy the freedom to move about as they please. Having completed their rehabilitation, they are treated like ordinary citizens. The women, however, are under strict monitoring.

The government says it has its reasons. "Our main objective is to protect them," Zulum told me. "We are very much afraid that if we allow these Chibok girls to go back to Chibok, these useless people will come and abduct them again. We are also afraid that if we allow them to roam anyhow, even within Maiduguri, maybe some culprits may attack them. We receive complaints from parents and others that we don't want to allow these Chibok girls to go back to their communities, but we also see the dangers inherent in allowing them to go anywhere they want."

The Borno government is following a policy similar to one implemented by the federal government. The 103 girls freed in 2016 and 2017 were kept in custody in Abuja, the capital, for up to a year. Even when they were permitted to visit Chibok for Christmas, they were confined to the house of a local politician, for fear that they might be kidnapped again.

But the house in Maiduguri may be another kind of captivity. One of the women who originally lived there, Hauwa Joseph, has since left it behind to start a different life. I spoke with her mother, Esther. "My daughter tried to return to Christianity while in Maiduguri, but being with the others made it difficult," she told me. "She refused to put on the hijab, and the other girls called her an infidel." They told her that she would never find a man who wasn't a militant to marry her. When the women were permitted to visit Chibok in December, Hauwa's uncles connected with a Christian charity that took her away to a different town and is working to send her abroad to study. She'd changed her phone number, and her family asked me not to reveal her location, so no one can pressure her to return. (I tried multiple times to reach her directly.)

Yakubu Nkeki, the chair of the parents' association, told me he was torn between the grievances of the parents and the rights of their daughters, who may have been teenagers when they were kidnapped but are now grown women. "Our culture in Chibok, even a 50-year-old woman, you are still under the control of your parents" until you marry, Nkeki said. "But by the constitution of Nigeria, when you are 18 years, you can think on your own."

What these women really think remains a mystery, at least to me. When I left the house in Maiduguri that Sunday, a security guard was shouting at the women, warning them not to wander too close to the gates. Seeing these women who had been through so much scurrying to obey left me simmering. Was this the liberation Nigeria had promised them?



Reporting for this story was supported by the Pulitzer Center for Crisis Reporting.
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Iran's Deadly Message to Journalists Abroad

A stabbing in London has energized those it was likely meant to silence.

by Arash Azizi




On March 29, a friend of mine, the Iranian journalist Pouria Zeraati, was crossing the road outside his Wimbledon home in southwestern London, to get his car. A man approached him and asked for change; then another man, with his face covered, gave Zeraati a bear hug while the first man stabbed him several times in the back of his thigh.

This was no petty street crime. The assailants left Zeraati's iPhone, brand-new AirPods, pricey watch, and wallet full of cash untouched. With the help of a driver, they fled the scene and then the country, to an undisclosed destination, according to British authorities. The London police are investigating the attack as a potential case of terrorism. Its methods suggest that the assailants' intention was not to kill Zeraati but to hurt him in a way that would warn all of us Iranian journalists working in the West: You could be next.

Mary Louise Kelly: Why I went to Iran

The Islamic Republic chose Zeraati as a target for a reason. For the past three years, he has been a lead anchor on Iran International, a Saudi-funded Persian-language broadcaster based in London and Washington. Launched in 2017, the channel has made itself a thorn in the side of the Iranian regime. (Some of my friends are among the channel's founders, and I have done occasional work for it as a writer and commentator.) Iran International was an unapologetic champion of the nationwide protests that broke out in Iran in September 2022; the network spread the opposition's message and gave airtime to its would-be leaders. In short, it played a similar role to that of Al-Jazeera during the Arab Spring of 2011.

The regime's response was ferocious. The minister of intelligence declared that Tehran considered the channel to be a terrorist organization. In November 2022, with no hint of subtlety, a major Iranian news agency published a wanted: dead or alive poster emblazoned with faces of four anchors from Iran International. Zeraati was one of them. Since then, he has only added to the government's fury: He interviewed Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in Israel in March of 2023 and continues to host harsh critics of the regime on his show.

Another face on the poster was that of Sima Sabet, a journalist who had worked for BBC Persian for more than a decade before joining Iran International in 2018 as a lead anchor. Back in December, an ITV News investigation uncovered a plot, commissioned by associates of Iran's closest ally, Syria's Bashar al-Assad, to assassinate Sabet and a fellow anchor on the channel, Fardad Farahzad (also a friend of mine). Sabet and Farahzad got lucky: The people-smuggler hired to do the job turned out to be a spy working for a Western intelligence agency, and he broke the story to a British outlet.

When Sabet first heard about the attack on Zeraati, she felt "shock and rage," she told me in a phone conversation. "An indescribable anger: How can you be in your own home in Britain and be attacked right outside it?" Shortly afterward, police told her to leave her residence. I spoke with her more than a week later, and she still hadn't been able to return home.

Farahzad now runs a popular Iran International show from Washington, where we met for coffee recently. "To be honest," he told me of the London attack, "I was hoping that this was just a criminal action by local gangs. But the evidence so far shows that this is probably not the case."



This month, the Indian-born British American novelist Salman Rushdie will publish Knife: Meditations After an Attempted Murder, his first book since the attempt on his life in August 2022. Hadi Matar, the young man who tried to kill Rushdie with a knife and cost him his left eye and use of one hand, was from New Jersey, born to immigrant parents from Lebanon. But his inspiration was unmistakable: a 1989 fatwa by the founder of the Islamic Republic, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, which continues to be supported by Tehran, complete with a promised bounty of $3.3 million.

With all the murder and mayhem that the Islamic Republic causes inside and outside its borders, the thankfully unsuccessful attempts on the lives of Rushdie and my friends from Iran International might seem secondary. But the fact that such attacks could take place on Western soil, in leafy Wimbledon or sedate Chautauqua, makes them especially harrowing.

They also fit a disturbing but familiar pattern. The Islamic Republic has tried to kill its opponents abroad ever since its founding in 1979. In 2020, the State Department counted as many as 360 assassinations carried out by the Iranian regime in about a dozen countries over the past 45 years. Most of the victims were Iranian dissidents who threatened the Islamic Republic in one way or another: A social-democratic former prime minister, diplomats from the Shah's regime, Marxist leaders, and a TV showman are on the long list. In 2019, the regime shocked Iranians by luring Ruhollah Zam, a prodemocracy journalist based in Paris, into Iraq before kidnapping him and sending him to Iran. He was executed two years later.

Attempting to gun down opponents abroad is very on brand for the Islamic Republic. The pace of such activities slowed for several years but then picked up again over the past decade, during which time the regime has kidnapped or assassinated several of its opponents on European soil as well as plotted to bomb an opposition gathering. A Belgian court sentenced the Iranian agent responsible for the bombing plot to 20 years in prison, only to release him last year as part of a prisoner exchange.

On U.S. soil, perhaps no one has been the target of more Iranian plots than the activist Masih Alinejad, who is best known for her effort to organize Iranian women against the compulsory hijab. The FBI has documented at least two plots to kidnap or kill Alinejad since she moved to the United States in 2014. These have included a plan to send her on a fast ship to Venezuela, or for mercenaries to simply kill her in the United States. Hired killers even showed up at her apartment in Brooklyn and were caught on CCTV. In 2021, the U.S. Congress passed the Masih Alinejad HUNT Act, imposing sanctions on foreign nationals who harass human-rights activists on behalf of Iran's government.

The Iranian regime's renewed interest in pursuing its opponents abroad is an ominous sign of the times. Authoritarian regimes--Vladimir Putin's Russia is a prime example--are leaving nothing to chance, preferring instead to chase down their critics even far from their borders. And the Islamic Republic in particular may well imagine that, having mired the West in multiple interlocking disputes, including those over its nuclear program and its support for terrorist groups in the wider Middle East, it has exhausted the energy or attention its rivals might pay to the abuse of Iranian citizens at home and abroad.

From the December 2021 issue: The bad guys are winning

Iran's regime clearly feels threatened by the journalism of exiled reporters who break its monopoly on truth. And yet, if the threat of assassination was meant to silence these voices, it has failed, and even invigorated those targeted instead. Zeraati is already back on the air. The very fact the Iranian regime is attacking journalists, Farahzad told me, shows how necessary their work is. Sabet has since left Iran International but continues to report; she told me, "We know that the spread of information is the biggest threat for the Islamic Republic. Thanks to the media outlets abroad, there is little that goes on in Iran today without people knowing about it."

She's right. Millions of Iranians count on satellite channels based abroad for news because they can't trust the state media. When I was an anchor on one such London-based channel, a traffic official from northern Iran once contacted me and begged for us to share relevant information about road closures on the air. "It's on the state broadcaster, but no one watches that!" he said. The Islamic Republic knows that Persian-language media operating abroad have reach and power, and so it now seeks to intimidate these journalists, to injure them, kidnap them, and perhaps to kill them.

When I think of what Western countries might do to counteract Iran's campaign of terror against its citizens abroad, I recall one of Tehran's most egregious acts on European soil. In 1992, in a Greek restaurant in Berlin, agents of the Islamic Republic killed Sadegh Sharafkandi, the leader of the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran, along with three of his associates. Sharafkandi was there to meet some leaders of the Swedish Social Democratic Party, including a former prime minister, but the Swedes canceled at the last minute. If they hadn't, the Iranian regime might have killed them, too. Perhaps for that reason, in April 1997, a German court issued arrest warrants, not just for the perpetrators at the scene, but for their masters in Tehran. The verdict implicated Iran's foreign minister, intelligence minister, then-President Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, and Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. That ruling was a devastating blow to the regime and likely changed its calculus. A long lull in state-sponsored assassinations abroad followed, ending only around 2015.

The German response offers a model for other Western countries to follow when the Islamic Republic violates their sovereignty in order to persecute its enemies. As Farahzad told me after the knife attack on his colleague, Iran's authorities are watching to see whether Western governments will play along with their games of deniability or make Tehran pay for its role: "If they know it comes with a high cost, they'll probably think twice before doing anything."
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        Your Fast Food Is Already Automated
        Matteo Wong

        Moments after receiving my lunch order, the robots whirred to life. A clawlike contraption lurched forward, like a bird pecking at feed, to snatch dishes holding a faux-chicken cutlet and potatoes, then inserted them onto a metal track that snakes through a 650-degree-Fahrenheit oven. Seven minutes, some automatic food dispensers, and two conveyor belts later (with a healthy assist from human hands), my meal was sitting on a shelf of mint-green cubbies. It was a vegan fried-chicken sandwich, a cu...

      

      
        The New Empress of Self-Help Is a TikTok Star
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        In 2006, Oprah Winfrey couldn't stop talking about The Secret. She devoted multiple episodes of her talk show to the franchise, which started as a kind of DVD seminar and later became a best-selling book. Its author, Rhonda Byrne, claimed to have stumbled upon an ancient principle, one that can teach anyone to manifest anything they want: money, health, better relationships. Winfrey retroactively credited its core philosophy for bringing her success, and her endorsement helped bring the book inte...

      

      
        The Most Hated Sound on Television
        Jacob Stern

        When American viewers flipped open the July 2, 1966, edition of TV Guide, they were treated to a bombshell story. This was the first installment of a two-part series on "the most taboo topic in TV," the industry's "best-known and least-talked-about secret," the "put-on of all time": the laugh track.At the time, almost every comedy on air was filmed live in front of a studio audience--or at least pretended to be. Pretty much all of the biggest shows  used a laugh track--The Andy Griffith Show, The B...

      

      
        The AI Revolution Is Crushing Thousands of Languages
        Matteo Wong

        Recently, Bonaventure Dossou learned of an alarming tendency in a popular AI model. The program described Fon--a language spoken by Dossou's mother and millions of others in Benin and neighboring countries--as "a fictional language."This result, which I replicated, is not unusual. Dossou is accustomed to the feeling that his culture is unseen by technology that so easily serves other people. He grew up with no Wikipedia pages in Fon, and no translation programs to help him communicate with his moth...

      

      
        The Homepage of the Black Internet
        Hannah Giorgis

        Illustrations by Frank DorreyA few years ago, Stephanie Williams and her husband fielded a question from their son: How had they met?So they told him. They'd first encountered each other on a website called BlackPlanet.To the 5-year-old, the answer seemed fantastical. "He clearly didn't hear 'website,' " Williams, a writer and comic creator, told me. "He was like, 'Wait, you all met on Black Planet? Like, there's a planet that's full of Black people? Why did you leave?!' "Williams had to explain ...

      

      
        Tupperware Is in Trouble
        Amanda Mull

        For the first several decades of my life, most of the meals I ate involved at least one piece of Tupperware. My mom's pieces were mostly the greens and yellows of a 1970s kitchen, purchased from co-workers or neighbors who circulated catalogs around the office or slipped them into mailboxes in our suburban subdivision. Many of her containers were acquired before my brother and I were born and remained in regular use well after I flew the nest for college in the mid-2000s. To this day, the birthda...

      

      
        You Don't Have to Type Anymore
        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 havin...
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Your Fast Food Is Already Automated

The founder of Chipotle wants to reinvent lunch using robots. Is that really a reinvention at all?

by Matteo Wong




Moments after receiving my lunch order, the robots whirred to life. A clawlike contraption lurched forward, like a bird pecking at feed, to snatch dishes holding a faux-chicken cutlet and potatoes, then inserted them onto a metal track that snakes through a 650-degree-Fahrenheit oven. Seven minutes, some automatic food dispensers, and two conveyor belts later (with a healthy assist from human hands), my meal was sitting on a shelf of mint-green cubbies. It was a vegan fried-chicken sandwich, a cucumber salad, crispy potatoes, and a smattering of other sides.

This is Kernel, a fast-casual venture that opened its first store, in Manhattan, this February. Its founder, Steve Ells, kicked off the lunch-bowl boom when he started Chipotle in 1993. Now, he told me during my visit, he is betting that machines will trigger a "reinvention of how a fast-food or fast-casual restaurant can run." Robots, he prophesied, will bring faster and more accurate service at lower overhead costs. Plenty of chains have tested out semi-automated cooking, with mixed success--including deep-frying robots at Jack in the Box and robotic bowl assembly at Sweetgreen and Chipotle. But Kernel has been built from the ground up for robots. Just three employees are needed in the restaurant at any time, compared with the dozen required for a typical fast-casual restaurant. Soon many more people may be eating robot-prepared vegan chicken: Ells has raised $36 million and hopes to expand quickly, starting with several more locations throughout New York City this year.

But robots may represent less of a fast-food revolution than the obvious next step in its evolution. For more than a century, technology has made fast food more efficient--and, in particular, more automated. That's what turned McDonald's into a giant 60 years ago. Such restaurants can be considered "sort of mini-factories," Dave Henkes, a food-industry analyst at Technomic, told me, and have always used "automation to drive speed and convenience." And, like the simpler cooking technology before them, today's robots are speeding up humans' work without fully replacing them. For now, Kernel is no different.

Read: A robot's nightmare is a burrito full of guac

Kernel's entirely vegan menu is limited (Ells prefers "focused"), but everything looked and tasted like it came from fine dining. That is no coincidence: Kernel's chief culinary officer, Andrew Black, was a sous-chef at Eleven Madison Park, a three-Michelin-star restaurant with a $365 tasting menu, located a block away from Kernel. While I ate, he and Ells gave passionate spiels about each item: The marinated beets, a surprise best seller, are topped with quinoa, green hummus, and a seed crunch to make the dish nutritionally complete. For the crispy potatoes, Black specially selected a spud variety for its sugar, starch, and water content, and they're then cooked three times--steamed, fried, baked--to achieve a shattering crunch and pillowy interior. Black and his staff dredge and fry every piece of "chicken" by hand; as I bit into my sandwich, Ells mused that they should try swapping imitation meat for a block of tofu.

Simply put, Kernel is a group of excellent chefs equipped with the world's most high-tech toaster oven. All the food is cooked by chefs at a central kitchen about 10 minutes away, delivered hourly by a bicycle courier, and heated by a robot. That off-site preparation, Ells told me, provides at least 80 percent of the menu's quality. The food then has to be assembled by still three other people. Human one, the "replenisher," loads the hourly delivery of prepared food onto a shelf that the robotic arm can reach. The "assembler" puts together every sandwich and side, and a third person, the "bundler," bags each order and places it in a cubby.


Courtesy of Kernel



The setup is "extraordinarily fast, accurate, and predictable," Ells told me, nothing less than a "paradigm shift." Employees barely have to move their feet. But a robot that heats and moves around your food is just the next iteration in the pursuit of speed and standardization. The restaurant with the strongest claim to inventing fast food may be White Castle, which, in 1921, "did something that was unusual for the time--they tried to standardize their operations from restaurant to restaurant," David Hogan, a fast-food historian at Heidelberg University, in Ohio, and the author of Selling 'em by the Sack: White Castle and the Creation of American Food, told me. Cooking procedures were precise and uniform; cooking implements were manufactured in a single location; even the physical buildings came out of a central factory.

The playbook hasn't substantively changed since. Before buying McDonald's and launching its global success, Ray Kroc sold the chain automatic milkshake mixers. What first captivated him about the restaurant, he wrote in his 1977 memoir, was how "each step in producing the limited menu was stripped down to its essence and accomplished with a minimum of effort." That year, the Bureau of Labor Statistics published a study noting that fast-food chains had "introduced principles of industrial engineering" to restaurants. In particular, "the off-premise preparation of foods" and improved "cooking devices," such as microwaves and convection ovens, reduced preparation time and added uniformity. Restaurants today use specialized equipment, extensive training manuals, and various trackers to ensure speed and consistency. Sweetgreen has an app that instructs employees exactly how to heat and prepare food, and McDonald's cooks beef patties for precisely 42 seconds. If anything, Kernel's off-site kitchen is conceptually closer to the centrally prepared, frozen patties and fries served by fast-food burger joints of old than the chicken grilled on-site at a Chipotle.

Read: Too many Americans are missing out on the best kitchen gadget

To the extent that Kernel is a reinvention, Ells hasn't invented a new paradigm so much as found another. Sweetgreen already acts like a tech company, and Domino's has touted itself as one. Now Ells talks about his robot-assisted process as an "operating system." What may one day distinguish Kernel's automation is that the space is designed for robots from inception. So far, other chains have retrofitted human kitchens with robots, which creates confusion and disaster, Stanislav Ivanov, who studies robotics and restaurants at Bulgaria's Varna University of Management, told me. Robots malfunction, and even when they don't, bulky machines interfere with equipment, stations, and a floor plan designed for human movement. In 2018, an early burger-flipping robot that was tested at a CaliBurger in Pasadena was temporarily decommissioned because it couldn't be incorporated into the human workflow.

Kernel is, at least in theory, built for "the technology that we know is coming," Ells said. The equipment is all mobile and can be swapped or calibrated for newer gadgets (permanent counters, ovens, and stovetops, for instance, are unnecessary because robots don't care if workstations are waist-height). Drones could bring prepared food from the central kitchen to restaurants, and robots might assemble burgers in their entirety. Efficient robots and a vegan menu, he said, will continue to reduce the restaurant's carbon footprint. Gesturing to the "bundler" who bagged all the food, Ells said, "Instead of Carlos, imagine a robot arm." (Carlos kept bundling without so much as a flinch.)

With automation, of course, comes the risk of disappearing jobs. Kernel and other restaurants are experimenting with robots not only in pursuit of efficiency, but because the industry is facing a chronic labor shortage. The low pay doesn't help, and the jobs are also exhausting as well as, at times, hazardous. Deep-frying, for instance, is extremely dangerous, which is why one of the most popular cooking robots in the industry simply runs the fry station. Fast-food chains pursuing automation are trying to reduce head count, especially as some states raise their minimum wages. But for now, Henkes said, robots have typically led restaurants to redeploy people to different positions. Ells claimed that Kernel's existing employees, who are currently paid $25 an hour, will eventually be moved to more front-of-house jobs, helping guests and monitoring the robots.

But a burger prepared, cooked, and served without a human touch is still more accurately described as speculation. Faster and more automated cooking technology may well be imminent, but humans will still be involved for years to come. Automated pizzaiolos, line cooks, and salad tossers have failed; successful robots typically target a specific task, such as plunging fries into boiling oil.

Just as the quality of Kernel's food depends on human chefs, the quality of its automation will depend less on technology than on human vision and feedback. Each day, employees meet to discuss what worked and what didn't, which will help iterate the technology: Dozens of bugs, including stalled production and locked cubbies, have been smoothed out. On the first day, the cubbies didn't open; last month, a stray potato shut down Kernel's production line. Kernel is building new tools, but relying on the same human logic that made White Castle, McDonald's, and Chipotle successful. I came to the restaurant to witness fancy robots, but I would return simply for the faux-chicken sandwich and the cucumbers topped with cashews and chili jam. Kernel the restaurant is far more impressive than Kernel the tech company.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/04/kernel-robot-fast-food-automation/678107/?utm_source=feed
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The New Empress of Self-Help Is a TikTok Star

Keila Shaheen outsold Oprah Winfrey with a journaling book marketed through TikTok. Now what?

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




In 2006, Oprah Winfrey couldn't stop talking about The Secret. She devoted multiple episodes of her talk show to the franchise, which started as a kind of DVD seminar and later became a best-selling book. Its author, Rhonda Byrne, claimed to have stumbled upon an ancient principle, one that can teach anyone to manifest anything they want: money, health, better relationships. Winfrey retroactively credited its core philosophy for bringing her success, and her endorsement helped bring the book international fame: It has now sold more than 35 million copies. But in the era of endless scrolling, an author doesn't necessarily need Winfrey's stamp of approval. They just need TikTok.



Keila Shaheen figured this out last year, when her self-published book The Shadow Work Journal began to dominate the app's feeds. A slim volume, the book purports to help people unpack their "shadow" self--the repressed unconscious--through various activities. In video after video, TikTok users show themselves filling out its exercises and talk about the journal as if it has magical powers. They learn about Carl Jung's model of the psyche. They circle terms related to their trauma. They heal their inner child! If you use a new coupon on TikTok Shop, the app's new built-in store, you too can heal, for just a couple of bucks! they say. (Many of those posting earn a commission from each sale, but pay that no mind.)



The journal has sold more than 600,000 copies on TikTok alone, and more than 1 million copies in total, a feat usually accomplished by the Prince Harrys and Colleen Hoovers of the world. Shaheen, a 25-year-old writer with a marketing background, is the new breakout star of the self-help genre. She even outsold Winfrey's latest book.

Read: The 24-year-old who outsold Oprah this week

Her story began in an untraditional way: Here is a young author, plucked from obscurity by a powerful app's algorithm during a conveniently timed e-commerce push and turned into a best-selling phenom. Yet her next chapter is following an expected arc. She has signed a multi-book deal with Simon & Schuster to bring an updated version of The Shadow Work Journal to new audiences. Specifically, she is working with the brand-new imprint Primero Sueno Press, which will launch her book as its "flagship," Shaheen told me, in addition to releasing a new Spanish translation later this year. The self-help queen of TikTok is officially going mainstream.



Shaheen's popularity makes a lot of sense. We live in the age of therapy-speak; talking about one's mental health isn't as stigmatized as it once was. And yet a lot of people are still struggling. Teenagers--many of whom say they use the app "almost constantly"--are experiencing hopelessness and sadness at record highs. TikTok is known for authenticity, at least when compared with the picture-perfect posts on Instagram--it is supposed to be messier, more real. The kind of place where you'd talk about your struggles while in your sweatpants.



The Shadow Work Journal isn't the only such success on the platform. One of Shaheen's other books, The Lucky Girl Journal--which teaches readers how to manifest their own good fortune, rather than leaving things up to chance--has sold more than 25,000 copies on the app's store. Don't Believe Everything You Think, a self-published volume by Joseph Nguyen, a mental-health content creator with little notoriety outside social media, has sold about 60,000 copies on TikTok, and is currently in the top 10 most sold books on Amazon.



It's boom times for self-help on social media. Kathleen Schmidt, who helped publicize The Secret and now runs a public-relations company (and writes the Substack newsletter Publishing Confidential), first heard about Nguyen's book when her 16-year-old daughter asked for a copy. "I can see why it has caught on," she told me. "It's very simplistic, and it gives you big promises, like You'll stop suffering, you'll understand how to let go of anxiety, and all that." A lot of self-help books, she explained, are too complicated or ask the reader to do too much; the more successful books tend to be accessible. If The Secret were published today, she argued, "it probably would have gone viral on TikTok and would have had somewhat of the same effect--but without Oprah."

Read: TikTok is doing something very un-TikTok

With all of this in mind, I asked Shaheen why she'd made the decision to go a more traditional route. It was over Zoom, during a meet and greet set up by her publisher (and attended, as far as I could tell, by just me, one other writer, and some folks from her team). "I think I was just at a time and place where I couldn't control what was going on," she said, of all the attention last year, "and it was very overwhelming for me." She realized that if she "wanted to continue helping people and grow the impact of this journal," then she "would need help from a traditional publishing company." She said she'd entertained offers from various publishers before settling on Primero Sueno Press, which will take over the production of her books. And anyway, her books will still be available for purchase on TikTok Shop.



One publishing house she hadn't heard from is 8th Note Press--which is owned by TikTok's parent company, ByteDance. It appears to have acquired three titles so far, and published its first book last month; a representative for TikTok told me that it has seen significant growth on TikTok Shop and success for a variety of books and book sellers, but did not comment on Shaheen's decision to sign with a traditional publisher.



Perhaps ByteDance has a little too much on its plate to prioritize courting authors. TikTok still faces the threat of a national ban in the United States. When defending itself in ads or before Congress, the app likes to tout how many small-business owners it supports--people like Shaheen. For some businesses, that's definitely true. But with all the uncertainty about the platform's future, a big, traditional publishing house can offer two things that never feel especially present on social media: stability and security. After all, Simon & Schuster has a pretty good track record. It publishes a little book called The Secret. 








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/04/shadow-work-journal-keila-shaheen/678094/?utm_source=feed
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The Most Hated Sound on Television

For half a century, viewers scorned the laugh track while adoring shows that used it. Now it has all but disappeared.

by Jacob Stern

When American viewers flipped open the July 2, 1966, edition of TV Guide, they were treated to a bombshell story. This was the first installment of a two-part series on "the most taboo topic in TV," the industry's "best-known and least-talked-about secret," the "put-on of all time": the laugh track.



At the time, almost every comedy on air was filmed live in front of a studio audience--or at least pretended to be. Pretty much all of the biggest shows  used a laugh track--The Andy Griffith Show, The Beverly Hillbillies, Green Acres. Savvy viewers might have figured out that not all of the giggles and guffaws were real, but few people outside the industry understood the extent of the artifice. Even shows filmed live added some artificial laughs, sometimes to supplement the audience and sometimes because the laugh track sounded more authentic than the real thing. Behind the scenes, "Laff Boys" played their "Laff Boxes" like magic instruments, calling forth rounds of applause or squeals of delight with the press of a button.



Viewers scorned the laugh track--prerecorded and live chortles alike--first for its deceptiveness and then for its condescension. They came to see it as artificial, cheesy, even insulting: You think we need you to tell us when to laugh? Larry Gelbart said he "always thought it cheapened" M*A*S*H. Larry David reportedly didn't want it on Seinfeld but lost out to studio execs who did. The actor David Niven once called it "the single greatest affront to public intelligence I know of." In 1999, Time judged the laugh track to be "one of the hundred worst ideas of the twentieth century." And yet, it persisted. Until the early 2000s, nearly every TV comedy relied on one. Friends, Two and a Half Men, Everybody Loves Raymond, Drake & Josh--they all had laugh tracks.



Now the laugh track is as close to death as it's ever been. The Big Bang Theory, the last major laugh-track show, ended in 2019, and nothing has taken its place. Half of the live comedies on the big-four American TV networks still use laugh tracks, but half of those appear to be ending this year. More tellingly: Can you name a single one? The laugh-track haters had to wait more than 50 years, but finally, they can rejoice.



In a sense, TV episodes are just short movies beamed into your living room. But movies never used laugh tracks, not even in the early, silent days, when it would've been easy to layer the sounds of a delighted audience over Charlie Chaplin's buffoonery. There was simply no need: Every movie had its own live audience right there in the theater, so why bother simulating one? Early TV shows were not so much short movies as radio shows acted out onstage. And because radio shows were recorded in front of a live studio audience for people tuning in at home, TV shows were too. The point of the laugh track was to re-create the communal experience you would have in person, Ron Simon, a curator of television and radio at the Paley Center for Media, told me. It was necessary, one production executive thought, "because TV viewers expect an audience to be there."



