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        Trump Flaunts His Corruption
        David A. Graham

        One of the few ways in which Donald Trump has improved American politics is in making explicit what was once veiled in implication or euphemism. During the 2016 election, for example, he said what everyone knew but no politicians would acknowledge: That wealthy donors bought access and fealty with their contributions.These blunt statements have endeared him to supporters who see Trump as a rare figure willing to speak about how special interests and corporations conspire with politicians to screw...

      

      
        What Happened When I Cloned My Own Voice
        Hanna Rosin

        Recently my colleague Charlie Warzel, who covers technology, introduced me to the most sophisticated voice-cloning software available. It had already been used to clone President Joe Biden's voice to create a fake robocall discouraging people from voting in the New Hampshire primary. I signed up and fed it a few hours of me speaking on various podcasts, and waited for the Hanna Rosin clone to be born. The way it works is you type a sentence into a box. For example, Please give me your Social Secu...

      

      
        What You Need to Know About Making a Good Impression
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Around this time every year, I dispense a lot of advice to my graduate students, most of whom are on the job market. I get questions such as "How do I find a job that perfectly matches my strengths?" (A: You won't, so stop worrying about it.) Or "Should I take a job and live in a different city than my spouse?" (A: No.) And very typically, "How do I make a good impression in an interview?" (A: Re...

      

      
        Who Really Has Brain Worms?
        Katherine J. Wu

        Earlier today, The New York Times broke some startling news about a presidential candidate. According to a 2012 deposition, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once suffered from, in his own words, "a worm that got into my brain and ate a portion of it and then died." The vague yet alarming description could apply to any number of parasitic ailments, among them angiostrongyliasis, baylisascariasis, toxocariasis, strongyloidiasis, and trichinosis. But some experts immediately suspected a condition called neuroc...

      

      
        The Tight Line Trump Has a Judge Walking
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump is in his third week on trial in New York, where he faces 34 counts of falsifying business records in the first degree. He's accused of covering up a $130,000 hush-money payment made in 2016 to the adult-film star Stormy Daniels, who recently testified about her encounters with the former p...

      

      
        Steve Albini Was Proof You Can Change
        Jeremy Gordon

        Nearly 20 years ago, my high-school calculus teacher introduced me to a book that would, although I didn't realize it at the time, permanently reframe the way I thought about music. Written by the journalist Michael Azerrad, Our Band Could Be Your Life was a study of the 1980s independent-music landscape--of bands that had unconsciously responded to the commercialism found on MTV and mainstream rock radio by going underground, and by getting very weird. The book introduced me to groups such as Bla...

      

      
        Watch Apple Trash-Compact Human Culture
        Charlie Warzel

        Here is a nonexhaustive list of objects Apple recently pulverized with a menacing hydraulic crusher: a trumpet, a piano, a turntable, a sculpted bust, lots and lots of paint, video-game controllers.These are all shown being demolished in the company's new iPad commercial, a minute-long spot titled "Crush!" The items are arranged on a platform beneath a slowly descending enormous metal block, then trash-compactored out of existence in a violent symphony of crunching. Once the destruction is comple...

      

      
        It's Not a Rap Beef. It's a Cultural Reckoning.
        Spencer Kornhaber

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Scapegoating is one of humankind's primal rituals, dating back to the Book of Leviticus, in which God commanded the prophet Aaron to lay hands on a goat, confess the sins of his tribe, and then send the animal into the desert. Throughout centuries and across cultures, the historian Rene Girard once argued, warring factions have settled disputes by agreeing upon a figure to collectively blame--a resolution that...

      

      
        The Cases Against Trump: A Guide
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Not long ago, the idea that a former president--or a major-party presidential nominee--would face serious legal jeopardy was nearly unthinkable. Today, merely keeping track of the many cases against Donald Trump requires a law degree, a great deal of attention, or both.In all, Trump faces 91 felony counts across two state courts and two different federal districts, any of which could potentially produce a prison sentence. H...

      

      
        Photos: Deadly Flooding in Southern Brazil
        Alan Taylor

        For more than a week now, torrential rainfall in Brazil's southern state of Rio Grande do Sul has swollen rivers, triggered landslides, and caused widespread flooding. More than 90 deaths have been blamed on the flooding, with another 130 people listed as missing. Rescue efforts continue across the state and in the hard-hit city of Porto Alegre. The intense rains have abated for the moment, but flooding rivers continue to rise downstream, forcing thousands to seek shelter and assistance.To receiv...

      

      
        The Absurdity of Believing China's Great at Protecting Kids Online
        Louise Matsakis

        Over the past week, I've spent several hours scrolling through Douyin, the Chinese version of TikTok also owned by ByteDance. Both apps are governed by a central algorithm that recommends videos to users based on their interests and behavior. Here is what I saw one morning in the order it was fed to me: a video of an influencer wearing glittery thigh-high stockings posing for a photo shoot, a livestream broadcast of a girl who appeared to be using editing software that made her breasts look comic...

      

      
        The Nudes Internet
        Jane Coaston

        The internet may be, as the 2003 musical Avenue Q put it, constructed for pornography, but the website formerly known as Twitter has become overwhelmed by it. Almost any post on X, no matter how anodyne, generates replies that say "NUDES IN BIO" or feature actual pornography. I posted recently about the History Channel series Alone, a reality-television show in which people are left to their own devices and occasionally ward off bears, and among the responses was a spam image that displayed the e...

      

      
        No One Knows What Universities Are For
        Derek Thompson

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.Last month, the Pomona College economist Gary N. Smith calculated that the number of tenured and tenure-track professors at his school declined from 1990 to 2022, while the number of administrators nearly sextupled in that period. "Happily, there is a simple solution," Smith wrote in a droll Washington Post column. In the tradition of Jonathan Swift, his modest proposal...

      

      
        Taxpayers Are About to Subsidize a Lot More Sports Stadiums
        Dan Moore

        Updated at 10:46 a.m. ET on May 8, 2024Open a map of the United States. Select a big city at random. Chances are, it has recently approved or is on the verge of approving a lavish, taxpayer-funded stadium project for one or more of its local sports teams. This is true in Las Vegas, where the team currently known as the Oakland Athletics will soon be playing in a new ballpark up the street from the home of the NFL's Raiders, also formerly of Oakland. Combined, the two stadiums will end up receivin...

      

      
        Listen to What They're Chanting
        Judith Shulevitz

        If you want to gauge whether a protest chant is genocidal or anti-Semitic or disagreeable in any other way, you have to pay attention to more than the words. A chant is a performance, not a text. A leader initiates a call-and-response or else yells into a bullhorn, eliciting roars from the crowd. Hands clap, feet stomp, drums are beaten. The chanting creates a rhythm that can induce a sort of hypnosis, fusing individuals into a movement. The beat should be no more sophisticated than Bum-bah bum-b...

      

      
        Trump's Latest Abortion Position Is More Radical Than It Sounds
        Rose Horowitch

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump has been talking differently about abortion lately. The former president, who once promised to sign a federal ban into law, now insists that, if reelected, he would let each state chart its own course on the issue. Some states might ban all abortions, try to restrict pregnant women's out-of-state travel, or perhaps even monitor their pregnancies. Others would allow abortions for almost any reason up to viabil...

      

      
        The Strange Ritual of Commencement Speeches
        Drew Gilpin Faust

        They appear every spring, like crocuses or robins or perhaps black flies: commencement addresses. Thousands of them, across the country and across the variety of American higher education--two-year schools, four-year schools, small colleges, universities both public and private, schools of every kind. And they will appear again, despite how unusual this spring has been. Many campuses have been roiled by protests about the war in Gaza, and some institutions will curtail graduation ceremonies. But t...

      

      
        When Nan Goldin Danced in Low-Life Go-Go Bars in Paterson, N.J.
        Rosa Alcala

        When Nan Goldin danced in low-life go-go bars in Paterson, N.J.,
I was a girl in Paterson, N.J., living next to a low-life go-go bar.While men fed her tips and she tucked them into her bikini,
a fist hit an eye in a house in Paterson, like a flash going offin a dark kitchen. And in the corner, a girl stood watching.
In the go-go dance of memory, the woman who was the girlcannot recall the fist reach the eye, but sees an arm blocking
a door. Nan Goldin took the bus back to New York, and the girlsa...

      

      
        Ozempic or Bust
        Daniel Engber

        1In the early spring of 2020, Barb Herrera taped a signed note to a wall of her bedroom in Orlando, Florida, just above her pillow. NOTICE TO EMS! it said. No Vent! No Intubation! She'd heard that hospitals were overflowing, and that doctors were being forced to choose which COVID patients they would try to save and which to abandon. She wanted to spare them the trouble.Barb was nearly 60 years old, and weighed about 400 pounds. She has type 2 diabetes, chronic kidney disease, and a host of other...

      

      
        She Was No 'Mammy'
        Salamishah Tillet

        Photographs by Gordon ParksIam the granddaughter of domestic workers. My maternal grandmother was Luretha Little, an only child, who left her parents behind in North Carolina, and then her husband and two young sons in Virginia in search of freedom in New Jersey, where her sons eventually joined her and where my mother was born in 1955. In Newark, Luretha and her second husband, Elijah Griffin, had four more children. They ran a janitorial business, cleaning the offices of white doctors in Woodbr...

      

      
        The Gaza Cease-Fire That Wasn't
        Yair Rosenberg

        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.As the Israel-Hamas war continues, breathless headlines sometimes conceal more than they reveal.But first, here are three new stories from The Atlantic.
	David A. Graham: "The Stormy Daniels testimony spotlights Trump's misogyny."
	The politics of fear itself
	When conservative parents revolt
Waiting fo...

      

      
        The Stormy Daniels Testimony Spotlights Trump's Misogyny
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump has often loved to talk about his sexual prowess. He boasted to Access Hollywood's Billy Bush about grabbing women's crotches nonconsensually. He called the New York Post and begged them to run a headline bragging that Marla Maples, then his girlfriend and later his second wife, considered their relationship the "Best Sex I've Ever Had!" He bragged that he had so much sex that avoiding sexually transmitted di...

      

      
        The Great Honeybee Fallacy
        Ellen Cushing

        Everyone, for so long, has been worried about the honeybees. Governments, celebrities, social-media users, small businesses, multinational conglomerates--in the two decades or so since news emerged that American honeybees were disappearing, all manner of entities with a platform or a wallet have taken up and abandoned countless other causes, but they can't quit trying to save the bees.In 2022, at least 18 states enacted bee-related legislation. Last year, a cryptocurrency launched with the intenti...

      

      
        The Conjoined Twins Who Refused to Be 'Fixed'
        S. I. Rosenbaum

        When George Schappell came out as transgender in 2007, he joined a population at the center of medical and ethical controversy. Schappell was used to this. He had been born in West Reading, Pennsylvania, in 1961 with the left side of his face, some of his skull, and a portion of his brain conjoined with those of his sister, Lori. Following doctors' advice, their parents put them in an institution for children with intellectual disabilities.At the time, children with "birth defects" were routinely...

      

      
        The Woman Keeping the 'Special Relationship' Special
        Elaine Godfrey

        The guardian of the special relationship--the historical but possibly mythical bond between the United States and the United Kingdom--is a short woman with discerning blue eyes and a penchant for glittering headbands.The role of an ambassador has always been strange. They're expected to be fun--to flit around comfortably at galas and cocktail parties, charming guests and making inroads with important people while waiters weave around with platters of deviled eggs. Still, British Ambassador Karen Pie...
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Trump Flaunts His Corruption

The former president's shakedown of oil executives may not have been illegal, but it is undeniably scandalous.

by David A. Graham




One of the few ways in which Donald Trump has improved American politics is in making explicit what was once veiled in implication or euphemism. During the 2016 election, for example, he said what everyone knew but no politicians would acknowledge: That wealthy donors bought access and fealty with their contributions.

These blunt statements have endeared him to supporters who see Trump as a rare figure willing to speak about how special interests and corporations conspire with politicians to screw over ordinary Americans. And because he is a billionaire, they see him as immune to these pressures, wealthy enough to not be beholden in the same way as typical politicians.

That brings us to a Washington Post article this morning. At a Mar-a-Lago meeting in April, oil executives complained that despite pouring hundreds of millions into lobbying the government, the Biden administration had pursued stronger environmental regulations. "Trump's response stunned several of the executives in the room overlooking the ocean: You all are wealthy enough, he said, that you should raise $1 billion to return me to the White House," the Post reports. In exchange, Trump vowed to roll back current regulations and freeze future ones. He told them that, given the savings, a billion bucks would be a "deal" for them.

David A. Graham: The utter absurdity of Donald Trump and RFK Jr. running as "outsiders"

What Trump was offering is entirely legal and absolutely corrupt. (Or to borrow a phrase: very legal and very uncool.) Thanks to Trump's bluntness, there can be no hair-splitting about what's going on here, and that's good for public understanding. Trump asked special interests for an eye-popping fee in exchange explicit favors. Trump and the oil companies might argue (dubiously) that their preferred regime would actually be better for consumers, but they are cutting "the people" out of the discussion entirely, subverting democracy. The deal is getting done between Trump and the suits, behind closed doors. It's a good reminder that Trump's claim to being an outsider is a sham.

American politics would be healthier if all politicians were so transparent about such deals (though, of course, it would be better were they not making such deals at all). Everyone might "know" that politicians are cutting deals for powerful interests, but they seldom know what exactly those deals are, so it's hard for them to take it into account when voting. (This is one reason the federal indictment of Senator Bob Menendez, the New Jersey Democrat, is so riveting: The alleged trades are all laid out so plainly.)

Trump, however, has said he's different. Many people took his frankness about how the system works to mean that he wouldn't act the same way as the politicians he excoriated. What this report shows is that he's no different. Trump was describing transactionalism, not critiquing it, and the idea that Donald Trump would ever object to transactionalism is absurd. He's a grandee in good standing of the Leopards Eating Faces Party.

David A. Graham: Bob Menendez never should have been a senator this long in the first place

In fact, he's arguably worse. An ordinary politician might have approached this situation with a touch more finesse. First, he'd listen to the executives' concerns. Then, he'd lay out his agenda on energy. Finally, a campaign aide would hit the executives up for donations. That offers a little bit of deniability, which in turns gives a politician in office some wiggle room. It's not like donors can call him up and say, You made an explicit promise to do this for me! That would be unseemly. If the oil suits produce $1 billion and Trump wins, however, they can do exactly that, since he's offered an explicit quid pro quo. Not only is he just as beholden to special interests as anyone else, here he's going out of his way to make himself beholden.

One final tawdry thing about Trump's offer is the implicit threat it contains. If they don't pass the hat to produce the cash, Trump might not pursue the same policies--and, as he notes, that could cost them dearly.

Tim Naftali: The worst president in history

Trump runs a real risk to his reputation, as well as his election, by being quite so direct about what he's offering. One of the biggest scandals in American political history was Teapot Dome, which involved federal officials trading favors to the oil business in exchange for cash. It's one reason that Warren Harding, the president at the time, has often been ranked among the very worst by historians. (Trump has surpassed him in some recent surveys thanks to his attempt to steal the 2020 election.)