Live-audience laughter had long been sweetened for radio and TV broadcasts, but around 1950, Bing Crosby's radio show took things a step further, dispensing with the live audience altogether and adding in the laughs later. TV executives soon took a lesson out of Crosby's book. With the creation of the Laff Box, in the early '50s, canned laughs proliferated to the point that even shows without the slightest pretense of having been performed for a live studio audience used laugh tracks. Even The Flintstones and The Jetsons did. Some shows were still filmed in front of a real audience, but even they sometimes relied on canned laughs.



Not that the viewers warmed up to the laugh track. There remained a dissonance between viewers' stated and demonstrated preferences: People railed against the laugh track, but they adored shows that used it. Every so often, the networks would try a show without a laugh track, but none of them lasted long. It's nice to think that we're above laugh tracks, that we don't need them to know what's funny, but "those social cues help you understand the meaning of comedy," Sophie Scott, a neuroscientist at University College London who has studied laugh tracks, told me.



By the late 1980s, though, the dominance of the laugh track was starting to erode. Dramedies such as Hooperman and The Days and Nights of Molly Dodd got people accustomed to laughing without any cue, Simon told me, and in the early '90s, shows such as Dream On and The Larry Sanders Show demonstrated the viability of the unsweetened sitcom. In 1998, a not-yet-famous Aaron Sorkin insisted to ABC executives that adding a laugh track would ruin his first-ever TV show, Sports Night. If he were forced to add one, he said, he'd "feel as if I'd put on an Armani tuxedo, tied my tie, snapped on my cufflinks, and the last thing I do before I leave the house is spray Cheez Whiz all over myself." The show started out with a laugh track but scrapped it for Season 2.



The laugh track remained a force, though, even as the tides turned against it. In 2003, The New York Times wrote that "pretty much nobody likes laugh tracks, perhaps because they're such obvious fig leafs for the embarrassment of weak punchlines, perhaps because they make us feel bossed and condescended to, perhaps because they dehumanize one of the most human actions imaginable." At the time, Friends was the most popular comedy on TV.



Within a few years, though, a new breed of sitcoms was supplanting the old, first with the arrival of Arrested Development, then with The Office and 30 Rock, and a few years later with Parks and Recreation and Modern Family. Laugh-track shows were coming to seem not just condescending but also stiff and fusty. People began making videos in which they removed the laugh tracks from classic sitcoms to show that they weren't actually funny. "Living in L.A., you sometimes hear coyotes eating cats, and to me, that's the sound of a multi-cam laugh track," Steve Levitan, one of the creators of Modern Family, said a few years into the show's run. "I just can't take it anymore."



Last month, CBS green-lighted a new comedy about two young parents in Texas. It's a spin-off of The Big Bang Theory and, like the original, will have a laugh track. In short, despite the repeated proclamations of its demise, the laugh track remains. You can still find shows that have it, both on TV and on streaming services, but there is an undead quality to it now. Bob Hearts Abishola, (probably) The Conners, and (probably) Extended Family are ending this year, likely to be replaced by more laugh-track-less shows. And many of those that remain are clear nostalgia plays, such as Netflix's That '90s Show, Paramount+'s Frasier revival, and CBS's The Big Bang Theory spin-off.



Networks and streamers are going to keep swinging, and as long as they do, the laugh track will live on. The older audiences who grew up and spent most of their adult life watching classic laugh-track comedies are still around, and they watch more TV than any other age group. Plus, conventional sitcoms, when they really connect, are more lucrative than any other type of show. But the laugh track simply is not at the center of culture anymore. A laugh-track show hasn't won the best-comedy Emmy in almost 20 years. If you could once flip through channels and hear laugh track after laugh track, now you can power up your smart TV; toggle among the top shows on Netflix, Hulu, Max, and Amazon Prime; and not hear a single audience reaction.



Robert Thompson, a professor of television and popular culture at Syracuse University, compares the state of the laugh-track sitcom to that of a much older medium: the fresco. "You could still get people to respond to beautiful paintings like Michelangelo painted on the ceiling," he told me. "It's just that people aren't painting that way anymore." Tourists still come from across the world to see the Sistine Chapel, and millions of people still watch Seinfeld and Friends on streaming services. But they may never lay eyes on a new fresco--or get into a new laugh-track comedy.



That might seem like reason to rejoice. But the death of the laugh track is not--or at least not just--something to celebrate. For all the ire it incurred, for all the bad jokes it disguised, the laugh track was fundamentally about reproducing the experience of being part of an audience, and its decline is also the decline of communal viewership. The era of the family gathering around the living-room TV is over. We don't all watch the same shows on the same networks, and whatever we watch, we watch on our own personal devices. We don't go to theaters as often. The laugh track was never more than the illusion of community, but now even the illusion has lost its luster.



There was always something a little dark about the illusion. But there's arguably something even darker about its loss of appeal. Whether they realized it or not, viewers found comfort in the pretense that they were part of an audience. Now we are content to laugh alone.
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The AI Revolution Is Crushing Thousands of Languages

English is the internet's primary tongue--a fact that may have unexpected consequences as generative AI becomes central to daily life.

by Matteo Wong




Recently, Bonaventure Dossou learned of an alarming tendency in a popular AI model. The program described Fon--a language spoken by Dossou's mother and millions of others in Benin and neighboring countries--as "a fictional language."



This result, which I replicated, is not unusual. Dossou is accustomed to the feeling that his culture is unseen by technology that so easily serves other people. He grew up with no Wikipedia pages in Fon, and no translation programs to help him communicate with his mother in French, in which he is more fluent. "When we have a technology that treats something as simple and fundamental as our name as an error, it robs us of our personhood," Dossou told me.



The rise of the internet, alongside decades of American hegemony, made English into a common tongue for business, politics, science, and entertainment. More than half of all websites are in English, yet more than 80 percent of people in the world don't speak the language. Even basic aspects of digital life--searching with Google, talking to Siri, relying on autocorrect, simply typing on a smartphone--have long been closed off to much of the world. And now the generative-AI boom, despite promises to bridge languages and cultures, may only further entrench the dominance of English in life on and off the web.



Scale is central to this technology. Compared with previous generations, today's AI requires orders of magnitude more computing power and training data, all to create the humanlike language that has bedazzled so many users of ChatGPT and other programs. Much of the information that generative AI "learns" from is simply scraped from the open web. For that reason, the preponderance of English-language text online could mean that generative AI works best in English, cementing a cultural bias in a technology that has been marketed for its potential to "benefit humanity as a whole." Some other languages are also well positioned for the generative-AI age, but only a handful: Nearly 90 percent of websites are written in just 10 languages (English, Russian, Spanish, German, French, Japanese, Turkish, Portuguese, Italian, and Persian).



Some 7,000 languages are spoken in the world. Google Translate supports 133 of them. Chatbots from OpenAI, Google, and Anthropic are still more constrained. "There's a sharp cliff in performance," Sara Hooker, a computer scientist and the head of Cohere for AI, a nonprofit research arm of the tech company Cohere, told me. "Most of the highest-performance [language] models serve eight to 10 languages. After that, there's almost a vacuum." As chatbots, translation devices, and voice assistants become a crucial way to navigate the web, that rising tide of generative AI could wash out thousands of Indigenous and low-resource languages such as Fon--languages that lack sufficient text with which to train AI models.



"Many people ignore those languages, both from a linguistic standpoint and from a computational standpoint," Ife Adebara, an AI researcher and a computational linguist at the University of British Columbia, told me. Younger generations will have less and less incentive to learn their forebears' tongues. And this is not just a matter of replicating existing issues with the web: If generative AI indeed becomes the portal through which the internet is accessed, then billions of people may in fact be worse off than they are today.







Adebara and Dossou, who is now a computer scientist at Canada's McGill University, work with Masakhane, a collective of researchers building AI tools for African languages. Masakhane, in turn, is part of a growing, global effort racing against the clock to create software for, and hopefully save, languages that are poorly represented on the web. In recent decades, "there has been enormous progress in modeling low-resource languages," Alexandra Birch, a machine-translation researcher at the University of Edinburgh, told me.



In a promising development that speaks to generative AI's capacity to surprise, computer scientists have discovered that some AI programs can pinpoint aspects of communication that transcend a specific language. Perhaps the technology could be used to make the web more aware of less common tongues. A program trained on languages for which a decent amount of data are available--English, French, or Russian, say--will then perform better in a lower-resourced language, such as Fon or Punjabi. "Every language is going to have something like a subject or a verb," Antonios Anastasopoulos, a computer scientist at George Mason University, told me. "So even if these manifest themselves in very different ways, you can learn something from all of the other languages." Birch likened this to how a child who grows up speaking English and German can move seamlessly between the two, even if they haven't studied direct translations between the languages--not moving from word to word, but grasping something more fundamental about communication.

Read: The end of foreign-language education

But this discovery alone may not be enough to turn the tide. Building AI models for low-resource languages is painstaking and time-intensive. Cohere recently released a large language model that has state-of-the-art performance for 101 languages, of which more than half are low-resource. That leaves about 6,900 languages to go, and this effort alone required 3,000 people working across 119 countries. To create training data, researchers frequently work with native speakers who answer questions, transcribe recordings, or annotate existing text, which can be slow and expensive. Adebara spent years curating a 42-gigabyte training data set for 517 African languages, the largest and most comprehensive to date. Her data set is 0.4 percent of the size of the largest publicly available English training data set. OpenAI's proprietary databases--the ones used to train products such as ChatGPT--are likely far larger.



Much of the limited text readily available in low-resource languages is of poor quality--itself badly translated--or limited use. For years, the main sources of text for many such low-resource languages in Africa were translations of the Bible or missionary websites, such as those from Jehovah's Witnesses. And crucial examples for fine-tuning AI, which has to be intentionally created and curated--data used to make a chatbot helpful, human-sounding, not racist, and so on--are even rarer. Funding, computing resources, and language-specific expertise are frequently just as hard to come by. Language models can struggle to comprehend non-Latin scripts or, because of limited training examples, to properly separate words in low-resource-language sentences--not to mention those without a writing system.







The trouble is that, while developing tools for these languages is slow going, generative AI is rapidly overtaking the web. Synthetic content is flooding search engines and social media like a kind of gray goo, all in hopes of making a quick buck.



Most websites make money through advertisements and subscriptions, which rely on attracting clicks and attention. Already, an enormous portion of the web consists of content with limited literary or informational merit--an endless ocean of junk that exists only because it might be clicked on. What better way to expand one's audience than to translate content into another language with whatever AI program comes up on a Google search?

Read: Prepare for the textpocalypse

Those translation programs, already of sometimes questionable accuracy, are especially bad with low-resourced languages. Sure enough, researchers published preliminary findings earlier this year that online content in such languages was more likely to have been (poorly) translated from another source, and that the original material was itself more likely to be geared toward maximizing clicks, compared with websites in English or other higher-resource languages. Training on large amounts of this flawed material will make products such as ChatGPT, Gemini, and Claude even worse for low-resource languages, akin to asking someone to prepare a fresh salad with nothing more than a pound of ground beef. "You are already training the model on incorrect data, and the model itself tends to produce even more incorrect data," Mehak Dhaliwal, a computer scientist at UC Santa Barbara and one of the study's authors, told me--potentially exposing speakers of low-resource languages to misinformation. And those outputs, spewed across the web and likely used to train future language models, could create a feedback loop of degrading performance for thousands of languages.



Imagine "you want to do a task, and you want a machine to do it for you," David Adelani, a DeepMind research fellow at University College London, told me. "If you express this in your own language and the technology doesn't understand, you will not be able to do this. A lot of things that simplify lives for people in economically rich countries, you will not be able to do." All of the web's existing linguistic barriers will rise: You won't be able to use AI to tutor your child, draft work memos, summarize books, conduct research, manage a calendar, book a vacation, fill out tax forms, surf the web, and so on. Even when AI models are able to process low-resource languages, the programs require more memory and computational power to do so, and thus become significantly more expensive to run--meaning worse results at higher costs.



AI models might also be void of cultural nuance and context, no matter how grammatically adept they become. Such programs long translated "good morning" to a variation of "someone has died" in Yoruba, Adelani said, because the same Yoruba phrase can convey either meaning. Text translated from English has been used to generate training data for Indonesian, Vietnamese, and other languages spoken by hundreds of millions of people in Southeast Asia. As Holy Lovenia, a researcher at AI Singapore, the country's program for AI research, told me, the resulting models know much more about hamburgers and Big Ben than local cuisines and landmarks.







It may already be too late to save some languages. As AI and the internet make English and other higher-resource languages more and more convenient for young people, Indigenous and less widely spoken tongues could vanish. If you are reading this, there is a good chance that much of your life is already lived online; that will become true for more people around the world as time goes on and technology spreads. For the machine to function, the user must speak its language.



By default, less common languages may simply seem irrelevant to AI, the web, and, in turn, everyday people--eventually leading to abandonment. "If nothing is done about this, it could take a couple of years before many languages go into extinction," Adebara said. She is already witnessing languages she studied as an undergraduate dwindle in their usage. "When people see that their languages have no orthography, no books, no technology, it gives them the impression that their languages are not valuable."

Read: AI is exposing who really has power in Silicon Valley

Her own work, including a language model that can read and write in hundreds of African languages, aims to change that. When she shows speakers of African languages her software, they tell her, "'I saw my language in the technology you built; I wasn't expecting to see it there,'" Adebara said. "'I didn't know that some technology would be able to understand some part of my language,' and they feel really excited. That makes me also feel excited."



Several experts told me that the path forward for AI and low-resource languages lies not only in technical innovation, but in just these sorts of conversations: not indiscriminately telling the world it needs ChatGPT, but asking native speakers what the technology can do for them. They might benefit from better voice recognition in a local dialect, or a program that can read and digitize non-Roman script, rather than the all-powerful chatbots being sold by tech titans. Rather than relying on Meta or OpenAI, Dossou told me, he hopes to build "a platform that is appropriate and proper to African languages and Africans, not trying to generalize as Big Tech does." Such efforts could help give low-resource languages a presence on the internet where there was almost none before, for future generations to use and learn from.


 Today, there is a Fon Wikipedia, although its 1,300 or so articles are about two-thousandths of the total on its English counterpart. Dossou has worked on AI software that does recognize names in African languages. He translated hundreds of proverbs between French and Fon manually, then created a survey for people to tell him common Fon sentences and phrases. The resulting French-Fon translator he built has helped him better communicate with his mother--and his mother's feedback on those translations has helped improve the AI program. "I would have needed a machine-translation tool to be able to communicate with her," he said. Now he is beginning to understand her without machine assistance. A person and their community, rather than the internet or a piece of software, should decide their native language--and Dossou is realizing that his is Fon, rather than French.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/04/generative-ai-low-resource-languages/678042/?utm_source=feed
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The Homepage of the Black Internet

Revisiting BlackPlanet, and a lost era when social media was still fun

by Hannah Giorgis




A few years ago, Stephanie Williams and her husband fielded a question from their son: How had they met?

So they told him. They'd first encountered each other on a website called BlackPlanet.

To the 5-year-old, the answer seemed fantastical. "He clearly didn't hear 'website,' " Williams, a writer and comic creator, told me. "He was like, 'Wait, you all met on Black Planet? Like, there's a planet that's full of Black people? Why did you leave?!' "

Williams had to explain that they'd actually been right here on "regular Earth." But in some ways, their son's wide-eyed response wasn't so off base: From the perspective of the 2020s, there is something otherworldly about the mid-aughts internet that brought his parents together. In a social-media era dominated by the provocation and vitriol of billionaire-owned mega-platforms, it can be hard to imagine a time when the concept of using the internet to connect with people felt novel, full of possibility--and when a site billed as the homepage of the Black internet had millions of active users.

BlackPlanet went live in 1999, nearly three years before Friendster, four years before MySpace, five years before Facebook, and seven years before Twitter. In those early years, the internet was still seen by many as a giant library--a place where you went to find things out. Sure, the web had chat rooms, bulletin boards, and listservs. But BlackPlanet expanded what it meant to commune--and express oneself--online.

The site offered its users the opportunity to create profiles, join large group conversations about topics such as politics and pop culture, apply to jobs, send instant messages, and, yes, even date. It provided a space for them to hone their voice and find their people. A visit to someone's customizable BlackPlanet page would probably tell you where they grew up, which musicians they idolized, and what they looked like. "That now seems like the most obvious thing in the world," Omar Wasow, one of the site's co-founders, told me, "but at the time reflected a real break from the dominant ideas about how this technology was meant to be used."

BlackPlanet is often overlooked in mainstream coverage of social-media history. But at its peak, it wasn't just some niche forum. Despite skepticism within the tech industry that a social-networking site geared toward African Americans could be successful, about 1 million users joined BlackPlanet within a year of its launch. By 2008, it had about 15 million members. The site's cultural reach extended beyond what numbers can capture: BlackPlanet amplified the work of emerging artists, served as a powerful voter-outreach hub for Barack Obama's first presidential campaign, and fostered now-prominent voices in contemporary media. Gene Demby, a co-host of NPR's Code Switch podcast, told me he joined BlackPlanet while attending a predominantly white college as a way to make connections beyond his campus. "It was sort of like, 'Give me all the Black people I can find!' "

The site and its users helped establish visual-grammar and technical frameworks--such as streaming songs on personal pages and live, one-on-one chatting--that were later widely imitated. BlackPlanet arguably laid the foundation for social media as we know it, including, of course, Black Twitter.

Now, nearly 25 years after its launch, looking back at BlackPlanet's glory days can be more than just an exercise in nostalgia. Today's social-media platforms often seem designed to reward the worst in humanity, subjecting their users to rampant hate speech and misinformation. Perhaps by revisiting BlackPlanet and the story of its rise, we can start to envision a different future for the social web--this time, one with the potential to be kinder, less dangerous, and more fun than what the past two decades have given us.

Omar Wasow met Benjamin Sun in the late 1990s, when they were among the few people of color working in New York City's tech scene. After graduating from Stanford University in 1992, Wasow had moved back to his hometown and started a hyperlocal community hub and internet-service provider, New York Online, which he operated out of his Brooklyn apartment. The service had only about 1,000 users; Wasow made his actual living by building websites for magazines. So he was excited when he met Sun, then the president and CEO of the social-networking firm Community Connect, which in 1997 launched an online forum for Asian Americans called AsianAvenue.

Wasow, the son of a Jewish economist and a Black American educator, had been thinking about how to build community on the internet for years. Like many early tech enthusiasts, he frequented the bulletin-board systems (BBSes) that proliferated in the late '80s and early '90s. Spending time on those primarily text-based, hobbyist-run dial-up services helped him anticipate how popular social technologies could be. Many of the BBSes were standard tech-nerd fare--chats where users would discuss pirating software or gossip about buzzy new product releases. But two sites in particular, ECHO (East Coast Hang Out) and the WELL (Whole Earth 'Lectronic Link), modeled a more salonlike online experience that piqued Wasow's interest. He realized that people didn't necessarily want the internet to be just an information superhighway. They wanted connection; they wanted to socialize.

From the October 2021 issue: Hannah Giorgis on the unwritten rules of Black TV

Wasow admired the cultural cachet that AsianAvenue had already amassed--enough, by 1999, to compel Skyy Spirits to discontinue a print ad for vodka that featured a racist image of an Asian woman after the site's users protested. Sun, for his part, wanted to expand Community Connect to new forums for other people of color. They decided to work together to build a new site that would allow users to participate in forum-style group discussions, create personal profile pages, and communicate one-on-one.

But Wasow, Sun, and the rest of the Community Connect team faced a major challenge in launching BlackPlanet: the perception that Black people simply didn't use the internet. It was true, around the turn of the millennium, that white households were significantly more likely to have internet access than Black ones. At the same time, reports of this "digital divide" had helped foster a myth of what the media historian Anna Everett has termed "Black technophobia." Well into the aughts, much of the coverage of Black American tech usage had a tone of incredulity or outright condescension. As a result, advertisers and investors were hesitant to back Wasow and Sun's site. Would it really attract enough users to be viable?

Less than two years into its run, BlackPlanet had more than 2.5 million registered users.

Wasow felt confident that it would. The very first week it went live, in September 1999, a friend teased Wasow about the ticker on BlackPlanet's homepage, which showed how many people were logged on at any given moment: "I logged in, and it said there were, like, 15 people online," Wasow remembered him saying. "You sure you want to leave that up? Because it sort of feels like an empty dance floor." By the next week, the ticker showed closer to 150 people. Every day, the number climbed higher.

Within a few months, BlackPlanet had so many users that they couldn't possibly have squeezed onto any dance floor in New York City. Wasow began to spend much of his time speaking at marketing conferences and advertising events. Still, he and Sun struggled to attract significant capital. "Even as the site was showing real evidence of just incredible numbers, people had this story that was like, in some ways, 'That couldn't be!' " Wasow recalled. "Because the digital divide was the narrative in their heads ... It wasn't enough just to show success. We had to be insanely successful."

By May 2001, less than two years into its run, BlackPlanet had more than 2.5 million registered users. Wasow himself had taught Oprah Winfrey and Gayle King how to surf the Net on national television (after learning how to use a mouse, the women responded on air to emails from Diane Sawyer, Hillary Clinton, and Bill Gates). BlackPlanet had secured advertising deals with the likes of Hewlett-Packard, Time magazine, and Microsoft. In the last quarter of 2002, BlackPlanet recorded its first profit. (Facebook, by contrast, did not turn a profit until 2009, five years after its launch, and Twitter didn't until 2017, 11 years after its founding.) By then, it was the most popular Black-oriented website in America.

Wasow never forgot one seemingly trivial detail from BlackPlanet's fledgling days. When the site went live, "the first person who logged in was 'TastyTanya,' " he said, laughing. "For whatever reason, it's now more than 20 years later and I still remember that screen name."

I tracked down the woman once known as TastyTanya, who was 20 when she joined the site. Today, she's a married mother of two young children who works in accounting; she prefers not to have her real name attached to her old handle. When we spoke, she recounted how strangers on the site would strike up conversations with her because someone called TastyTanya just seemed approachable. One man she met on the site even emblazoned her BlackPlanet profile picture onto a CD he burned for her and sent her in the mail, which didn't seem creepy at the time. As quaint as that might sound now, TastyTanya's experience perfectly illustrates what made BlackPlanet so fun. In its heyday, the site was largely populated by users just like her, people in their teens and 20s who were doing online what people in their teens and 20s have always done: figuring out who they want to be, expressing their feelings, and, of course, flirting.

From the May 2024 issue: Hannah Giorgis on LaToya Ruby Frazier's intimate, intergenerational portraits

Like many early users, Shanita Hubbard came to BlackPlanet in the early 2000s as a college student, eager to take advantage of the dial-up internet in her dorm room. A member of the Zeta Phi Beta sorority at a historically Black college in South Carolina, Hubbard had heard about a cool-sounding site that would help her meet Zetas on other campuses. She chose the screen name NaturalBeauty79 and peppered her profile with references to her sorority, natural hair, and the music she loved. BlackPlanet soon became a fixture of her undergraduate experience.

Hubbard is now a freelance journalist and the author of Ride or Die: A Feminist Manifesto for the Well-Being of Black Women. When I asked her how she'd describe those days on BlackPlanet to a hypothetical Gen Zer, she laughed: "I feel like I'm trying to explain a rotary phone."

In retrospect, she told me, it was her first experience understanding how technology could broaden her universe not just intellectually, but socially. On BlackPlanet, Hubbard befriended Black people from all walks of life, including Zetas as far away as California. "What we think Black Twitter is today is actually what BlackPlanet was eons ago in terms of connecting and building authentic community," Hubbard said. "Except there was levels of protection within BlackPlanet that we never got on Twitter."




Some of the insulation was a product of the site's scale and user makeup: BlackPlanet was both smaller and more racially homogeneous than today's major social-media networks. Its infrastructure played a role too. Users could see who else was online or recently active, send private messages, and sign one another's digital "guest book," but group discussions of contentious topics tended to happen within specific forums dedicated to those issues, not on a centralized feed where bad-faith actors would be likely to jockey for the public's attention. There was no obvious equivalent to the "Retweet" button, no feature that encouraged users to chase virality over dialogue.

BlackPlanet users talked candidly about politics, debated sports, and engaged in conversations about what it meant to be Black across the diaspora. A 2008 study found that the "Heritage and Identity" forum on BlackPlanet (as well as its equivalents on AsianAvenue and another sister site, MiGente), where users started threads such as "I'm Black and I Voted for Bush," consistently attracted the highest engagement rate. The conversation wasn't always friendly, but it was rarely hostile in the ways that many Black social-media users now take for granted as part of our digital lives. "There was never a time ... where racists found us on BlackPlanet and infiltrated our sorority parties or flooded our little BlackPlanet pages with racist nonsense," Hubbard said. "It's almost like the white gaze was just not even a factor for us."

Eventually, Hubbard began using the site for more than friendly banter. "Everyone likes to pretend it was all about formulating a digital family reunion," she said. "That's true. But that doesn't tell the full story."

In 2001, when online-dating services such as eHarmony were still in their infancy, BlackPlanet launched a dating service that cost $19.99 a month and helped members screen their would-be love interests. The site offered its members something that is still rare in online romance: Everyone who signed up for BlackPlanet's dating service wanted to be paired with other Black people.

Soon enough, BlackPlanet romances were referenced in hip-hop lyrics and on other message boards, becoming a kind of shorthand for casual dating among young people. As Hubbard put it, BlackPlanet was "Tinder before there was swiping right, honey."

If you wanted your BlackPlanet page to look fly--and of course you did--you had to learn how to change the background colors, add music, and incorporate flashing GIFs. At the height of the site's popularity, the competition led some users to protect their pages by disabling the right-click function that allowed others to access their HTML codes. Giving users the opportunity to digitally render themselves made the site feel less like a staid old-school forum and more like a video game. That's how BlackPlanet sneakily taught a generation of Black internet users basic coding skills, an accomplishment that remains among Wasow's proudest.

Every former BlackPlanet user I spoke with for this story recalled doing at least a little coding, though most didn't know to call it that at the time. Some told me they continued building those skills and went on to work in tech or media, at companies such as Meta and Slate. For others, though, learning HTML was just a way to express personal style. "We were our own webmaster, our own designer, our own developer," Hubbard said. "We were maintaining it and then we would switch it up every couple of weeks to keep it fresh and poppin'."

It wasn't just BlackPlanet users who took note of how much fun customizing one's own webpage could be. In late 2002, a man named Tom Anderson decided that he and his business partner should start a new social network.

"BlackPlanet was both ahead of its time and unfortunately not far enough ahead of its time."

When MySpace launched in 2003, the site included several features that were similar to the ones BlackPlanet had offered for years. But where BlackPlanet and the other Community Connect sites emphasized the value of shared heritage and experiences, MySpace billed itself as the universal social network. "I had looked at dating sites and niche communities like BlackPlanet, AsianAvenue, and MiGente, as well as Friendster," Anderson told Fortune in 2006 (by then, he was better known as "MySpace Tom"). "And I thought, 'They're thinking way too small.' "

MySpace didn't immediately cut into BlackPlanet's user base. It would take at least five years and the advent of three more major social networks before BlackPlanet saw a significant downturn in its numbers. Even as late as October 2007, when then-presidential candidate Obama joined BlackPlanet, he quickly acquired a large following.

Still, as time went on, some BlackPlanet users found themselves visiting the site less frequently. Mikki Kendall, a cultural commentator and the author of Hood Feminism: Notes From the Women That a Movement Forgot, told me she didn't spend as much time on BlackPlanet as some of her friends did in part because she thought of it primarily as a meeting space for singles. Also, its interface didn't appeal to her. "BlackPlanet was both ahead of its time and unfortunately not far enough ahead of its time," she said. The site was full of delays, and the mobile option seemed all but unusable. "I always felt like it was the bootleg social-media network, even though it wasn't," she added. "But it was run like somebody was in the back with a hammer just knocking things together and hoping it came through."

Some observers I spoke with attributed BlackPlanet's decline partly to the difficulty its founders had attracting capital. Wasow remembered Community Connect bringing in a total of $22 million by 2004. In 2007, Facebook received $240 million in investment funds just from Microsoft. "What does it take financially to get Facebook to where it is? How much money?" Charlton McIlwain, a professor at NYU and the author of Black Software: The Internet & Racial Justice, From the AfroNet to Black Lives Matter, told me. How far into "the millions and into the billions of dollars has it taken for a Google to experiment and succeed at some things and fail at a lot of things, but then be a dominant player in that ecosystem?" Black American culture has always been a powerful engine of innovation, but this has too rarely translated into actual financial rewards for Black people.