Voters just don't like corruption very much, and Trump's offer here is not only plainly corrupt but cuts to the center of the political persona he has cultivated. Trump is a bold truth-teller sometimes about the system, but seldom about himself.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/05/trumps-legal-corrupt-offer-oil-executives/678333/?utm_source=feed
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What Happened When I Cloned My Own Voice

The promises and perils of AI voice software

by Hanna Rosin




Recently my colleague Charlie Warzel, who covers technology, introduced me to the most sophisticated voice-cloning software available. It had already been used to clone President Joe Biden's voice to create a fake robocall discouraging people from voting in the New Hampshire primary. I signed up and fed it a few hours of me speaking on various podcasts, and waited for the Hanna Rosin clone to be born. The way it works is you type a sentence into a box. For example, Please give me your Social Security number, or Jojo Siwa has such great fashion!, and then your manufactured voice, created from samples of your actual voice, says the sentence back to you. You can make yourself say anything, and shift the intensity of the intonation until it sounds uncannily like you.

Warzel visited the small company that made the software, and what he found was a familiar Silicon Valley story. The people at this company are dreamers, inspired by the Babel fish, a fictional translation device, from The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy. They imagine a world where people can speak to one another across languages and still sound like themselves. Warzel spoke to them about the less dreamy possibilities of voice cloning software: scams, misinformation, and election interference. And he came away with the impression that they were aware of the dangers. But once the technology is out, nobody can quite predict every variety of world-altering chaos, particularly in a year when over half the world's population will undergo an election.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, Warzel and I discuss how this small company perfected the cloned voice, and what good and bad actors might do with it. Warzel and I spoke at a live show in Seattle, which allowed us to play a few tricks with the audience.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: So a few weeks ago, my colleague staff writer Charlie Warzel introduced me to something that's either amazing or sinister--probably both.

Charlie's been on the show before. He writes about technology. And most recently, he wrote about AI voice software. And I have to say: It's uncannily good. I signed up for it--uploaded my voice--and man does it sound like me.

So, of course, what immediately occurred to me was all the different flavors of chaos this could cause in our future.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And this past weekend, I was in Seattle, Washington, for the Cascade PBS Ideas Festival. It's a gathering of journalists and creators and we discussed topics from homelessness, to the Supreme Court, to the obsession with true crime.

Charlie and I talked about this new voice software. And we tried to see if the AI voices would fool the audience.

For this week's episode, we bring you a live taping with me and Charlie. Here's our conversation.

[Applause]

Rosin: So today we're going to talk about AI. We're all aware that there's this thing barreling towards us called AI that's going to lead to huge changes in our world. You've probably heard something, seen something about deep fakes. And then the next big word I want to put in the room is election interference.

Today, we're going to connect the dots between those three big ideas and bring them a little closer to us because there are two important truths that you need to know about this coming year. One is that it is extremely easy--by which I mean ten-dollars-a-month easy--to clone your own voice, and possibly anybody's voice, well enough to fool your mother. Now, why do I know this? Because I cloned my voice, and I fooled my mother. And I also fooled my partner, and I fooled my son. You can clone your voice so well now that it really, really, really sounds a lot like you or the other person. And the second fact that it's important to know about this year is that about half the world's population is about to undergo an election.

So those two facts together can lead to some chaos. And that's something Charlie's been following for a while. Now, we've already had our first taste of AI-voice election chaos. That came in the Democratic primary. Charlie, tell us what happened there.

Charlie Warzel: A bunch of New Hampshire voters--I think it was about 5,000 people--got a phone call, and it would say "robocall" when you pick it up, which is standard if you live in a state doing a primary. And the voice on the other end of the line was this kind of grainy-but-real-sounding voice of Joe Biden urging people not to go out and vote in the primary that was coming up on Tuesday.

Rosin: Let's, before we keep talking about it, listen to the robocall. Okay? We're going to play it.

Joe Biden (AI): Republicans have been trying to push nonpartisan and Democratic voters to participate in their primary. What a bunch of malarkey. We know the value of voting Democratic when our votes count. It's important that you save your vote for the November election. We'll need your help in electing Democrats up and down the ticket. Voting this Tuesday only enables the Republicans in their quest to elect Donald Trump again. Your vote makes a difference in November, not this Tuesday.

Rosin: I'm feeling like some of you are dubious, like that doesn't sound like Joe Biden. Clap if you think that does not sound like Joe Biden.

[Small amount of clapping]

Rosin: Well, okay. Somewhere in there. So when you heard that call, did you think, Uh-oh. Here it comes? Like, what was the lesson you took from that call? Or did you think, Oh, this got solved in a second and so we don't have to worry about it?

Warzel: When I saw this, I was actually reporting out a feature for The Atlantic about the company ElevenLabs, whose technology was used to make that phone call. So it was very resonant for me.

You know, when I started writing--I've been writing about deep fakes and things like that for quite a while (I mean, in internet time), since 2017. But there's always been this feeling of, you know, What is the actual level of concern that I should have here? Like, What is theoretical? With technology and especially with misinformation stuff, we tend to, you know, talk and freak out about the theoretical so much that sometimes we're not really talking about and thinking, grounding it in plausibility.

So with this, I was actually trying to get a sense of: Is this something that would actually have any real sway in the primary? Like, did people believe it? Right? It's sort of what you just asked the audience, which is: Is this plausible? And I think when you're sitting here, listening to this with hindsight, and, you know, trying to evaluate, that's one thing.

Are you really gonna question, like, at this moment in time, if you're getting that, especially if you aren't paying close attention to technology--are you really gonna be thinking about that? This software is still working out some of the kinks, but I think the believability has crossed this threshold that is alarming.

Rosin: So just to give these guys a sense, what can it do now? Like, we heard a robocall. Could it give a State of the Union speech? Could it talk to your wife? What are the things that it can do now that it's made this leap that it couldn't do a few months ago, convincingly?

Warzel: Well, the convincing part is the biggest part of it, but the other part of these models is the ability to ingest more characters and throw it out there. So this company, ElevenLabs, has a level that you can pay for where you can--if you're an author, you can throw your whole novel in there, and it can do it in a matter of minutes, essentially, and then you can go through and you can tweak it. It could definitely do a whole State of the Union. Essentially, it's given anyone who's got 20 bucks a month the ability to take anything that they want to do content-wise and have it come out in their voice.

So a lot of people that I know who are independent journalists or authors or people like that are doing all of their blog posts, their email newsletters as podcasts--but also as YouTube videos, because they hook this technology, the voice AI, into one of the video or image generators, so it generates an image on YouTube every few paragraphs and keeps people hooked in.

So it's this idea of: I'm no longer a writer, right? I am a content human.

Rosin: I'm a multi-platform human. Okay. That sounds--you fill in the adjective.

Warzel: Yeah, it's intense.

Rosin: Okay, so Charlie went to visit the company that has brought us here. And it's really interesting to look at them because they did not set out to clone Joe Biden's voice. They did not set out, obviously--nobody sets out to run fake robocalls. So getting behind that fortress and learning, like, Who are these people? What do they want? was an interesting adventure.

So it's called ElevenLabs--and, by the way, The Atlantic, I will say, uses ElevenLabs to read out some articles in our magazine, so just so you know that. A disclaimer.

I was really surprised to learn that it was a small company. Like, I would expect that it was Google who crossed this threshold but not this small company in London. How did that happen?

Warzel: So one of the most interesting things I learned when I was there--I was interested in them because they were small and because they had produced this tech that is, I think, better than everyone else.

There are a few companies: Meta has one that they have not released to the public, and OpenAI also has one that they have released to certain select users--partly because they aren't quite sure how to control it, necessarily, from being abused. But that aside, ElevenLabs is quite good. They are quite small.

What I learned when I was there talking to them is they talked about their engineering team. Their engineering team is seven people.

Rosin: Seven?

Warzel: Yeah, so it's, like, former--this is the engineering research team. It's this small, little team, and they describe them almost as, like, these brains in a tank that would just--they would say, Hey, you know, what we really want to do is we want to create a dubbing part of our technology, where you can feed it video of a movie in, you know, Chinese, and it will just sort of, almost in real time running it through the technology, dub it out in English or, you know, you name the language.

Rosin: Is that because dubbing is historically tragic?

Warzel: It's quite bad. It's quite flat in a lot of places. Obviously, if you live in a couple of the big markets, you can get some good voice acting in the dubbing. But in Poland, where these guys are from, it is all dubbed in a completely flat--they're called lektors. That's the name for it. But, like, when The Real Housewives was dubbed into Poland, it was one male voice that just spoke like this for all the real housewives.

Rosin: Oh, my God. That's amazing.

Warzel: So that's a good example of, like, this isn't good. And so people, you know, watching U.S. cinema or TV in Poland is, like, kind of a grinding, terrible experience. So they wanted to change things like that.

Rosin: For some reason, I'm stuck on this, and I'm imagining RuPaul being dubbed in a completely flat, accentless, like, sashay away. You know?

Warzel: Totally. So this is actually one of the problems that they initially were setting out to solve, this company. And they kind of, not lucked into, but found the rest of the voice-cloning stuff in that space. They talk about this research team as these brains in the tank. And they'll just be like, Well, now the model does this. Now the model laughs like a human being. Like, Last week it didn't.

And again, when you try to talk to them about what we did, it's not like pushing a button, right? Then they're like, It's too complicated to really describe. But they'll just say that it's this small group of people who are, essentially--the reason the technology is good or does things that other people's can't do is because they had an idea, an academic idea, that they put into the model, had the numbers crunch, and this came out.

And that, to me, was kind of staggering because what it showed me was that with artificial intelligence--unlike, you know, something like social networking where you just got to get a giant mass of people connected, right? It's network effects. But with this stuff, it really is like Quantum Leap-style computer science. And, you know, obviously, money is good. Obviously, compute is good. But a very small group of people can throw something out into the world that is incredibly powerful.

And I think that is a real revelation that I had from that.

[Music]

Rosin: We're going to take a short break. And when we come back, Charlie explains what the founders of ElevenLabs hope their technology will accomplish.

[Music]

Rosin: So these guys, like a lot of founders, they did not set out to disrupt the election. They probably have a dream. Besides just better dubbing, what is their dream? When they're sitting around and you get to enter their brain space, what is the magical future of many languages that they envision?

Warzel: The full dream is, basically, breaking down the walls of translation completely. Right? So there's this famous science-fiction book Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, where there's this thing called the Babel fish that can translate any language seamlessly in real time, so anyone can understand everyone.

That's what they ultimately want to make. They want to have this--you know, dubbing has a little bit of latency now, but it's getting faster. That plus all the different, you know, voices. And what they essentially want to do is create a tool at the end, down the line, that you can put an AirPod in your ear, and you can go anywhere, and everyone else has an AirPod in their ear, and you're talking, and so you can hear everything immediately in whatever language. That's the end goal.

Rosin: So the beautiful dream, if you just take the purest version of it, is all peoples of the world will be able to communicate with each other.

Warzel: Yeah. When I started talking to them--because, living in America, I have a different experience than, you know. Most of them are European, or many of them--the two founders are European. You know, they said, You grow up, and you have to learn English in school, right?

There's only a few places where you don't grow up and, they say, you also gotta learn English if you want to go to university wherever, do whatever, and participate in the world. And they said, If we do this, then you don't have to do that anymore.

Rosin: Ooh, there goes our hegemony.

Warzel: Imagine the time you would save, of not having to learn this other language.

Rosin: So they're thinking about Babel and this beautiful dream, and we're thinking, like, Oh, my god, who's gonna scam my grandmother, and who's gonna mess up my election?

Do they think about that? Did you talk to them about that? Like, how aware are they of the potential chaos coming down?

Warzel: They're very aware. I mean, I've dealt with a lot of, in my career, tech executives who are sort of--they're not willing to really entertain the question. Or if they do, it's kind of glib, or there's a little bit of resentment, you can tell. They were very--and I think because of their age (the CEO is 29)--very earnest about it. They care a lot. They obviously look at all this and see--they're not blinded by the opportunity, but the opportunity looms so large that these negative externalities are just problems they will solve, or that they can solve.

And so we had this conversation, where I called it "the bad things," right? And I just kept, like: What are you going to do about jobs this takes away? What are you going to do about all this misinformation stuff? What are you going to do about scams? And they have these ideas, like digitally watermarking all voices and working with all sorts of different companies to build a watermarking coalition so when you voice record something on your phone, that has its own metadata that says, like, This came from Charlie's phone on this time.

Rosin: Uh-huh.

Warzel: You know, like, This is real. Or when you post the ElevenLabs thing, it says--and people can quickly decode it, right? So there's all these ideas.

But I can tell you, it was like smashing my head against a brick wall for an hour and a half with this really earnest, nice person who's like, Yeah. No, no. It's gonna take a while before we, you know, societally all get used to all these different tools, not just ElevenLabs.

And I was like, And in the meantime? And they would never say it this way, but the vibe is sort of like, Well, you gotta break a lot of eggs to get the, you know, universal-translation omelet situation. But you know, some of those eggs might be like the 2024 election. It's a big egg.

Rosin: Right, right, right. So it's the familiar story but more earnest and more self-aware.

Do you guys want to do another test? Okay. You've been listening to me talk for a while. Charlie and I both fed our voices into the system. We're gonna play to you me saying the same thing twice. One of them is me, recorded. I just recorded it--me, the human being, in the flesh right here. And one of them is my AI avatar saying this thing. There's only two. I'm saying the same thing. So we're gonna vote at the end for which one is fake-AI Hanna. Okay, let's play the two Hannas.

Rosin (Real): Charlie, how far do you think artificial intelligence is from being able to spit out a million warrior robots programmed to destroy humanity?

Rosin (AI): Charlie, how far do you think artificial intelligence is from being able to spit out a million warrior robots programmed to destroy humanity?

Rosin: Okay, who thinks that number one is fake Hanna?

[Audience claps]

Rosin: Who thinks that number two is fake Hanna?

[Audience claps]

Warzel: It's pretty even.

Rosin: It's pretty even. I would say two is more robust, and two is correct--that's the fake one.

Warzel: I'm zero for two.

Rosin: But man, it's close. Like, Charlie spent time at this place, and he's gotten both of them wrong so far.

Warzel: We work together!

Rosin: We work together. This is really, really close.

Warzel: You know, the only, like, bulwark right now against this stuff is that I do think people are, generally, pretty dubious now of most things. Like, I do think there is just a general suspicion of stuff that happens online. And I also think that one thing we have seen from some of these is--there's been a couple of ransom calls, right? Like you get a--it's a scam but it's your mom's voice, right? Or something like that.

Those things sort of come down the line pretty quickly. Like, you can pretty quickly realize that your mom isn't being kidnapped. You can pretty quickly, as administrators, you can get to the bottom of that. Basically, I don't know how effective these things are yet, because of the human element. Right? It seems like we have a little bit more of a defense now than we did, you know, let's say, in 2016.

And I do think that time is our greatest asset here. With all of this, the problem is, you know, it only takes one, right? It only takes some person, you know, in late October, who puts out something just good enough, or early November, that it's the last thing someone sees before they go to the polls, right?

And it's too hard to debunk, or that person doesn't see the debunking, right? And so, those are the things that make you nervous. But also, I don't think yet that we're dealing with godlike ability to just totally destroy reality.

It's sort of somewhere in the middle, which is still, you know, nerve-wracking.

Rosin: So the danger scenario is a thin margin, very strategic use of this technology. Like, less-informed voters, a suppress-the-vote--someplace where you could use it in small, strategic ways. That's a realistic fear.

Warzel: Yeah, like, hyper-targeted in some way.

I mean, it's funny. I've talked to a couple of AI experts and people in the field of this, and they're so worried about it. It's really hard to coax out nightmare scenarios from them. They're like, No, I've got mine. And I'm absolutely not telling a journalist. Like, no way. I do not want this printed. I do not want anyone to know about it. But I do think--and this could be the fact that they're too close to something, or it could be that they're right, and they are really close to it. But there's so much fear from people who work with these tools. I'm not talking about the ElevenLabs people, necessarily.

Rosin: But AI people.

Warzel: But AI people. I mean, true believers in the sense of, you know, If it doesn't happen this time around, well, wait 'til you see what it's going to be in four years.

Rosin: I know. That really worries me, that the people inside are so worried about it. It's like they've birthed a monster kind of vibe.

Warzel: It's also good marketing. You can go back and forth on this, right? Like the whole idea of, you know, We're building the Terminator. We're building Skynet. It could end humanity. Like, there's no better marketing than like, We are creating the potential apocalypse. Pay attention.

Rosin: Right. All right. I'm going to tell you my two fears, and you tell me how realistic they are. One is the absolute perfection of scams, designed to target older people who are slightly losing their memories, that are already pretty good. Like, they're already pretty good, and you already hear so many stories of people losing a lot of money. That is one I'm worried about. Like, how easy it is to consistently call someone in the voice of a grandson, or in the voice of whatever. That one seems like a problem.

Warzel: Yeah, I think it will be, and I don't think it has to be relegated to people who are so old they're losing their memories. It's difficult to discern this stuff. And, I think, what I have learned from a lot of time reporting on the internet is that nobody is immune to a scam.

Rosin: Yes.

Warzel: There's a scam waiting to match with you. And, you know, when you find your counterpoint, it's--

Rosin: It's like true love.

Warzel: Exactly.

Rosin: Out there is the perfect scam for you. Okay, one more worry and then we're going to do our last test.

My real worry is that people will know that things are fake, but it won't matter, because people are so attached to whatever narrative they have that it won't matter to them if you prove something is real or fake.

Like, you can imagine that Trump would put out a thing that was fake and everybody would kind of know it's fake, but everyone would collude and decide that it's real, and proceed based on that. Like, real and fake just--it's not a line people worry about anymore, so it doesn't matter.

Warzel: I fully think we live in that world right now. I mean, honestly.

I think a good example is a lot of the stuff, not only the stuff that you see coming out of the Middle East in the way that--I mean, obviously there's so much literal digital propaganda and misinformation coming from different places, but also just from the normal stuff that we see. And this is a little less AI-involved, but I think there's just a lot of people, especially younger people, who just don't trust the establishment media to do the thing. And they're like, Oh, I'm gonna watch this, and I don't really care. And so I think the level of distrust is so high at the moment that we're already in that situation.

Rosin: Like we're of a generation, and we're journalists, and so we sit and worry about what's real and what's fake, but that's not actually the line that people are paying attention to out there.

Warzel: Yeah. I think the real thing is, like, getting to a point where you have built enough of a para-social trust relationship with someone that they're just gonna believe what you say and then try to be responsible about it, about delivering them information, which is crazy.

Rosin: Okay. One final fake-voice trick. This one's on me since, Charlie, you were wrong both times. Now it's my turn.

My producers wanted to give me the experience of knowing what it's like to have your voice saying something that you didn't say. So they took my account, they had my voice say things, and I haven't heard it, and I don't know what it is. So we are going to listen to that now. It will be a surprise for all of us, including me. So let's listen to these fake voicemails created by my wonderful producers.

Rosin (AI): Hi! I'm calling to leave a message about after-school pickup for my kids. Just wanted to let their homeroom teacher know that Zeke in the white van is a dear family friend, and he'll be picking them up today.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Okay.

Rosin (AI): Hi, mom. I'm calling from jail, and I can't talk long. I've only got one phone call. I really need you to send bail money as soon as you can. I need about $10,000. Cash App, Venmo, or Bitcoin all work.

Rosin: My mom does not have $10,000.

Rosin (AI): Hey, I hope I have the right number. This is a voicemail for the folks running the Cascade PBS Ideas Festival. I'm running late at the moment and wondering if I'm going to make it. Honestly, I feel like I should just skip it. I can't stand talking to that Charlie-whatever character. Why am I even here? Washington, D.C., is clearly the superior Washington anyway.

[Crowd boos]

Rosin: Oooh. Yeah, okay, okay. Now, I would say I was talking too fast.

Warzel: So one thing I did with my voice is I had it say a whole bunch of far worse things, like, COVID came from a--whatever, you know, just to see what those things would be like. And they were sort of believable, whatever.

But also, what if then you took audio--so the one from jail, right? What if you took audio--your producers, our producers are great--and inserted a lot of noise that sounded like it was coming from a crowd, or like a slamming of a cell door or something like that in the background, faded it in nicely? That would be enough to ratchet it up, right?

And I think all those things can become extremely believable if you layer the right context on them.

Rosin: Right. You know what, Charlie? Here's the last thing. You, as someone who's been really close to this, fluctuate between, Okay, we don't need to be that alarmed. It's only got these small uses, and, But also, it's got these uses, and they're really scary.

Having been close to this and gone through this experience, is there a word you would use to sum up how you feel now? Because, clearly, it's uncertain. We don't actually know--we don't know how quickly this technology is going to move.

How should we feel about it?

Warzel: I think disorientation is the word because--so a big reason I wanted to go talk to this company was not just because of what they were doing, but to be kind of closer, to get some proximity to the generative-AI revolution, whatever we're gonna call it. Right? To see these people doing it. To feel like I could moor my boat to something and just feel like--

Rosin: You have control.

Warzel: Yeah, and I understand what we're building towards, or that they understand what they're building towards. And the answer is that you can walk up to these people and stare them in the face and have them answer questions and just sort of feel really at sea about a lot of this stuff, because there are excellent transformative applications for this. But also, I see, you know, this voice technology with the other generative-AI technologies--basically, a good way to think of them is like plug-ins to each other, right? And people are going to use, you know, voice technology with ChatGPT with some of the video stuff, and it's going to just make the internet--make media--weirder. Right?

Everything you see is going to be weirder. The provenance of it is going to be weirder. It's not necessarily always going to be worse, right? But it could be. And it could maybe be better. But everyone seems like they're speeding towards this destination, and it's unknown where we're going.

And I just feel that disorientation is sort of the most honest and truthful way to look at this. And I think when you're disoriented, it's best to be really wary of your surroundings, to pay very close attention. And that's what it feels like right now.

Rosin: We can handle the truth. Thank you for giving us the truth. And thank you, all, for coming today and for listening to this talk, and be prepared to be disoriented.

[Music]

Rosin (AI): Thanks for listening. And thank you to the production staff of the Cascade PBS Ideas Festival. This is the AI version of Hanna Rosin speaking, as made by ElevenLabs.

This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend. He's typing these words into ElevenLabs right now and can make me say anything. "You may hate me, but it ain't no lie. Baby, bye, bye, bye. Bye, bye."

This episode was edited by Claudine Ebeid and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm not Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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What You Need to Know About Making a Good Impression

We evolved to form snap judgments about who's friend and who's foe, but we need to be more evolved now.

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.

Around this time every year, I dispense a lot of advice to my graduate students, most of whom are on the job market. I get questions such as "How do I find a job that perfectly matches my strengths?" (A: You won't, so stop worrying about it.) Or "Should I take a job and live in a different city than my spouse?" (A: No.) And very typically, "How do I make a good impression in an interview?" (A: Read on.)

I find that some young people are extremely anxious about this last one, especially if they are naturally introverted and know it. They worry that their shyness makes them seem standoffish or uninterested; in an interview, of course, those traits can be deadly, so they are concerned that their introverted personality will hamstring their efforts.

Undeniably, first impressions are extremely powerful--in work, romance, friendship, and almost every other part of life. People make judgments based on information they process in a split second, below the level of consciousness. That does not mean, however, that anyone is doomed by a naturally serious demeanor, a taciturn disposition, or plain old nervousness. On the contrary, a little understanding of the science of first impressions can help anyone improve the ways they affect the brains of people they meet, and better understand others as well.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to be less busy and more happy

Over millions of years, our biological ancestors evolved the ability to form first impressions in a fraction of a second. Neuroscientists have determined that people can by sight decide consistently in as little as 39 milliseconds whether someone is a threat or not. In other words, about three times faster than you can blink, your optical and limbic systems decide if another person might cause you harm. For humans to develop this ability through natural selection is logical; almost nothing rewards survival more than effective threat perception.

Close behind in speed, at 100 milliseconds, comes a consistent estimation of trustworthiness. Once again, this makes sense: You might not kill me outright, but I should still figure out if you're trying to take advantage of me before I interact with you. (This rapid processing also involves, for example, how your brain decides whether to make direct eye contact with that person staring at you on the subway.) This aspect of threat perception reveals a significant difference between the sexes; when surveying a face that people generally judge to look trustworthy, women rate other women, in particular, as significantly more trustworthy than men do.

Honing our accuracy of perception for other traits such as competence, likability, aggressiveness, and attractiveness takes us longer, because we need more time to be confident in our judgments; quite commonly, our rapid initial judgments may be inconsistent with what we later decide. But when given enough time to consider observed behavior, some judgments, such as assessing a person's competence, tend to update more slowly--especially when compared with how long we need in order to judge such traits as benevolence and integrity.

Megan Garber: The case for shyness

In sum, at an initial encounter between two people--which could be a job interview or a date--each person's brain assesses the other person by answering at least three questions: Are you a threat? Can you be trusted? Are you competent? Within seconds, before either of you is even conscious of the fact, you might be ruled out as an employee or as a potential mate. No pressure!

You might be thinking that judgments made this quickly are open to a lot of error. After all, evolution should favor speed over accuracy, and tend to reward a negative snap judgment because it errs on the side of caution. The potential cost of incorrectly seeing someone as a threat is low, but the price of mistaking them as not a threat could be enormous.

Given this bias, it's no surprise that first perceptions tend to be inaccurate. Researchers in 2010 asked participants in an experiment to view photos of strangers, and based on initial impressions, to judge aspects of their personality. The researchers found that their subjects claimed confidence in their judgments 70 to 80 percent of the time, but their actual accuracy was either modest or statistically nonexistent.

People may arrive at erroneous judgments about you for many different reasons. For example, if you're nervous when first meeting, your facial expression and demeanor might not fairly represent your true character, intent, and competence. Tension might make you frown when you're actually excited, or you might fumble your words when talking about a topic you know cold. This can elicit what is known as a fundamental attribution error, which occurs when an interlocutor attributes to your personality behavior that is conditioned more by the circumstances.

Read: When a job is just too much

So much for how first impressions are formed, but what about how to control the impression you make? To come off well in an interview, the first objective is to project an expression and manner that is nonthreatening, trustworthy, and competent. Fortunately, a handy way to do just this is simply to look happy. Neuroscientists have shown that facial expressions interpreted as fear or anger will stimulate an observer's amygdala, which arouses their alarm and suspicion. Scholars have likewise demonstrated in experiments that people with expressions seen as happy are judged to be more trustworthy and competent than those seen as disgusted.

So smile. By this advice, I do not mean that you should grin like Jack Nicholson in The Shining--that will light up your interviewer's amygdala like a Christmas tree. The goal is to model what researchers call the Duchenne smile, which is associated with actual happiness. Not only does smiling like this denote a positive mood to others, but it also, scholars have shown, can reduce stress in you.

If this demeanor doesn't come naturally, here's a trick: Before your interview, spend a few seconds in the restroom with a pencil gripped horizontally between your molars. This will flex the muscles around your eyes, where happiness is actually perceived when you smile (rather than by the shape of your mouth).

This is not a global solution to a successful first impression, however. Research shows that although a relaxed smile is great for interviewing, it does not necessarily work for dating. Scholars writing in the journal Emotion in 2011 found that although straight men judge a happy expression as the most sexually attractive way for a woman to look, women say that it is one of the least attractive looks for a man. At a first meeting, then, men need to be sure whether they're after a job or on a date.

Arthur C. Brooks: Jung's five pillars of a good life

There's one more piece of advice I like to give my students. They may be interviewing for a job now, but before too long, they will be interviewing other people for a job. I recommend that they not trust their gut too much. Instead, I advise them to recall that first impressions evolved to be fast, not accurate. That's great in an environment where strangers might pose a threat of violence or exploitation. But in a modern job interview, that inaccuracy simply means you're likely to rule out a lot of great potential recruits.

In general, when first meeting someone, interrogate the signals you're getting from your brain about the interviewee. You can still pay attention to what your gut says; you just don't have to take it at its word. If something feels off, specifically ask yourself whether this person might be nervous or shy. Giving that extra consideration is the right thing to do--and you might discover a star whose reserved manner made others overlook their talent.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/05/first-impressions-job-interviews/678305/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Who Really Has Brain Worms?

A scientific inquiry

by Katherine J. Wu




Earlier today, The New York Times broke some startling news about a presidential candidate. According to a 2012 deposition, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once suffered from, in his own words, "a worm that got into my brain and ate a portion of it and then died." The vague yet alarming description could apply to any number of parasitic ailments, among them angiostrongyliasis, baylisascariasis, toxocariasis, strongyloidiasis, and trichinosis. But some experts immediately suspected a condition called neurocysticercosis (NCC), in which the larvae of the pork tapeworm Taenia solium post up in the brain.

The condition might sound terrifying--and, to some observers, darkly hilarious. Literal brain worms! But it does not actually involve any brain-munching, or even your standard-issue worm. The brain-invading culprit is instead a tapeworm (a kind of helminth) that typically makes its home in pigs. As far as parasitic infections go, this is "the most common one in the brain," Laila Woc-Colburn, an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told me. And globally, it's one of the most common causes of epilepsy in adults.

NCC typically begins after people have been exposed to feces that contain the eggs of a pork tapeworm, say while on a pig farm or handling uncooked, contaminated food. After the eggs are swallowed, they hatch into larvae in the gut. Because people aren't the appropriate host for the young tapeworms, they end up on a fruitless journey, meandering through the body in a desperate attempt to find pig muscle. A common final destination for the larvae is the brain, where they enclose themselves into cysts in the hopes of maturing; eventually, unable to complete their life cycle, they die, leaving behind little more than a calcified nub.

Read: Flatworms are metal

This is, to put it scientifically, some pretty gnarly stuff. But many cases are "completely asymptomatic," Boghuma Kabisen Titanji, also an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told me. In other people, though--especially those with a lot of larval cysts--the presence of the foreign invaders can spark a wave of inflammation, which in turn triggers swelling and tissue destruction. Individuals with cysts in their brain may develop headaches or seizures, though those problems can take years or even decades to manifest, Titanji said.

Experts estimate that millions of people may be afflicted with NCC worldwide, most of them concentrated in Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, East Asia, and India. In the U.S., though, NCC is rather rare, with just a few thousand diagnoses made each year, many of them related to travel or immigration. "This is a disease of poverty," Woc-Colburn told me. Which would make the multimillionaire Kennedy--if he had the infection at all--"an atypical patient."

There is, at least, some comforting news. NCC is pretty easily preventable with solid hand-washing habits. And in the U.S., where CT scans are fairly accessible, "it can be diagnosed very easily," Woc-Colburn said, particularly once doctors have a good sense of a patient's exposure history. Doctors generally know to look for it in patients who come in with headaches and seizures. (Kennedy first sought help after experiencing memory loss and mental fogginess, though he recently told the Times that those symptoms have since resolved and that he hadn't received treatment for the parasite.) The infection is also treatable with standard antiparasitics. And caught early, it isn't expected to leave lingering damage. In more serious cases, though, years of severe, unmanaged seizures can lead to certain cognitive defects.