In 2008, three years after Wasow left BlackPlanet to attend graduate school at Harvard, the Maryland-based urban-media network Radio One (now Urban One) purchased Community Connect for $38 million. At the time, BlackPlanet still had about 15 million users. But with Twitter slowly gaining attention outside Silicon Valley and Facebook beginning to overshadow MySpace, BlackPlanet simply didn't have the resources to continue attracting the same mass of users that it once had. The rise of these social-media giants--and the industry-wide shift to prioritizing mobile experiences--decimated BlackPlanet's numbers in the years after it was acquired.

Still, the site held on. In February 2019, BlackPlanet got a notable boost. That month, Solange Knowles released the visuals for When I Get Home, her fourth studio album, exclusively on the site. The project arose after Solange tweeted about wanting to release a project on BlackPlanet and caught the attention of Lula Dualeh, a political and digital strategist who had just started in a new role there.

"A lot of people were asking themselves the question What's next outside of Facebook and Twitter and Instagram? " Dualeh told me. Maybe the answer could be a return to BlackPlanet. In the days following the rollout of the When I Get Home visuals--a collection of art and music videos--BlackPlanet saw more traffic than it had in about a decade, as old and new visitors alike flocked to the site. Black Twitter was abuzz. "What I didn't realize is that there was just this underbelly of nostalgia around BlackPlanet," Dualeh said.

Despite the success of the Solange rollout, BlackPlanet hasn't seen a significant, lasting bump in numbers. Nostalgia alone won't be enough to keep users engaged--no matter how much worse Twitter (now X) has gotten. The BlackPlanet interface feels dated, with an early-2010s-Facebook quality to it, even as the posts crawling across the main feed reference music or events from 2024. Alfred Liggins, Urban One's CEO, acknowledges that there's work to be done on the technical side. But he argues that the site is still relevant. And although today's BlackPlanet does often seem like a repository for WhatsApp memes, YouTube links, and conversation prompts copied over from other platforms, some users do continue to use it to share photos and reflections from their real life.

In the current internet landscape, talk of eliminating hostility from large, multiracial platforms feels idealistic at best--particularly when those platforms are owned by egotistical billionaires such as Elon Musk, who has used Twitter to endorse racist claims and alienate parts of its user base. Still, there's reason to hope that we may be entering a new era of social networking that prioritizes real connection over conflict-fueled engagement. Several new microblogging platforms have launched in recent years. Spill, a Black-owned Twitter alternative co-founded by two of the app's former employees, joins networks such as Mastodon and Bluesky in offering users a space that isn't subject to the whims of provocateurs like Musk.

Wasow, for his part, is cautiously optimistic. The emergence of smaller, more dedicated digital spaces, he said, could "take us back to some of that thriving, 'Let a thousand flowers bloom' version of online community." It's not that he expects people to stop using the huge social networks, Wasow said, just that he can see a world where they log on to Facebook and Snapchat and Instagram less.

The emergence of these new outlets also serves as a useful reminder: The social web can take many forms, and bigger is not always better. The thrill of the early internet derived, in part, from the specificity of its meeting places and the possibility they offered of finding like-minded people even across great distances (or of learning from people whose differing perspectives might broaden your own). Not everyone is lucky enough to meet a future spouse on their web planet of choice. But the rest of us still have the capacity to be transformed for the better by the online worlds we inhabit.



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "Before Facebook, There Was BlackPlanet." 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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Tupperware Is in Trouble

We're in a golden age for food storage. So why is America's paradigmatic container brand failing?

by Amanda Mull




For the first several decades of my life, most of the meals I ate involved at least one piece of Tupperware. My mom's pieces were mostly the greens and yellows of a 1970s kitchen, purchased from co-workers or neighbors who circulated catalogs around the office or slipped them into mailboxes in our suburban subdivision. Many of her containers were acquired before my brother and I were born and remained in regular use well after I flew the nest for college in the mid-2000s. To this day, the birthday cake that my mom makes for my visits gets stored on her kitchen counter in a classic Tupperware cake saver--a flat gold base with a tall, milky-white lid made of semi-rigid plastic. Somewhere deep in her cabinets, the matching gold carrying strap is probably still hiding, in case a cake is on the go.

If you're over 30 and were raised in the American suburbs, you can probably tell a similar story, though your mom's color choices might have been a little different. As more and more middle-class women joined the workforce, new products that promised convenience in domestic work, which largely still fell to them, became indispensable tools of the homemaking trade. Reusable food-storage containers kept leftovers fresher for longer, made packing lunches easier, and, when combined with the ascendantly popular microwave, sped the process of getting last night's dinner back onto the table. Tupperware became such a dominant domestic force that its brand name, like Band-Aid and Kleenex, is often still used as a stand-in for plastic food-storage containers of any type or brand.

In theory, Tupperware should be even more popular now than it was decades ago. The market for storage containers, on the whole, is thriving. Practices such as meal-prepping and buying in bulk have further centered reusable food containers in America's eating habits. Obsessive kitchen organization is among social media's favorite pastimes, and plastic storage containers in every conceivable size and shape play an outsize role in the super-popular videos depicting spotless, abundant refrigerators and pantries on TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube. But Tupperware has fallen on hard times. At the end of last month, for a second year in a row, the company warned financial regulators that it would be unable to file its annual report on time and raised doubts about its ability to continue as a business, citing a "challenging financial condition." Sales are in decline. These should be boom times for Tupperware. What happened?

Read: Home influencers will not rest until everything has been put in a clear plastic storage bin

The Tupperware origin story is a near-perfect fable of 20th-century American ingenuity. Earl Tupper, the product's namesake, was a serial inventor who used mid-century advances in plastics technology to develop the first range of airtight food containers affordable for middle-class households. Tupperware debuted in 1946, but it didn't really take off until a few years later, when Brownie Wise, a divorced mom from Michigan, began selling the stuff to friends and neighbors she invited to her home. Her success caught the attention of Tupperware, and then of women across America who had gotten a taste of the working life during World War II but had been displaced from their wartime jobs by men returning from military service. Many of them began selling the food containers to their friends and neighbors in the living-room showcases that became Tupperware parties.

In the following decades, the range of plastic tubs, matte and mostly opaque, expanded in color, shape, and size--1960s pastels gave way to the citrus oranges, goldenrod yellows, and avocado greens of the '70s and '80s, and then to the rich reds and hunter greens of the '90s. Modestly sized lidded bowls were joined by dry-goods canisters, pie keepers, pitchers, and measuring cups. A kitchen full of Tupperware products became a symbol of social and domestic success: Practical but a little pricey, the storage containers were trafficked through women's community bonds, and owning them telegraphed a commitment to order, cleanliness, and sensible stewardship of the family's time and food budget. Particularly stylish moms matched their Tupperware collections to their kitchen decor.

Tupperware did not respond to an interview request on the company's current woes, but the problems it faces are not difficult to see. The first is that, in a lot of ways, its products are still those products. Much of Tupperware's range still looks at least a little bit like it did decades ago--textured, pliant plastic that obscures what's inside. Some of these products are a clear nostalgia play to tempt younger shoppers with the retro, rainbow-colored bowls and tubs their mom used, but many of the products just look dingy, clunky, old. And nostalgia is not necessarily something buyers want in plastic kitchenware. Since Tupperware's heyday, what we know about the safety of plastics that were commonly used in food storage has changed, and the public's buying preferences along with it. Like most older plastic containers, Tupperware made before 2010 contains a type of chemical called BPA, which is associated with a host of health problems including infertility, fetal abnormalities, and heart disease. Tupperware has since removed BPA from its products, but on a visual level, many of them still appear to be the bowls you might now wish your mom hadn't microwaved so frequently when you were a kid.

Tupperware's competitors have multiplied in recent decades, and most of them have been more adept at signaling newness and cleanliness to customers. OXO, Pyrex, and Rubbermaid, for example, all sell popular lines of containers that use crystal-clear hard plastic or glass and have mechanical latches or seals to prevent spills and keep food airtight. They look neat and orderly--even expensive--in the bright, cool-toned LED lighting of modern refrigerators. At $50 to $80 for a modestly sized set, they actually tend to cost less than their Tupperware equivalents, which can top $90 for a set of basic plastic bowls. For buyers more concerned about price than beauty, Ziploc and Glad make sets of cheap, thin plastic containers that can be bought for $10 or $12 at most grocery stores.

Where exactly one buys Tupperware has also become an issue over time. The bulk of the company's dwindling sales volume still comes from women selling to their social circles, which is now more of a liability in the United States than it was a generation or two ago. This type of "direct sales" model has proliferated widely in the social-media era, with distant Facebook friends pestering people to buy things like essential oils and cheap leggings. It has prompted a significant backlash, creating a consumer base that's tired of sales pitches from acquaintances and suspicious of products sold in that format. Tupperware parties still work for the brand in some parts of the world, but for mainly the same reason that they worked in mid-century America: In 2013, Indonesia became Tupperware's biggest market, thanks in large part to a growing population of workforce-curious women who embraced the opportunity to make some extra cash for their family by doing business with other women in tight-knit social communities. Sales in North America have continued to decline, and they now make up only a little over a quarter of the company's total volume, according to its most recent annual report.

Instead of changing with the times, Tupperware has clung to its old ways for decades longer than it probably should have. The company brought in a new CEO late last year, and she has said she will modernize both the products and the company's sales structure. But those efforts now seem likely to be too little, too late. Other than a brief dalliance with what were then called SuperTarget stores in the early 2000s, the brand didn't make a serious push into traditional retailing until 2022, and its products are now stocked alongside more modern-looking and frequently less expensive competitors at Target and Macy's. You can also now buy Tupperware online directly from the brand, but when you arrive at its website, a bright-orange banner across the top alerts you that you're not shopping with a representative, in case you should want to remedy that and give a co-worker or neighbor the credit for whatever you buy.

None of these issues takes a keen retail or product-development mind to detect. Tupperware's woes don't seem to be the result of unpredictable market changes or fickle consumers. Instead, like many once-prosperous 20th-century American companies, Tupperware's downfall appears to land squarely at the feet of its management. As far back as the 1980s, according to The Wall Street Journal, it was clear to executives at Kraft, then the company's owner, that high workforce participation among American women was making the direct-sales model less viable; if women had full-time jobs, they mostly didn't need side hustles or want to go to buying parties, even if they still wanted storage containers and kitchen gadgets. At the same time, Tupperware's patents began to expire, which created new competition for a brand that had long had very little. At that time, the company still had decades of goodwill in front of it, and it had a direct line to an army of women who could have helped guide the company's development of newer, better products that people would have been excited to continue stocking their kitchens with. Instead, those products are now made by its competitors and available virtually anywhere that food or home goods are sold. Tupperware, meanwhile, is still waiting for the return of a glorious past that is never coming back.
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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 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.
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            Crowds of music fans gathered once more in Indio, California, this weekend for the Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival, catching performances by Doja Cat, Jon Batiste, Vampire Weekend, Sabrina Carpenter, Lil Yachty, Gwen Stefani, Peso Pluma, Atarashii Gakko, the Aquabats, and many more artists. Gathered below are images of this year's performances and concertgoers during the first weekend of Coachella 2024.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A performer sings onstage, their mouth open wide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Brittany Howard performs onstage at Coachella 2024 in Indio, California, on April 12, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Emma McIntyre / Getty for Coachella
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A crowd of concertgoers run across a grassy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers are seen running to the gates during the first weekend of the 2024 Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival on April 12, 2024.
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                [image: Five people wearing full-body costumes stand inside a curved building, behind multicolored windows arranged in a rainbow gradient.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Muno, Foofa, Plex, Brobee, and Toodee, of Yo Gabba Gabba, pose at the Coachella Festival on April 13, 2024.
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                [image: A performer gestures onstage in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flore Benguigui of L'Imperatrice performs at the Outdoor Theatre on April 12, 2024.
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                [image: A concertgoer wearing a bright-blue bandanna and clear-framed glasses smiles while taking pictures with their phone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers watch the 88rising Futures showcase at the Mojave Tent.
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                [image: A close view of a performer onstage wearing a metallic outfit with silver fringed sleeves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Xin Liu performs at the Mojave Tent on April 14, 2024.
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                [image: A night view of illuminated structures and a Ferris wheel]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the festival grounds at the Empire Polo Club, seen on April 12, 2024.
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                [image: Performers in blue superhero-style costumes pose onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Aquabats perform on the Sonora stage on April 13, 2024.
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                [image: A person smiles for a backstage portrait.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thuy poses for a portrait backstage on April 13, 2024, in Indio, California.
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                [image: Several members of a band play guitars on an outdoor stage in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Chris Baio and Ezra Koenig of Vampire Weekend perform at the Outdoor Theatre.
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                [image: A person with a voluminous ponytail of black curly hair wearing a denim halter top adorned with gold gussets poses for a photograph.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A festivalgoer attends the 2024 Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival.
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                [image: A singer performs, backed by several others on a set with multilevel blue balconies.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sabrina Carpenter performs on April 12, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Emma McIntyre / Getty for Coachella
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A performer wears an ornate mask while posing onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grimes performs at the Sahara Stage on Day Two of Coachella 2024.
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                [image: Many people in a crowd hold up their phones to record a concert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers watch Lil Uzi Vert perform on April 12, 2024.
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                [image: Performers wearing costumes covered in long strands of hair perform onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Doja Cat performs on the Coachella Stage on April 14, 2024.
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                [image: A DJ performs, backed by a huge video wall with a cartoonish image of a face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Peggy Gou performs at the Sahara Tent.
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                [image: A singer gestures while on an outdoor stage in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Renee Rapp performs at the Outdoor Theatre on April 14, 2024.
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                [image: A performer sings and plays guitar onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jon Batiste, seen onstage during the the first weekend of the Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival
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                [image: A performer sits on the bow of a life-size prop boat, with the name "LIL BOAT" written on the side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lil Yachty performs at the Mojave Tent on April 14, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of concertgoers, most taking videos with their phones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers watch a performance at the Mojave Tent on April 14, 2024.
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                [image: Five performers pose together while singing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Huh Yun-jin, Sakura Miyawaki, Kazuha, Kim Chae-won and Hong Eun-chae of Le Sserafim perform at the Sahara Tent on April 13, 2024.
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                [image: Wind blows the long hair and costume of a singer as they perform onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shakira performs with the Argentine record producer and songwriter Bizarrap on the Sahara Stage.
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                [image: A singer performs with a bullhorn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Damon Albarn of Blur performs on the Coachella Stage on April 13, 2024.
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                [image: Concertgoers stand and sit on a shallow grassy hill while watching a performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                NAV performs at the Sahara Stage on Day Three, April 14, 2024.
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                [image: Two singers perform together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Gwen Stefani and Olivia Rodrigo perform on the Coachella Stage on April 13, 2024, in Indio, California.
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                [image: A performer wearing a dark costume and mask with glowing eyes, seen onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gesaffelstein performs at the Outdoor Theatre on April 13, 2024.
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                [image: A performer sings onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ice Spice performs on the Sahara Stage on Day Two of Coachella 2024.
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                [image: A singer sits on a stage, performing with a band.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Abigail Morris of The Last Dinner Party sings onstage on April 13, 2024.
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                [image: Two performers, onstage, singing to each other]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Peso Pluma and Becky G, in performance on the Coachella Stage on April 12, 2024
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                [image: Four performers pose together onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kanon, Rin, Suzuka, and Mizyu of Atarashii Gakko! perform in the Gobi Tent at Coachella 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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Will Republicans Find Consensus on Abortion Politics?

Republicans continue to clash this week as party leadership remains unclear.

by The Editors




After Arizona's highest court reinstated a 160-year-old abortion ban on Tuesday, criticism of the decision poured in from both Democrats and Republicans. Former President Donald Trump also announced this week that he opposes a national abortion ban, leaving Republicans--in Arizona and across the country--to publicly contend with their stance on the issue.

Meanwhile, the future of Republican governing remains unclear as the party seeks to be in power in the White House and Congress. Speaker Mike Johnson will now meet Trump in Florida today, amid growing opposition to him from fellow right-wing lawmakers, as well as clashes this week over the renewal of the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act and Ukraine aid.

Joining the Atlantic staff writer and guest moderator Franklin Foer to discuss this and more are Lisa Desjardins, Congressional Correspondent, PBS NewsHour; Susan Glasser, a staff writer for The New Yorker; Ryan Lizza, the chief Washington correspondent at Politico and a co-author of Playbook; and Domenico Montanaro, a senior political editor and correspondent at NPR.

Watch the full episode and read the transcript here.
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Ro Khanna Wants to Be the Future of the Democratic Party

Khanna, a congressman who represents Silicon Valley, sees himself as a bridge between America's faded industrial might and its digital future.

by Russell Berman




Updated at 5:17 p.m. ET on April 3, 2024

In January, as the 2024 primary season got under way, Representative Ro Khanna stood in the middle of a spacious New Hampshire living room and marveled at the dozens of Democrats who had crammed in. "What enthusiasm for President Biden!" Khanna said as the crowd cheered. The California progressive wasn't in the land of would-be presidents to promote himself--at least not directly. He came here to boost his party's flagging 81-year-old incumbent.

Khanna represents Silicon Valley, but he's lost count of how many times he's been to New Hampshire; a local Democrat introduced him to the room as "the fifth member of our congressional delegation." He told me he initially felt "sheepish" about coming back after he stumped here for Bernie Sanders four years ago, worried that people would assume he wanted to run for president. He's gotten over that.

I spent a day driving across the state with Khanna as he made the case for Joe Biden as a write-in candidate. Before voters and the cameras, Khanna was a loyal surrogate, hailing Biden as a champion for the middle class, the climate, and abortion rights, while insisting that the president still has plenty of support. Back in the car, however, his worries and frustrations spilled out. Khanna is 47, three decades younger than the two men set to be on the ballot in November. He's waiting--not altogether patiently--for the decks to clear, for the Biden and Sanders generation to finally retire. "We haven't been driving a clear message," Khanna told me. "We have to have a better message on the economy, and we have to have a better message on immigration."

The proximate cause of Khanna's distress was the bipartisan southern-border compromise that was then emerging from the Senate--and which, at the behest of former President Donald Trump, Republicans promptly killed. Khanna wasn't a fan of the deal. He had wanted Biden to give a rousing speech about why immigration matters to America; instead, the president was about to give Republicans almost everything they wanted. "You've got no affirmative case," Khanna told me. "There's nothing. There's a void." What's missing, he said, is "an aspirational vision."

Here's Khanna's. He wants to marry the forward-looking spirit of the companies founded in and around his district--Google, Apple, Tesla--with the traditional middle-class values of his suburban upbringing in Bucks County, Pennsylvania. And he wants to inspire a "new economic patriotism" to rebuild America's industrial base with climate-friendly technology--a project that he hopes will bring manufacturing jobs back to the Rust Belt, and working-class voters back to the Democratic Party.

A representative from America's tech capital is an unlikely avatar of nostalgia, but Khanna speaks with as much longing for the country's past, and his own, as any politician. He sees himself as a bridge between the nation's faded industrial might and its digital future, appealing to a set of often-warring constituencies: progressives and pragmatists, tech capitalists and the working class, climate activists and coal country.

Khanna got his start in politics working for Barack Obama, who clearly serves as a model: a progressive who proposed transformative change without alienating too much of the country. The divide that Khanna wants to cross extends beyond the factions of the Democratic Party; it's geographic, economic, cultural, technological, generational. And it's wider than the one Obama faced. The nation that embraced the former president's message is now even more polarized and dug-in.

Sometimes Khanna's project seems naive, as though he's trying to be everything to everybody at a time when nobody agrees on anything. But he believes that to defeat Trump and build a coalition that can survive beyond November, Democrats must offer an agenda that can excite the voters who have soured on the president and their party. Khanna wants to run for president on his vision one day--as soon as 2028--but his more urgent quest is trying to get his party to adopt it now. "Do I think I have a compelling economic vision for this country, for the party? Yes," he said. "Do I mind if the president steals all of it? Absolutely not."


Congressman Ro Khanna of California greets a student at Council Rock North High School, in Newtown, Pennsylvania, where he also went to school.



If you recognize Khanna, you've probably seen him on cable news; he told me--and this was a point of pride--that he goes on Fox News more than nearly any other House Democrat. Early in his presidency, Biden was so impressed with Khanna's cable appearances that he asked Ron Klain, his chief of staff at the time, to schedule more TV hits for Khanna. "Well, Mr. President," Klain replied, "I think he does a pretty good job getting on TV all by himself."

Khanna's willingness to engage the right has gained him an audience that many Democrats have ignored--and the unofficial title of Congress's "ambassador of Silicon Valley." He frequently visits rural districts where GOP members of Congress seek investments from lucrative tech giants. (Khanna isn't shy about getting tech executives on the phone. "I joke sometimes that I'm going to try to discover the limits of Ro's Rolodex," Representative Mike Gallagher, a Wisconsin Republican who serves with Khanna on the House select committee on China, told me.)

McKay Coppins: The Kyrsten Sinema theory of American politics

Khanna is also more willing than other progressives to work on legislation with Republicans, having co-sponsored bills with staunch Trump supporters and lawmakers who voted to overturn the 2020 election. Two months after the January 6 assault on the Capitol, Khanna appeared on Fox News alongside Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida and bragged about their legislation to reduce money in politics and end U.S. involvement in "forever wars."

Khanna "has a risk tolerance that I think is rare for most members," Gallagher, who is resigning from the House this month, told me. He recounted a meeting that he and Khanna had with Elon Musk last year, in which Khanna got the billionaire to host a live event with them on his social-media platform. "I'm not sure how many Democratic members would be able to do" that, Gallagher said. Or be willing to.

Khanna occupies an ideological space to the left of Biden but just to the right of progressives like Sanders and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York, who identify as democratic socialists. He supports Medicare for All, tuition-free public college, and tax increases on high earners. But he also made plenty of money as a lawyer representing tech firms, and Khanna is not about to say that "billionaires should not exist," as Sanders has. He defines himself as a "progressive capitalist," and he believes progressives should frame wealth as a feature, not a bug, of the American system. "The progressive movement has to talk about a vision of production, a vision of wealth generation," Khanna said.

The policy that best exemplifies this is Khanna's push for federal investment in manufacturing technologies such as green steel and clean aluminum, which he sees as a way of reindustrializing the Rust Belt while minimizing carbon emissions and air pollution. After months of negotiations with environmental groups, labor unions, and manufacturers, Khanna is planning a trip later this spring to Johnstown, Pennsylvania, to unveil legislation that would spend billions to build steel plants in former industry hubs. (The bill will have at least one Republican co-sponsor from the region, he told me.) He thinks it will "capture the imagination"--a favorite Khanna-ism--of voters longing for America to reclaim its status from China as the world's great manufacturer.

"We're living in a time of big ideas, of big moments," Khanna told me. "And I think we need a big vision to meet the times." He's worried, though, that Biden's ambitions are only getting smaller. After two years of sweeping legislative accomplishments--a $1.9 trillion COVID-relief bill, $1.2 trillion for infrastructure, the most significant climate bill in American history--Biden has, in the face of a more hostile Congress, scaled back his domestic-policy goals. Among the objectives that the president dwelled on longest during his recent State of the Union address were fighting junk fees and restoring the number of chips in a snack bag--not exactly the stuff that captures imaginations.


Ro Khanna speaks to students at Council Rock North High School.



No issue has tested Khanna's ability to satisfy all of his party's factions more than Israel's military campaign in Gaza. Khanna called for a cease-fire seven weeks after the Hamas attack--much later than some of his progressive colleagues, and much earlier than Biden, who resisted that demand until last week, when the U.S. allowed a United Nations resolution backing a one-month cease-fire to pass.

Seven weeks was too long for many of Khanna's supporters. One of his top political staffers resigned in protest in mid-October, and when demonstrators staged a sit-in at his office near the Capitol, one of Khanna's interns joined them on the floor. By November, even his mother, Jyotsna, was getting on his case. "I wanted him to declare much sooner," she told me.

Khanna is still not as critical of Israel as some on the left; he doesn't describe its campaign in Gaza as "genocide" or "ethnic cleansing." But as Palestinian casualties have increased, he's called more forcefully for Biden to demand that the Netanyahu government halt its shelling of Gaza. "We have a lot of levers that we haven't used," Khanna told me.

In February, Khanna traveled to Michigan, trying to persuade the state's large Arab American population to support Biden despite his own reservations about the president's approach to Israel. A few days after Khanna's visit, more than 100,000 Michigan Democrats--about 13 percent of the primary electorate--marked "uncommitted" on their ballot in protest of Biden's Israel policy. Khanna urged the Biden campaign to take their message seriously. The party can't afford to have the war still going on during the Democratic convention, he told me. "You'd have mass protests."

The president's advisers insist that the White House has no problem with Khanna's critiques. They see him as exerting pressure in the right way--respectfully, not caustically--and serving as a conduit to younger, more progressive voters Biden needs to turn out in November. "The fact that Ro sees some issues differently than the president makes him an effective surrogate," Klain told me. "That gives him credibility."

Some progressives see Khanna differently, not as a bridge between generations but as an ambitious politician cozying up to power brokers. "He walks a fine line," one official with a prominent left-leaning group told me on condition of anonymity to avoid criticizing an ally. For now, Khanna's close ties with the Democratic establishment--Biden and Obama in particular--are politically useful. But soon, the official noted, many progressive voters will want a sharp break with the two men, and Khanna's proximity to his party's past could cost him.


Ro Khanna signs a copy of his book Dignity in a Digital Age for Gretchen Raab, his ninth-grade English teacher, at Jake's Eatery, in Newtown, Pennsylvania.



Khanna wasn't visiting early presidential-primary states solely to promote Biden. In between events in New Hampshire, Khanna met privately with leaders of the state's largest labor union and a Democratic candidate for governor, people whose endorsements he might seek in a few years. Democratic activists alluded to his candidacy in 2028 as if it were a certainty. Khanna isn't about to announce a campaign more than four years out--"Who knows what the future holds?" is his stock reply to questions about his plans--but he does nothing to dispel the assumptions that he'll run.

When I asked party activists which Democrats they were excited to see more of after this election, some of them mentioned Khanna. More often, however, they cited bigger names with bigger jobs, such as Governors Gretchen Whitmer of Michigan, Gavin Newsom of California, and Josh Shapiro of Pennsylvania, as well as Vice President Kamala Harris and Pete Buttigieg, the transportation secretary. In New Hampshire, a few Democrats even mentioned Representative Hakeem Jeffries of New York, the House minority leader. As a compelling speaker, Khanna would hold his own on a primary-debate stage, but could he make it into the top tier of candidates?

Damon Linker: Democrats should pick a new presidential candidate now

Only James Garfield went directly from the House to the White House, and that was 143 years ago. But Khanna seems undeterred. As he often notes, his district contains some $10 trillion in market value, giving him a bigger platform than most representatives. "There are a lot of very, very high-profile House members that I think have an equivalent impact on the national debate as the Senate," he said. "I think the rules of traditional politics have changed."

Among many progressives, the heir to the movement Sanders created--and the dream presidential candidate--is AOC. "She occupies her own space," says Joseph Geevarghese, the executive director of Our Revolution, the political group started by veterans of Sanders's 2016 campaign. "Ro is not quite there yet, but he could be."


Ro Khanna listens to his former social-studies teacher Derek Longo.



As Khanna tries to make a national name for himself, voters will hear as much about Bucks County, Pennsylvania, as they do about California. Khanna remains nostalgic for the America that welcomed his parents from India in the 1970s. After graduating from the University of Michigan, his father became a chemical engineer and settled in Pennsylvania. Aside from two years in India, Khanna spent his childhood in a town about 45 minutes north of Philadelphia that offered him a quintessential middle-class upbringing--Little League baseball, Eagles football games, well-funded public schools. Khanna was one of just a few Indian American students in a large, almost entirely white high school, but he doesn't remember experiencing any discrimination. "My faith in the country comes from here," Khanna told me.

He insisted on giving me a tour of the county, now one of America's most closely watched political bellwethers. His staff had arranged for him to speak at his alma mater, where he took an hour's worth of questions from some of the school's more politically informed students. They asked about steel manufacturing, the threat of China invading Taiwan, and how he reconciles his support for aid to Ukraine with his votes against defense spending. The exchanges were more substantive than many congressional hearings.

A couple of students pressed him on why the nation's leaders, and in particular its two likely presidential nominees, were so old. "There's a lot of frustration with the gerontocracy," he acknowledged. "There's a need for a new generation. I'm hopeful that will happen in the next cycle, that we will see very, very talented new voices emerge."

None of the people I met in Bucks County who knew Khanna as a teenager was surprised that he'd ended up in Congress. Two of his teachers presented him with papers and clippings from his school days that they had kept for more than 30 years. We met Gretchen Raab, who taught Khanna's ninth-grade English class, at a local diner, where she recalled thinking that he would become the first Indian American president. (Khanna seemed embarrassed by this disclosure, but only slightly.)