Read: America's never-ending battle against flesh-eating worms

None of this is to say that Kennedy definitely had NCC. All the public knows is that, in 2010, he said that he was battling neurological symptoms, and that an unusual blemish appeared on a brain scan. (The memory loss and mental fogginess may very well have been attributable to mercury poisoning from Kennedy's diet at the time, which was high in tuna and perch, according to the same 2012 deposition.) Even if a parasite was definitely to blame, "at least six or seven" others could have ended up in his brain, Titanji told me. Like the pork-tapeworm larvae, several of them would have ended up there accidentally, only to die a quick death without gulping down any brain tissue.

The most comforting news about NCC is that--again--it is uncommon in the United States. Still, now that this news has broken, Woc-Colburn worries that her clinic is going to fill up with people who think they're afflicted. Given the odds, many of them will be wrong. If anyone's really worried about their gray matter becoming lunch, they shouldn't fear worms, but Naegleria fowleri, a rare amoeba that camps out in warm bodies of water. That one, I regret to report, really does eat your brain.
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The Tight Line Trump Has a Judge Walking

A conversation with David A. Graham about the bizarre nature of the former president's criminal trial

by Stephanie Bai




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


Donald Trump is in his third week on trial in New York, where he faces 34 counts of falsifying business records in the first degree. He's accused of covering up a $130,000 hush-money payment made in 2016 to the adult-film star Stormy Daniels, who recently testified about her encounters with the former president. I spoke with Atlantic staff writer David A. Graham about where the case stands, Trump's penchant for violating his gag order, and the bizarre nature of this trial.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The nudes internet
 	Trump's latest abortion position is more radical than it sounds.
 	"Listen to what they're chanting," Judith Shulevitz writes.




Like an Ordinary Citizen

Stephanie Bai: To start off, let's lay the groundwork for this trial. Can you briefly explain the case that the prosecutors are trying to make?

David A. Graham: People talk about this as "the hush-money case," but paying hush money is not itself illegal. What prosecutors are arguing is that Trump paid Stormy Daniels in exchange for her not talking about their alleged sexual relationship, and then falsified the business records to cover up that payment. They say that this constituted election interference because the goal was to keep knowledge of the relationship from voters during the 2016 election.

The prosecution needs to establish that Trump was deeply involved in the creation and the payment of this hush-money agreement, because the defense is trying to say that Trump may not have been aware of the situation. When the prosecution questions people who worked in accounting at the Trump Organization, for example, they are trying to show that Trump was deeply involved in payments, deeply involved in the minutiae of the business--so he obviously would have been aware of a payout as big as $130,000.

Stephanie: What is Trump's defense team's counterargument?

David: They don't deny that this money was paid, but they say that he didn't falsify the records. They're also trying to impugn the honesty of some of the witnesses. They mostly seem to be trying to pick apart aspects of the prosecution's case rather than offering some sort of counternarrative.

Stephanie: If the prosecution isn't able to successfully prove that Trump was aware of the hush-money agreement, what does that mean for their case?

David: If they can't prove that Trump was involved, or if Trump's lawyers can plausibly argue that he did this simply to protect his reputation or to protect his marriage rather than to interfere with the election, then the prosecutors will have a harder time getting the jury to convict.

Stephanie: In defending comments Trump made about the trial, his attorney Todd Blanche said that Trump had a right to complain about the "two systems of justice." In some ways, it seems like the prosecution is arguing two cases: the hush-money case, and the case for this being a legitimate, fair trial--and not the "political witch hunt" that Trump has called it. Let's say that Trump ends up getting convicted. Do you think his supporters will accept that outcome?

David: It depends on what that means. There was a poll yesterday saying that most people expect Trump to be convicted, and that includes a plurality of Republicans. So in that sense, they see what's coming. But I think there's a widespread sentiment that either he's being prosecuted by Democrats who are out to get him or that what he did wasn't wrong. If anything, the trial seems to be solidifying support within his base.

Stephanie: At the core of this case is the extramarital affair Trump allegedly had during his marriage to Melania. Have we heard anything from her during this trial?

David: We have not! Trump has brought a rotating posse with him to court, including not just his lawyers but also his aides, his campaign manager, and his son Eric. Melania has not been there. He complained that he had to be in court on her birthday, which is a little ironic given the alleged events that led to the case.

Stephanie: Headlines and pundits have called this a "historic" and "unprecedented" trial, because it's the first time a former president has gone to trial for criminal charges. Has this case set any precedents for how a criminal trial of a former president would proceed?

David: This is not a legal precedent, but it's been powerful to watch Trump have to show up in court when he clearly doesn't want to be there, listen to testimony he doesn't want to listen to, sit in this courtroom with a bad HVAC system, and endure it like an ordinary citizen. Even if he argues that he is above the rule of law, we are seeing him sit there like anyone else.

Stephanie: Does the gag order, which has been imposed on Trump and bars him from attacking people involved in the trial, set any sort of precedent for presidential trials going forward?

David: The gag order comes from Trump's habit of attacking witnesses, the family of prosecutors and judges. I don't know that you would get one of these as a standard practice with presidents. But each time you have a defendant who has that kind of history or who starts doing that, there's a good chance of the gag order. Still, Trump has been able to exploit the weirdness of this case and get away with things that other defendants would not have.

Stephanie: Can you say a bit more about how he's exploited the weirdness of the case?

David: Anytime he gets in trouble for saying something, he says, Look, I'm a politician running for office. I have to be able to make political speeches. It's unfair for me to be muzzled. That's something that the judge has had to figure out: How do you write a gag order that allows Trump to be a candidate but protects the witnesses and the sanctity of the case?

To me, it also looks like Trump is daring the judge to jail him--like he concluded that getting sent to jail for a night or a weekend would actually help him politically. So the judge has to decide how much he protects the sanctity of the system by enforcing the gag order versus giving Trump an opportunity to undermine the system in an even bigger way by claiming political persecution.

Stephanie: You wrote earlier this week that some of the best-sourced reporters in the courtroom are saying that Trump largely wants to avoid jail time. Is this a situation where Trump can spin either option in his favor?

David: I think it's very "heads I win, tails you lose." If the judge lets him get away with it, he can talk all kinds of trash about the proceeding, and that's a win for him because he wants to undermine the trial for political reasons. If he gets thrown in jail, I'm sure he would hate it, but it also gives him another political talking point.

Stephanie: It seems like a very tight line for Judge Juan Merchan to walk.

David: It's really challenging. Every judge Trump has recently come before has had to deal with this in some way or another. They're trying to figure out: How do we keep him in line without that becoming the story? They want the focus to be on the facts of the case. And that's really hard to achieve with Trump, because he doesn't want the focus to be on the facts.

Related:

	The Stormy Daniels testimony spotlights Trump's misogyny. 
 	Judge Merchan is out of good options.
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	Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III said that President Joe Biden's decision to pause weapons shipments to Israel was related to Israel's plans to move forward with a large-scale offensive operation in Rafah, a city in southern Gaza.
 	An appeals court in Georgia agreed to review the ruling that allowed Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis to stay on the election-interference case against Trump after it was revealed that she had a romantic relationship with a prosecutor on her team.
 	The New York Times reported that in a 2012 deposition, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. said that a doctor told him that his memory loss and mental fogginess could be due to a worm in his brain that "ate a portion of it and then died."
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Ozempic or Bust

By Daniel Engber

In the early spring of 2020, Barb Herrera taped a signed note to a wall of her bedroom in Orlando, Florida, just above her pillow. Notice to EMS! it said. No vent! No intubation! She'd heard that hospitals were overflowing, and that doctors were being forced to choose which COVID patients they would try to save and which to abandon. She wanted to spare them the trouble.
 Barb was nearly 60 years old, and weighed about 400 pounds. She has type 2 diabetes, chronic kidney disease, and a host of other health concerns. At the start of the pandemic, she figured she was doomed. When she sent her list of passwords to her kids, who all live far away, they couldn't help but think the same. "I was in an incredibly dark place," she told me. "I would have died."


Read the full article.
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Read. "When Nan Goldin Danced in Low-Life Go-Go Bars in Paterson, N.J.," a poem by Rosa Alcala:

"While men fed her tips and she tucked them into her bikini, / a fist hit an eye in a house in Paterson, like a flash going off / in a dark kitchen. And in the corner, a girl stood watching."

Revisit an iconic photo. American Gothic: Gordon Parks and Ella Watson, a book about Gordon Parks's widely celebrated 1942 portrait of the government worker Ella Watson.

Play our daily crossword.
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Steve Albini Was Proof You Can Change

To a certain kind of listener, it sometimes felt like he was the last honest musician in the industry.

by Jeremy Gordon




Nearly 20 years ago, my high-school calculus teacher introduced me to a book that would, although I didn't realize it at the time, permanently reframe the way I thought about music. Written by the journalist Michael Azerrad, Our Band Could Be Your Life was a study of the 1980s independent-music landscape--of bands that had unconsciously responded to the commercialism found on MTV and mainstream rock radio by going underground, and by getting very weird. The book introduced me to groups such as Black Flag, Dinosaur Jr., and the Replacements, the last of which had beer-drunk songwriting and electric punk-rock hooks that soon made it my favorite band. These groups never became traditionally successful, Azzerad explained, but their careers represented a romantic and uncompromising approach to making music, which could too easily become cheapened by external forces.



And, in fact, many of the bands in the book had attempted to move up a level by signing to major labels, only to hit an artificial ceiling once it became clear that they couldn't look or sound a certain way. But some of them had not even attempted this--they had recognized, as their careers were taking shape, that their personal beliefs were permanently at odds with the idea of participating in a notoriously predatory and corporate music industry. Among them--and the group that left the strongest impression on me--was a band called Big Black. Big Black was, even by the standards of its contemporaries, particularly abrasive; its serrated riffs and pummeling drumbeats sounded like they'd been recorded on the floor of an automobile factory. And the band's philosophical stances were just as belligerent as its sound: It was led by a guitarist and singer named Steve Albini who seemed to take particular joy in broadcasting how he thought artists should behave, and denigrating everyone who did not live up to his standards. As Azerrad put it, "This was a band with policies." Proving its ideological commitment, Big Black broke up in 1987 right after its best record came out--partly because one of the members wanted to attend law school, and also because the band was becoming a little too popular, which meant it was attracting the wrong kind of fans.


Steve Albini performs with Shellac in Amsterdam, Netherlands on February 12, 1995.



But Albini, who died yesterday at the age of 61 from a heart attack, did not stop making music. Over the next few decades, he continued to perform in his own bands and struck up a second career as a recording engineer (his preferred term, over producer), where he worked with hundreds of artists--among them Nirvana, the Pixies, PJ Harvey, Slint, Joanna Newsom, Robert Plant and Jimmy Page, Godspeed You! Black Emperor, the Jesus Lizard, and many, many, many more. It's no exaggeration to say that Albini changed the trajectory of rock music for the better. He was especially good at capturing an artist as though they were playing right in front of you, a product of chemistry and ability rather than studio-driven artifice, and hiring Albini became a way for bands to signal their interest in being "realer," both in sound and in attitude. His own outlook was perhaps best crystallized in his 1993 essay for The Baffler, "The Problem With Music," in which he meticulously sketched out all the reasons making music on a major label was a sucker's game. This idea, and its attendant aesthetic principles, felt just as important as the records themselves; to a certain kind of listener, it sometimes seemed like Albini was the last honest musician in the industry, though he would've shaken his head at such mythologizing.

I feel confident saying this because, in the summer of 2022, I had the opportunity to profile Albini for The Guardian, and I interviewed him on multiple occasions in Chicago, where he spent most of his life. I did not approach this task lightly. Foremost was the fact that I had been listening to his music for the past 20 years and didn't want to seem like some fawning kid. But Albini had also incurred a reputation for being personally combative--which is saying something, given that inveterate punk rockers are not always known for their social graces. Over the years, he'd become infamous for saying a tremendous number of insulting things about other people, including bands he'd worked with. ("Never have I seen four cows more anxious to be led around by their nose rings," he once wrote about the Pixies.) He seemed terribly smart, and suspicious of any nonsense. This is a bit of a broad statement, but allow me to say it: Anyone who has spent time around people who are really into music has met the type of person who seems totally obstinate, and borderline caustic, about why the bands they like are better than the bands you like. These people can be pretty irritating--I don't want to be yelled at just because I like some Taylor Swift songs--but they inspire a shard of dread that perhaps their obstinacy is justified, that they have latched onto some way of thinking about art that the rest of us are too dull to perceive.

From afar, Albini seemed like the final boss of this mindset. Yet the Guardian profile had been assigned because Albini, in recent years, had begun to soften some of his adversarial instincts, at least in public. He still got worked up about bands he hated (especially Steely Dan) and about right-wing politicians--but he had explicitly apologized for the numerous offensive things he'd said throughout his life, which included using racial slurs and denigrating women. "A lot of things I said and did from an ignorant position of comfort and privilege are clearly awful and I regret them," he wrote in a 2021 Twitter thread that went viral. This felt notable because it's become popular, in recent years, for people to complain about the rise of cancel culture and the shifting standards for public speech. In the past, Albini had always claimed that his offensiveness was attached to some underlying principle, no matter how arbitrary it seemed to others, but he'd since become suspicious of the people who reveled in offensiveness for its own sake. "When you realize that the dumbest person in the argument is on your side, that means you're on the wrong side," he had told me about recalibrating his feelings.

So this was one dimension of the Albini I met: a man who, although still razor-sharp and hilarious, was clear-eyed about why he felt he should shed some of these more reactive traits of his former self. "It's me owning up to my role in a shift in culture that directly caused harm to people I'm sympathetic with, and people I want to be a comrade to," he said of why he had decided to be open about his evolved thinking. When I published the story, quite a few readers, and particularly men of his generation, said they were personally inspired by Albini's perspective and growth--that if someone with his cutting reputation could be this reflective, then perhaps nobody else had an excuse for staying rude.

Just as striking, to me, was the way he talked about his job. Earlier in his career, he had been more insistent about how a record should sound, and had freely offered his opinions in the studio. Over time, he sloughed off this tendency and became more comfortable with recording musicians as they were and as they wanted to be. His rates remained affordable, and he was always personally available to record a band; for a reasonable fee, a local artist could get the guy who'd laid down Kurt Cobain's guitar on "All Apologies." He relished working with musicians "beneath the professional level," as he put it to me--people for whom making music was part of a necessary impulse rather than any means of getting rich or famous. He was decidedly not sentimental about the famous artists he'd worked with (though he got a little giddy when we talked about Iggy Pop and the Stooges, whose reunion record he'd recorded). Instead, it was the everyday work of going to his studio and producing physical evidence of a band's existence--no matter how big or small--that mattered the most. His greatest contribution to music, Kim Deal of the Pixies told me while I was reporting for the profile, was "every single person who has walked through that door and been treated with respect about their ideas."

Albini did too much to be neatly summarized in any profile; I didn't have the space in mine to dive too deeply into his most recent band, Shellac, which in a terrible coincidence is releasing a new record next week. But as I drafted, two things kept coming back to me: The first was that Albini had been unafraid to own up to his past rather than wave it off or double down on his positions. The second was that he talked about music not as some expression of ego but as a creative practice worth maintaining because it enriched your life. To hear this--and in such an unpretentious way--was no small thing. This was not mere plate-spinning from a guy who liked to hear himself talk; these were tightly reasoned, directly stated beliefs that he'd stress-tested in his own life and were reflected in how he carried himself.

Unlike many of its peers, Big Black never really reunited, other than for a single performance at an anniversary show for its former record label. "I'm not a nostalgic person by nature," Albini had told me. "I don't think about the past very much." I believed him, but one of my final questions was how he hoped his work would be regarded, should he have to retire tomorrow. I'll reproduce his answer in full, because I was struck by it at the moment, and I feel heartened thinking about it now:

"I don't give a shit. I'm doing it, and that's what matters to me--the fact that I get to keep doing it, that's the whole basis of it. I was doing it yesterday, I'm gonna do it tomorrow, and I'm gonna carry on doing it. Other people can figure out if they were happy about that, or not. I don't care what they say; I'm doing it because I find value in it. I find value in being part of this culture, and preserving my peers' artistic output. I find value in that, as my role: being the person responsible for making the record that someone will hear in 50 years to find out what some band sounded like. How will people know what our culture was like now, in 50 or 100 years? Well, they can read what survives the great digital void, and they can listen to what music survives. And I just want to make sure that I do a good job on the music that survives, you know?"
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Watch Apple Trash-Compact Human Culture

What was the company thinking?

by Damon Beres, Charlie Warzel




Here is a nonexhaustive list of objects Apple recently pulverized with a menacing hydraulic crusher: a trumpet, a piano, a turntable, a sculpted bust, lots and lots of paint, video-game controllers.

These are all shown being demolished in the company's new iPad commercial, a minute-long spot titled "Crush!" The items are arranged on a platform beneath a slowly descending enormous metal block, then trash-compactored out of existence in a violent symphony of crunching. Once the destruction is complete, the press lifts back up to reveal that the items have been replaced by a slender, shimmering iPad.

The notion behind the commercial is fairly obvious. Apple wants to show you that the bulk of human ingenuity and history can be compressed into an iPad, and thereby wants you to believe that the device is a desirable entry point to both the consumption of culture and the creation of it. (The ad is for the latest "Pro" model of the iPad, the price of which starts at $999 and goes as high as $2,299, depending on its configuration.) Most important, it wants you to know that the iPad is powerful and quite thin.

But good Lord, Apple, read the room. In its swing for spectacle, the ad lacks so much self-awareness, it's cringey, even depressing. This is May 2024: Humanity is in the early stages of a standoff with generative AI, which offers methods through which visual art, writing, music, and computer code can be created by a machine in seconds with the simplest of prompts. Apple is reportedly building its own large language model for its devices, and its CEO, Tim Cook, explicitly invoked AI in his comments about the new tablet--the iPad Pro features, he said, an "outrageously powerful chip for AI." Most of us are still in the sizing-up phase for generative AI, staring warily at a technology that's been hyped as world-changing and job-disrupting (even, some proponents argue, potentially civilization-ending), and been foisted on the public in a very short period of time. It's a weird, exhausting, exciting, even tense moment. Enter: THE CRUSHER.

Apple is very good at defining the zeitgeist as it relates to how humans use technology to interact with the world. Announced with a Super Bowl commercial in 1984, the Macintosh ushered in the era of personal computing by presenting streamlined hardware and a pleasant graphical interface; iTunes and the iPod augured a world of limitless media; the iPhone delivered on its promise to fit the entire universe in our pocket. There is about a zero percent chance that the company did not understand the optics of releasing this ad at this moment. Apple is among the most sophisticated and moneyed corporations in all the world. (The company did not respond to a request for comment.)

But this time, it's hard to like what the company is showing us. People are angry. One commenter on X called the ad "heartbreaking." Three reasons could explain why. First: Although watching things explode might be fun, it's less fun when a multitrillion-dollar tech corporation is the one destroying tools, instruments, and other objects of human expression and creativity. Second, of course, is that this is a moment of great technological upheaval and angst, especially among artists, as tech companies build models trained on creative work with an ultimate goal of simulating those very people's skilled output. It is easy to be offended at the ad's implication, and it is easy to be aghast at the idea that AI will wipe out human creativity with cheap synthetic waste.

Read: These 183,000 books are fueling the biggest fight in publishing and tech

The third-order annoyance is in the genre. Apple has essentially aped a popular format of "crushing" videos on TikTok, wherein hydraulic presses are employed to obliterate everyday objects for the pleasure of idle scrollers. Arguably, the company thought that copying this specific motif would be fun, but something is grim about Apple trying to draft off a viral-video format to sell units. It's unclear whether some of the ad might have been created with CGI, but Apple could easily round up tens of thousands of dollars of expensive equipment and destroy it all on a whim. However small, the ad is a symbol of the company's dominance.

The ad remains, in some sense, great marketing. Everyone is talking about the iPad, a mainstay in Apple's lineup that nevertheless gets far less attention than the iPhone. But this sudden interest offers room for a genuine appraisal of the device 14 years after its release. The iPad was one of Steve Jobs's final products, one he believed could become as popular and perhaps as transformative as cars. That vision hasn't panned out. The iPad hasn't killed books, televisions, or even the iPhone. The commercial hails the new Pro model as "the most powerful iPad ever," but its bravado is mostly unearned. The iPad is, potentially, a creative tool. It's also an expensive luxury device whose cheaper iterations, at least, are vessels for letting your kid watch Cocomelon so they don't melt down in public, reading self-help books on a plane, or opting for more pixels and better resolution whilst consuming content on the toilet.

In the day and a half since the ad was released, people have only gotten angrier. Cook's post on X featuring the commercial has been viewed more than 29 million times, and the unhappy responses are piling up. Odds are, people aren't really furious at Apple on behalf of the trumpeters--they're mad because the ad says something about the balance of power. Apple is a great technology company, but it is a legendary marketer. Its ads, its slickly produced keynotes, and even its retail stores succeed because they offer a vision of the company's products as tools that give us, the consumers, power. The fundamental flaw of Apple's commercial is that it is a display of force that reminds us about this sleight of hand. We are not the powerful entity in this relationship. The creative potential we feel when we pick up one of their shiny devices is actually on loan. At the end of the day, it belongs to Apple, the destroyer.
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It's Not a Rap Beef. It's a Cultural Reckoning.

The feud between Drake and Kendrick Lamar has become far, far bigger than music alone.

by Spencer Kornhaber




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


Scapegoating is one of humankind's primal rituals, dating back to the Book of Leviticus, in which God commanded the prophet Aaron to lay hands on a goat, confess the sins of his tribe, and then send the animal into the desert. Throughout centuries and across cultures, the historian Rene Girard once argued, warring factions have settled disputes by agreeing upon a figure to collectively blame--a resolution that is ugly and unfair but, more than anything, cathartic.

Perhaps this tradition helps explain what's been so satisfying about watching two of the 21st century's most important musicians, Drake and Kendrick Lamar, try to destroy each other. The rap feud that has engulfed public attention in recent weeks has been litigated in breathtaking, twisty-turny songs packed with very 2020s references--to Ozempic, disinformation, AI, Taylor Swift, and elite pedophile rings. These two superstars have leveled accusations so nasty that cancellation, today's standard punishment for celebrity wrongdoing, hardly seems sufficient. Thus far, the consensus is that Lamar has "won" the war--but in that case, Drake's defeat is really what's significant. We're witnessing the modern implementation of an ancient rite, the desecration of an individual for the moral cleansing of the masses.

The conflict was sparked by what now seems like a quaint dispute: Who's the greatest rapper? A verse by J. Cole on a Drake song last fall postulated himself, Drake, and Lamar as hip-hop's "big three." Earlier this year, Lamar replied with a correction: "It's just big me," he rapped in a tone of seething hostility. Cole issued and quickly retracted a reply, but Drake took Lamar's bait, and the two men began volleying diss tracks. Over eight songs--plus one interlude!--in less than a month, the question of who's a better rapper has given way to a more profound debate about hip-hop, masculinity, and nothing less than the nature of evil.

Beef is older than rap, but this showdown is new in its scale and velocity. When Jay-Z and Nas scrapped in the early 2000s, they did so at a time when rap was not quite yet synonymous with pop. But in today's fractured musical ecosystem, the 37-year-old Drake, who has had 13 No. 1 hits on the Billboard Hot 100, and the 36-year-old Lamar, the only rapper to ever win a Pulitzer, have achieved a rare level of name recognition. The most consequential rap beef ever, between Biggie and Tupac, simmered for months and unfolded via physical releases, local radio, and in-person dustups. By contrast, Drake and Lamar are using fast-twitch digital technologies to record tracks at whim, circulate them around the planet instantly, and feed a teeming ecosystem of commentators, remixers, fans, haters, and voyeurs.

This global audience has long been primed for the showdown. Since the early 2010s, Drake and Lamar have reigned as the yin and yang of popular rap: the entertainer and the artist, the hedonist and the monk. Drake has flooded the marketplace with hits, collaborations, and tie-in products. His sound is chameleonic, borrowing unapologetically from far-flung subgenres and scenes, and his lyrical outlook is pettily, proudly self-interested. Lamar, by contrast, expresses himself in carefully honed albums exploring how to live ethically in a fallen world. The Compton native's music, for all its experimental edge, roots itself in the bounce and attitude of West Coast hip-hop. These two men have long been in a cold war, trading covert lyrical insults that fit with the ideological and aesthetic clash they both seem to represent.

So when Lamar rapped, "I hate the way that you walk, the way that you talk, I hate the way that you dress" on last week's diss track "Euphoria," he was harvesting from richly tilled soil. The hatred he spoke of was both visceral and intellectual; the song argued that the mixed-race Drake was insufficiently Black, or at least exploitative and cringey in his performance of Blackness. "It's not just me," Lamar rapped, referring to his distaste for Drake and the people he surrounds himself with. "I'm what the culture feelin'." He was, by this logic, unleashing the pent-up resentment of true rap fans against a man he later labeled a "colonizer."

Others can debate Lamar's racial claims, but on some level the attack represents a desperate wish: for Drake, along with all he represents, to be cleanly excised from modern hip-hop culture. The maddening truth for Drake's critics is that he, in a fundamental way, is modern hip-hop culture--the genre's sound and social cachet over the past 15 years are inextricable from his success. On the diss track "Not Like Us," Lamar rapped a list of well-respected artists such as 21 Savage and Young Thug who have lent Drake "false street cred." This attack cut Drake, but it also called attention to how many rappers have mingled their brands with his. Even for Lamar, the relationship between realness and commercialism isn't neat: As Drake pointed out in his own diss tracks, Lamar has worked with Maroon 5, Swift, and Drake himself.

Read: How the Pulitzers chose Kendrick Lamar, according to a juror

As the feud between the men escalated, a more explosive issue came to the fore: Which of these men is worse to women and children? Lamar's attacks were blunt, labeling Drake a deadbeat father and a "predator." He addressed pitying verses to Drake's young son (whose existence was first publicized in a 2018 diss track by Drake's rival Pusha T) and to an 11-year-old daughter, whom Drake allegedly has been keeping secret. He also said that Drake leads a crew of "certified pedophiles" that is systematically luring "victims all inside of they home." Drake, meanwhile, has called attention to rumors that Lamar beat the mother of his child.

None of these claims is verifiable. Drake has denied Lamar's accusations: "Just for clarity, I feel disgusted, I'm too respected / If I was fucking young girls, I promise I'd have been arrested," he rapped on "The Heart Part 6." He also claimed that his camp intentionally leaked the lie that Drake was hiding a daughter in order to cause confusion. As for the claim that Lamar committed domestic violence, the rapper denied it years ago in a radio interview--and, in his recent diss tracks, repeatedly (albeit vaguely) said that Drake is lying about Lamar's family.

Truth, however, doesn't really matter in this battle. The PR narrative is clear-cut, classic, and irresistible. People like Drake are "not like us," as Lamar put it in a track that will have listeners singing along and dancing to lyrics about child trafficking all summer. Lamar has spun a populist narrative in which cultural elites are vampiric abusers from whom regular folks need to hide their daughters. The power of that kind of rhetoric has been well demonstrated in national politics--and has crowd-pleasing appeal at a time when hip-hop titans such as Diddy are facing legal trouble in connection with alleged sex crimes (allegations that he denies). It is easier to say "not like us" than to dwell on the reality that predation happens everywhere in American life, in unfamous communities, workplaces, and homes.

Drake has turned in some of the best rapping of his career over the past few weeks, but the substance of his disses isn't landing. Many of his attacks draw from Lamar's own catalog--which is all about how society's moral corruption is perpetuated not by far-off villains but by our own selves. Lamar's most recent album, 2022's Mr. Morale & the Big Steppers, told of his own infidelity, brutality, misogyny, pride, and a bucket of other sins. Drake's lyrics have invoked those admissions to show that Lamar isn't a saint, but the problem with this logic is not simply that Lamar has already confessed. It's that Drake, the more popular artist, is just a more appealing vessel upon which to project communal shame.

Indeed, Drake's shunning has been a group activity. The feud really kicked off in March when Drake's frequent collaborators Future and Metro Boomin released two albums full of Drake disses. (The first album featured Lamar's "it's just big me" verse.) Rick Ross, A$AP Rocky, and Kanye West have jumped in with their own digs. Each of these figures has his own reasons for beef, but the gist of their attacks has been tonally similar, laced with disgust. Most hilariously--and tellingly--Metro Boomin made a beat with a sped-up chorus about Drake's alleged plastic surgery, and invited anyone to remix it. Amateurs on TikTok, YouTube, and other platforms have used that beat to recap the very same talking points that Lamar has been using.

"This shit was some good exercise," Drake muttered, resignedly, in his most recent salvo. If he now retreats from the spotlight for a period, what has been accomplished? Lamar has proved himself to be an even savvier operator than once thought, and the breakneck rudeness of "Euphoria," "Not Like Us," and Drake's "Family Matters" are going to remain a guilty thrill to listen to--but the meat of the dispute between these rappers has hardly been addressed. Surely misogyny and abuse will not disappear from society. Hip-hop probably won't revert to some purer, more righteous form of itself. Some people may even use this war of words to try to perpetuate the bloodiest tendencies of the genre's history; yesterday, a drive-by shooter injured one of Drake's bodyguards, for as-yet-unknown reasons.

The most likely legacy of this battle will be in accelerating the record industry's strategic use of gossip and metanarrative. Music was once a social, local art form that fostered cultural cohesion; now it's an on-demand utility that insulates people in their headphones. Commanding mass attention in this era is a difficult task, but the artists who are able to do so--Drake and Lamar, yes, as well as storytellers such as Swift and Olivia Rodrigo--make the internet feel like a village from our distant past. We can send strangers into the desert and feel some absolution, whether we've earned it or not.
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The Cases Against Trump: A Guide

Fraud. Hush money. Election subversion. Mar-a-Lago documents. One place to keep track of the presidential candidate's legal troubles.

by David A. Graham




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


Not long ago, the idea that a former president--or a major-party presidential nominee--would face serious legal jeopardy was nearly unthinkable. Today, merely keeping track of the many cases against Donald Trump requires a law degree, a great deal of attention, or both.

In all, Trump faces 91 felony counts across two state courts and two different federal districts, any of which could potentially produce a prison sentence. He has already lost a civil suit in New York that could hobble his business empire, as well as a pair of large defamation judgments. Meanwhile, he is the leading Republican candidate in the race to become the next president. Though the timelines for some of the cases are up in the air, he could be in the heat of the campaign at the same time that his legal fate is being decided.

David A. Graham: The end of Trump Inc.