Khanna was civically engaged by the time he started high school, which he attributes at least partly to his family history. His maternal grandfather was active in Mahatma Gandhi's independence movement, serving time in jail before becoming a member of the Indian Parliament. Khanna joined his school's political-science club and once played then-Senator Joe Biden during a mock foreign-policy debate. His opposition to U.S. military adventurism started around this time: Raab raved about the op-ed that Khanna sent, as part of a class assignment in 1991, to the local newspaper arguing that President George H. W. Bush should not invade Iraq.

As an undergraduate at the University of Chicago, Khanna volunteered for the state-Senate campaign of a lecturer at the law school, a 35-year-old Democrat named Barack Obama. Several years later, when Khanna was contemplating his own first run for office in 2001, he emailed Obama, who advised him to avoid running in a big state. (Obama had just lost a congressional primary in Illinois.) Khanna ignored him and moved to California, where he challenged a 12-term incumbent in a 2004 House race. Like Obama, Khanna got crushed. He would go on to work for Obama's administration before finally winning a seat in Congress on his third try, in 2016.

After Khanna finished talking with the students, he and I squeezed into desk chairs inside a small classroom and spoke with Derek Longo, one of Khanna's history teachers. Longo described how a long-ago visit to the American cemetery in Normandy made him want to teach history. Khanna asked him what he thought about the rise of Trump.

Perhaps Khanna was expecting his teacher to talk about the threat Trump poses to democracy. Instead, he revealed something Khanna didn't know: Longo voted twice for Trump. He praised Trump's business background and told us that he worries about urban crime. In 2017, his daughter and son were struck by a driver under the influence of heroin as they were standing on a sidewalk in New Jersey. Longo's son spent 10 days in intensive care, and his daughter, who was seven months pregnant, didn't survive. Under state law, prosecutors couldn't charge the driver with a double homicide because Longo's granddaughter wasn't born. The driver pleaded guilty to a lesser charge of vehicular homicide. He's due to be released from prison next year.

The tragedy hardened Longo's views on crime and abortion. "I could not vote for President Biden," he said. Khanna sat quietly as Longo spoke. "One of the challenges we have as a country is we have a wrong stereotypical view of the Trump voter," Khanna said to us after the conversation had moved on. "The Trump voter includes possibly the teacher you most respect."

Longo spoke highly of Khanna, praising his slogan of "progressive capitalism" and his push to use technology to create economic opportunity. He even said he might be able to vote for Khanna one day. "A Trump-Khanna voter!" Khanna marveled.

That moment of exhilaration had faded by the time we got back to the car. Khanna conceded that Longo wouldn't consider voting for him if he hadn't been a former student. Yet he was exactly the kind of voter, Khanna said, that Democrats need to figure out how to reach--the Trump supporters who might respond to a progressive economic plan. That someone like Longo, so turned off by the Democrats now in power, will listen to his message--and even consider voting for him--seemed like an affirmation of Khanna's vision. That he still wasn't sold on his cherished former student, however, might be a sign of its limits.



This article previously misstated the amount of time that Derek Longo's son spent in intensive care.
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The Bone-Marrow Transplant Revolution

Finding a matched donor has always been the major challenge. A drug has solved that problem.

by Sarah Zhang




In the fall of 2021, Gabriel Arias felt like his body was "rotting from the inside." He was diagnosed with acute myeloid leukemia, a form of blood cancer so aggressive that doctors had him hospitalized the day of his biopsy. In cases like his, the ideal treatment is a transplant. Arias's cancer-prone blood cells needed to be destroyed and replaced with healthy ones taken from the bone marrow or blood of a donor who matched him biologically. Fortunately, doctors found him a match in the volunteer-donor registries--a man in Poland. Unfortunately, Arias's single match in the entire world was no longer available to donate.

In the past, the road to transplant might have ended here, but a medical advance had dramatically expanded the pool of donors for patients such as Arias. With the right drug, Arias could now get a transplant from his brother, a partial match, or, as he ultimately chose, he could join a clinical trial in which his donor would be a stranger who shared just eight of 10 markers used in bone-marrow transplants. Under this looser standard, Arias's registry matches multiplied from one to more than 200. "It really is a game changer," says Steve Devine, the chief medical officer of the nonprofit NMDP,  which runs the U.S. donor registry and has led research into the use of mismatched donors. Today, agonizing searches for a matched donor are largely a thing of the past.

The drug powering this breakthrough is actually very old. Cyclophosphamide was first developed in the 1950s for chemotherapy. Fifty years later, researchers at Johns Hopkins began studying whether it could be repurposed to prevent a common and sometimes deadly complication of bone-marrow transplants called graft-versus-host disease, where the donor's white blood cells--which form the recipient's new immune system--attack the rest of the body as foreign. The bigger the mismatch between donor and recipient, the more likely this was to happen. Cyclophosphamide worked stunningly well against graft-versus-host disease: The drug cut rates of acute and severe complications by upwards of 80 percent.

Cyclophosphamide has now enabled more patients than ever to get bone-marrow transplants --more than 7,000 last year, according to NMDP. (Bone-marrow transplant is still used as an umbrella term, though many of these procedures now use cells collected from the blood rather than bone marrow, which can be done without surgery. Both versions are also known, more accurately, as hematopoietic or blood stem-cell transplants.) The field has essentially surmounted the problem of matching donors, a major barrier to transplants, Ephraim Fuchs, an oncologist at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Fuchs couldn't remember the last time a patient failed to get a blood stem-cell transplant because they couldn't find a donor.



It wasn't obvious that cyclophosphamide would work so well. "I'm just going to come clean," Devine told me. "Back in 2003 and 2005, I thought it was crazy." Derived from a relative of mustard gas, the drug is known to be highly toxic to a variety of blood cells; in fact, doctors had long used it to kill the diseased bone marrow in patients before transplant. Why would you want to give such a drug after transplant, when the new donor cells are still precious and few? It defied a certain logic.

But as far back as the 1960s, researchers also noticed that high doses of post-transplant cyclophosphamide could prevent graft-versus-host disease in mice, even if they did not know why. Over the next few decades, scientists working away in labs learned that cyclophosphamide isn't quite carpet-bombing the blood. It actually spares the stem cells most important to successful transplant. (Blood stem cells differentiate into all the types of red and white blood cells that a patient will need.) Why cyclophosphamide works so well against graft-versus-host disease is still unclear, but the drug also seems to selectively kill white blood cells active in the disease while sparing those that quell the immune system.

By the late '90s, doctors saw a clear need to expand the search for donors. Bone-marrow transplants are most successful when donor and recipient share the same markers, known as HLA, which are protein tags our cells use to distinguish self from nonself. We inherit HLA markers from our parents, so siblings have about a one-in-four chance of being perfectly matched. As families got smaller in the 20th century, though, the likelihood of a sibling match fell. Donor registries such as NMDP were created to fill the gap, however imperfectly.

Doctors soon began coalescing around the idea of using family members who were only haploidentical, or half matched, meaning they shared at least five out of 10 HLA markers. Every child is a half match to their parents, and every parent to their child; siblings also have a 50 percent chance of being half matches. But when doctors first tried these transplants, the "outcomes were horrible," Leo Luznik, an oncologist at Johns Hopkins, told me. Patients had frighteningly high rates of graft-versus-host disease, and more than half died within three years.

Based on the lab findings, Luznik, Fuchs, and other colleagues at Johns Hopkins wondered if post-transplant cyclophosphamide could help. The pharmaceutical companies that made it were uninterested in funding any research, Luznik said, because "it was an old, very cheap drug." With government grants, however, the team was able to prove that cyclophosphamide got the rate of graft-versus-disease as low as in matched sibling transplants. By the late 2000s, transplants with half-matched family members were becoming routine.

Still, not every patient will have a sibling or parent or child who can donate. Doctors began wondering if cyclophosphamide could work for unrelated donors too. If only eight of the 10 markers have to be matched, then almost everyone would find a donor, even multiple donors. This was especially important for patients of mixed or non-European ancestry, who have a harder time finding unrelated donors, because people of those backgrounds make up a smaller proportion of registry donors and because they can carry a more diverse set of HLA markers. Two-thirds of white people can find a fully matched registry donor, but that number drops to 23 percent for Black Americans and 41 percent for Asians or Pacific Islanders.

Amelia Johnson, who is half Indian and half Black, was one of the first children to get a transplant from a mismatched unrelated donor in a clinical trial in 2022. Her mom, Salome Sookdieopersad, remembers being told, "You guys need to start recruiting bone-marrow donors to help increase your chances." When that still didn't turn up an ideal match, Sookdieopersad prepared to donate to her daughter as a half match. But then Amelia was offered a spot in the clinical trial, and they decided to take it. Transplants with mismatched unrelated donors had already been tried in adults--that was Arias's trial--and they offered other potential benefits. A younger donor, for example, has younger cells, which fare noticeably better than older ones. Amelia did end up with a bout of graft-versus-host disease; cyclophosphamide lowers the risk but not to zero. Still, the transplant was necessary to save her life, and her mom pointed out that some risk was unavoidable, no matter the type of donor: A friend of Amelia's got graft-versus-host even with a perfectly matched one. Doctors were able to treat Amelia's complications, and she returned to school last August. The pediatric trial she was part of is ongoing.

In adults, where more data are available, doctors are already moving ahead with mismatched, unrelated donors. Between this and half-matched family members, patients who once might have had zero donors are now finding themselves with multiple possibilities. Doctors can be choosier too: They can select the youngest donor, for example, or match on characteristics such as blood type. The larger pool of donors also prevents situations like Arias's, in which a single matched donor who signed up years ago is no longer available, which happens with some regularity. Cyclophosphamide is now routinely used in matched transplants too, because it lowers the risk of graft-versus-host disease even further.

Arias's mismatched unrelated donor in the trial was an anonymous 22-year-old man who lives somewhere in the United States. When Arias and I spoke last month, it had been almost exactly two years since his transplant. He's cancer free. He and his wife just welcomed a baby girl. None of this would have likely been possible without the transplant, without the donor, without a 70-year-old drug that had been smartly repurposed.
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Women in Menopause Are Getting Short Shrift

They could benefit from a diversity of hormones, empathy about their experience, and a frank approach to sexuality--all hallmarks of trans health care.

by Rachel E. Gross




After a decade working as an obstetrician-gynecologist, Marci Bowers thought she understood menopause. Whenever she saw a patient in her 40s or 50s, she knew to ask about things such as hot flashes, vaginal dryness, mood swings, and memory problems. And no matter what a patient's concern was, Bowers almost always ended up prescribing the same thing. "Our answer was always estrogen," she told me.

Then, in the mid-2000s, Bowers took over a gender-affirmation surgical practice in Colorado. In her new role, she began consultations by asking each patient what they wanted from their body--a question she'd never been trained to ask menopausal women. Over time, she grew comfortable bringing up tricky topics such as pleasure, desire, and sexuality, and prescribing testosterone as well as estrogen. That's when she realized: Women in menopause were getting short shrift.

Menopause is a body-wide hormonal transition that affects virtually every organ, from skin to bones to brain. The same can be said of gender transition, which, like menopause, is often referred to by doctors and transgender patients as "a second puberty": a roller coaster of physical and emotional changes, incited by a dramatic shift in hormones. But medicine has only recently begun connecting the dots. In the past few years, some doctors who typically treat transgender patients--urologists, gender-affirmation surgeons, sexual-medicine specialists--have begun moving into menopause care and bringing with them a new set of tools.

"In many ways, trans care is light years ahead of women's care," Kelly Casperson, a urologist and certified menopause provider in Washington State, told me. Providers who do both are well versed in the effects of hormones, attuned to concerns about sexual function, and empathetic toward people who have had their symptoms dismissed by providers. If the goal of menopause care isn't just to help women survive but also to allow them to live their fullest life, providers would do well to borrow some insights from a field that has been doing just that for decades.

From the October 2019 issue: The secret power of menopause

American women's relationship with estrogen has been a rocky one. In the 1960s, books such as Feminine Forever, written by the gynecologist Robert A. Wilson, framed estrogen as a magical substance that could make women once again attractive and sexually available, rendering the menopausal "much more pleasant to live with." (The New York Times later reported that Wilson was paid by the manufacturer of Premarin, the most popular estrogen treatment at the time.) Later, the pitch switched to lifelong health. By 1992, Premarin was the most prescribed drug in the United States. By the end of the decade, 15 million women were on estrogen therapy, with or without progesterone, to treat their menopause symptoms.

Then, in 2002, a large clinical trial concluded that oral estrogen plus progesterone treatment was linked to an increased risk of stroke, heart disease, and breast cancer. The study was an imperfect measure of safety--it focused on older women rather than on the newly menopausal, and it tested only one type of estrogen--but oral-estrogen prescriptions still plummeted, from nearly a quarter of women over 40 to roughly 5 percent. Despite this blow to the hormone's reputation, evidence has continued to pile up confirming that oral estrogen can help prevent bone loss and treat hot flashes and night sweats, though it can increase the risk of strokes for women over 60. Topical estrogen helps address genital symptoms, including vaginal dryness, irritation, and thinning of the tissues, as well as urinary issues such as chronic UTIs and incontinence.

But estrogen alone can't address every menopause symptom, in part because estrogen is not the only hormone that's in short supply during menopause; testosterone is too. Although researchers lack high-quality research on the role of testosterone in women over age 65, they know that in premenopausal women, it plays a role in bone density, heart health, metabolism, cognition, and the function of the ovaries and bladder. A 2022 review concluded, "Testosterone is a vital hormone in women in maintaining sexual health and function" after menopause.

Yet for decades, standard menopause care mostly ignored testosterone. Part of the reason is regulatory: Although estrogen has enjoyed FDA approval for menopausal symptoms since 1941, the agency has never green-lit a testosterone treatment for women, largely because of scant research. That means doctors have to be familiar enough with the hormone to prescribe it off-label. And unlike estrogen, testosterone is a Schedule III controlled substance, which means more red tape. Some of Casperson's female patients have had their testosterone prescription withheld by pharmacists; one was asked if she was undergoing gender transition.

Helen Lewis: Capitalism has plans for menopause

The other hurdle is cultural. These days, providers such as Casperson, as well as  menopause-trained gynecologists, might prescribe testosterone to menopausal women experiencing difficulty with libido, arousal, and orgasm. Many women see improvements in these areas after a few months. But first, they have to get used to the idea of taking a hormone they've been told all their lives is for men, at just the time when their femininity can feel most tenuous (see: Feminine Forever). Here, too, experience in trans care can help: Casperson has talked many transmasculine patients through similar hesitations about using genital estrogen cream to balance out the side effects of their high testosterone doses. Taking estrogen, she tells those patients, "doesn't mean you're not who you want to be," just as taking testosterone wouldn't change a menopause patient's gender identity.

Many trans-health providers have also honed their skills in speaking frankly about sexuality. That's especially true for those who do surgeries that will affect a patient's future sex life, Blair Peters, a plastic surgeon at Oregon Health & Science University who performs phalloplasties and vaginoplasties, told me. Experts I spoke with, including urologists and gynecologists with training in sexual health, said that gynecologists can often fall short in this regard. Despite treating vaginas for a living, they can often be uncomfortable bringing up sexual concerns with patients or inexperienced at treating issues beyond vaginal dryness. They can also assume, inaccurately, that concerns about vaginal discomfort always center on penetrative sex with a male partner, Tania Glyde, an LGBTQ+ therapist in London and the founder of the website Queer Menopause, told me. A 2022 survey of OB-GYN residency programs found that less than a third had a dedicated menopause curriculum.

Bowers, who is herself transgender, told me she got comfortable talking about sexuality in a clinical setting only after moving into trans care. If she were to return to gynecology today, she said, she would add some frank questions to her conversations with midlife patients who share that they're having sexual issues: "Tell me about your sexuality. Tell me, are you happy with that? How long does it take you to orgasm? Do you masturbate? What do you use?"

Menopause care has already benefited from decades of effort by queer people, who have pushed doctors to pay more attention to a diversity of experiences. Research dating as far back as the 2000s that included lesbians going through menopause helped show that common menopause stereotypes, such as anxiety over remaining attractive to men and disconnect between members of a couple, were far from universal. Trans people, too, have benefited from advances in menopause care. Because both gender transition and menopause involve a sharp drop in estrogen, many transmasculine men who take testosterone also lose their period, and experience a similar (though more extreme) version of the genital dryness and irritation. That means they can benefit from treatments developed for menopausal women, as Tate Smith, a 25-year-old trans activist in the U.K., realized when he experienced genital pain and spotting after starting testosterone at 20. After he found relief with topical estrogen cream, he made an Instagram post coining the term trans male menopause to make sure more trans men were aware of the connection.

Read: What menopause does to women's brains

The more menopause and gender care are considered together in medical settings, the better the outcomes will be for everyone involved. Yet menopause studies rarely consider trans men and nonbinary people, along with younger women and girls who experience menopause due to cancer treatment, surgery, or health conditions that affect ovarian function. Although these patient populations represent a small proportion of the patients going through menopause, their experiences can help researchers understand the effects of low estrogen across a range of bodies. Siloing off menopause from other relevant fields of medicine means menopausal women and trans people alike can miss out on knowledge and treatments that already exist.

Unlike gender transition, menopause is generally not chosen. But it too can be an opportunity for a person to make choices about what they want out of their changing body. Not all women in menopause are worried about their libido or interested in taking testosterone. Like trans patients, they deserve providers who listen to what they care about and then offer them a full range of options, not just a limited selection based on outdated notions of what menopause is supposed to be.
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What Happens When You've Been on Ozempic for 20 Years?

The long-term effects of GLP-1 drugs are unknown.

by Gary Taubes




In December 1921, Leonard Thompson was admitted to Toronto General Hospital so weak and emaciated that his father had to carry him inside. Thompson was barely a teenager, weighing all of 65 pounds, dying of diabetes. With so little to lose, he was an ideal candidate to be patient No. 1 for a trial of the pancreatic extract that would come to be called insulin.

The insulin did what today we know it can. "The boy became brighter, more active, looked better and said he felt stronger," the team of Toronto researchers and physicians reported in March 1922 in The Canadian Medical Association Journal. The article documented their use of insulin on six more patients; it had seemingly reversed the disease in every case. As John Williams, a diabetes specialist in Rochester, New York, wrote of the first patient on whom he tried insulin later that year, "The restoration of this patient to his present state of health is an achievement difficult to record in temperate language. Certainly few recoveries from impending death more dramatic than this have ever been witnessed by a physician."

Of all the wonder drugs in the history of medicine, insulin may be the closest parallel, in both function and purpose, to this century's miracle of a metabolic drug: the GLP-1 agonist. Sold under now-familiar brand names including Ozempic, Wegovy, and Mounjaro, these new medications for diabetes and obesity have been hailed as a generational breakthrough that may one day stand with insulin therapy among "the greatest advances in the annals of chronic disease," as The New Yorker put it in December.

But if that analogy is apt--and the correspondences are many--then a more complicated legacy for GLP-1 drugs could be in the works. Insulin, for its part, may have changed the world of medicine, but it also brought along a raft of profound, unintended consequences. By 1950, the new therapy had tripled the number of years that patients at a major diabetes center could expect to live after diagnosis. It also kept those patients alive long enough for them to experience a wave of long-term complications. Leonard Thompson would die at 27 of pneumonia. Other young men and women who shared his illness also died far too young, their veins and arteries ravaged by the disease, and perhaps--there was no way to tell--by the insulin therapy and associated dietary protocols that had kept them alive in the first place.

In the decades that followed, diabetes, once a rare disorder, would become so common that entire drug-store aisles are now dedicated to its treatment-related paraphernalia. Roughly one in 10 Americans is afflicted. And despite a remarkable, ever-expanding armamentarium of drug therapies and medical devices, the disease--whether in its type 1 or type 2 form--is still considered chronic and progressive. Patients live far longer than ever before, yet their condition is still anticipated to get worse with time, requiring ever more aggressive therapies to keep its harms in check. One in every seven health dollars is now spent on diabetes treatment, amounting to $800 million every day.

The advent of insulin therapy also changed--I would even say distorted--the related medical science. In my latest book, Rethinking Diabetes, I document how clinical investigators in the 1920s abruptly shifted their focus from trying to understand the relationship between diet and disease to that between drug and disease. Physicians who had been treating diabetes with either fat-rich diets absent carbohydrates (which had been the accepted standard of care in both the U.S. and Europe) or very low-calorie "starvation" diets came to rely on insulin instead. Physicians would still insist that diet is the cornerstone of therapy, but only as an adjunct to the insulin therapy and in the expectation that any dietary advice they gave to patients would be ignored.

With the sudden rise of GLP-1 drugs in this decade, I worry that a similar set of transformations could occur. Dietary therapy for obesity and diabetes may be sidelined in favor of powerful pharmaceuticals--with little understanding of how the new drugs work and what they really tell us about the mechanisms of disease. And all of that may continue despite the fact that the long-term risks of taking the drugs remain uncertain.



"The ebullience surrounding GLP-1 agonists is tinged with uncertainty and even some foreboding," Science reported in December, in its article declaring these obesity treatments the journal's Breakthrough of the Year. "Like virtually all drugs, these blockbusters come with side effects and unknowns." Yet given the GLP-1 agonists' astounding popularity, such cautionary notes tend to sound like lip service. After all, the FDA has deemed these drugs safe for use, and doctors have been prescribing products in this class to diabetes patients for 20 years with little evidence of long-term harm.

Yet the GLP-1 agonists' side effects have been studied carefully only out to seven years of use, and that was in a group of patients on exenatide--an early, far less potent product in this class. The study offered no follow-up on the many participants in that trial who had discontinued use. Other long-term studies have followed patients on the drugs for at least as many years, but they've sought (and failed to find) only very specific harms, such as pancreatic cancer and breast cancer. In the meantime, a 2023 survey found that more than two-thirds of patients prescribed the newer GLP-1 agonists for weight loss had stopped using them within a year. Why did they quit? What happened to them when they did?

The stories of Leonard Thompson and the many diabetes patients on insulin therapy who came after may be taken as a warning. The GLP-1 drugs have many traits in common with insulin. Both treatments became very popular very quickly. Within years of its discovery, insulin was being prescribed for essentially every diabetic patient whose physician could obtain the drug. Both insulin and GLP-1 agonists were originally developed as injectable treatments to control blood sugar. Both affect appetite and satiety, and both can have remarkable effects on body weight and composition. The GLP-1s, like insulin, treat only the symptoms of the disorders for which they are prescribed. Hence, the benefits of GLP-1s, like those of insulin, are sustained only with continued use.

The two treatments are also similar in that they work, directly or indirectly, by manipulating an unimaginably complex physiological system. When present in their natural state--as insulin secreted from the pancreas, or GLP-1 secreted from the gut (and perhaps the brain)--they're both involved in the regulation of fuel metabolism and storage, what is technically known as fuel partitioning. This system tells our bodies what to do with the macronutrients (protein, fat, and carbohydrates) in the foods we eat.

Chris Feudtner, a pediatrician, medical historian, and medical ethicist at the University of Pennsylvania, has described this hormonal regulation of fuel partitioning as that of a "Council of Food Utilization." Organs communicate with one another "via the language of hormones," he wrote in Bittersweet, his history of the early years of insulin therapy and the transformation of type 1 diabetes from an acute to a chronic disease. "The rest of the body's tissues listen to this ongoing discussion and react to the overall pattern of hormonal messages. The food is then used--for burning, growing, converting, storing, or retrieving." Perturb that harmonious discourse, and the whole physiological ensemble of the human body reverberates with corrections and counter-corrections.

This is why the long-term consequences of using these drugs can be so difficult to fathom. Insulin therapy, for instance, did not just lower patients' blood sugar; it restored their weight and then made them fatter still (even as it inhibited the voracious hunger that was a symptom of uncontrolled diabetes). Insulin therapy may also be responsible, at least in part, for diabetic complications--atherosclerosis and high blood pressure, for instance. That possibility has been acknowledged in textbooks and journal articles but never settled as a scientific matter.

With the discovery of insulin and its remarkable efficacy for treating type 1 diabetes, diabetologists came to embrace a therapeutic philosophy that is still ascendant today: Treat the immediate symptoms of the disease with drug therapy and assume that whatever the future complications, they can be treated by other drug or surgical therapies. Patients with diabetes who develop atherosclerosis may extend their lives with stents; those with hypertension may go on blood-pressure-lowering medications.

A similar pattern could emerge for people taking GLP-1s. (We see it already in the prospect of drug therapies for GLP-1-related muscle loss.) But the many clinical trials of the new obesity treatments do not and cannot look at what might happen over a decade or more of steady use, or what might happen if the injections must be discontinued after that long. We take for granted that if serious problems do emerge, far down that distant road, or if the drugs have to be discontinued because of side effects, newer treatments will be available to solve the problems or take over the job of weight maintenance.

In the meantime, young patients who stick with treatment can expect to be on their GLP-1s for half a century. What might happen during those decades--and what might happen if and when they have to discontinue use--is currently unknowable, although, at the risk of sounding ominous, we will find out.

Pregnancy is another scenario that should generate serious questions. A recently published study found no elevated risk of birth defects among women taking GLP-1 agonists for diabetes right before or during early pregnancy, as compared with those taking insulin, but birth defects are just one obvious and easily observable effect of a drug taken during pregnancy. Children of a mother with diabetes or obesity tend to be born larger and have a higher risk of developing obesity or diabetes themselves later in life. The use of GLP-1 agonists during pregnancy may reduce--or exacerbate--that risk. Should the drugs be discontinued before or during pregnancy, any sudden weight gain (or regain) by the mother could similarly affect the health of her child. The consequences cannot be foreseen and might not manifest themselves until these children reach their adult years.

The rise of GLP-1 drugs may also distort our understanding of obesity itself, in much the way that insulin therapy distorted the thinking in diabetes research. With insulin's discovery, physicians assumed that all diabetes was an insulin-deficiency disorder, even though this is true today for only 5 to 10 percent of diabetic patients, those with type 1. It took until the 1960s for specialists to accept that type 2 diabetes was a very different disorder--a physiological resistance to insulin, inducing the pancreas to respond by secreting too much of the hormone rather than not enough. And although the prognosis today for a newly diagnosed patient with type 2 diabetes is better than ever, physicians have yet to establish whether the progression and long-term complications of the disease are truly inevitable, or whether they might be, in fact, a consequence of the insulin and other drug therapies that are used to control blood sugar, and perhaps even of the diets that patients are encouraged to eat to accommodate these drug therapies.

Already, assumptions are being made about the mechanisms of GLP-1 agonists without the rigorous testing necessary to assess their validity. They're broadly understood to work by inhibiting hunger and slowing the passage of food from the stomach--effects that sound benign, as if the drugs were little more than pharmacological versions of a fiber-rich diet. But changes to a patient's appetite and rate of gastric emptying only happen to be easy to observe and study; they do not necessarily reflect the drugs' most important or direct actions in the body.

When I spoke with Chris Feudtner about these issues, we returned repeatedly to the concept that Donald Rumsfeld captured so well with his framing of situational uncertainty: the known unknowns and the unknown unknowns. "This isn't a you-take-it-once-and-then-you're-done drug," Feudtner said. "This is a new lifestyle, a new maintenance. We have to look down the road a bit with our patients to help them think through some of the future consequences."

Patients, understandably, may have little time for a lecture on all that we don't know about these drugs. Obesity itself comes with so many burdens--health-related, psychological, and social--that deciding, after a lifetime of struggle, to take these drugs in spite of potential harms can always seem a reasonable choice. History tells us, though, that physicians and their patients should be wary as they try to balance known benefits against a future, however distant, of unknown risk.
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Chocolate Might Never Be the Same

The cocoa shortage is making chocolate more expensive--maybe forever.

by Yasmin Tayag




Good chocolate, I've come to learn, should taste richly of cocoa--a balanced blend of bitter and sweet, with notes of fruit, nuts, and spice. My favorite chocolate treat is nothing like that. It's the Cadbury Creme Egg, an ovoid milk-chocolate shell enveloping a syrupy fondant center. To this day, I look forward to its yearly return in the weeks leading up to Easter.



Most popular chocolate is like this: milky, sugary, and light on actual cocoa. Lots of sugary sweets contain so little of the stuff that they are minimally chocolate. M&M's, Snickers bars, and Hershey's Kisses aren't staples of American diets because they are the best--rather, they satisfy our desire for chocolate while costing a fraction of a jet-black bar made from single-origin cocoa.