Here's a summary of the major legal cases against Trump, including key dates, an assessment of the gravity of the charges, and expectations about how they could turn out. This guide will be updated regularly as the cases proceed.

New York State: Fraud

In the fall of 2022, New York Attorney General Letitia James filed a civil suit against Trump, his adult sons, and his former aide Allen Weisselberg, alleging a years-long scheme in which Trump fraudulently reported the value of properties in order to either lower his tax bill or improve the terms of his loans, all with an eye toward inflating his net worth.

When?
 Justice Arthur Engoron ruled on February 16 that Trump must pay $355 million plus interest, the calculated size of his ill-gotten gains from fraud. The judge had previously ruled against Trump and his co-defendants in late September 2023, concluding that many of the defendants' claims were "clearly" fraudulent--so clearly that he didn't need a trial to hear them.

How grave is the allegation? 
 Fraud is fraud, and in this case, the sum of the fraud stretched into the hundreds of millions--but compared with some of the other legal matters in which Trump is embroiled, this is a little pedestrian. The case was also civil rather than criminal. But although the stakes are lower for the nation, they remain high for Trump: The size of the penalty appears to be larger than Trump can easily pay, and he also faces a three-year ban on operating his company.

What happens now?
 Trump has appealed the case. On March 25, the day he was supposed to post bond, an appeals court reduced the amount he must post from more than $464 million to $175 million. He must appeal by this summer.

Manhattan: Defamation and Sexual Assault

Although these other cases are all brought by government entities, Trump also faced a pair of defamation suits from the writer E. Jean Carroll, who said that Trump sexually assaulted her in a department-store dressing room in the 1990s. When he denied it, she sued him for defamation and later added a battery claim.

When? 
 In May 2023, a jury concluded that Trump had sexually assaulted and defamed Carroll, and awarded her $5 million. A second defamation case produced an $83.3 million judgment in January 2024.

How grave was the allegation? 
 Although these cases didn't directly connect to the same fundamental issues of rule of law and democratic governance that some of the criminal cases do, they were a serious matter, and a federal judge's blunt statement that Trump raped Carroll has gone underappreciated.

What happens now? 
 Trump has appealed both cases, and he posted bond for the $83.3 million in March. During the second trial, he also continued to insult Carroll, which may have courted additional defamation suits.

Manhattan: Hush Money

In March 2023, Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg became the first prosecutor to bring felony charges against Trump, alleging that the former president falsified business records as part of a scheme to pay hush money to women who said they had had sexual relationships with Trump.

When? The trial began on April 15 and is currently in process. It could last a few more weeks.

How grave is the allegation?
 Falsifying records is a crime, and crime is bad. But many people have analogized this case to Al Capone's conviction on tax evasion: It's not that he didn't deserve it, but it wasn't really why he was an infamous villain. Prosecutors contend, however, that Trump aimed to corrupt elections by hiding information from voters. This case feels more minor, in part because other cases have set a grossly high standard for what constitutes gravity.

How plausible is a guilty verdict? 
 Though some critics were dismayed that this was the first criminal charge for Trump, it has overcome questions about statute of limitations and legal basis. Prosecutors are hoping a methodical case will convince jurors.

Department of Justice: Mar-a-Lago Documents

Jack Smith, a special counsel in the U.S. Justice Department, has charged Trump with 37 felonies in connection with his removal of documents from the White House when he left office. The charges include willful retention of national-security information, obstruction of justice, withholding of documents, and false statements. Trump took boxes of documents to properties, where they were stored haphazardly, but the indictment centers on his refusal to give them back to the government despite repeated requests.

David A. Graham: This indictment is different

When? 
 Smith filed charges in June 2023. On May 8, 2024, following several prior delays, Judge Aileen Cannon announced that she was indefinitely postponing the trial until preliminary issues could be resolved. Smith had most recently proposed a July trial. Smith faces a de facto deadline of January 20, 2025, at which point Trump or any Republican president would likely shut down a case.

How grave is the allegation? 
 These are, I have written, the stupidest crimes imaginable, but they are nevertheless very serious. Protecting the nation's secrets is one of the greatest responsibilities of any public official with classified clearance, and not only did Trump put these documents at risk, but he also (allegedly) refused to comply with a subpoena, tried to hide the documents, and lied to the government through his attorneys.

How plausible is a guilty verdict?
 This may be the most open-and-shut case, and the facts and legal theory here are pretty straightforward. But Smith seems to have drawn a short straw when he was randomly assigned Cannon, a Trump appointee who has repeatedly ruled favorably for Trump on procedural matters. Some legal commentators have even accused her of "sabotaging" the case.

Fulton County: Election Subversion

In Fulton County, Georgia, which includes most of Atlanta, District Attorney Fani Willis brought a huge racketeering case against Trump and 18 others, alleging a conspiracy that spread across weeks and states with the aim of stealing the 2020 election.

When? 
 Willis obtained the indictment in August 2023. The number of people charged makes the case unwieldy and difficult to track. Several of them, including Kenneth Chesebro, Sidney Powell, and Jenna Ellis, struck plea deals in the fall. Willis has proposed a trial date of August 5, 2024, for the remaining defendants, but that may be delayed.

How grave is the allegation? 
 More than any other case, this one attempts to reckon with the full breadth of the assault on democracy following the 2020 election.

How plausible is a guilty verdict? 
 Expert views differ. This is a huge case for a local prosecutor, even in a county as large as Fulton, to bring. The racketeering law allows Willis to sweep in a great deal of material, and she has some strong evidence--such as a call in which Trump asked Georgia Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger to "find" some 11,000 votes. Three major plea deals from co-defendants may also ease Willis's path, but getting a jury to convict Trump will still be a challenge. The case has also been hurt by the revelation of a romantic relationship between Willis and an attorney she hired as a special prosecutor. On March 15, Judge Scott McAfee declined to throw out the indictment, but he sharply castigated Willis.

Department of Justice: Election Subversion

Special Counsel Smith has also charged Trump with four federal felonies in connection with his attempt to remain in power after losing the 2020 election. This case is in court in Washington, D.C.

When? 
 A grand jury indicted Trump on August 1, 2023. The trial was originally scheduled for March 4 but is now on hold pending a Supreme Court decision on whether the former president should be immune to prosecution. The window for a trial to occur before the election is narrowing quickly. As with the other DOJ case, time is of the essence for Smith, because Trump or any other Republican president could shut down a case upon taking office in January 2025.

David A. Graham: Trump attempted a brazen, dead-serious attack on American democracy

How grave is the allegation? 
 This case rivals the Fulton County one in importance. It is narrower, focusing just on Trump and a few key elements of the paperwork coup, but the symbolic weight of the U.S. Justice Department prosecuting an attempt to subvert the American election system is heavy.

How plausible is a guilty verdict? 
 It's very hard to say. Smith avoided some of the more unconventional potential charges, including aiding insurrection, and everyone watched much of the alleged crime unfold in public in real time, but no precedent exists for a case like this, with a defendant like this.



Additionally ...

In more than 30 states, cases were filed over whether Trump should be thrown off the 2024 ballot under a novel legal theory about the Fourteenth Amendment. Proponents, including J. Michael Luttig and Laurence H. Tribe in The Atlantic, argued that the former president is ineligible to serve again under a clause that disqualifies anyone who took an oath defending the Constitution and then subsequently participated in a rebellion or an insurrection. They said that Trump's attempt to steal the 2020 election and his incitement of the January 6 riot meet the criteria.

When?
 Authorities in several states ruled that Trump should be removed from the ballot, and the former president appealed to the Supreme Court. The justices ruled unanimously on March 4 that states could not remove Trump from the ballot. The conservative majority (over strenuous liberal objections) also closed the door on a post-election disqualification by Congress without specific legislation.

How grave is the allegation?
 In a sense, the claim made here was even graver than the criminal election-subversion cases filed against Trump by the U.S. Department of Justice and in Fulton County, Georgia, because neither of those cases alleges insurrection or rebellion. But the stakes were also much different--rather than criminal conviction, they concern the ability to serve as president.

What happens next?
 The question of disqualification seems to now be closed, with Trump set to appear on the ballot in every state.
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        Photos: Deadly Flooding in Southern Brazil
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            For more than a week now, torrential rainfall in Brazil's southern state of Rio Grande do Sul has swollen rivers, triggered landslides, and caused widespread flooding. More than 90 deaths have been blamed on the flooding, with another 130 people listed as missing. Rescue efforts continue across the state and in the hard-hit city of Porto Alegre. The intense rains have abated for the moment, but flooding rivers continue to rise downstream, forcing thousands to seek shelter and assistance.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Floodwater covers the courtyard of a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the flooded Mario Quintana Cultural Center, in Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, on May 5, 2024.
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                [image: Floodwater flows toward houses past street lights and signs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Floodwater from the overflowing Jacui River passes through a neighborhood in Eldorado do Sul, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: People stand on a street holding umbrellas while looking toward a flooded road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents observe a flooded street at the city center of Sao Sebastiao do Cai, Brazil, on May 2, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Anselmo Cunha / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of part of a city along a river that has flooded]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of flooded areas in Encantado city, Brazil, seen on May 1, 2024
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                [image: Several people and two small dogs are helped off the back of a truck during a rainstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents remain inside an army truck after being rescued at the city center of Sao Sebastiao do Cai on May 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a soccer stadium, its field flooded, surrounded by floodwater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the flooded Beira-Rio stadium, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, on May 7, 2024
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                [image: A small boat travels down a flooded road, creating a wake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boat navigates a flooded street after heavy rain in Canoas, Brazil, on May 8, 2024.
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                [image: Black smoke rises above buildings, with a fire truck parked in a flooded street nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke rises after an explosion at a flooded petrol station in Porto Alegre on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of two people wading through floodwater, guiding a small inflatable boat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rescue-team members guide an inflatable boat through the flooded streets as rescue efforts continue at the Menino Deus neighborhood on May 7, 2024, in Porto Alegre, Brazil.
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                [image: A car sits partially submerged in floodwater alongside damaged houses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A flood-damaged house in the Sarandi neighborhood of Porto Alegre, Brazil, seen on May 3, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Anselmo Cunha / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Police officers escort two handcuffed people through knee-deep floodwater as a crowd gathers around them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals try to beat two men, arrested by the police, who were allegedly robbing houses, following flooding due to heavy rains in the Sarandi neighborhood of Porto Alegre, on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of people rescuing others in a flooded area using small boats and a truck]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aerial view of flooded streets during a rescue operation in the Sarandi neighborhood on May 5, 2024
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                [image: People rest on mattresses and cots set up inside a gymnasium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flood evacuees stay in a shelter set up in a state gymnasium in Porto Alegre on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Flooding covers roads along a shoreline and beneath highway overpasses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Floodwater covers part of the center of Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: Partially submerged vehicles sit in a flooded parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Partially submerged vehicles sit in a flooded parking lot in Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: People move through a flooded street on small boats or by wading in waist-deep water. One person rides a stand-up paddleboard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man paddles a board among others in a flooded neighborhood in Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooded soccer stadium]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the flooded Gremio Arena, in Porto Alegre, seen on May 5, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooded neighborhood, including an amusement park]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a flooded area, including an amusement park, in Canoas, a municipality north of Porto Alegre, taken on May 7, 2024
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                [image: A woman cradling a dog wades through a flooded street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman cradling a dog wades through a street flooded after heavy rain in Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several people and a dog row down a flooded street in a small boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals move in boats following flooding in Porto Alegre, seen on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flood-damaged neighborhood with many buildings entirely wiped away]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of houses destroyed by floods in Roca Sales, Brazil, on May 5, 2024
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                [image: A soldier evacuates a small dog from a flooded area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A soldier evacuates a dog from a flooded area in Porto Alegre on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people sit on pavement outside a store with their various mobile devices plugged into many outlets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People charge their mobile phones outside a drug store in the historic center of Porto Alegre on May 8, 2024, after torrential storms devastated areas in the southern Rio Grande do Sul State.
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                [image: Several people walk on muddy roads past flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk through a flood-damaged section of Roca Sales, Brazil, on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: A man carries an older person past a building through thigh-deep floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A volunteer rescues Carmelina Castro, 79, from a flooded area in the Cidade Baixa neighborhood of Porto Alegre, on May 8, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Anselmo Cunha / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    
  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 Absurdity of Believing China's Great at Protecting Kids Online

Lawmakers have argued that the Chinese internet is better for kids. They're wrong.

by Louise Matsakis




Over the past week, I've spent several hours scrolling through Douyin, the Chinese version of TikTok also owned by ByteDance. Both apps are governed by a central algorithm that recommends videos to users based on their interests and behavior. Here is what I saw one morning in the order it was fed to me: a video of an influencer wearing glittery thigh-high stockings posing for a photo shoot, a livestream broadcast of a girl who appeared to be using editing software that made her breasts look comically enormous, a clip from a samurai-themed video game, a day in the life vlog of a single woman living in Tokyo, and a video of a boxing match between two attractive women wearing sports bras.



The content I watched on Douyin was often maximized for shock value, but it was also frequently funny or insightful. In other words, it largely mirrored what can be found on the American version of TikTok, although notably, I didn't see political videos or criticism of the Chinese government. What was readily apparent is that Douyin is not the sanitized utopia that some commentators have described. "In China, TikTok has a comparable product that promotes educational videos on math & science to kids. In America, they're promoting videos on eating Tide Pods," Republican Senator Ted Cruz wrote on X in March. "China's version of TikTok celebrates academic achievements, athletic achievements, it's all science projects," Joe Rogan said on his podcast in 2022. The venture capitalist Vinod Khosla called TikTok "programmable fentanyl," while Douyin, he said, amounted to "spinach for Chinese kids."



These comparisons are grossly exaggerated, and the truth is that kids in China regularly view content on Douyin that may be dangerous or harmful, just as kids around the world do on TikTok and every other large internet platform. But there's something more perplexing--and, frankly, alarming--about this line of thinking, and the extent to which people have begun to imply that Americans can learn lessons from how the internet is regulated in China, where an oppressive regime regularly blocks foreign-owned apps and censors what information citizens can access on the internet.



"China is much more thoughtful and protective of its young people" when it comes to social media, Democratic Senator Chris Murphy said at an event earlier this year. "The fact that China has been far more effective in protecting its children from the excesses of technology should make western legislators think," the British journalist Camilla Cavendish wrote in the Financial Times around the same time, adding, "We are hardly going to win the battle with China over artificial intelligence, or anything else, if we raise a generation of zombies."



What rarely gets mentioned in these discussions, however, is the fact that the Chinese government has built the most comprehensive digital surveillance system in the world, which it primarily uses not to protect children, but to squash any form of dissent that may threaten the power of the Chinese Communist Party. "Everybody exists in a censored environment, and so what gets censored for kids is just one step on top of what gets censored for adults," Jeremy Daum, a senior research scholar at Yale Law School's Paul Tsai China Center and the founder of the site China Law Translate, told me.

Read: America lost the plot with TikTok

It should set off warning bells for Americans that many states have explored legislation limiting internet access for minors in ways that mirror what China has done. Last week, the Supreme Court refused to block a controversial law in Texas that would require pornography sites to verify a user's age with a government-issued ID or other means before they access sexually explicit content. At least half a dozen states have passed similar age-verification laws recently. Related bills--governing not just pornography, but also basic access to social media--are pending in some 30 different states and Puerto Rico, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures.