But chocolate isn't as economical as it once was. By one estimate, retail prices for chocolate rose by 10 percent just last year. And now this is the third year in a row of poor cocoa harvests in West Africa, where most of the world's cocoa is grown. Late last month, amid fears of a worsening shortage, cocoa prices soared past $10,000 per metric ton, up from about $4,000 in January. To shoulder the costs, chocolate companies are gearing up to further hike the price of their treats in the coming months. Prices might not fall back down from there. Chocolate as we know it may never be the same.



Chocolate has had "mounting problems for years," Sophia Carodenuto, an environmental scientist at the University of Victoria, in Canada, told me. The farmers who grow them are chronically underpaid. And cocoa trees--the fruits of which contain beans that are fermented and roasted to create chocolate--are tough to grow, and thrive only in certain conditions. A decade ago, chocolate giants warned that the cocoa supply, already facing environmental challenges, would soon be unable to keep up with rising demand. "But what we're seeing now is a little bit of an explosion" in the crop's struggles, Carodenuto said.



The simplest explanation for the ongoing cocoa shortage is extreme weather, heightened by climate change. Exceptionally hot and dry conditions in West Africa, partly driven by the current El Nino event, have led to reduced yields. Heavier-than-usual rains have created ideal conditions for black pod disease, which causes cocoa pods to rot on the branch. All of this has taken place while swollen shoot, a virus fatal to cocoa plants, is spreading more rapidly in cocoa-growing regions. Global cocoa production is expected to fall by nearly 11 percent this season, Reuters reported.



In the past, when supply fell and prices rose, farmers were motivated to plant more cocoa, which led to a boost in supply five years later, when the new trees began to bear fruit, says Nicko Debenham, the former head of sustainability at the chocolate giant Barry Callebaut. Already, some West African farmers are racing to plant new trees. But they may not be able to plant their way out of future cocoa shortages. "Climate change is definitely a challenge" because it will make rainfall less predictable, which is a problem for moisture-sensitive cocoa trees, Debenham told me. Furthermore, rising temperatures and more frequent droughts will render some cocoa-growing regions unusable.



Climate change isn't the only problem. Cocoa crops in Cote d'Ivoire and Ghana, where 60 percent of the world's cocoa come from, may already be in "structural decline," Debenham said, citing disease, aging cocoa trees, and illegal gold mining on farmland. More important, the farmers who tend to the crops can't afford to invest in their farms to increase their yields and bolster resilience against climate change. The bleak outlook for cocoa farmers threatens to doom cocoa-growing in the region altogether. In Ghana, the average cocoa farmer is close to 50 years old. A new generation of farmers is needed to maintain the cocoa supply, but young people may just walk away from the industry.



No matter how you look at it, the future of cocoa doesn't look good. With less cocoa available all around, chocolate may become more expensive. For high-end chocolate brands, whose products use lots of cocoa, the recent price hikes are reportedly an existential threat. Barry Callebaut has predicted that the companies it supplies with cocoa will raise chocolate prices by up to 8 percent in the next few months. Because companies buy beans in advance, it will take some time before retail prices reflect the current shortage, so further increases are likely.



When cocoa prices go up, companies start reducing bar sizes and adding in substitutes such as fruit and nuts to reduce the amount of cocoa content. "They'll try and use every trick in the book to keep the consumption levels up," Debenham said. My beloved Cadbury Creme Egg, for example, is markedly smaller than it used to be. Now, as Bloomberg has noted, companies are promoting candies that contain less chocolate, such as the new Reese's caramel Big Cup from Hershey's, or treats that have no chocolate at all, such as gummies.



Cocoa shortages will affect all kinds of chocolate, but mass-produced sweets may change beyond just the prices. The erratic temperatures brought about by climate change could change the flavor of beans, depending on where they are grown. Variability is a concern for commercial chocolate makers, who need to maintain consistent flavors across their products. They may counteract discrepancies among different batches of beans by combining them, then roasting them at a higher temperature, Johnny Drain, a food-science expert and co-founder of the cocoa-free chocolate brand Win-Win, told me. Doing so can eliminate unwanted qualities, but it may also remove desirable ones, resulting in a less interesting flavor overall. Even if an M&M contains a minimal amount of actual chocolate, a longtime consumer could notice a change in flavor.



Commercial chocolate makers may also tweak their recipes to amp up or mimic chocolate flavors without using more cocoa. These candies contain relatively little cacao to begin with; only 10 percent of a product's weight must be cocoa in order to qualify as chocolate in the eyes of the FDA. Some already use chocolatelike ingredients such as cocoa-butter equivalents, cocoa extenders, and artificial cocoa flavors. In some cases, the swaps are noticeable: Cadbury's use of an emulsifying filler to reduce the amount of cocoa butter in its Caramello bars diminished "the rich creaminess of the original," Bon Appetit noted in 2016.



Newer chocolate alternatives may provide more satisfying counterfeits. Win-Win isn't the only start-up producing cocoa-free chocolate, which is similar in concept to animal-free meat. The company uses plant ingredients to emulate the flavor and texture of chocolate--as do its competitors Foreverland and Voyage Foods. Another firm, California Cultured, grows actual cacao cells in giant steel tanks.

Read: Silicon Valley is coming for your chocolate

Cocoa-free chocolate is currently far more expensive than chocolate, but Drain hopes it will eventually become "cheaper than the cheapest chocolate." At that point, he said, it'll likely find its niche at the lowest end of the market, where chocolate plays a supporting role rather than a starring one--think chocolate-coated ice creams and granola bars with chocolate chips. Already, some of these products are labeled as having "chocolate flavor" or being "chocolatey" instead of "chocolate," which has a strict FDA definition.



Yet change is always tough to swallow. So much of the appeal of cheap chocolate is that it's always been there--whether in the form of a Hershey's Kiss, Oreo cookies, a bowl of Cocoa Puffs, or the shell of a fondant-filled egg. "You grow up with those tastes. It's hard to fathom how pervasive it has been," Carodenuto said. Chocolate lovers have weathered minor tweaks to these candies over the years, but the shifts happening today may be less tolerable--or at the very least more noticeable. The change that has been hardest to ignore is that cheap chocolate is no longer that cheap.
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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




Updated at 4:30 p.m. ET on April 15, 2024

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 kinds 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 not much more than some fruit 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.



This article previously stated that some apple, orange, and grape juices contain more than 0.5 percent alcohol by volume.
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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
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        Photo-illustrations by Gabriela PesqueiraChugging through Pacific waters in February 1942, the USS Crescent City was ferrying construction equipment and Navy personnel to Pearl Harbor, dispatched there to assist in repairing the severely damaged naval base after the Japanese attack. A young ensign--"real eager to get off that ship and get into action," in the recollection of an enlisted Navy man who encountered him--sat down and wrote a letter to his younger brother, who one day would be my father....
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The Man Who Died for the Liberal Arts

In 1942, aboard ship and heading for war, a young sailor--my uncle--wrote a letter home, describing and defining the principles he was fighting for.

by David M. Shribman


Philip Shribman, in a college photo from around 1940; behind it, an excerpt from a wartime letter he sent to the sociology professor George F. Theriault (Sources: Courtesy of David Shribman; Wieland Teixeira / Getty)



Chugging through Pacific waters in February 1942, the USS Crescent City was ferrying construction equipment and Navy personnel to Pearl Harbor, dispatched there to assist in repairing the severely damaged naval base after the Japanese attack. A young ensign--"real eager to get off that ship and get into action," in the recollection of an enlisted Navy man who encountered him--sat down and wrote a letter to his younger brother, who one day would be my father.

Philip Alvan Shribman, a recent graduate of Dartmouth and just a month away from his 22nd birthday, was not worldly but understood that he had been thrust into a world conflict that was more than a contest of arms. At stake were the life, customs, and values that he knew. He was a quiet young man, taciturn in the old New England way, but he had much to say in this letter, written from the precipice of battle to a brother on the precipice of adulthood. His scrawl consumed five pages of Navy stationery.

"It's growing on me with increasing rapidity that you're about set to go to college," he wrote to his brother, Dick, then living with my grandparents in Salem, Massachusetts, "and tho I'm one hell of a guy to talk--and tho I hate preaching--let me just write this & we'll call it quits."

He acknowledged from the start that "this letter won't do much good"--a letter that, in the eight decades since it was written, has been read by three generations of my family. In it, Phil Shribman set out the virtues and values of the liberal arts at a time when universities from coast to coast were transitioning into training grounds for America's armed forces.

"What you'll learn in college won't be worth a God-damned," Phil told Dick. "But you'll learn a way of life perhaps--a way to get on with people--an appreciation perhaps for just one thing: music, art, a book--all of this is bound to be unconscious learning--it's part of a liberal education in the broad sense of the term."

But that wasn't the end of it, far from it. "If you went to a trade school you'd have one thing you could do & know--& you'd miss the whole world of beauty," he went on. "In a liberal school you know 'nothing'--& are 'fitted for nothing' when you get out. Yet you'll have a fortune of broad outlook--of appreciation for people & beauty that money won't buy--You can always learn to be a mechanic or a pill mixer etc.," but it's only when you're of college age "that you can learn that life has beauty & fineness." Afterward, it's all "struggle, war: economic if not actual--Don't give up the idea & ideals of a liberal school--they're too precious--too rare--too important."

"I've had lots of time to think out here," my uncle Phil wrote to his favorite professor during the Guadalcanal campaign. "A decent liberal arts education based on the social sciences is all a lot of us have left."

Roughly a month after Phil wrote this letter, the Crescent City saw its first action, off Efate, in New Hebrides, and before long the attack transport set off for Guadalcanal and the initial assault landings in August, on an insect-infected island that was destined to be the site of a brutal six-month jungle struggle in unforgiving heat against determined Japanese fighters.

In September 1942, during the Guadalcanal campaign, Phil wrote another letter, this one to his favorite Dartmouth professor, the sociologist George F. Theriault. "I've had lots of time to think out here," he told Theriault, before adding, "A decent liberal arts education based on the Social Sciences is all a lot of us have left--and more and more becomes the only possible background on which to view all this"--the "all this" referring to the war and what it was about. He told Theriault, who was passionate about preserving the place of literature and the social sciences in Dartmouth's wartime curriculum, that "no greater mistake could be made than to shunt all the fellows off into 'war courses' and neglect the fine, decent, really important things we had a chance to come to know."

A little more than four months later, Phil was dead. He was on a PT boat by then, and on a night in early February, his boat--PT-111--ran into the searchlight of a Japanese destroyer off the northwest tip of Guadalcanal. Phil was gunned down. But before he died, he had made it clear that the conflict that would claim his life was a struggle for the values he'd learned in college--and, just as important, a struggle for the beauty and fineness he had discovered during his undergraduate years.

"And if at the end of college: if there are still people in the world, around, who'd like to deny experiences like it to others," he told my father, who would join the Navy before his own college years were completed, "why I hope that you--like me--think it's all worth while to get in & fight for. One always has to protect the valuable in this world before he can enjoy it."

Philip Alvan Shribman: the man who died for the liberal arts.

I have been preoccupied with Uncle Phil's life and death for five decades. The advice he gave to my father from the Pacific has provided the buoys of my own life. The values he prized have become my values. His guidance has shaped the passage of my two daughters through life. And his words take on urgency at a time when liberal education and American democracy are under threat.

From the June 1943 issue: Bring back the liberal arts

During these five decades, I have searched for details of his life, sifting through letters and documents in my father's file cabinet, and seeking out his classmates and shipmates. In the course of all this, I met James MacPherson, a retired New York City transit worker who encountered Phil on Tulagi, a tiny island in the Solomons that served as home to a squadron of PT boats, and who remembered him as "an affectionate guy, like a Henry Fonda or a Gary Cooper." At a brewpub in Lawrence, Kansas, I bought lunch for Bertha Lou (Logan) Summers, who likely would have become Phil's wife if they'd had world enough and time.

I spoke with Robert R. Dockson, later the dean of the business school at the University of Southern California, who was Phil's roommate on the Crescent City and his tentmate on Tulagi. "We were kids then," he told me, describing how the two of them would sit on the shore and watch sea battles from afar, all the while complaining about the mud that encircled them. "Those were pretty lonely days." I corresponded with John C. Everett, who went on to run a textile company and who glimpsed his Dartmouth classmate on the beach at Tulagi through his binoculars. Across 100 yards of water, they waved to each other and, by signal lamp, agreed to meet as soon as possible. Within days, Phil was dead.

And in my very first hours on the Dartmouth campus as a freshman myself--this was 52 years ago--I knocked on the door of GeorgeF. Theriault. It was answered by a lanky man with long gray hair and an emphysemic cough.

"Professor Theriault," I said. "My name is David Shribman." He seemed astonished, for how could his former student, who had died 29 years earlier, have a child, the freshman at his door? "No, you could not be."

He'd had no idea that Phil's brother had a son. Now the son was standing in the very building, Silsby Hall, where Phil, as an undergraduate, would have taken courses. And so began a remarkable friendship, student and professor, conducted over lunches and dinners, on campus and off, and occasionally at his home, presided over by his wife, Ray Grant Theriault, who told me that one day, on a ski expedition, a student named Phil Shribman, unaware that the woman in the fetching ski outfit was his professor's wife, had asked her out on a date.

That freshman year, I typed out some of the words from Phil's letters, fastened them to a piece of cardboard with a squirt of Elmer's glue, and placed the primitive commemorative plaque on the bulletin board of my room. I kept it in sight until the day I graduated, and I have held on to it ever since.

Phil's father--my grandfather Max Shribman--was a gentle Russian immigrant in Salem, where the family had washed ashore in 1896. He made a modest, small-city success for himself in real estate and insurance, comfortable enough to purchase the 51 volumes of the Harvard Classics that today sit on my bookshelves. To his sons he passed on his reverence--a pure, innocent love--for the idea of college, for the discipline and the leisure that campus life offers, for the chance to take a quiet breath of fresh air before joining life's struggles.

In the dozen years I knew my grandfather, I heard him talk of the past only a few times, and each of those reminiscences was about the old days, when his two boys were in college. He loved those years, and I came to love what they meant to him.


Foreground: A PT boat in the North Pacific. Inset: Phil (center) among Solomon Islanders, shortly before his death. Background: Dartmouth College. (Photo-illustration by Gabriela Pesqueira. Sources: Courtesy of David Shribman; PhotoQuest / Getty; Library of Congress / Getty.)



The three Dartmouth alumni who interviewed Phil in the winter of 1937 told the admissions office that he was "a good, all around boy, bright, alert and a pleasant personality." His formal college application was a simple affair. He said he thought about becoming a chemist or a doctor and was interested in current affairs and scientific matters. The form contained this sentence, in his own handwriting: "I am of Hebrew descent."

The college where he matriculated in the fall of 1937 had no foreign-study programs, no battery of psychologists, no course-evaluation forms--just classrooms with chairs bolted to the floor and, in winter, duckboards fastened to the steps of classroom buildings to fend off the snow and ice. The freshman class had 680 students, a little more than half the current size. Freshmen wore beanies. The year Phil arrived, the football team finished the season with an unbeaten record and was invited to play in the Rose Bowl--but declined the offer because, as President Ernest Martin Hopkins would explain, "if one held to the fundamental philosophy of college men incidentally playing football as against football players incidentally going to college, most of the evils of intercollegiate competition would be avoided." This was a long time ago.

The theme of the convocation address that Hopkins delivered at the beginning of Phil's freshman year dealt with the aims of a liberal-arts education; he spoke of "what a liberal college is, what its objectives are, what its ideals are, why its procedures exist." That day, sitting with his new classmates in Webster Hall, Phil heard Hopkins say that the purpose of a liberal-arts education was not to make someone a better banker or lawyer but rather to foster a "mental enlargement which shall enable you to be a bigger man, wherever the path of life leads you."

Phil's own liberal-arts education was demanding, and broad. He took courses in English, French, philosophy, astronomy, economics, psychology, music, and sociology (which eventually became his major). His grades were varied: C's in freshman English, lots of A's in sociology, on one occasion a D in French.

He was a member of Pi Lambda Phi, the first fraternity at Dartmouth to accept Jewish students. He was in the debate club. He went to football games, joining the annual migration to the Dartmouth-Harvard contest, which in those days was always played in Boston. He was one of the Dartmouth boys who in October 1940 toppled the wooden goalposts after Earl "Red" Blaik's last Dartmouth team prevailed against Harvard, 7-6. (Blaik would decamp to West Point the next year, a sign of impending war.) The shard of wood Phil snared after the final whistle now is nailed on my wall, just feet from where I am writing this.

The young man who on his application said he was "of Hebrew descent" took as his honors thesis topic "American anti-Semitism." The thesis was submitted in January 1941, as the Nazi regime pursued the wholesale destruction of Jewish communities and refined the techniques of murdering Europe's Jews. Later that year, the aviator Charles Lindbergh would deliver his infamous anti-Semitic speech in Des Moines, Iowa.

The United States issued a draft-registration order in September 1940, only days before classes commenced in Phil's senior year; a month earlier, Phil had enlisted as an apprentice seaman in the Naval Reserve. President Hopkins had assured the Army and Navy that Dartmouth would be responsive to any needs the two services expressed. In the spring of 1941, a student wrote an open letter to President Franklin D. Roosevelt ("Now we have waited long enough ...") that was published on the front page of the campus newspaper. It was read into the Congressional Record. The United States wasn't yet at war, but the campus almost was.

Dartmouth's Class Day, which takes place in a sylvan amphitheater just before commencement, ordinarily is a joyous occasion. Class Day 1941 was unlike any before or since. Charles B. McLane--the captain of the ski team, who became a member of the fabled 10th Mountain Division before returning to Dartmouth as a professor--delivered the Address to the College (an assignment that 35 years later would come to me). He said that "the strength and assurance of democracy" lies in his classmates' "being able to believe in and being willing to fight for" the "uncomplicated things we know and believe in today." That weekend, Hopkins delivered his commencement address:

Men of 1941, sons of this fostering mother of the north-country which we call Dartmouth, it is your generation that will determine, not in middle life but tomorrow, next year, or at the latest within a few brief years, whether the preconceptions you impose upon facts, the faults you visualize in democracy, and the ruthlessness you ignore in totalitarianism shall paralyze your will to defend the one and to defeat the other or whether with eyes wide open to reality, you accept freedom as an obligation as well as a privilege and accept the role for yourself of defenders of the faith.

Shortly after the class of 1941 dispersed, Hopkins would write that "the liberal arts college now has a clear duty to do all it can to aid in national defense; at the same time it would be derelict in its most important obligation if it lost sight of the purposes for which it primarily exists and the coming generation's need for college-trained men."

Death came to my uncle with suddenness but not with surprise. A Dartmouth contemporary once told me that Phil had had a premonition that he would die in the conflict.

By the time Phil died, a Naval Training School had opened on campus with a staff of about 100, and headquarters in College Hall. Alumni Gymnasium became the site of instruction in seamanship, ordnance, and navigation. Dartmouth eventually added to its curriculum such courses as nautical astronomy, naval history and elementary strategy, and naval organization.

It was that precarious balance between preparing men for war and preserving the liberal arts that Phil sought to defend.

Death came to my uncle with suddenness but not with surprise. His Dartmouth contemporary John Manley once told me that Phil had had a premonition that he would die in the conflict.

After graduation, Phil was assigned to the Crescent City and appointed lieutenant (junior grade). "I can see him today--tall & slender, with reddish brown hair and some freckles, a smile always, irreverent behavior," his shipmate William Trippet, who would become a real-estate agent in Sacramento, California, wrote me 30 years ago.

During the Guadalcanal campaign, the Crescent City made 14 trips bringing men and supplies to the island. Phil wrote to his parents in September, a month into the fighting, to assure them that he was doing fine. He was, of course, thinner, and yet he had grown. He recalled that he was reminded continually of a letter printed in the newspaper during the last war from a serviceman to his family; it had been sitting around somewhere at home, back in Salem. "Little then," he wrote, "did I think I would ever sit down in the midst of a war and ... put down a little of what a person thinks." His own letter was spare, meant only as a "personal sort of thing, like I was back in our living room telling it to you." He spoke of being in close quarters for 60 days; of seeing men die; of settling down someday with the right girl. Here was a boy who had grown up.

"They say that the Navy, esp. in wartime, either makes a man or shows that no man will be made," he wrote. "As to what the outcome on my part will be I will have to leave that to someone else and until it's over."

On January 5, 1943, he was transferred to the PT-boat squadron, an assignment he had wanted. PT boats have an audacious aura because of the experience of John F. Kennedy, who commanded one--PT-109. They were perhaps the flimsiest element of the American naval force--usually a mere 80 feet long, outfitted with machine guns and four 21-inch-diameter torpedoes, and capable of zipping through the sea at more than 40 knots. The Navy's approximately 600 PT boats were designed to be the seaborne equivalent of guerrilla warriors, able to ambush and scoot away quickly. But they were no match for what became known as the Tokyo Express, the Japanese warships that bore down on Guadalcanal.

On the island of Tulagi, an American staging area for the Guadalcanal battle, Phil lived in a bamboo-and-banana-leaf shack measuring about 12 by 15 feet and sitting some four feet off the ground. "Sweat rolls freely in January," he reported in a letter to Theriault. Among his neighbors in the shack were a nest of hornets, one of spiders, and two of ants--"companionable," he wrote, "so we let them be." Little else is known of his life on Tulagi in those last few months. A single photograph survives, showing Phil standing tall among a group of Solomon Islanders.

On February 1, 1943, an Allied coast watcher reported seeing as many as 20 Japanese destroyers in the Slot, the name given to the maritime route used by the Japanese for the resupply of Guadalcanal. That night, American PT boats set out as part of a larger effort to intercept the destroyers. PT-111 was among them. John Clagett, the commander, steered his craft away from the base. The boat was jarred by an exploding bomb nearby. Eventually he found a target, a Japanese destroyer moving on a southeasterly course, three miles east of Cape Esperance. PT-111 fired all four of its torpedoes from close quarters and then maneuvered away. Whether the torpedoes did any damage is unknown. But shellfire from a destroyer hit Clagett's boat, which exploded in flames. Ten members of the 12-man crew survived, some rescued the next morning after nine hours in the water. One member, legs broken, likely was taken by sharks. Phil himself seems to have been killed outright in the attack. PT-111 sank into Iron Bottom Sound.

Back in Salem, a telegram arrived at 5 Savoy Road. "The Navy Department deeply regrets to inform you that your son Lieutenant Junior Grade Philip Alvan Shribman United States Naval Reserve is missing following action in the performance of his duty in the service of his country."

I can only imagine the scene when this message arrived. Did the Western Union man drive down the street, stop at the white house on the left, climb the concrete stairs, and deliver the telegram? Did someone from the Navy visit? My father was away, at Dartmouth. I know only this: That moment was the hinge of my grandparents' lives.

A few blocks away from their house, an obelisk erected to honor the 2,105 veterans from St. Joseph's Parish who served in the two world wars stands on a median between Washington and Lafayette Streets. When I was a cub reporter for the Salem Evening News, I would pass the monument and see the inscription on one side: TIME WILL NOT DIM. I think about that legend constantly. Time did not dim the force of that loss.

Senator Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. sent a note saluting Phil for having "gone to join the heroes who have built America." That may have been a form letter, but the note from Phil's Crescent City shipmate Zalmon Garfield, later the executive assistant to Milton Shapp, Pennsylvania's first Jewish governor, was not. Garfield wrote on behalf of his shipmates about the respect and admiration they had for Phil:

Some of these men are ignorant, some of them callous; en masse, however, their judgment of their officers is uncannily unerring ... It is a strange day in which we live, watching the gods toss their finest works into a chasm of their own building. We can only wonder, mourn briefly and work very hard to replace the loss.

Republican Representative George J. Bates of Salem was visiting injured American combatants in West Coast hospitals shortly after the delivery of that fateful telegram and, in a remarkable coincidence, encountered John Clagett, Phil's commander on PT-111, recuperating from his injuries. "Tell Philip's father that his son was one of the most courageous men I have ever seen in action," the commander told the congressman.

With the news of Phil's death, Bertha Lou Logan entered my grandparents' lives. Her father, a football coach and high-school principal, had raised her alone after her mother died in childbirth. She had met Phil at the Grand Canyon in July 1939. He was traveling with Dartmouth classmates; she was there with family. As the two parties moved west, Phil and Bertha Lou left notes for each other at post offices. Eventually Bertha Lou took a waitressing job at Loch Lyme Lodge, near Dartmouth. Later, in Chicago, when Phil was in midshipmen's school, he and Bertha Lou would walk by the lake. She was the girl he wanted. He was the boy soon to be rendered unattainable.


Bertha Lou Logan; a letter from Philip to his brother, Dick Shribman, written aboard the USS Crescent City in 1942 (Photo-illustration by Gabriela Pesqueira. Sources: Courtesy of David Shribman; Patstock / Getty.)



After Phil died, Bertha Lou wrote Max and Anna Shribman, whom she had never met. She took the train to Salem, and my dad picked her up at the station. She lived in my grandparents' house for some while, the three of them united in a triangle of grief. "It took me a long time to get over him," Bertha Lou told me when I met her in Kansas decades later.

In 1958, John Clagett wrote a novel titled The Slot about life aboard a PT boat during World War II. He was by then an English professor at Middlebury College. "These days are dead," he wrote in an author's note. "We hated them then, we would not have them come again; but after fifteen years may we not look back at them for a few hours and say--Those were days that counted in our lives." And, in a different way, in mine.

For three-quarters of a century, historians have sorted through the "war aims" of Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, Hideki Tojo, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and Joseph Stalin. In college and graduate school, and in a lifetime of reading, I have examined much of that scholarship. But for Americans, the war was also about more than carefully stated aims--it was about far simpler things, really, but no less grand. Texaco had it right in a 1942 magazine advertisement that depicted a man carrying Army gear and saying, "I'm fighting for my right to boo the Dodgers." Phil might have added that it was also about the right to feel joy pulling down a goalpost in a dreaded rival's home stadium; the right to struggle with explaining in what respects Stendhal, Balzac, and Flaubert were realists; the right to get a C in English and a D in French.

"You know," Phil wrote to his brother, "actually it's the things I (and everyone else) always took for granted that are the things the country is now fighting to keep--and it's going to be hard to do."

"Look around you--keep your eyes open--try to see what's what--hold onto the things that you know to be right," Phil wrote to my father in what could be a user's guide to the liberal arts. "They'll shake your faith in a lot of the things you now think are right--That's good--& part of education--but look around & try to make up your own ideas on life & its values."

In 1947, five years after that letter was written, my grandfather sent some money to Dartmouth to establish a scholarship in his son's name--specifically, to support a student from the Salem area. The scholarship continues, and every year the family receives a letter about the person awarded the scholarship. I have a pile of them.

One of the recipients of that scholarship was Paul Andrews. He took the classic liberal-arts route that Phil would have endorsed--psychology, meteorology, music--and today is a school superintendent in central Oregon. Another was Matthew Kimble--history, religion, biology--who would chair the psychology department at Middlebury. A third is Christine Finn--drama, economics, organic chemistry. She is now a psychiatry professor at Dartmouth's medical school. Another is Jeffrey Coots--astronomy, mythology, American literature--who specializes in public health and safety at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice. You could say that Phil won World War II after all.

Read: How the liberal arts help veterans thrive

I have been delving into Uncle Phil's life for years. Some of the very sentences in this account I wrote more than half a century ago, the product of an 18-year-old's effort to repay a debt to an uncle he never knew. Those sentences stood up well. So has my faith. And so, too, has my belief that, as Uncle Phil put it from the Pacific War 80 years ago, "you know actually it's the things I (and everyone else) always took for granted that are the things the country is now fighting to keep--and it's going to be hard to do."



This article appears in the May 2024 print edition with the headline "The Man Who Died for the Liberal Arts."
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Maine Is a Warning for America's PFAS Future

New federal rules require public systems to measure and mitigate certain harmful man-made chemicals. Maine is already learning how hard that can be.

by Zoe Schlanger




Cordelia Saunders remembers 2021, the year she and her husband, Nathan, found out that they'd likely been drinking tainted water for more than 30 years. A neighbor's 20 peach trees had finally matured that summer, and perfect-looking peaches hung from their branches. Cordelia watched the fruit drop to the ground and rot: Her neighbor didn't dare eat it.



The Saunderses' home, in Fairfield, Maine, is in a quiet, secluded spot, 50 minutes from the drama of the rocky coast and an hour and 15 minutes from the best skiing around. It's also sitting atop a plume of poison.



For decades, sewage sludge was spread on the corn fields surrounding their house, and on hundreds of other fields across the state. That sludge is suspected to have been tainted with PFAS, a group of man-made compounds that cause a litany of ailments, including kidney and prostate cancers, fertility loss, and developmental disorders. The Saunderses' property is on one of the most contaminated roads in a state just waking up to the extent of an invisible crisis.