Although creating obstacles to prevent children from stumbling upon sexual material or signing up for TikTok without their parents' consent may seem justifiable, the courts have held for decades that forcing adults to verify their age puts an undue burden on the right to access constitutionally protected speech online. Before, we might have expected the Supreme Court to recognize the First Amendment issues at hand and "affirm its previous position that the speech rights of adults outweigh the potential harms to minors," the journalist Casey Newton recently wrote. "But it's not clear that we can do so any longer."



China, however, doesn't have free-speech concerns, and has spent the past 20 years building and iterating on an elaborate system for confirming the name and age of every internet user, slowly chipping away at the ability to remain anonymous online. The real-name-registration system in the country requires companies to verify the identity of each person who signs up to use a social-media platform or discussion forum. People also need to show a form of identification to purchase a new SIM card, which allows the Chinese government to try to keep track of who is connected to every phone number. Unlike in the U.S., you can't just walk into a Walgreens in China and pick up an anonymous burner phone. "There is a structural way to verify age that has been embedded in the system for a long time," Kendra Schaefer, a partner at the research firm Trivium China, told me. "That technical foundation doesn't exist here."



The urge to figure out how to protect young people online is, of course, understandable. Many experts worry that children are experiencing profoundly negative side effects from social media, and much of what China has done in this area is part of a sincere attempt to address the same concerns shared by parents everywhere. In this light, it's tempting to argue that America could also reasonably trade everyone's digital privacy in exchange for keeping kids safe. But we can look at what has happened in China and see the obvious problem with that logic: It would trap the U.S. in a never-ending game of whack-a-mole.



Four years ago, Beijing started cracking down on video-game companies, and it now prohibits kids from gaming for more than just three hours most weeks--one hour each on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. But roughly a year after the rules were put in place, nearly a third of youth gamers in China readily admitted that they were still playing for more than three hours each week, including outside the approved time slots, according to a survey by the market-research firm Niko Partners. The findings reflect what any parent already knows to be true: Teenagers figure out how to break the rules.

Read: Welcome to the TikTok meltdown

One work-around they relied on is buying SIM cards on the illegal black market that were already linked to the identity of an adult, or they simply got their parents or older siblings to sign in for them. These loopholes prompted major game publishers like Tencent to build stringent facial-recognition systems that could be used to root out underage users. In 2022, Tencent announced that people 55 and older would need to scan their face before playing popular mobile games at night to ensure that their grandchildren weren't using their phones. Why would the U.S. want to go down a path that has resulted in the need for grandmas to pass a facial-recognition test before they can play Candy Crush?



But critics of TikTok are probably right in saying that educational content is more popular on the Chinese version of the app, though not necessarily because of anything ByteDance has done. Rui Ma, the founder of the technology-investment consulting firm Tech Buzz China, told me that Western commentators often fail to appreciate how intense the culture around academic achievement is in China and the ways that is reflected on social media. Kids who are put under enormous pressure to get good grades, in other words, might be more interested in videos related to studying than their American peers.



"The entire system is already set up to support studying over play, and yet, it is still a very difficult problem for parents to get their kids to stop playing video games and wasting time on the phone," Ma said. On that count, at least, China and the U.S. see eye to eye.
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The Nudes Internet

The slow sexualization of everything online

by Jane Coaston




The internet may be, as the 2003 musical Avenue Q put it, constructed for pornography, but the website formerly known as Twitter has become overwhelmed by it. Almost any post on X, no matter how anodyne, generates replies that say "NUDES IN BIO" or feature actual pornography. I posted recently about the History Channel series Alone, a reality-television show in which people are left to their own devices and occasionally ward off bears, and among the responses was a spam image that displayed the entirety of one (extremely flexible) woman's genitalia.

The constant and absolutely unavoidable nudes on X are partially the product of a spam operation, the purpose of which appears to be, as with any spam operation on the internet, to eventually separate some poor user from their money. But they also perfectly embody what I call the nudes internet: a space in which everything--every ad, meme, and argument--is reduced to sex. Not actual sexual intercourse, mind you. Not even the omnipresent "NUDES IN BIO" spam ads promise that you, the humble clicker upon the ad, will actually get to have sex with the woman in the picture. Rather, on the nudes internet, sex means power and worth, and the goal is to accumulate it, for no reason but to have it, like an expensive couch that is impossible to sit on. Thus, the procurement of sex, the display of sex, sex as a competitive market place, sex as an economic vehicle, sex as a cure-all, sex as a moral cudgel--the nudes internet is less about sex itself and more about what it symbolizes.

From the December 2018 issue: Why are young people having so little sex?

The problem with the nudes internet is not actually the nudes in my mentions, even though the nudes are incredibly, unspeakably irritating--if I post about the NFL or the Bible, my greatest wish is not to see AI-generated labia in the responses. Rather, the problem is the sexualization of absolutely everything that takes place within the nudes internet, which is now leaking out into the broader internet. You can find it in the comments section on an innocuous Instagram post or YouTube video. You can find it in the diatribes of conservative commentators furious that college students aren't sexy anymore, or that teens aren't having sex in the backseat of cars anymore. Or in the left-leaning publications that firmly believe we'd all be hornier if we just had sexier movie stars and mitigated the intervention of the market.

Where did this all come from? Interest in sex--even crass public discussion of sex--is hardly novel. I grew up in the 1990s, when the Clinton impeachment scandal, lad mags, girl power, and evangelical purity culture combined to create an environment in which female sexual availability was simultaneously desired and disgusting. But the nudes internet is different. As culture has moved online, the entrance fee for all kinds of cultural activity has become a kind of performance--not actually having sex, but it is imperative looking like, and sounding like, you could.

Over the past decade, three big changes in internet culture have had a particularly big impact. The first is the rise of OnlyFans. In 2016, the British entrepreneur Timothy Stokely launched the platform that connects creators of content (including sexual content) to people willing to pay to see it and occasionally interact with the creator. While some content creators on OnlyFans are YouTubers, sports figures, and influencers, many do create sexual content for their subscribers. The platform rewarded those content creators for commercializing their social-media interactions--and because they could be literally anyone, brought the marketing of sex into more mainstream spaces.

The second is also driven by a flourishing internet subculture that builds on old-school pickup artists. Pickup artistry gamifies getting women (referred to as "targets") to sleep with men (referred to as "closing"). Eric Weber's How to Pick Up Girls! was published in 1971. But a new breed of social-media influencer has discovered that peddling such advice can be extremely lucrative. They tell their followers that having sex with women is among life's primary purposes, and that women themselves are easily manipulated at best and duplicitous schemers at worst. The object is not the sex but the pursuit and the outward performance of sex, getting to be viewed as the man who has sex with as many women as possible.

The pickup artists selling programs for men looking to have casual sex have developed a distinctive language: 5s and 6s or "mid" to refer to women whose appearance is passable (to them), Chads and Staceys to refer to the idealized, largely imaginary men and the women those idealized men are purportedly privileged to sleep with, and the popular "304" (the digits typed into a calculator then viewed upside down look like the word hoe) to describe any woman, doing anything, anywhere, ever.

The third and most recent change is Elon Musk's purchase of Twitter. He made changes to the platform so that virality paid actual money to users willing to purchase a blue check mark. Nothing goes viral faster than something about sex. As other users began to adopt the language of OnlyFans creators and pickup-artist influencers, the nudes internet reached escape velocity.

Read: The ugly honesty of Elon Musk's Twitter rebrand

No one is sexually freer or more sexually satisfied because everyone online is yelling about how the breasts of a young actress ended "wokeness." Instead, sexiness has become yet another role that people online, and even offline, must perform. The internet is a place awash in the idea of sex as a scourge, goal, and a thing you Absolutely Must Get or Else You Are Worthless (unless you happen to be a young woman, in which case you must appear to be sexually desirable but ideally never have sex, but not seem like you never have sex, lest you appear "frigid"). Everyone should be hot enough for you to want to have sex with them, and everything--people, products, movies--should be sexy. None of this facilitates the having of actual sex by actual human beings; instead, the nudes internet is built on the belief that being sexy, or more important, being seen as sexy, is just how you keep score in life.

The cure for the nudes internet is to emphasize an alternative--an internet in which the pursuit and performance of sex and sexiness is not the primary purpose of being alive. As a young woman told a Los Angeles Times reporter who was writing about why Gen Z is having less sex than previous generations, "Maybe you don't have to have sex all the time. Maybe if you're doing other things in your life, and you've got other priorities, or you just don't feel like it, that can be a good enough answer."
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No One Knows What Universities Are For

Bureaucratic bloat has siphoned power away from instructors and researchers.

by Derek Thompson




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

Last month, the Pomona College economist Gary N. Smith calculated that the number of tenured and tenure-track professors at his school declined from 1990 to 2022, while the number of administrators nearly sextupled in that period. "Happily, there is a simple solution," Smith wrote in a droll Washington Post column. In the tradition of Jonathan Swift, his modest proposal called to get rid of all faculty and students at Pomona so that the college could fulfill its destiny as an institution run by and for nonteaching bureaucrats. At the very least, he said, "the elimination of professors and students would greatly improve most colleges' financial position."

Administrative growth isn't unique to Pomona. In 2014, the political scientist Benjamin Ginsberg published The Fall of the Faculty: The Rise of the All-Administrative University and Why It Matters, in which he bemoaned the multi-decade expansion of "administrative blight." From the early 1990s to 2009, administrative positions at colleges and universities grew 10 times faster than tenured-faculty positions, according to Department of Education data. Although administrative positions grew especially quickly at private universities and colleges, public institutions are not immune to the phenomenon. In the University of California system, the number of managers and senior professionals swelled by 60 percent from 2004 to 2014. 

How and why did this happen? Some of this growth reflects benign, and perhaps positive, changes to U.S. higher education. More students are applying to college today, and their needs are more diverse than those of previous classes. Today's students have more documented mental-health challenges. They take out more student loans. Expanded college-sports participation requires more athletic staff. Increased federal regulations require new departments, such as disability offices and quasi-legal investigation teams for sexual-assault complaints. As the modern college has become more complex and multifarious, there are simply more jobs to do. And the need to raise money to pay for those jobs requires larger advancement and alumni-relations offices--meaning even more administration.

But many of these jobs have a reputation for producing little outside of meeting invites. "I often ask myself, What do these people actually do?," Ginsberg told me last week. "I think they spend much of their day living in an alternate universe called Meeting World. I think if you took every third person with vice associate or assistant in their title, and they disappeared, nobody would notice."

In an email to me, Smith, the Pomona economist, said the biggest factor driving the growth of college admin was a phenomenon he called empire building. Administrators are emotionally and financially rewarded if they can hire more people beneath them, and those administrators, in time, will want to increase their own status by hiring more people underneath them. Before long, a human pyramid of bureaucrats has formed to take on jobs of dubious utility. And this can lead to an explosion of new mandates that push the broader institution toward confusion and incoherence.

The world has more pressing issues than overstaffing at America's colleges. But it's nonetheless a real problem that could be a factor in rising college costs. After all, higher education is a labor-intensive industry in which worker compensation is driving inflation, and for much of the 21st century, compensation costs grew fastest among noninstructional professional positions. Some of these job cuts could result in lower graduation rates or reduced quality of life on campus. Many others might go unnoticed by students and faculty. In the 2018 book Bullshit Jobs: A Theory, David Graeber drew on his experience as a college professor to excoriate college admin jobs that were "so completely pointless, unnecessary, or pernicious that even the employee cannot justify its existence even though, as part of the conditions of employment, the employee feels obliged to pretend that this is not the case."

Another reason to care about the growth of university bureaucracy is that it siphons power away from instructors and researchers at institutions that are--theoretically--dedicated to instruction and research. In the past few decades, many schools have hired more part-time faculty, including adjunct professors, to keep up with teaching demands, while their full-time-staff hires have disproportionately been for administration positions. As universities shift their resources toward admin, they don't just create resentment among faculty; they may constrict the faculty's academic freedom.

"Take something like diversity, equity, and inclusion," Ginsberg said. "Many colleges who adopt DEI principles have left-liberal faculty who, of course, are in favor of the principles of DEI, in theory," he said. But the logic of a bureaucracy is to take any mission and grow its power indefinitely, whether or not such growth serves the underlying institution. "Before long, many schools create provosts for diversity, and for equity, and for inclusion. These provosts hold lots of meetings. They create a set of principles. They tell faculty to update their syllabi to be consistent with new principles devised in those meetings. And so, before long, you've built an administrative body that is directly intruding on the core function of teaching."

Bureaucratic growth has a shadow self: mandate inflation. More college bureaucrats lead to new mandates for the organization, such as developing new technology in tech-transfer offices, advancing diversity in humanities classes through DEI offices, and ensuring inclusive living standards through student-affairs offices. As these missions become more important to the organization, they require more hires. Over time, new hires may request more responsibility and create new subgroups, which create even more mandates. Before long, a once-focused organization becomes anything but.

In sociology, this sort of muddle has a name. It is goal ambiguity--a state of confusion, or conflicting expectations, for what an organization should do or be. The modern university now has so many different jobs to do that it can be hard to tell what its priorities are, Gabriel Rossman, a sociologist at UCLA, told me. "For example, what is UCLA's mission?" he said. "Research? Undergraduate teaching? Graduate teaching? Health care? Patents? Development? For a slightly simpler question, what about individual faculty? When I get back to my office, what should I spend my time on: my next article, editing my lecture notes, doing a peer review, doing service, or advancing diversity? Who knows."

Goal ambiguity might be a natural by-product of modern institutions trying to be everything to everyone. But eventually, they'll pay the price. Any institution that finds itself promoting a thousand priorities at once may find it difficult to promote any one of them effectively. In a crisis, goal ambiguity may look like fecklessness or hypocrisy.

George Packer: The campus-left occupation that broke higher education

For example, in the past few years, many elite colleges and universities have cast themselves as "anti-racist" and "decolonial" enterprises that hire "scholar activists" as instructors and publish commentary on news controversies, as if they were editorial boards that happened to collect tuition. This rebranding has set schools up for failure as they navigate the Gaza-war protests. When former Harvard President Claudine Gay declined to tell Congress that calls for Jewish genocide were automatic violations of the school's rules of harassment, she might not have caused a stir--if Harvard had a reputation for accommodating even radical examples of political speech. But Gay's statements stood in lurid contrast to the university's unambiguous condemnation of students and professors who had offended other minority groups. This apparent hypocrisy was goal ambiguity collapsing under the weight of its own contradictions: one mandate to police offensive speech versus another mandate to allow activist groups to speak offensively.

Confronted with the Gaza-war protests, colleges are again struggling to balance competing priorities: free speech, the safety of students and staff, and basic school functions, such as the ability to walk to a lecture hall. That would be hard enough if they hadn't sent the message to students that protesting was an integral part of the university experience. As Tyler Austin Harper wrote in The Atlantic, university administrators have spent years "recruiting social-justice-minded students and faculty to their campuses under the implicit, and often explicit, promise that activism is not just welcome but encouraged." But once these administrators got exactly what they asked for--a campus-wide display of social-justice activism--they realized that aesthetic rebelliousness and actual rebellion don't mix well, in their opinion. So they called the cops.