Onur Apul, an environmental engineer at the University of Maine and the head of its initiative to study PFAS solutions, told me that in his opinion, the United States has seen "nothing as overwhelming, and nothing as universal" as the PFAS crisis. Even the DDT crisis of the 1960s doesn't compare, he said: DDT was used only as an insecticide and could be banned by banning that single use. PFAS are used in hundreds of products across industries and consumer sectors. Their nearly 15,000 variations can help make pans nonstick, hiking clothes and plumber's tape waterproof, and dental floss slippery. They're in performance fabrics on couches, waterproof mascara, tennis rackets, ski wax. Destroying them demands massive inputs of energy: Their fluorine-carbon bond is the single most stable bond in organic chemistry.



"It's a reality for everyone; it's just a matter of whether they know about it," Apul said. As soon as any place in the U.S. does look squarely at PFAS, it will find the chemicals lurking in the blood of its constituents--in one report, 97 percent of Americans registered some level--and perhaps also in their water supply or farm soils. And more will have to look: Yesterday the Biden administration issued the first national PFAS drinking-water standards and gave public drinking-water systems three years to start monitoring them. The EPA expects thousands of those systems to have PFAS levels above the new standards, and to take actions to address the contamination. Maine is one step ahead in facing PFAS head-on--but also one step ahead in understanding just how hard that is.







Cordelia and Nathan both remember the dump trucks rumbling up the road. They'd stop right across the street every year and disgorge a black slurry--fertilizer, the Saunderses assumed at the time, that posed no particular bother. Now they know that the state approved spreading 32,900 cubic yards of sewage sludge--or more than 2,000 dump-truck loads--within a quarter mile of their house, and that the sludge came in large part from a local paper company. Now they wonder about that slurry.



Maine has a long, proud history as a papermaking state and a long, tortured history with the industry's toxic legacy, most notably from dioxin. In the 1960s, another group of compounds--per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances, or PFAS--began to be used in the papermaking process. The chemicals were miracle workers: A small amount of PFAS could make paper plates and food containers both grease-proof and water-resistant.



Then, in the '80s, the state encouraged spreading sewage sludge on fields as fertilizer, a seemingly smart use of an otherwise cumbersome by-product of living, hard to manage in a landfill. In principle, human manure can sub in for animal manure without much compromise. But in reality, sludge often contains a cocktail of chemical residues. "We concentrate them in sludge and then spread them over where we grow food. The initial idea is not great," Apul told me. The Saunderses first found out that the sludge-spreading had contaminated their water after the state found high PFAS levels in milk from a dairy farm two miles away. Maine's limit for six kinds of PFAS was 20 parts per trillion; state toxicologists found so much in the Saunderses' well water that when Nathan worked out the average of all the tests taken in 2021, it came to 14,800 parts per trillion, he told me.



Nathan used to work as an engineer for Maine's drinking-water-safety program, and he quickly pieced together the story of their street's contamination and just how bad it was. After state researchers tested their blood, Nathan remembers, a doctor told him that his levels of one PFAS were so high, they had hit the maximum the test could reliably report--2,000 micrograms per liter. So far, he's healthy, but he feels like he's living on borrowed time. Diseases related to environmental exposures can take decades to emerge, and although studies show that PFAS may degrade health at a population level, why some individuals fall ill and others don't isn't always clear. Cordelia told me that the neighbor who wouldn't eat the peaches is now on three medications for high cholesterol (which has been linked to PFAS), and that other neighbors have bladder or brain cancer.



Cordelia's PFAS blood levels were lower than Nathan's--but still high enough to make the Saunderses rethink the past decade of their life. In 2010, when she was an otherwise healthy and active 50-year-old, Cordelia went into kidney failure; Nathan donated the kidney that now keeps her body going. Back then, her doctor told her that her body's failure to suppress an infection had likely caused her kidney crisis. And PFAS exposure is linked with lowered immune response.



Since PFAS were first detected on a dairy farm in 2016, Maine has been trying to uncover the extent of the contamination. The state's environmental department kept records of the sludge-spreading, and those records show that, over more than two and a half decades, paper-product companies were directly responsible for spreading more than 500,000 cubic yards of waste, the Portland Press Herald has reported. More was routed through water-treatment facilities; the sludge spread near the Saunderses' house came from the Kennebec Sanitary Treatment District, which got a sizable portion of its waste from the nearby paper-products manufacturer, now owned by Huhtamaki, a Finland-based company. Because we all ingest some amount of PFAS in our daily life, human wastewater can also have high levels of contamination.



Maine has been trying to stem the impacts of the contamination too. The Saunderses and their neighbors all got whole-house filters installed, and the PFAS levels in their water immediately became undetectable. The state has initiated relief funds for farmers whose land has been poisoned by compounds that have infiltrated the milk and grain they've sold to their customers and eaten themselves for years. No one really knows the extent of the health problems linked to PFAS in the state.



The state did ban products containing PFAS--it was the first to do so--but the ban won't go into effect until 2030, which to Cordelia seems like a long time to wait. She feels in her body the price of contamination: The medication that protects her transplanted kidney is causing her to lose her hearing in one ear, and her bone density. At 64, she has real trouble walking a mile. "When things are out of your control, what are you going to do?" she told me. "We're all going to die. I'm probably going to die sooner than I would have." But she still has to clean the house and make dinner. She's still alive to spend time with her sons and her seven grandchildren. She likes to focus on that.



Nathan is less equanimous about it. He's suing the paper companies; the charges against some of the original defendants have been dismissed, but the case against Huhtamaki remains open. (The company did not respond to a request for comment on Nathan's lawsuit, but in a statement to The Atlantic, it said it no longer intentionally adds PFAS to its manufacturing process, and noted that "several" paper mills in Maine have used PFAS in their products. "In Waterville, as in all locations, we comply with all applicable environmental and product safety laws and regulations. We will continue to be engaged to help with the state's inquiry as needed," the company wrote.)



Nathan's is just one of hundreds of similar cases that legal experts expect to erupt from the new findings. Such cases might someday get people like him recompense, but they won't make the PFAS go away.







So far, other states have taken a different approach to PFAS. Virginia, for instance, kept permitting sludge-spreading even after environmentalists had loudly raised concerns about the chemicals' impacts, though the state did begin requiring industries to test for PFAS in their waste stream last year. Alabama has reportedly rejected pleas by environmental groups to begin testing for the compounds. Because Maine is the first state to try to mitigate PFAS this thoroughly, it is also the first to confront PFAS' particular bind: What do you do with a pollutant you can't destroy? After Maine banned sludge-spreading in 2022, slurry began to pile up precariously at the state landfill. Casella Waste Systems, the landfill operator, first tried exporting it to Canadian provinces where no law addressed PFAS in land-spread fertilizers. The trucks went to Quebec, then New Brunswick, until pushback in both places stopped the toxic exports; now Casella Waste Systems says it is temporarily stabilizing its landfill by mixing sludge with dry waste. Overall, the sludge-management situation, per a state report, remains "very challenging and uncertain."



In the state's northern reaches, PFAS contamination came from a different source-- Aqueous Film Forming Foam, which the U.S. Air Force once used to extinguish jet-fuel fires at Loring Air Force base and which relies on PFAS for its fire-suppressing power. Long after the base closed, the Mi'kmaq Nation acquired part of the land; the water was undrinkable, and the soil was so full of PFAS that state officials advised the tribe not to eat the deer that grazed there. It is effectively unusable land.



In 2019, the Mi'kmaq Nation partnered with the nonprofit Upland Grassroots to try to clean up the land using hemp. Hemp plants have thick stems that can grow more than 10 feet in a single season, theoretically the perfect plant body type for hoovering up and squirreling away lots of poisonous chemicals. The results of the first test run last year were disappointing: A maximum of 2 percent of the PFAS was removed from soil in the most successful area. Still, no better technology exists to do more than this, Sara Nason, an environmental chemist who provided scientific guidance for the project, told me. The plan is to continue planting hemp; it's better than doing nothing, though the hemp will take decades to clean the soil, and no one knows exactly what to do with the chemical-loaded plants once they're harvested.



Several labs across the country are trying to find a way to unmake these chemicals, using foam fractionation, soil washing, mineralization, electron-beam radiation. David Hanigan, an environmental engineer at the University of Nevada at Reno, is studying whether burning PFAS at ultrahigh temperatures can break the carbon-fluorine bond completely. He once thought that PFAS researchers were out of their minds to be testing such wildly expensive solutions, he told me. But he's realized that PFAS are just that tough, and as a scientist, he thinks the original manufacturers of PFAS must have understood that. "It's upsetting from an organic-chemistry standpoint," he told me. Any chemist would have known that these compounds would persist in the environment, he said. Indeed, an investigation by The Intercept found that DuPont, among the original manufacturers of the compounds, did know, and for decades tried to obscure the harms the chemicals posed, something the UN Human Rights Council also contends. DuPont has consistently denied wrongdoing, and recently settled a lawsuit for $1.18 billion, helping create a fund for public water districts to address PFAS contamination. (In a statement to The Atlantic, a spokesperson for DuPont described the current company's history of corporate reorganization, and wrote that "to implicate DuPont de Nemours in these past issues ignores this corporate evolution.")



Hanigan does think this engineering problem of PFAS will be solved, eventually. "We can do it," he said. But he wonders what else we might have been able to do with that amount of human effort. And until chemists and engineers can undo PFAS, more places will start to see that they're caught in a cycle in which these compounds move from water to soil to bodies to water. A few states, such as Connecticut, have regulations against land-spreading sewage sludge; instead, they incinerate it, likely at temperatures below what's needed to destroy PFAS' strong bond. Most states have no such prohibition. Michigan, another state with a history of spreading sludge on farmland, has found PFAS in its beef. In Texas, farmers recently sued a waste-treatment giant alleging that it knew or should have known that its sludge had PFAS in it.

The federal government's new rules, though, will force the country as a whole to measure, then confront, the scale of our PFAS problem. Like the Saunderses, people across the country are likely to soon discover that they've been drinking PFAS-contaminated water for years and begin wondering what it has cost them.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/04/pfas-drinking-water-maine/678040/?utm_source=feed
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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




Updated at 10:03 a.m. on April 16, 2024

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 Texas at 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?



This article originally misidentified Chen Yu's employer as the University of Austin.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/04/toddlers-ai-language-learning/677977/?utm_source=feed
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The New Rules of Political Journalism

In this election, the reporting strategies of the past will not be enough.

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.


In our digitally chaotic world, relying on the election-reporting strategies of the past is like bringing the rules of chess to the Thunderdome.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The October 7 rape denialists
 	Finding justice in Palestine
 	Biden's safe, polite campaign stop in Scranton




New Rules

This past weekend, I was on a panel at the annual conference of the International Symposium on Online Journalism, in beautiful downtown Austin. Several journalists discussed the question: Are we going to get it right this time? Have the media learned their lessons, and are journalists ready for the vertiginous slog of the 2024 campaign?

My answer: only if we realize how profoundly the rules of the game have changed.

Lest we need reminding, this year's election features a candidate who incited an insurrection, called for terminating sections of the Constitution, was found liable for what a federal judge says was "rape" as it is commonly understood, faces 88 felony charges, and--I'm tempted to add "etcetera" here, but that's the problem, isn't it? The volume and enormity of it all is impossible to take in.

The man is neither a riddle nor an enigma. He lays it all out there: his fawning over the world's authoritarians, his threats to abandon our allies, his contempt for the rule of law, his intention to use the federal government as an instrument of retribution. Journalists must be careful not to give in to what Brian Klaas has called the "Banality of Crazy." As I've written in the past, there have been so many outrages and so many assaults on decency that it's easy to become numbed by the cascade of awfulness.

The former White House communications director Dan Pfeiffer points out a recent example in his newsletter: On a radio show earlier this month, Donald Trump bizarrely suggested that Joe Biden was high on cocaine when he delivered his energetic State of the Union address. It was a startling moment, yet several major national media outlets did not cover the story.

And when Trump called for the execution of General Mark Milley, it didn't have nearly the explosive effect it should have. "I had expected every website and all the cable news shows to lead with a story about Trump demanding the execution of the highest military officer in the country," this magazine's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, told The Washington Post. "If Barack Obama or George W. Bush had done so, I'm sure [the news media] would have been all over it." (Trump's threats against Milley came after The Atlantic published a profile of Milley by Goldberg.)

In our digitally chaotic world, relying on the reporting strategies of the past is like bringing the rules of chess to the Thunderdome. There has, of course, been some progress. The major cable networks no longer carry Trump's rallies live without context, but they still broadcast town-hall meetings and interviews with the former president, which boost ratings. NBC's abortive decision to hire Ronna McDaniel, a former chair of the Republican National Committee, as a contributor, despite her role in spreading lies about the 2020 election, highlighted the disconnect between this moment and much of the national media.

And then there is the internet. It is certainly possible that richer, more insightful media will emerge from the digital revolution, but we're obviously not there now. Back in 2016, we worried that social media had become a vector for disinformation and bigotry, but since then, we've seen Elon Musk's extraordinary enshittification of X. In 2016, we worried (too late) about foreign interference and bots. In 2024, we are going to have to contend with deepfakes created by AI.

This year will see some of the best journalism of our lifetime. (You'll find much of it here in The Atlantic.) But because both the media and their audiences are badly fractured, much of that reporting is siloed off from the voters who need it most. Because millions of Americans are locked in information bubbles, half of the country either won't see important journalism about the dangers of a second Trump term or won't believe it.

As Paul Farhi notes in The Atlantic, MAGA-friendly websites have experienced massive drops in traffic, but social media continues to thrive on negativity and providing dopamine hits of anger and fear. And of distraction--last week, the most-liked videos on TikTok about the presidential race included a video of a man singing to Biden and Trump's visit to a Chick-fil-A.

To put it mildly, the arc of social media does not bend toward Edward R. Murrow-style journalism.

So what's to be done? I don't have any easy answers, because I don't think they exist. Getting it right this time does not mean that journalists need to pull their punches in covering Biden or become slavish defenders of his administration's policies. In fact, that would only make matters worse. But perhaps we could start with some modest proposals.

First, we should redefine newsworthy. Klaas argues that journalists need to emphasize the magnitude rather than simply the novelty of political events. Trump's ongoing attacks on democracy may not be new, but they define the stakes of 2024. So although live coverage of Trump rallies without any accompanying analysis remains a spectacularly bad idea, it's important to neither ignore nor mute the dark message that Trump delivers at every event. As a recent headline in The Guardian put it, "Trump's Bizarre, Vindictive Incoherence Has to Be Heard in Full to Be Believed."

Why not relentlessly emphasize the truth, and publish more fact-checked transcripts that highlight his wilder and more unhinged rants? (Emphasizing magnitude is, of course, a tremendous challenge for journalists when the amplification mechanisms of the modern web--that is, social-media algorithms--are set by companies that have proved to be hostile to the distribution of information from reputable news outlets.)

The media challenge will be to emphasize the abnormality of Donald Trump without succumbing to a reactionary ideological tribalism, which would simply drive audiences further into their silos. Put another way: Media outlets will need all the credibility they can muster when they try to sound the alarm that none of this is normal. And it is far more important to get it right than to get it fast, because every lapse will be weaponized.

The commitment to "fairness" should not, however, mean creating false equivalencies or fake balance. (An exaggerated report about Biden's memory lapses, for example, should not be a bigger story than Trump's invitation to Vladimir Putin to invade European countries.)

In the age of Trump, it is also important that members of the media not be distracted by theatrics generally. (This includes Trump's trial drama, the party conventions, and even--as David Frum points out in The Atlantic--the debates.) Relatedly, the stakes are simply too high to wallow in vibes, memes, or an obsessive focus on within-the-margin-of-error polls. Democracy can indeed be crushed by authoritarianism. But it can also be suffocated by the sort of trivia that often dominates social media.

And, finally, the Prime Directive of 2024: Never, ever become numbed by the endless drumbeat of outrages.

Related:

	Political analysis needs more witchcraft.
 	Right-wing media are in trouble.




Today's News

	The Senate dismissed the articles of impeachment against Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas and ruled that they were unconstitutional, ending his trial before it got under way.
 	House Speaker Mike Johnson will proceed with a plan, backed by President Joe Biden, to vote on separate bills to provide aid to Ukraine, Israel, and U.S. allies in the Indo-Pacific. The proposed move has raised criticism from some conservative representatives.
 	Four Columbia University officials, including the president, Nemat Shafik, testified in a congressional committee hearing about student safety, free speech, and anti-Semitism on campus.




Dispatches

	The Trump Trials: The first days of the criminal case against Donald Trump have been mundane, even boring--and that's remarkable, George T. Conway III writes.
 	The Weekly Planet: The cocoa shortage could make chocolate more expensive forever, Yasmin Tayag writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Something Weird Is Happening With Caesar Salads

By Ellen Cushing

On a November evening in Brooklyn, in 2023, I was in trouble (hungry). I ordered a kale Caesar at a place I like. Instead, I got: a tangle of kale, pickled red onion, and "sweet and spicy almonds," dressed in a thinnish, vaguely savory liquid and topped with a glob of creme fraiche roughly the size and vibe of a golf ball. It was a pretty weird food.
 We are living through an age of unchecked Caesar-salad fraud. Putative Caesars are dressed with yogurt or miso or tequila or lemongrass; they are served with zucchini, orange zest, pig ear, kimchi, poached duck egg, roasted fennel, fried chickpeas, buffalo-cauliflower fritters, togarashi-dusted rice crackers. They are missing anchovies, or croutons, or even lettuce ... Molly Baz is a chef, a cookbook author, and a bit of a Caesar obsessive--she owns a pair of sneakers with "CAE" on one tongue and "SAL" on the other--and she put it succinctly when she told me, "There's been a lot of liberties taken, for better or for worse."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Jews aren't taking away TikTok.
 	Women in menopause are getting short shrift.
 	The self-help queen of TikTok goes mainstream.




Culture Break


Hulton Archive / Getty



Look. These photos, compiled by our photo editor, show the importance of bicycles in World War II.

Read. "The Vale of Cashmere," a short story by Benjamin Nugent:

"What I liked about your father was that he helped me find my contact lens."

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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Finding Jurors for an Unprecedented Trial

The criminal trial of an ex-president is new territory for the court system.

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.


Updated at 6:17 p.m. ET on April 16, 2024


Donald Trump is among the most famous and most polarizing people alive. The task of selecting 12 impartial jurors who can render a fair verdict in the criminal trial of a former president is a first for America's court system.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Welcome to pricing hell.
 	Gaza is dividing Democrats.
 	David Frum: Why Biden should not debate Trump




A Reasonable Middle Ground

Yesterday, jury selection began in Donald Trump's first criminal trial, and today, seven jurors were selected. The New York trial, centered on accusations that Trump falsified business records to conceal a hush-money payment to the porn star Stormy Daniels, may be the only of Trump's various legal cases to wrap up before the November election. Many Americans are set on their hopes for the trial's outcome before it begins, which makes finding impartial jurors a real challenge. Ninety-six potential jurors were called into the courtroom yesterday--an unusually large number--and more than half of them quickly raised their hand to say they couldn't be impartial and thus needed to be dismissed. Some prospective jurors who had indicated yesterday that they could be impartial changed their mind today.

The task of the judge is not necessarily to select people who have no feelings about Trump--that's near-impossible. Rather, the point is to select people who can be impartial (about both Trump and other potential witnesses), listen to evidence, and follow the law and the rules given by the court, Sharon Fairley, a professor from practice at the University of Chicago Law School, told me. The jurors selected so far, whose names haven't been released, reportedly include a young corporate lawyer, a man originally from Ireland who works in sales, and a young Black woman who said that some of her friends have strong opinions about the former president but that she is not a political person.

Criminal convictions, Fairley reminded me, require a unanimous decision from the jury. So Trump's lawyers are likely hoping for even a single holdout--a person who is independent in their thinking and perhaps not a stickler for following rules. The government's lawyers, for their part, are likely looking for people who are intelligent and discerning, who believe in the rule of law, and who are able to see through the "smoke and mirrors" that the Trump defense may introduce to the courtroom, Fairley said. Lawyers from either side can dismiss 10 potential jurors for any reason (so far, both Trump's lawyers and the prosecution have done this with six potential jurors). Beyond that, Fairley explained, the judge has discretion in selecting people who he feels could credibly set aside personal feelings to render a fair judgment.

Trump has held tight to his narrative that this trial is a politically motivated "witch hunt," a tactic that will only add to the court's unique challenges here. Usually, the prosecution is more likely to generate publicity about criminal trials than the defense, Valerie Hans, a law professor at Cornell University, told me in an email--most defendants do not "have the public microphone of Donald Trump." Already, Hans noted, one prosecutor, Joshua Steinglass, has been trying to draw a distinction for prospective jurors between what they have seen about the trial in the news and the actual evidence that they will go on to see.

Part of the court's challenge is weeding out people who are actually able to be impartial versus those who say they are because they want to get on the jury for their own reasons, James J. Sample, a law professor at Hofstra University, told me in an email. Ideological jurors could come from either side, Sample noted: "Yes, Manhattan is mostly blue. But might there be one true believer who wants to cement themselves as a MAGA hero? Absolutely."

How each prospective juror voted will be of interest to lawyers on either side, but it likely won't be the deciding factor in who gets placed on the jury--and lawyers aren't allowed to ask that question directly. Justice Juan M. Merchan's 42 questions for would-be jurors, including ones about whether they are part of advocacy groups or have attended campaign events for Trump (or anti-Trump groups), "suggest an attempt to find a reasonable middle ground here--not ruling out anyone who has some views on Trump or disqualifying them based on their vote in 2020 or 2016, but also making sure they're not rah-rah activists either for or against," my colleague David Graham told me.

There's also a simple irony at the core of this whole process: The type of person best suited to be a thoughtful and credible juror in this case will almost by definition know something about Donald Trump. "A hypothetical juror who had never heard of Mr. Trump at all," Sample acknowledged, "would be such an uninformed citizen as to be of suspect legitimacy from the jump."

The trial is expected to last about six weeks (though it could take longer). After the rest of the jury is chosen, the trial proceedings will kick off in earnest, with former Trump-world figures including Michael Cohen and possibly even Stormy Daniels herself expected to testify. But in the meantime, the public and the defendant (who seemed to nod off on the first day) will need to sit through more of the same. As David told me, "Monday's start to the trial was both huge in historic terms and mostly very boring in substance."

Related:

	Trump's alternate-reality criminal trial
 	The cases against Trump: a guide




Today's News

	The U.S. Supreme Court justices considered whether the Justice Department can charge January 6 defendants with violating an obstruction statute--a decision that could affect the election-interference case against Donald Trump.
 	Israel's military chief said yesterday that Iran's recent strike "will be met with a response" but did not specify a timeline or the scale of a retaliatory attack.
 	A federal appeals court ruled that a West Virginia law, which bans transgender girls and women from playing on certain sports teams, violates the Title IX rights of a teen athlete.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



What Happens When You've Been on Ozempic for 20 Years?

By Gary Taubes

Of all the wonder drugs in the history of medicine, insulin may be the closest parallel, in both function and purpose, to this century's miracle of a metabolic drug: the GLP-1 agonist. Sold under now-familiar brand names including Ozempic, Wegovy, and Mounjaro, these new medications for diabetes and obesity have been hailed as a generational breakthrough that may one day stand with insulin therapy among "the greatest advances in the annals of chronic disease," as The New Yorker put it in December.
 But if that analogy is apt--and the correspondences are many--then a more complicated legacy for GLP-1 drugs could be in the works. Insulin, for its part, may have changed the world of medicine, but it also brought along a raft of profound, unintended consequences ...
 With the sudden rise of GLP-1 drugs in this decade, I worry that a similar set of transformations could occur.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	How the Biden administration messed up FAFSA
 	Salman Rushdie strikes back.
 	The myth of the mobile millionaire
 	Trump's presidential-immunity theory is a threat to the chain of command.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Courtesy of the author; FPG / Getty; Tom Kelley / Getty.



Care for a loved one. With the right amount of self-awareness, you can learn parenting lessons from raising a dog, Kate Cray writes.

Watch. Recent prestige TV shows have featured difficult men: heroes who are resolutely alienated, driven to acts of violence they don't want to inflict and can't enjoy, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Enjoy listening to our journalism? Find quick stories and deep dives here.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Before-and-After Moment in the Middle East

A conversation with Graeme Wood about where Netanyahu could go from here

by Isabel Fattal




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


Israel's response to Iran's attack this past weekend signals an "astonishing win," my colleague Graeme Wood wrote yesterday. With help from several allies, Israel managed to fend off what could have been a mass-casualty event (though one 7-year-old girl sustained life-threatening injuries). But the attack was also "a gift to the hapless Benjamin Netanyahu," Graeme argues. I called Graeme in Tel Aviv yesterday to talk about how the prime minister could use this moment as an opportunity to revitalize Gaza negotiations--and why he's not likely to do so.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Gavin Newsom can't help himself.
 	Trump's willing accomplice
 	The RFK Jr. strategy clicks into focus.
 	What the upper-middle-class left doesn't get about inflation




A Realignment

Isabel Fattal: You wrote yesterday that Israel's response to Iran's attack signals an operational and strategic win. How so?

Graeme Wood: For the past two weeks, since it struck Iran's consulate in Damascus, killing multiple officers and senior officials of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, Israel has been on anxious footing waiting to figure out how Iran was going to attack. There was some doubt, I think, in ordinary people's minds about how Israel would handle whatever Iran was going to do next. What Iran eventually decided to do was to send more than 300 drones and missiles toward Israel. And Israel not only survived that, but by dawn the next day, the country was up and running as if nothing had happened. The ability for Israel to weather the attack was beyond anyone's expectations--both as a matter of technical ability and also as a kind of moral ability, to have life go on after what Iran promised was going to be a serious challenge.

Isabel: You write that this could be the moment for Netanyahu to tell his more militaristic right flank to stand down.

Graeme: The way that a lot of people naturally understand these types of attacks is as a matter of tit for tat. Of course there are many in Israel who think, We need to respond in kind. That is the view from Netanyahu's right. But it is not the most productive way that the aftermath of this attack can be used.

Whenever something big like this happens, it's almost impossible to put oneself into the mindset of 24 hours ago. But 24 hours ago, many of us would have said, Israel's in a horrible muddle because it has waged an absolutely brutal war in Gaza. It has not succeeded in dislodging Hamas. It has not gotten its hostages back. There is a humanitarian catastrophe. And there is no negotiation that's anywhere near happening that could redeem Israel from this pickle that it's partially put itself in.

Now there is this kind of realignment of the security paradigm. Could a creative, thoughtful, competent government use that realignment to move forward from what seemed like an intractable position in Gaza? Yes. There are angles that a government could take so that tomorrow is not like yesterday. Part of that includes just acknowledging, where did this success come from? The success came in part because Israel, over the past several years, has created what turns out to be a pretty durable and effective alliance with the governments of Arab states in the region. We're talking about Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. Without those states, the prospects for having only one casualty in Israel from the Iranian attack would have been nil. That means that there's gratitude to be doled out to those states, and there are compromises that can be made as part of that expression of gratitude.

Isabel: So you think that now there could be an opening for negotiation that didn't exist before the attacks?

Graeme: Yes, exactly. The reason that opening didn't exist previously is that Netanyahu has consistently tried to mollify those to his right who have maximalist views of the post-Gaza situation--maximalist views meaning that, at the end of the day, there's not just no Hamas, but no Palestinian government or security force whatsoever in Gaza, and no Arab security force whatsoever. That's not a reasonable hope for the future, and it has prevented Netanyahu and his government from considering any reasonable future at all.

Among the things that they could have considered are creative solutions that would have involved these Arab allies who have populations, as well as governments, who are not thrilled by what they're seeing in Gaza. And in the past 24 hours, Israel's need for those countries has been demonstrated. It's a moment where a trusted, courageous leader could step in and perhaps create some kind of change in policy that would allow the Gaza war to, if not conclude, then come closer to its conclusion.

Isabel: What's Netanyahu's window to do something like this?

Graeme: If you see what's being spoken about in Israel, it's Netanyahu being pressured to retaliate. This is not an incomprehensible command. If there were 300 drones sent toward any country, the population of that country would say, We have to do something material to cause those who sent them to regret having done so. It's unclear whether Netanyahu is going to take that bait, or do what a great politician has to do sometimes, which is to say to people, You're not going to get what you want; you're going to get what you need. And what we need as a country is something other than this. That's what the situation really calls for, and it's a call that would probably have to be answered in, I would say, the next week.

Isabel: What else should readers keep in mind as they're following this story?

Graeme: One thing that I think will be a nagging question for a lot of people is, What did the Iranians want to happen? Even if they didn't want massive death and destruction, what they did was an unambiguous act of aggression. But another possibility, which is reasonable to consider, is that they didn't expect most of those drones and missiles to get through. They needed to retaliate, and as soon as they did so they said, Okay, we're done here. Even before the missiles and drones would've reached their targets, they said that. So we have to consider the possibility that this was a half-hearted attack.

Isabel: This attack is also unprecedented in a few ways, isn't it?

Graeme: They're attacking from Iranian territory. And if you attack from Iranian territory, you invite retaliation on Iranian territory, which is a huge change from the status quo ante. This really is a before-and-after moment. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps commander said this publicly, which means it's probably an official statement of doctrine now: From now on, if Israel attacks Iranian interests, figures, and citizens anywhere, we will retaliate from Iran. If that's what they're going to do, that's a new disposition.

Related:

	What will Netanyahu do now?
 	The coalition of the malevolent




Today's News

	Jury selection is under way on the first day of Donald Trump's hush-money trial in Manhattan; it marks the first time a former president has been on trial for criminal charges.
 	The civil war in Sudan has now reached the end of its first year. More than 14,000 people have been killed, according to some estimates; last month, the UN warned that nearly 5 million people could soon suffer a "catastrophic" level of hunger.
 	The FBI opened a criminal probe into the recent collapse of Baltimore's Francis Scott Key Bridge. The investigation will cover, in part, whether the ship's crew knew their vessel had "serious system problems" before leaving port, according to The Washington Post.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Savor your favorites while you can--the ongoing cocoa shortage may change the future of chocolate forever, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Philip Shribman, in a college photo from around 1940; behind it, an excerpt from a wartime letter he sent to the sociology professor George F. Theriault Sources: Courtesy of David Shribman; Wieland Teixeira / Getty



The Man Who Died for the Liberal Arts

By David M. Shribman

Philip Alvan Shribman, a recent graduate of Dartmouth and just a month away from his 22nd birthday, was not worldly but understood that he had been thrust into a world conflict that was more than a contest of arms. At stake were the life, customs, and values that he knew. He was a quiet young man, taciturn in the old New England way, but he had much to say in this letter, written from the precipice of battle to a brother on the precipice of adulthood ...
 He acknowledged from the start that "this letter won't do much good"--a letter that, in the eight decades since it was written, has been read by three generations of my family. In it, Phil Shribman set out the virtues and values of the liberal arts at a time when universities from coast to coast were transitioning into training grounds for America's armed forces.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	David Frum: A test of strength
 	Ordinary Iranians don't want a war with Israel.
 	Is Texas about to turn Latinos into single-issue voters?
 	Right-wing media are in trouble.
 	The O.J. verdict reconsidered
 	"Nostalgia for a dating experience they've never had"




Culture Break


Getty



Please laugh. The most hated sound on television is the laugh track, Jacob Stern writes. Now it has all but disappeared.

Watch. The third season of Bluey (out now on Disney+) might be signaling the end for the beloved children's show, Sophie Gilbert 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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What Rereading a Book Can Reveal

Culture and entertainment musts from Rose Horowitch

by Isabel Fattal




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Rose Horowitch, an assistant editor who has written about the enrollment nightmare colleges are facing, the myth of the Gen Z gender divide, and why too many people own dogs.

Rose recently reread Anna Karenina and had "more of the intended takeaway" than she did the first time. She loves winding down with a good animal-rescue video, and she still can't quite believe she got to see Bruce Springsteen in New Jersey.

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Our May cover story: "This will finish us."
 	Matt Gaetz is winning.
 	Clash of the patriarchs




The Culture Survey: Rose Horowitch

The upcoming event I'm most looking forward to: The Morgan Library's exhibit of Beatrix Potter's drawings and letters. I've complained to friends about feeling disconnected from nature since moving to New York, and I hope that early drafts of The Tale of Peter Rabbit will cure me. (I'd also take any opportunity to visit the Morgan Library and marvel at the rows of well-worn books and the majesty of the ceilings.)

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: Does anyone else watch cooking shows for pure entertainment? I usually get bored before I can finish a TV show in full (Gen Z attention spans and all that), so I like to throw something on that I don't need to watch consecutively. Julia & Jacques Cooking at Home, with Julia Child and Jacques Pepin, is my favorite of the genre. It's a cooking show, yes, but it's so much more. It was filmed near the end of Child's life, and Pepin somehow managed to always lift the heavy copper pots yet let Julia take the lead with recipes. Their friendship is endlessly comforting.

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: I'm midway through The Heaven & Earth Grocery Store, by James McBride. I highly recommend it based on what I've read so far. For best nonfiction, I'm going to choose two, but I promise they're connected: The Year of Magical Thinking and Blue Nights, two of Joan Didion's later books. At age 23, I've never been married and never had a child, let alone lost one. But these books articulate a kind of disorientation that I don't know how to put into words--one that I'm convinced every human being experiences. [Related: Lost histories of coexistence]

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: Quiet: "Hunter," by Jess Williamson. I learned about this song from a Jack Antonoff interview. I blindly trust his taste in music, and I'm glad I do. Medium-quiet: "Instant Crush," by Daft Punk. You have to listen to this song nine times in a row to love it, but afterward, it will be firmly installed among your favorites. Loud-ish: "Ship of Fools," by World Party. A great song to have in your headphones as you walk outside. I challenge anyone to not scream-sing the chorus.

A musical artist who means a lot to me: Bruce Springsteen. My mom is an avid Springsteen fan, so this pick is partly about his musical prowess, partly about my own nostalgia. "Waitin' on a Sunny Day" seemed to always be humming in our car stereo when I was growing up. This past summer, I saw him in concert. I mostly remember my sister's frenzied dancing and the oppressive heat in the nosebleed seats of MetLife Stadium. But I saw Bruce Springsteen! In New Jersey!

A piece of visual art that I cherish: Gustav Klimt's Forester's House in Weissenbach II (Garden) (though what a clunky title). Greenery crawls up the side of the small house, and the open windows reveal colorful bouquets. One of the great joys of living in New York City is how its museums transport you to another place and time. The Klimt exhibition at the Neue Galerie New York brought me to the Austrian countryside (did I mention I miss nature?). It's best paired with a slice of cake from the cafe downstairs.

A cultural product I loved as a teenager and still love: I had a borderline obsession with the Strokes. I listened to all of their albums, then their unreleased songs. Then I watched their performances on late-night shows and on grainy film from small sets in New York, and then I watched their concert documentary (which I could find only on YouTube). We've all aged some since then, but they're still releasing albums, and I'm still listening.

Something I recently revisited: A former teacher once told me that we reread books not to uncover something new in them but to see how we've changed. I recently reread Anna Karenina, firmly my favorite book. The first time I read it, I idolized Anna (embarrassing confession: I dressed like her at my high-school prom). The second time, I think I had more of the intended takeaway. [Related: When people--and characters--surprise you]

A piece of journalism that recently changed my perspective on a topic: Earlier this year, I picked up Strangers to Ourselves, the journalist Rachel Aviv's book. It's about mental illness, but it's more about the stories we tell ourselves and how they exert control over our psyche. She focuses each chapter on an individual, and bookends the work with her own story and that of a young woman she met in treatment. Aviv is a marvel of a writer, and her careful focus on people reveals more than an abstract, analytical story ever could. [Related: The diagnosis trap]

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: This will surprise no one who knows me, but I spend much of my time watching animal-rescue videos. It's a varied genre, one that includes efforts to hoist elephants out of mud piles and unsnare sea turtles from fishing nets. I particularly enjoy watching dogs recover from illness and find a forever home. My favorite rescuer personality is Niall Harbison, who helps sick and injured strays in Thailand. His videos are the greatest thing X's "For You" tab has ever shown me.

Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: Rabbit Hill, a novel by Robert Lawson, has the Pixar quirk of being marketed toward children but clearly meant for adults. It's about woodland creatures but also about family and generosity--an irresistible combination.

A good recommendation I recently received: My boyfriend put me onto Your Queen Is a Reptile, an experimental jazz album by Sons of Kemet. It's so different from what I usually listen to; it's frenetic, and each note is unexpected. It's wholly mesmerizing.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: Last year, I went to the Refik Anadol exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art. I'm not usually a big fan of modern art (this probably says more about me than about modern art), but Anadol's work was beautiful and overwhelming. He trained a machine-learning model on the museum's digitized collection and then displayed the result on a wall of LEDs. The machine generated crests of color that I can best describe as some undulating fourth state of matter.

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: "Spring and Fall," by Gerard Manley Hopkins, will never fail to make me cry. The Goldengrove description. The meditation on aging. The last two lines! This poem entered my life just as I needed it. I like to think it ushered me into adulthood, and I keep it open in a tab on my computer for emergency reads.



The Week Ahead

	The Ministry of Ungentlemanly Warfare, an action film directed by Guy Ritchie about a team of highly skilled World War II soldiers who use unconventional methods to fight the Nazis (in theaters Friday)
 	The Sympathizer, a thrilling and satirical miniseries about a double agent for the Viet Cong who flees to the United States and moves into a refugee community (premieres today on Max)
 	New Cold Wars, a book written by David E. Sanger with Mary K. Brooks, about America's unstable modern-day rivalry with China and Russia (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Adrian Ace Williams / Hulton Archive / Getty; H. Armstrong Roberts / ClassicStock / Getty; Getty.



The 67-Hour Rule

By Derek Thompson

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 ...
 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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Tupperware is in trouble.
 	Civil War was made in anger.
 	The alluring mystique of Candy Darling
 	The wasteland is waiting for you.
 	America is sick of swiping.
 	Are pitchers pitching too hard?
 	A rom-com you might have written
 	Welcome to kidulthood.




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Maine is a warning for America's PFAS future.
 	Trump has transformed the GOP all the way down.
 	The RFK-curious women of Bucks County




Photo Album


The hands of a mother and an infant gorilla, seen in the Bwindi Impenetrable Forest, Uganda (Michael Stavrakakis / World Nature Photography Awards)



Check out the winning photos from this year's World Nature Photography Awards, including images of gorilla kinship, the cloud cover above a volcano, and more.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters.

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

Savor your favorites while you can.

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.


I've long fought the battle in defense of milk chocolate. My colleague Yasmin Tayag understands this position--her favorite chocolate treat is the Cadbury Creme Egg--but in a recent article, she acknowledges that genuinely "good chocolate .... should taste richly of cocoa."

Many of the milky, sugary versions of chocolate are light on actual cocoa, she explains: "M&M's, Snickers bars, and Hershey's Kisses aren't staples of American diets because they are the best--rather, they satisfy our desire for chocolate while costing a fraction of a jet-black bar made from single-origin cocoa."

Now the ongoing cocoa shortage is driving prices way up, in ways that will affect even low-in-cocoa chocolate varieties. Commercial chocolate makers may start to tweak their recipes to use less cocoa; as Yasmin puts it, "Chocolate as we know it may never be the same." I don't tell you this to ruin your weekend. Instead, let the news encourage you to savor your favorites while you can (for me, it's those extra-milky Dove milk-chocolate pieces).



On Chocolate

Chocolate Might Never Be the Same

By Yasmin Tayag

The cocoa shortage is making chocolate more expensive--maybe forever.

Read the article.

Silicon Valley Is Coming for Your Chocolate

By Larissa Zimberoff

One day, cocoa might come from a petri dish.

Read the article.

Milk Chocolate Is Better Than Dark, the End

By Megan Garber

Do you enjoy being reminded that the treat ("treat") you are eating has been extruded from a crushed-up plant?

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	How to make hot chocolate: In March 1994, Corby Kummer explained how to make hot chocolate an opulent, adult drink.
 	Americans don't really like to chew: For texturally exciting gummies, you have to look outside the United States, Sarah Zhang wrote last year.




Other Diversions

	Jung's five pillars of a good life
 	Tupperware is in trouble.
 	Six cult classics you have to read




P.S.

In 1943, the self-proclaimed chocolate addict WIlliam Henry Chamberlin came up with an ill-advised plan for handling the chocolate shortage of the time. "Life without sun or air might be made endurable by some miracle of science," he wrote. "But not life without chocolate. Should this be denied, I cherish wild dreams of emigrating to Ecuador or Guatemala. There (although I have never raised anything more productive than ideas) I would layout, a personal Victory Garden in which the sole crop would be cocoa beans, which I would chew raw if necessary."

-- Isabel




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/04/the-end-of-cheap-chocolate/678064/?utm_source=feed
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The Unrelenting Shame of the Dentist

He seems reluctant to let my teeth go home with me.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


My dentist is my enemy. But first, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The truth about organic milk
 	Britain is leaving the U.S. gender-medicine debate behind.
 	Trump has transformed the GOP all the way down.




Clean Teeth, Weak Spirit

When you're a kid, the dentist's office is a frightening place full of loud noises and sharp instruments. But at least people speak softly to you, and at the end of all the scraping and scrubbing, you get a pat on the back and a little prize from a treasure box.

When you are an adult, there are no prizes. There is only pain.

The dentist's office is the only place in the modern health-care system where I still expect to be unrelentingly shamed. My normal doctor tolerates me well enough, and the nurse who takes my blood pressure there is always warm and kind. My dermatologist laughs at my jokes. But my dental hygienist? She would never.

Seconds after entering the exam room, the hygienist--let's call her Deb--is annoyed. She looks at the screen to see what she is dealing with and sighs as if to say, You again. She snaps on her rubber gloves. "All the way up," Deb says, because I am not yet reclined on the chair. I smile nervously and go horizontal, as instructed, my legs sticking to the vinyl.

It's important to mention, before we go any further, that I have a decent set of chompers. They are relatively straight, and a color I will call "pleasantly off-white." I have never had a cavity as an adult; I do not drink soft drinks; I do not regularly eat candy. My breath is ... fine, I think. Could I be flossing more? Sure. Should I be brushing more gently? Probably. But I am, at least in my own estimation, a pretty good--if not ideal--dental patient. Deb does not agree.

If I am due for an X-ray, Deb will spend the next few minutes jamming pointy shapes into all corners of my mouth, ignoring when I wince. Surely an X-ray would be a cinch, you might think to yourself. But you would be wrong. Normal body X-rays are straightforward, painless. Dental X-rays are stabby, pinchy. How have we, as a society, not yet found a pain-free way to send electromagnetic waves through jaws? I cannot ask Deb this question, because she is elbow-deep in my mouth, wedging plastic into my gums.

Next, we begin the cleaning process, which is very complex and involves more sighing from Deb. First, she scrapes the plaque off of my teeth with a tool that is ominously called a "scaler" and sounds like nails on a chalkboard. Then she uses her mechanical brush to grind gravelly mint toothpaste across my molars. So far, so good, I tell myself, breathing through it. Then the flossing begins. Deb performs the first vigorous round with regular floss, which breaks at least once. My gums burn and bleed. "Are we flossing regularly?" Deb asks, tilting her head to give me a better view of her judgmental frown. "Yes, but not this hard," I reply. Then Deb does a second round of flossing with some kind of ice-cold water spout, and I dissociate.

After my soul has returned to my body, Deb offers to do a fluoride treatment for an additional $30 out of pocket. "No, thank you," I reply politely, spitting blood into the sink. Deb frowns and says, "Next time."

Now the dentist appears. In real life, I might find this smiling, bespectacled man sweet. But here, in this place, he is my enemy. He studies my X-rays and tells me the good news: no cavities, all clear. I start to feel hopeful; he starts to sell me Invisalign. He tells me how small and dangerously close together my teeth are. "You don't have any issues now, but without Invisalign, you could have some serious problems down the road," he says, a grave expression on his face. But I have already fallen for this once, when I purchased an ill-fitting Invisalign night guard for $300. "No, thank you," I say again. I just want to go home.

"Get a new dentist!" you might advise. I have thought of this, my friend. Shopping for a new health-care provider requires time and motivation that I simply don't have. But much more important, a new dentist doesn't seem likely to solve the problem. Because the problem is with dentistry itself. It goes beyond the judgy bedside manner: The whole industry seems too focused on selling products and too eager to overtreat patients with expensive procedures. Plus, many standard dental treatments are "not well substantiated by research," as Ferris Jabr once wrote in this magazine.

The dentist digs around in my mouth for a while, his cold metal tools clinging and clanging together. After a moment, he clears his throat and asks the very last question I am expecting to hear: "So, do you think Donald Trump could really win?" It is kind of my dentist to remember that I work as a political reporter; I'm sure he's trying to brighten up this experience for me. But the only thing more unpleasant than trying to talk with your mouth full of sharp metal instruments is trying to talk about the 2024 presidential election with your mouth full of sharp metal instruments. I force a smile, as my mouth hangs open like a snake's unhinged lower jaw. "Who knows!" I muster.

Finally, it's over. My teeth are glimmering, but my spirit is weak. When I leave the room, Deb and the dentist watch me, their eyes downcast, as though they're reluctant to let my teeth go home with me.

My ego will be sore for a week. So will my mouth. I have a cap on one of my front teeth because of an unfortunate apple incident a few years back. Two weeks ago at the dentist's, that cap came loose after some overeager flossing and digging. I can feel it right now, wiggling slightly in the front of my mouth, taunting me. I'm trying to ignore it, because the truth is hard to face: The only fix is a return to the dentist.

Related: 

	The truth about dentistry 
 	Why dentistry is separate from medicine




Today's News

	The House passed a modified surveillance bill that reauthorizes a section of the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act for two years, two days after some House Republicans voted against an earlier version of the bill.
 	President Joe Biden canceled $7.4 billion in student-loan debt, affecting roughly 277,000 people. The move is separate from his announcement earlier this week about a large-scale plan to forgive some or all student loans for some 30 million people.
 	A driver ran an 18-wheeler truck into a Department of Public Safety office in Brenham, Texas, seriously injuring multiple people. The suspect is in custody, according to police.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: The Children's Bach, by Helen Garner, is an oblique and beautiful book, Gal Beckerman writes.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: AI has drastically improved voice recognition--a technology that researchers have long struggled with, Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote this week.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Alamy



Tupperware Is in Trouble

By Amanda Mull

For the first several decades of my life, most of the meals I ate involved at least one piece of Tupperware. My mom's pieces were mostly the greens and yellows of a 1970s kitchen, purchased from co-workers or neighbors who circulated catalogs around the office or slipped them into mailboxes in our suburban subdivision. Many of her containers were acquired before my brother and I were born and remained in regular use well after I flew the nest for college in the mid-2000s ...
 The market for storage containers, on the whole, is thriving ... But Tupperware has fallen on hard times. At the end of last month, for a second year in a row, the company warned financial regulators that it would be unable to file its annual report on time and raised doubts about its ability to continue as a business, citing a "challenging financial condition." Sales are in decline. These should be boom times for Tupperware. What happened?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The homepage on the Black internet
 	A home for kidnappers and their victims
 	The AI revolution is crushing thousands of languages.
 	Iran's deadly message to journalists abroad
 	The country that tried to control sex




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Savor. The cocoa shortage is making chocolate more expensive--and it might never be the same, Yasmin Tayag writes.

Watch. La Chimera (out now in theaters) is an entrancing fairytale about Italian grave robbers.

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 Golden Age of Dictation

AI has drastically improved voice recognition. It's a technology that researchers have long struggled with.

by Damon Beres




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


Computers may have seemed magical to you once, portals to an unpredictable expanse of knowledge and entertainment. Then they became ubiquitous, perhaps a little boring, and occasionally horrifying. Artificial intelligence, though laced with plenty of its own troubles, has managed to rekindle some of the excitement that has been absent from digital technology in recent years--and not just in its highest-profile applications.

Take dictation, for example. As my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote in a recent article, AI has recently enabled drastic improvements in voice recognition, advancing a technology that researchers have historically struggled with. "For a long time, we were making gradual, incremental progress, and then suddenly things started to get better much faster," Mark Hasegawa-Johnson, a professor of electrical and computer engineering at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, told her.

Try activating your phone's dictation feature and speaking your next message instead of typing it. You might just pick up a helpful new habit--and you'd have AI to thank.

-- Damon Beres, senior editor




Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



You Don't Have to Type Anymore

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.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	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, Sarah Zhang writes.
 	A tool to supercharge your imagination: "New technologies for making pictures can be prosthetics for your mind," Ian Bogost writes.
 	Don't talk to people like they're chatbots: "AI could make our human interactions blander, more biased, or ruder," Albert Fox Cahn and Bruce Schneier write.




P.S.

Earlier this week, The Atlantic published an article by the writer S. I. Rosenbaum exploring implants that allow the human brain to interface with computers. AI plays a substantial role, translating neural signals into commands that allow a mouse cursor to move, for instance. Another encouraging use of the technology, perhaps--though as Rosenbaum reports, there are still major challenges to overcome.

-- Damon
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An Oblique and Beautiful Book

<em>The Children's Bach</em> is a striking picture of how ravaged a life can be when unmoored from any responsibility, and of how necessary it is to take care of others.

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.


Until last fall, I had never heard of Helen Garner--something that's hard for me to believe. The Australian author, now 81 and treasured down under, has barely been published in the United States. But over the past few months, the imprint Pantheon has been releasing new editions of her backlist, and these books are mind-blowingly good. In an essay this week, Judith Shulevitz wrote about two of Garner's novels: Monkey Grip, from 1977, and The Children's Bach, considered her masterpiece, from 1984. In both books, Garner depicts the free-loving and living atmosphere of the late 1970s, at a moment when an era of liberation was beginning to curdle. Shulevitz has identified the subtle, almost secret, way that Garner chose to critique the louche attitudes of her times: by writing children into her stories and showing how deeply affected they are by all the sex and drugs swirling around them. The essay reveals much about Garner's understated style. Beyond its insightfulness, I hope it also brings readers to The Children's Bach, which I now consider one of my all-time favorite novels.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	A vision of the city as a live organism
 	Six cult classics you have to read
 	What Orwell really feared
 	"Half Moon, Small Cloud" -- a poem by John Updike


Garner is a prolific diarist, and in one entry, which the novelist Rumaan Alam quotes in his introduction to the new edition of The Children's Bach, she writes, "I will never be a great writer. The best I can do is write books that are small but oblique enough to stick in people's gullets so that they remember them." She's wrong on the first count--she is a great writer--but she is correct about her books being oblique. I can't describe exactly what The Children's Bach is about beyond the reader being dropped into the Melbourne suburbs in the early 1980s to follow a group of lost people as their lives collide with one another's. "It's a fast, graceful dance," Shulevitz writes. "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."

Garner doesn't explain much; she just immerses you in stories of malaise and yearning. What she captures with incredible economy--the whole book is only about 150 pages--is a desperation among these characters for authentic living. The sentences seem to sing: Here's one passage from early on, setting up the relationship between Dexter, who is the book's protagonist, if there is one, and Elizabeth, an old college friend, whom he reconnects with after 18 years:

How strange it is that in a city the size of Melbourne it is possible for two people who have lived almost as sister and brother for five years as students to move away from each other without even saying goodbye, to conduct the business of their lives within a couple miles of each other's daily rounds, and yet never to cross each other's paths. To marry, to have children; to fail at one thing and take up another, to drink and dance in public places, to buy food at supermarkets and petrol at service stations, to read of the same murders in the same newspapers, to shiver in the same cold mornings, and yet never to bump into each other.


To me, this strange and beautiful book is a striking picture of how ravaged a life can be when unmoored from any responsibility, and of how necessary it is to take care of others in order to feel whole. Dexter's path to this realization progresses with that obliqueness that Garner intended. But when late in the book she offers a gut punch of insight about where he has arrived emotionally, it's done with sentences that will stay with me for a long time: "This was modern life, then, this seamless logic, this common sense, this silent tit-for-tat. This was what people did. He did not like it. He hated it. But he was in its moral universe now, and he could never go back."




A Child's-Eye View of 1970s Debauchery

By Judith Shulevitz

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Fifth Season, by N. K. Jemisin

The end of The Fifth Season has my favorite section of any speculative-fiction or fantasy novel: a huge glossary of terms such as stone eaters, commless, and orogene that appears after the plot stops, giving the reader a hand in interpreting the wildly unconventional world of the book. And it's helpful here, because the complex, intricate story takes place on a supercontinent called the Stillness that is on the verge of its regular apocalypse, known as the "fifth season," a period of catastrophic climate change. "Orogenes," who can use thermal energy to create seismic events, are considered dangerous people, and most are in hiding, shunned from society. Jemisin's main character, Essun, is one of them, hiding her true identity as she works as a teacher in her village. She returns home one day to find that her husband has murdered her son and kidnapped her daughter--both of whom inherited her powers. She must journey to save her daughter, accompanied by a mysterious child, while the world around her crumbles. After reading a few chapters of The Fifth Season, you'll be immersed in this new world and its intricacies, enraptured by the ways this society's structures shed light on the worst realities of our own. -- Bekah Waalkes 

From our list: Seven books that will make you put down your phone





Out Next Week

? The Museum of Other People: From Colonial Acquisitions to Cosmopolitan Exhibitions, by Adam Kuper

? Negative Space, by Gillian Linden


? New Cold Wars: China's Rise, Russia's Invasion, and America's Struggle to Defend the West, by David E. Sanger




Your Weekend Read


Photograph by Sarah Palmer for The Atlantic*



Our Last Great Adventure

By Doris Kearns Goodwin

"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.

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.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/04/books-briefing-helen-garner-childrens-bach/678048/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Where the Future of Abortion Access Lies

Donald Trump recently tried to push responsibility onto the states, whose approaches continue to vary widely.

by Lora Kelley


Protesters at the state capitol in St. Paul, Minnesota, in 2022 (Star Tribune / Getty)



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.


To win over more voters on the issue of abortion, Donald Trump has tried to push responsibility onto the states--whose varied approaches, even just in recent weeks, demonstrate the uncertain future of abortion access.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Matt Gaetz is winning.
 	A child's-eye view of 1970s debauchery
 	Larry David learned nothing, and neither did we.




A Question for the States

Donald Trump has a history of flip-flopping on abortion. On Monday, he released a video in which he claimed credit for the fall of Roe v. Wade before suggesting that abortion access should be left up to the states. He did not weigh in on whether he would support outlawing abortion on the federal level--a ban he'd favored during his 2016 campaign and first term. Then, pressed by reporters in Georgia yesterday, he said that, if elected, he wouldn't sign a nationwide ban.

Trump seems to be responding to the political toxicity of harsh abortion restrictions, likely softening his current stance to win over more moderate and swing-state voters. Most Americans say in polling that they support legal access to abortion in some form, with certain limits, so his statements this week should be viewed not as some kind of fundamental shift, my colleague Elaine Godfrey advised, but as a purely political play.

"He knows which way the political winds are blowing, and they're against the pro-life camp at this point," she told me. Trump waited until after the Republican primaries to announce his stance, she explained, because he didn't want to lose votes from social conservatives. "Now that he's the presumptive nominee, he can afford to piss off a few anti-abortion people--in the pursuit of winning over moderates in a general" election, she said.

The fall of Roe has been steadily remaking America's political landscape since 2022, energizing Democratic voters and turning swing areas blue. Seizing on the issue, the Biden campaign has released a series of emotionally wrenching ads telling the stories of American women who were denied access to abortions. One video, released on Monday, features a woman who developed sepsis after a miscarriage for which she was denied an abortion in Texas, where the procedure is banned in most instances. She may not be able to have another child as a result of the infection, and wept as the message "Donald Trump did this" appeared on the screen.

Abortion will shape the 2024 presidential election--and its outcome will determine access to reproductive health care across the country. Biden has promised to restore federal abortion rights if he wins, but such a vow faces massive challenges in today's political landscape, including legal hurdles and right-wing objections. His success will not be guaranteed--and the measures he has tried to introduce during his current term have suffered from a fractured Congress.

Trump, for his part, has taken policy advice in the past from a group of anti-abortion activists and attorneys, and Elaine reminded me that they will seek to influence his policy decisions if he wins. A major focus of some anti-abortion activists' efforts, as Elaine has written, would be to revive the Comstock Act, a mostly dormant law that prohibited the shipment of objects used for terminating or preventing pregnancies, effectively criminalizing abortion everywhere. "The idea seems to be that Trump is so uninterested in the technical details of abortion-related matters that he'll rely on this trusty circle of advisers to shape policy," she wrote earlier this year. (He privately signaled in February that he supported the idea of a national 16-week ban--in part because he reportedly liked how the even number sounded.)

For the past two years, the issue of abortion access has largely been left up to the states. Americans now face a wide range of reproductive-health restrictions depending on where they live. By last summer, some 25 million women were living in states where abortions had become harder to get. Fourteen states, largely conservative strongholds in the South and West, currently ban abortion in almost all circumstances, and another seven states restrict the procedure earlier in pregnancy than the limit set by Roe.

On Tuesday, the Arizona Supreme Court ruled that a particularly restrictive law from the Civil War era--before women could vote--could be reinstated. The law bans nearly all abortions, with no exceptions for rape or incest, and providing an abortion would be a felony that could carry a two-to-five-year prison sentence. Earlier this month, Florida's top court issued a ruling that allowed for a six-week abortion ban to soon take effect. The state's ruling also requires any abortion pills to be dispensed in person, effectively outlawing mail orders of the medication.

The overturning of Roe has injected chaos into an established element of American life. Abortion-related ballot measures are expected in a swath of states this fall, and the future of abortion access remains unsettled on the federal level. Now abortion rights are an open question for the states to answer.

Related:

	A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere
 	Anti-abortion conservatives' first target if Trump returns




Today's News

	A vote on a bill to reauthorize a section of the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act failed to pass the House yesterday. Despite House Speaker Mike Johnson advocating for its passage, 19 Republicans voted against the measure.
 	A senior U.S. military commander arrived in Israel amid fears that Iran will retaliate for a strike in Syria that killed several Iranian commanders earlier this month.
 	O. J. Simpson, the retired football player acquitted of killing his former wife and her friend in 1995, died at age 76 from cancer.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Faith Hill dug through The Atlantic's archival musings on dating. It turns out that romance in America has never been easy.
 	The Weekly Planet: New federal rules require public systems to measure and mitigate PFAS, Zoe Schlanger writes. The U.S. is about to uncover a crisis in drinking water.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Photo collage by Jeff Elkins*



What O. J. Simpson Means to Me

By Ta-Nehisi Coates

(From 2016)

My reaction to O. J. Simpson's arrest for the murder of his ex-wife Nicole Simpson and her friend Ron Goldman was atypical. It was 1994. I was a young black man attending a historically black university in the majority-black city of Washington, D.C., with zero sympathy for Simpson, zero understanding of the sympathy he elicited from my people, and zero appreciation for the defense team's claim that Simpson had been targeted because he was black ...
 Two things, it seemed to me, could be true at once: Simpson was a serial abuser who killed his ex-wife, and the Los Angeles Police Department was a brutal army of occupation. So why was it that the latter seemed to be all that mattered, and what did it have to do with Simpson, who lived a life far beyond the embattled ghettos of L.A.?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Jung's five pillars of a good life
 	Welcome to the golden age of user hostility.
 	What the perma-bears get wrong about the stock market




Culture Break


Aaron Lowell Denton for The Atlantic



Read. Which books can be classified as cult classics? Here are six titles that are part of the elusive and subversive category.

Listen. The latest episode of Radio Atlantic covers a class-action lawsuit against Hermes over the limited availability of its coveted and rare Birkin bag.

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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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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Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



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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        Winners of the 2024 World Press Photo Contest

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	1:12 PM ET

            	21 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The winning entries of the annual World Press Photo Contest  have just been announced. This year, according to organizers, 61,062 images were submitted for judging, made by 3,851 photographers from 130 different countries. World Press Photo was once again kind enough to share some of this year's global and regional winners, gathered below.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man sits in the rubble of a collapsed building, his left arm reaching out and holding the hand of his daughter, who lies dead, trapped beneath the debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Europe, Winner, Singles--A Father's Pain: Mesut Hancer holds the hand of his 15-year-old daughter, Irmak, who died in the earthquake in Kahramanmaras, Turkey, the day after the 7.8-magnitude quake struck the country's southeast, on February 7, 2023. Rescuers in Turkey and Syria braved frigid weather, aftershocks, and collapsing buildings as they dug for survivors buried by an earthquake that killed more than 50,000 people.
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                Adem Altan / Agence France-Presse
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Looking up through treetops, hundreds of butterflies fill the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North and Central America, Winner, Stories--Saving the Monarchs: Butterflies stream through protected indigenous fir forests in the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve. The mountain hillsides of Oyamel forest provide an ideal overwintering microclimate. Michoacan, Mexico, February 24, 2023.
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                Jaime Rojo / National Geographic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A night view of a soldier running through a field, lit by a red light strapped to their head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Open Format Award--War Is Personal (1 of 2): Amid tens of thousands of civilian and military casualties and an effective stalemate that has lasted for months, there are no signs of peace on the horizon for Russia's war in Ukraine. While news media update their audiences with statistics and maps, and international attention drifts elsewhere, the photographer Julia Kochetova has created a personal website that brings together photojournalism with the personal documentary style of a diary to show the world what it is like to live with war as an everyday reality.
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                [image: A person sits on the floor of a small room, beside a professional camera and a body armor vest labeled with the word "press."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Open Format Award--War Is Personal (2 of 2): Amid tens of thousands of civilian and military casualties and an effective stalemate that has lasted for months, there are no signs of peace on the horizon for Russia's war in Ukraine. While news media update their audiences with statistics and maps, and international attention drifts elsewhere, the photographer Julia Kochetova has created a personal website that brings together photojournalism with the personal documentary style of a diary to show the world what it is like to live with war as an everyday reality.
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                [image: Several young people swim and play in a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Long-Term Projects--Mapuche: The Return of the Ancient Voices (1 of 2): Mapuche communities are the Indigenous inhabitants of territories that are now part of Argentina and Chile. Much of their ancestral land is being commercially exploited--for mining, forestry, and hydroelectric projects in Chile, and fracking in Argentina. Discrimination and punishment of Mapuche activists persist, despite new laws apparently supporting Mapuche rights. For many Mapuche, this presents not solely a territorial dispute: The land is part of their cultural and spiritual identity. Commercial degradation of the environment violates a balance among nature, ancestors, and human health. Here, cousins and friends of Rafael Nahuel swim in the Nirihuau River. Nahuel (22) was killed during a raid by government forces on Indigenous activists in November 2017. Bariloche, Rio Negro, Argentina, January 29, 2019.
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                Pablo E. Piovano, Greenpeace Award, GEO, National Geographic Society
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Five children wear traditional masks while standing in a cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Long-Term Projects--Mapuche: The Return of the Ancient Voices (2 of 2): Children wear traditional Ngillatun masks in a Mapuche cemetery. The local community successfully opposed the building of a hydroelectric dam that would have flooded an adjacent ceremonial site. Maihue, Los Rios, Chile, July 28, 2019.
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                Pablo E. Piovano, Greenpeace Award, GEO, National Geographic Society
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A family plays a board game at a table outside at night, the sky behind them partially lit by burning gas flares.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Stories--Red Skies, Green Waters: Around the turn of this century, oil-rich Venezuela was prosperous, but its fortunes declined following plummeting oil prices, economic mismanagement, sanctions, and political instability. Oil spills from obsolete infrastructure and methane produced by the refining process ravage the environment. In the meantime, nearly 82 percent of Venezuelans live in poverty, according to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. Here, neighbors play Animal Lotto under a sky lit by one of the world's largest gas flares. Punta de Mata, Venezuela, November 5, 2022.
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                Adriana Loureiro Fernandez, for The New York Times
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person steps across the gap between two rail freight cars, while walking on top of them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Long-Term Project Award--The Two Walls (1 of 2): Migrants and asylum seekers lacking the financial resources to pay a smuggler often resort to using cargo trains to reach the United States border. This mode of transportation is very dangerous; over the years, hundreds have fallen onto the tracks and have been killed or mutilated. Thousands more have fallen victim to extortion, rape, kidnapping, or robbery orchestrated by drug cartels or corrupt authorities in various stops along the train's northward route. Here, a migrant walks over a freight train known as the Beast as he arrives at Piedras Negras, Mexico, on October 8, 2023.
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                Alejandro Cegarra, The New York Times / Bloomberg
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Hundreds of people walk and wade through shallow water, crossing a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Long-Term Project Award--The Two Walls (2 of 2): Ever Sosa carries his daughter on his shoulders as they cross the Suchiate River from Guatemala to Mexico, joining a caravan of three thousand migrants and asylum seekers in their attempt to follow the path to the United States in Ciudad Hidalgo, on January 20, 2020.
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                Alejandro Cegarra, The New York Times / Bloomberg
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Hundreds of demonstrators gather in front of a long line of security and police officers beneath an enormous open-pit mining machine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Europe, Winner, Long-Term Projects--No Man's Land (1 of 2): Germany positions itself as a leader in the transition toward renewable energy by 2030, yet remains heavily dependent on coal for energy production. In the Rhineland, forests have been cleared and villages demolished since the 1970s to make way for the Hambach and Garzweiler open-pit coal mines. In 2012, activists began occupying parts of Hambach Forest and later the village of Lutzerath to resist these measures, managing by 2023 to save a remainder of the forest and five of six such villages scheduled for destruction. Here, police and security officers from the energy company RWE block activists belonging to the Ende Gelande action alliance, who have entered the Hambach open-pit mine. Kerpen, Germany, November 5, 2017.
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                [image: Hundreds of people walk in fields along the outside edge of an open-pit mine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Europe, Winner, Long-Term Projects--No Man's Land (2 of 2): Demonstrators walk along the advancing edge of the Garzweiler II open-pit mine near Lutzerath on the last weekend they could legally enter the village. Lutzerath, Germany, January 8, 2023.
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                Jury Special Mention--The Aftermath of the Supernova Festival Attack: This year, the WPP jury made the decision to include two special mentions in the contest selection, reflecting "the gravity of the Israel-Hamas war in 2023, the extreme suffering of civilians, and its global political impact." Here, an Israeli security-forces officer searches the site of the Supernova music festival for personal effects of victims of the October 7 Hamas attack, which resulted in about 1,200 deaths, more than 2,500 reported injuries, and some 250 people held hostage from the festival and communities near the Gaza border. Re'im, Israel, October 12, 2023.
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                [image: A person walks through debris, surrounded by huge piles of rubble from war-destroyed buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jury Special Mention--Israeli Airstrikes in Gaza: A resident of al-Zahra walks through the rubble of homes destroyed in Israeli air strikes. The strikes hit about 25 apartment blocks in the university and residential neighborhood. At the time of writing (March 4, 2024), Israel's attacks on the occupied Palestinian territories during the Israel-Hamas war had killed some 30,000 people and injured more than 70,000. Gaza City, Gaza, October 19, 2023
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                [image: A dozen or so men work together to lift and carry a small shed near a river shoreline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asia, Honorable Mention--The Edge: When Bangladesh declared independence in 1971, many Bengali Hindus and Muslims migrated to the predominantly Hindu state of Assam in northeastern India, fueling tensions at the border. In 2019, India's government presented an updated National Register of Citizens that put into question the citizenship of more than 1.9 million people ostensibly from Bangladesh, whose status remains in limbo today. This project documents the Miya community that depends on land near the transnational Brahmaputra River for their livelihood and their identity in the eyes of the state. As their land erodes because of worsening floods, they face a fight against both nature and nation. Here, Bengali-speaking Hindus and Muslims help one another shift shops from the edge of the Brahmaputra river at the Tarabari ferry point. The shifting is done in anticipation of the erosion of land that occurs with each monsoon season, which is often devastating for residents as they are forced to constantly adapt to a changing landmass each year. Tarabari, Bahari constituency, Barpeta district, Lower Assam, India, June 15, 2023
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                [image: A grandfather and granddaughter adjust their clothing in a room while preparing to go to church.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Story of the Year--Valim-babena (1 of 2): In Madagascar, lack of public awareness surrounding dementia means that people displaying symptoms of memory loss are often stigmatized. For years, Paul Rakotozandriny, "Dada Paul" (age 91), who lives with dementia, has been cared for by his daughter Fara Rafaraniriana (age 41). Their story illustrates the Malagasy principle of valim-babena--the duty of grown children to help their parents. Here, Dada Paul and his granddaughter Odliatemix get ready for church. He has lived with dementia for 11 years. For much of that time, his family assumed he had "gone mad" or attributed the symptoms to alcohol consumption. Only his daughter Fara noticed something different and continued caring for him. Antananarivo, Madagascar, March 12, 2023
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                Lee-Ann Olwage for GEO
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mother and daughter smile while lying on a bed together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo Story of the Year--Valim-babena (2 of 2): Fara and her daughter Odliatemix lie together on the bed they share with Dada Paul. Fara is the sole provider for the family of three. Only one organization in Madagascar, Masoandro Mody, provides support and training to family members of people living with dementia. Antananarivo, Madagascar, March 12, 2023.
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                [image: A firefighter stands atop a tall boulder, looking out over a scorched forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North and Central America, Winner, Singles--A Day in the Life of a Quebec Fire Crew: Fueled by high temperatures and dry conditions, gigantic summer forest fires swept across Canada in 2023, affecting all 13 provinces and territories, especially northern parts of Quebec. Here, Theo Dagnaud scans the horizon to ensure that firefighter patrols have left, and he can mark the area as "controlled." July 13, 2023.
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                [image: An elevated view of a person carrying a basket on their back while walking across a broad dry riverbed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South America, Winner, Singles--Drought in the Amazon: In 2023, the Amazon experienced its most intense drought since recordkeeping began. The drought disproportionately impacted Indigenous, rural, and river communities. Because Porto Praia has no road access and is normally reachable only by river, the drought meant that residents had to walk for kilometers along the dry riverbed to reach their homes. Here, a fisherman walks across the bed of a branch of the Amazon River, near the Porto Praia Indigenous community. Tefe, Amazonas, Brazil, October 13, 2023.
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                Lalo de Almeida, for Folha de Sao Paulo
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person wearing a space suit and helmet, seen in a darkened space, with several screens reflected in their visor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                North and Central America, Winner, Open Format--The Gay Space Agency: This project combines fiction with fact in order to confront the U.S. space program's historical exclusion of openly LGBTQ astronauts. In a review of the NASA and United States National Archives, the photographer found no documentation of the contributions of the queer community to the space program. The absence inspired her to imagine "the Gay Space Agency," a diverse and inclusionary institution that commemorates and celebrates the history of queer astronauts. Here, the Gay Space Agency astronaut Brian Murphy is seen during flight simulations.
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                [image: Four family members hold up their hands in a room, making shadow puppets of birds on a wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asia, Winner, Long-Term Projects--I Am Still With You: This project is a private visual record that aims to explore the concept of family photos. In close collaboration with the family, the photographer tells the story of Jiuer, a young mother of three in northern China who gains more understanding and appreciation for life in her final years after being diagnosed with cancer. Before her surgery, Jiuer invited the photographer to take family photos, and later, when her condition deteriorated, asked her to record the time she spent with her children. In this image, after surgery and radiotherapy treatment, Jiuer recovers well and the family feels optimistic about the future. Jiuer says, "Life is not long. Do what you want to do, and choose what you love." Liaoning, China, November 28, 2020.
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                [image: A woman kneels and puts her head down while embracing the body of a child, wrapped in white cloth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winner, World Press Photo of the Year--A Palestinian Woman Embraces the Body of Her Niece: Inas Abu Maamar (age 36) cradles the body of her niece Saly (age 5) who was killed, along with her mother and sister, when an Israeli missile struck their home, in Khan Younis, Gaza, on October 17, 2023. The photographer, Mohammed Salem, described the image, taken just days after his own wife gave birth, as a "powerful and sad moment that sums up the broader sense of what was happening in the Gaza Strip." He found Inas squatting on the ground, embracing the child, at the Nasser Hospital morgue, where residents were going to search for missing relatives. Inas had raced to the family home when she heard that it had been hit, and then on to the morgue.
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                Mohammed Salem / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


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







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/04/winners-2024-world-press-photo-contest/678104/



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        The Bicycles of World War II

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	April 17, 2024

            	31 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Over the course of World War II, countless challenges made basic transportation difficult, costly, and dangerous. The need for fast, efficient, and quiet ways of moving people from A to B--despite fuel shortages, damaged roads, and ongoing battles--led many soldiers and civilians to take advantage of bicycles as transport. Troops in some areas became more nimble, refugees used bikes to carry their family and belongings to safety, air-raid wardens could cover more ground on two wheels, and many civilians had no other options available. Gathered below are a handful of images of some of the many ways people put bicycles to use during the Second World War.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A line of German soldiers wearing gas masks and standing beside their bicycles]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the German light-machine-gun bicycle corps wear gas masks while standing beside their bicycles in a lineup in Austria, circa 1939. Note the machine gun attached to one of the bicycles at lower right.
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                [image: Soldiers in uniform ride bicycles on a path past a forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Headed west through a forest somewhere in France, these French bicycle troops are making their way toward the front, on September 25, 1939."
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                [image: Civilians wearing military helmets ride bicycles together in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cyclists volunteer as ARP (Air Raid Precautions) messengers in Liverpool, England, in 1939. Original caption: "Many of Merseyside's club cyclists are showing the way in volunteering for the new corps of cyclist ARP messengers. There are now 500 members in the ARP messenger corps."
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                Hulton Archive / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A soldier pedals a modified bicycle with a covered stretcher attached to the front, carrying a person inside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A one-man anti-gas ambulance and resuscitator, designed and made for use by the Home Guard." Photographed in England on July 29, 1941.
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                [image: Rows of German soldiers ride bikes in a military parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the German bicycle corps participate in a parade past Adolf Hitler, which was held in celebration of his 50th birthday, on April 20, 1939.
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                [image: A family of four rides a tandem bicycle, carrying a few belongings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Belgian family of four rides a tandem bicycle with some of their belongings strapped to their backs as they flee from the advancing Nazis into France, on June 14, 1940.
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                [image: Dozens of soldiers stand ready in a field, each beside a bicycle or motorcycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, from April 11, 1940: "The famous Dutch bicycle regiment at attention, ready to speed toward the German frontier should danger from the Nazis threaten Queen Wilhelmina's kingdom. The low countries now fear a blitzkrieg like the one that has just been visited upon Norway and Denmark." Photographed outside of Amsterdam.
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                [image: A policeman rides a bicycle down a street, wearing a sign on his chest that reads "Raiders Passed."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A policeman cycles through London's streets with a 'raiders passed' notice, on September 3, 1939, after the first air raid warning of the war."
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                [image: A unit of German cyclists walks over a hastily built roadway made of logs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the area near the Dnieper river, on the Russian front, a unit of German cyclists passes over a gangway of logs built by engineers in August 1941.
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                [image: A 1940s-era photo of Japanese soldiers riding bicycles across a road bridge in Saigon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Japanese troops enter Saigon on September 15, 1941.
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                [image: Onlookers watch as two pedal-taxis carry passengers in small carriages towed behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "The most universal form of transport in Paris on June 1, 1941, under Nazi rule, is the bicycle taxi. In the old day Paris taxis were famous the world over for the furious way in which they were driven, but all that is now at thing of the past owing to the tremendous scarcity of petrol, which has all been requisitioned for the Nazi war machine. The Paris taxi-drivers now pedal their fares around in these quaint contraptions, the one on the left holds three travelers."
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                [image: Three soldiers ride bicycles with cardboard wings attached to the handlebars, practicing flying in formation.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Three Air Cadets from the Royal Air Force's Coulsdon and Purley Squadron practice flying in formation, using bicycles with wings over the handlebars, on September 29, 1942.
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                [image: Four members of the Hitler Youth sit on a brick wall and repair several bicycles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Members of the Hitler Youth who are trained to report airstrikes repair their bicycles." Published in 1942.
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                [image: About a dozen young women in coats pedal bicycles on a road on a college campus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "There's a sharp upswing in the use of bicycles. Restrictions on automobiles, gasoline and rubber tires to conserve materials for the waging of war have college kids finding alternative ways of getting around. Wellesley College freshmen are two-wheeling their way over the campus in Wellesley, Massachusetts, March 20, 1942."
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                [image: A few dozen U.S. Air Force pilots ride bicycles down a long runway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. Air Force pilots at a bomber command station in England use bicycles to travel the mile-long tarmac from their headquarters to their giant planes, on June 8, 1942.
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                [image: A half-dozen soldiers walk beside their bicycles through a partially snow-covered mountain pass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, from 1943: "Soldiers of the Bicycle Patrol push their vehicles along a partly frozen lake on an alpine pass. Switzerland's narrow, hilly passes make bicycles the most practical means of transportation."
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                [image: Five women soldiers ride bicycles past a Quonset hut.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Women Army Corps (WAC) that were stationed at a U.S. medium-bomber station in England ride bicycles on their way to work on December 22, 1943.
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                [image: A Civil Defense air-raid warden stands beside a street sign and his bicycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Civil Defense air-raid warden stands beside a street sign during a blackout, circa 1943.
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                [image: American servicemen ride a five-seater bicycle through a village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American servicemen ride a five-seater bicycle in England on May 19, 1944.
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                [image: Several U.S. soldiers rest, sitting on a rail cart, while one poses on a bicycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Corporal Willis T. Anthony, Private First Class Emmitt Shackelford, Private First Class Eugene Purdy, and Private First Class Horace Boykin (on bicycle), all members of the U.S. Marine Corps, take time out from supplying ammunition to the front line in Saipan, Northern Mariana Islands, in June 1944.
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                [image: Soldiers wade from landing craft to a nearby beach, some carrying bicycles as well as weapons and packs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Canadian soldiers from the 9th Brigade land on June 6, 1944, with their bicycles at Juno Beach in Bernieres-sur-Mer during D-Day, while Allied forces were storming the Normandy beaches."
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                [image: Soldiers carry bicycles as they disembark from several landing craft along a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Down the gangway of an LCI of the Royal Canadian Navy, troops from Canada scramble into the surf near a town on the coast of Normandy on June 12, 1944, with their bicycles in the invasion of Europe."
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                [image: A crowd of French civilians, many on bikes, watch a parade of U.S. soldiers in vehicles pass by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands of American troops and armored vehicles took part in a grand parade in Paris on August 29, 1944. American troops paraded down the Rue de la Paix, watched and cheered for by Parisians, many of whom rode to the scene on their bicycle.
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                [image: A crowd celebrates, buying small French flags from a seller with a box of flags attached to his bicycle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Parisian people buy French flags on August 26, 1944, to celebrate the liberation of Paris.
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                [image: Sailors carry bicycles with them as they disembark from a submarine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At a submarine-refitting station in the United Kingdom, members of the British, French, Dutch, and Norwegian navies were able to rest and refit their submarines between long tours of duty. Here, French sailors disembark with bicycles they brought along in case they docked a long distance from their quarters, seen on on August 31, 1942.
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                [image: An American soldier holds a pistol as a German soldier walks out of a cellar nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "First Lt. John W. Upchurch, right, of Chicago, Illinois, points pistol at German soldier leaving hiding place in the cellar of a house in Oiselay, France, near the Swiss border, on September 14, 1944. In the center are bicycles which were stolen from the French and used by the fleeing Germans."
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                [image: A line of German soldiers walk their bikes down a forest road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Nazi cycle troops, still carrying their arms, arrive for their surrender on September 19, 1944, in France."
                #
            

            
                
                
                AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several people examine a pile of abandoned bicycles near a bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from September 23, 1944: "A group of Dutch men sort through a pile of bicycles abandoned at one end of a bridge in Nijmegen by retreating German troops after its capture by Allied forces."
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                [image: A soldier holds onto a bicycle while looking over a war-damaged city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Soviet soldier looks across a war-damaged square in Budapest, Hungary, in 1945.
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                [image: A soldier pulls on the front wheel of a bicycle as a civilian woman pulls back on its handlebars, while a crowd looks on.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from 1945: "A Russian soldier involved in a misunderstanding with a German woman in Berlin, over a bicycle he wished to buy from her."
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                [image: A civilian pushes a bicycle, carrying a bundle, on a cleared path through a destroyed city, following the atomic bombing of Nagasaki, Japan.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from Nagasaki, Japan, on September 13, 1945--just five weeks after the city was struck by an American atomic bomb: "A Japanese civilian pushes his loaded bike down a path which has been cleared of rubble. On either side of the path, debris, twisted metal, and gnarled tree stumps fill the area. This is in the center of the devastated area."
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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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            Crowds of music fans gathered once more in Indio, California, this weekend for the Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival, catching performances by Doja Cat, Jon Batiste, Vampire Weekend, Sabrina Carpenter, Lil Yachty, Gwen Stefani, Peso Pluma, Atarashii Gakko, the Aquabats, and many more artists. Gathered below are images of this year's performances and concertgoers during the first weekend of Coachella 2024.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A performer sings onstage, their mouth open wide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Brittany Howard performs onstage at Coachella 2024 in Indio, California, on April 12, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of concertgoers run across a grassy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers are seen running to the gates during the first weekend of the 2024 Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival on April 12, 2024.
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                [image: Five people wearing full-body costumes stand inside a curved building, behind multicolored windows arranged in a rainbow gradient.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Muno, Foofa, Plex, Brobee, and Toodee, of Yo Gabba Gabba, pose at the Coachella Festival on April 13, 2024.
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                [image: A performer gestures onstage in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flore Benguigui of L'Imperatrice performs at the Outdoor Theatre on April 12, 2024.
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                [image: A concertgoer wearing a bright-blue bandanna and clear-framed glasses smiles while taking pictures with their phone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers watch the 88rising Futures showcase at the Mojave Tent.
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                [image: A close view of a performer onstage wearing a metallic outfit with silver fringed sleeves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Xin Liu performs at the Mojave Tent on April 14, 2024.
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                [image: A night view of illuminated structures and a Ferris wheel]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the festival grounds at the Empire Polo Club, seen on April 12, 2024.
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                [image: Performers in blue superhero-style costumes pose onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Aquabats perform on the Sonora stage on April 13, 2024.
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                [image: A person smiles for a backstage portrait.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thuy poses for a portrait backstage on April 13, 2024, in Indio, California.
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                [image: Several members of a band play guitars on an outdoor stage in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Chris Baio and Ezra Koenig of Vampire Weekend perform at the Outdoor Theatre.
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                [image: A person with a voluminous ponytail of black curly hair wearing a denim halter top adorned with gold gussets poses for a photograph.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A festivalgoer attends the 2024 Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival.
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                [image: A singer performs, backed by several others on a set with multilevel blue balconies.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sabrina Carpenter performs on April 12, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wears an ornate mask while posing onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grimes performs at the Sahara Stage on Day Two of Coachella 2024.
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                [image: Many people in a crowd hold up their phones to record a concert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers watch Lil Uzi Vert perform on April 12, 2024.
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                [image: Performers wearing costumes covered in long strands of hair perform onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Doja Cat performs on the Coachella Stage on April 14, 2024.
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                [image: A DJ performs, backed by a huge video wall with a cartoonish image of a face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Peggy Gou performs at the Sahara Tent.
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                [image: A singer gestures while on an outdoor stage in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Renee Rapp performs at the Outdoor Theatre on April 14, 2024.
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                [image: A performer sings and plays guitar onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jon Batiste, seen onstage during the the first weekend of the Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival
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                [image: A performer sits on the bow of a life-size prop boat, with the name "LIL BOAT" written on the side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lil Yachty performs at the Mojave Tent on April 14, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of concertgoers, most taking videos with their phones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers watch a performance at the Mojave Tent on April 14, 2024.
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                [image: Five performers pose together while singing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Huh Yun-jin, Sakura Miyawaki, Kazuha, Kim Chae-won and Hong Eun-chae of Le Sserafim perform at the Sahara Tent on April 13, 2024.
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                [image: Wind blows the long hair and costume of a singer as they perform onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shakira performs with the Argentine record producer and songwriter Bizarrap on the Sahara Stage.
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                [image: A singer performs with a bullhorn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Damon Albarn of Blur performs on the Coachella Stage on April 13, 2024.
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                [image: Concertgoers stand and sit on a shallow grassy hill while watching a performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                NAV performs at the Sahara Stage on Day Three, April 14, 2024.
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                [image: Two singers perform together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Gwen Stefani and Olivia Rodrigo perform on the Coachella Stage on April 13, 2024, in Indio, California.
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                [image: A performer wearing a dark costume and mask with glowing eyes, seen onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gesaffelstein performs at the Outdoor Theatre on April 13, 2024.
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                [image: A performer sings onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ice Spice performs on the Sahara Stage on Day Two of Coachella 2024.
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                [image: A singer sits on a stage, performing with a band.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Abigail Morris of The Last Dinner Party sings onstage on April 13, 2024.
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                [image: Two performers, onstage, singing to each other]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Peso Pluma and Becky G, in performance on the Coachella Stage on April 12, 2024
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                [image: Four performers pose together onstage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kanon, Rin, Suzuka, and Mizyu of Atarashii Gakko! perform in the Gobi Tent at Coachella 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Emma McIntyre / Getty for Coachella
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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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