Complex organizations need to do a lot of different jobs to appease their various stakeholders, and they need to hire people to do those jobs. But there is a value to institutional focus, and the past few months have shown just how destabilizing it is for colleges and universities to not have a clear sense of their priorities or be able to make those priorities transparent to faculty, students, donors, and the broader world. The ultimate problem isn't just that too many administrators can make college expensive. It's that too many administrative functions can make college institutionally incoherent.
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Taxpayers Are About to Subsidize a Lot More Sports Stadiums

You would think that three decades' worth of evidence would put an end to giving taxpayer money to wealthy sports owners. Unfortunately, you would be wrong.

by Dan Moore




Updated at 10:46 a.m. ET on May 8, 2024

Open a map of the United States. Select a big city at random. Chances are, it has recently approved or is on the verge of approving a lavish, taxpayer-funded stadium project for one or more of its local sports teams. This is true in Las Vegas, where the team currently known as the Oakland Athletics will soon be playing in a new ballpark up the street from the home of the NFL's Raiders, also formerly of Oakland. Combined, the two stadiums will end up receiving more than $1.1 billion in public funding, not counting tax breaks. Something similar is happening in Chicago, where Jerry Reinsdorf, owner of the White Sox, wants roughly $1 billion in public funding for a new stadium in the South Loop, while the Halas-McCaskey family, which owns the Bears, is requesting $2.4 billion for a new football stadium on the lakefront. Likewise in Cleveland, which has one of the nation's highest childhood poverty rates, as well as in Phoenix, Philadelphia, and St. Louis. In Buffalo, the Bills recently received $850 million for new digs, and in Nashville, politicians approved a record $1.26 billion subsidy for the Titans.

Economic research is unequivocal: These subsidies are a boondoggle for taxpayers, who have spent nearly $30 billion on stadiums over the past 34 years, not counting property-tax exemptions or federal revenues lost to tax-exempt municipal bonds. Stadiums do not come close to generating enough economic activity to pay back the public investment involved in building them--especially when they're coupled with lease agreements that funnel revenue back to owners or allow teams to play in the stadiums rent-free. Even as an investment in your city's stores of community spirit, stadium subsidies at this price are hard to justify. As the economist J. C. Bradbury told the Associated Press, "When you ask economists if we should fund sports stadiums, they can't say 'no' fast enough."

Read: Sports stadiums are a bad deal for cities

You would think that three decades' worth of evidence would be enough to put an end to the practice of subsidizing sports stadiums. Unfortunately, you would be wrong. America finds itself on the brink of the biggest, most expensive publicly-funded-stadium boom ever, and the results will not be any better this time around.

Until the 1980s, super-rich sports franchise owners generally did not seek or receive extravagant public subsidies. Three events changed that. First, in 1982, Al Davis, the Raiders' owner, left Oakland for Los Angeles because officials refused to fund renovations to the Oakland Coliseum, which the city had built in the '60s. (They would later cave on this; the Raiders returned to Oakland in 1995, lured by public funds.) Second, in 1984, Robert Irsay, the owner of the Baltimore Colts, moved the team to Indiana after being offered a sweetheart deal at the publicly funded Hoosier Dome. Finally, a few years later, Maryland approved hundreds of millions of dollars in public funding--along with a historically lopsided lease agreement--for a new stadium for the Orioles, who were now Baltimore's only remaining team. (The Ravens wouldn't exist until 1996.) "If you want to save the Orioles," Maryland House Speaker R. Clayton Mitchell said at the time, "you have to give them this kind of lease."

Camden Yards turned out to be beautiful--a downtown shrine of hand-laid brick and cast-iron gates that evoked the odd-angled "Golden Age" of American ballpark design. Major League Baseball, sportswriters, and obliging local politicians were also quick to credit Camden Yards with spurring a revival of Baltimore's downtown--and, with it, of inspired downtowns elsewhere. "No longer would communities across America build stadiums devoid of character," Major League Baseball mythologized in a press release celebrating the park's 30th anniversary, "but instead would build them to flow seamlessly in existing and historic neighborhoods, playing key roles in the revitalization of urban America." This turned out to be a trap; now politicians could convince themselves that capitulating to team owners was sound public policy. Never mind that, in Baltimore's case, Camden ultimately didn't do all that much reviving. (The neighborhoods surrounding Camden Yards actually shed employers in the decades after the park opened, while unemployment and crime rose, according to Bloomberg.) Owners have made the idea central to the way they sell stadium projects ever since.

In the early '90s, for example, boosters pitched Cleveland's Jacobs Field in a newspaper ad that promised "$33.7 million in public revenues every year" along with "28,000 good-paying jobs for the jobless" and "$15 million a year for schools for our children." Now, here's how Dave Kaval, president of the Oakland A's, described the benefits of the $855 million subsidy that the A's were trying to extract from Oakland, in 2021, before the team decided to relocate to Las Vegas: "Seven billion dollars in economic impact. 6,000 permanent and mostly union jobs. 3,000 construction jobs. We're building more than a ballpark here."

Read: Stadiums have gotten downright dystopian

Stadiums don't actually do these things. The jobs they create are seasonal and low-wage. They tend not to increase commercial property values or encourage much in the way of economic activity, besides a bit of increased spending in bars and restaurants surrounding the venue--which is mostly being substituted for dollars that were previously being spent elsewhere. Tax revenues attributable to stadiums fall well short of recouping the public's investment. Economically speaking, stadium subsidies mostly just transfer wealth from taxpayers to the owners of sports franchises.

This became clear to economists early into the previous subsidy boom. For a time, cities and states appeared to have wised up. Taxpayers covered 68 percent of the costs of major sports venues built or renovated between 1992 and 2008, but only 31 percent of the costs from 2009 to 2020, according to research that Victor Matheson, an economist at the College of Holy Cross, shared with The Athletic. Unfortunately, this turned out to be just a lull. Team owners tend to demand stadium upgrades at the end of their leases, which typically last 30 years. Camden Yards, which spurred the last subsidy boom, was built 32 years ago. We are merely reentering stadium-subsidy season.

This time, the costs promise to be even higher, the consequences even more depressing. As the expense of stadium construction has gone up, so has the size of the subsidies owners ask for--along with the shamelessness and determination with which they seek them out. That's one reason so many teams have threatened to relocate in just the past few months. The American major leagues are all more profitable than they've ever been--Major League Baseball alone made a record $11.6 billion in 2023, the NFL $19 billion--while individual teams are more valuable, thanks in part to subsidies. As Matheson told me in 2022, "Any time a team gets a new stadium, you immediately see its valuation rise."

The situation presents a classic collective-action problem. American cities would all be better off if stadium subsidies disappeared. But individual political leaders seem to be afraid to buck the trend unilaterally, lest they be blamed for the departure of a beloved franchise.

The obvious solution is federal legislation. A good start would be to reverse the existing, obscure statutory provision that helped make the stadium-subsidy cycle possible. Congress made interest on municipal bonds tax-exempt in 1913 in order to encourage public infrastructure spending. The intention was not to finance private construction, and in the 1986 Tax Reform Act, Congress tried to cut off that form of misappropriation. What the law should have done was simply revoke access to tax-exempt bonds for use on private projects, such as stadiums. Instead, it left a loophole. It enabled state and local governments to issue tax-exempt bonds for private projects as long as they finance at least 90 percent of the cost of the project themselves and pay no more than 10 percent of the debt service using revenues generated by the project. Essentially, a city could access the bonds only if it was willing to drain its own funds for the benefit of sports-franchise owners. The assumption was that no city would be stupid enough to accept such a bad bargain--but that assumption turned out to be deeply mistaken. Lawmakers have introduced bills seeking to correct the oversight several times over the years, but none has become law.

In the meantime, change is up to sports fans. As beloved as sports are in America, socializing stadium construction remains unpopular. Indeed, when stadium subsidies are put to voters, many of them fail, as a referendum on a sales-tax extension to pay for new stadiums for the Chiefs and Royals recently did in Kansas City. Some groups, such as the Coalition to Stop the Arena at Potomac Yard, which organized against a proposed $1.5 billion subsidy for Ted Leonsis, the owner of the Washington Wizards and Washington Capitals, have recently even managed to stop subsidized projects before that point. "Teams need a place to play, and if local governments told them to pay a fair rent or go pound sand, owners would have little choice but to go along," Neil deMause, a co-author of Field of Schemes: How the Great Stadium Swindle Turns Public Money Into Private Profit, told me.

Matt Connolly: Enjoy your awful basketball team, Virginia

Telling owners to pound sand, however, would require cities, and fans, to call a billionaire's bluff. That is no small thing. Teams don't usually relocate, but when they do, it's painful; as an Oakland sports fan, I know this from experience. I empathize with the impulse to tell politicians to do whatever it takes to keep a team. Especially when I think of all the A's games I won't be able to take my son to.

But "whatever it takes" is an untenable stance, especially when the bill from last time has not yet fully been paid, and the likelihood of a return on the investment is so demonstrably dubious. In Alameda County, where I live, taxpayers are still paying off the debt issued to renovate the Oakland Coliseum in 1995. When the tab is finally settled, the subsidy will have cost us $350 million, paid for mostly out of the general fund. In that time, Oakland has contended with several historic budget shortfalls and struggled to address its competing crises, including homelessness and rising crime. Giving $855 million to John Fisher, the A's owner, would not have solved these problems. The evidence suggests, in fact, that it would have only made things worse. One wonders how much more evidence will have accumulated 30 years from now, when the next subsidy boom threatens to begin.
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Listen to What They're Chanting

A close look at the words being shouted at protests on campuses across the country reveals why some see the pro-Palestinian cause as so threatening.

by Judith Shulevitz


Demonstrators at a protest encampment at George Washington University on May 2 (Nathan Howard / Reuters)



If you want to gauge whether a protest chant is genocidal or anti-Semitic or disagreeable in any other way, you have to pay attention to more than the words. A chant is a performance, not a text. A leader initiates a call-and-response or else yells into a bullhorn, eliciting roars from the crowd. Hands clap, feet stomp, drums are beaten. The chanting creates a rhythm that can induce a sort of hypnosis, fusing individuals into a movement. The beat should be no more sophisticated than Bum-bah bum-bah bum-bah bum-bah, as in, "There is only one solution! Intifada, revolution!" To claim that a chant means only what it says is like asserting that a theatrical production is the same as a script.

You can start with the words, though. Take the chant about intifada revolution. Etymologically, intifada denotes a shaking-off, but in contemporary Arabic, it means an uprising: For instance, a 1952 uprising in Iraq against the Hashemite monarchy is referred to in Arabic as an intifada. But in English, including in English-language dictionaries and encyclopedias, the word refers primarily to two periods of sustained Palestinian revolt, the First and Second Intifadas. The first, which ran from 1987 to 1993, involved protests and acts of civil disobedience and was relatively peaceful, at least compared with the second, from 2000 to 2005, which featured Palestinian suicide bombings and targeted reprisal killings by Israeli forces; more than a thousand Israelis died in 138 suicide attacks. These intifadas received so much international press coverage that surely everyone in the world to whom the word means anything at all thinks of them first. The more general idea of insurrection can only be a poor second.

If that's the association, then intifada is not a phrase that would indicate genocidal intent. Total casualties on both sides during these earlier periods of conflict run to somewhere between 6,000 and 7,000. At its most innocuous, though, it still implies violence. In the context of this particular chant, it might imply much more than that. Revolution doubles and intensifies intifada--an uprising is the beginning of a fight; a revolution is the wholesale destruction of a social order. "There is only one solution": This has been deemed offensive on the grounds that "solution" evokes the Final Solution, the term used to describe the German decision to kill all Jews during World War II. The more salient point, it seems to me, is that the declaration rejects the idea that there is a political path to peace. It says that diplomacy is not an option, and compromise is not a possibility.

Of course, that's just the chant on the page. The chant on college campuses is one slogan among many, taking on meaning from those that come before and after it. And, at the same time, it may be uttered by people who don't care what they're saying. At any given march or rally, some number of participants will have shown up in order to show up, to signal membership in a movement that they identify with much more than they agree with. When the protesters aren't directly affected by the matter they're protesting, the politics of identity frequently supersede the politics of ideas, as Nate Silver pointed out in his Substack newsletter last week. Participating in a political action becomes a way of fitting in, and a chant is the price of admission. As the police enter campus after campus, I'm guessing that the chants also channel rage at the authorities. "Free Palestine!," sure, but also, Free my friends!

And yet, the plain meaning of a chant has an impact, even if the chanters aren't fully aware of it. A chant is particularly effective when its message echoes and explains the overall mise-en-scene. "Globalize the Intifada!" is an ironically apt chorus for students marching through an American campus under Palestinian flags, their heads shrouded in keffiyehs, their faces covered in KN95 masks. "We don't want no Zionists here!" has the ring of truth when chanted at an encampment where students identified as Zionists have been forced out by a human chain.

The other day, I stood outside a locked gate at Columbia University, near a group of protesters who had presumably come to support the students but couldn't get inside. From the other side of the gate, a bespectacled student in a keffiyeh worked them into a rage, yelling hoarsely into a microphone and, at moments of peak excitement, jumping up and down. She had her rotation: "Intifada revolution," then "Palestine is our demand; no peace on stolen land!" Then "Free, free Palestine!" Then "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free!" Finally, "Intifada, Intifada!" No one stopping to watch could fail to get the message. The young woman wasn't calling for a cease-fire or a binational confederation of Palestine and Israel. She was calling for war. Is that anti-Semitic? It depends on whether you think that the violent eradication of the state of Israel is anti-Semitic.

Chants may feel like spontaneous outbursts of political sentiment, but they almost never are. So where do they come from? Social media, of course--most chants are rhyming couplets; repeated a few times, they're just the right length for an Instagram Story. Another source is the political-organizing manuals that are sometimes called toolkits. These function more or less as a movement's hymnals.

The "rally toolkit" of the group Within Our Lifetime, a radical pro-Palestinian organization with connections on American campuses, lists 40 chants. I've heard almost half of them at Columbia, including "Say it loud, say it clear, we don't want no Zionists here," which, I learned from the toolkit, is a translation of a chant in Arabic. A fall-2023 Palestine Solidarity Working Group toolkit contains chant sheets from the Palestine Youth Movement and the U.S. Palestinian Community Network. (This word salad of names is in no way nefarious; political organizing is the art of building coalitions.) The lists overlap, with minor differences: The Palestinian Youth Movement's sheet, for instance, includes several "Cross Movement Chants" that connect the Palestinian cause to others, such as "Stop the U.S. War machine--From Palestine to the Philippines."

Some observers believe that one toolkit in particular reflects outside influence. A lawsuit claiming that Hamas is working with the national leadership of two organizations, National Students for Justice in Palestine and American Muslims for Palestine, has just been filed in the U.S. District Court for the Eastern Division of Virginia on behalf of nine American and Israeli plaintiffs, including six victims of October 7; it specifically cites NSJP's Day of Resistance Toolkit as evidence. The chairman of AMP, Hatem Bazian, who was also one of NSJP's founders, denies the claim, and told The Washington Post that the lawsuit is a defamatory "Islamophobic text reeking in anti-Palestinian racism." The question remains to be adjudicated, but it is safe to say that the toolkit makes NSJP's ideological affinities clear. The toolkit, released immediately after October 7, advised chapters to celebrate Hamas's attack as a "historic win for the Palestinian resistance" and to lay the groundwork for October 12, "a national day of resistance" on campuses. Student groups across the country did in fact hold rallies and walkouts on October 12, two weeks before Israel invaded Gaza.

The Day of Resistance Toolkit is an extraordinary artifact, written in stilted, triumphalist prose that could have been airlifted out of a badly translated Soviet parade speech. "Fearlessly, our people struggle for complete liberation and return," the document states. "Glory to our resistance, to our martyrs, and to our steadfast people." NSJP includes graphics for easy poster-making; one of these is a now-notorious drawing of a crowd cheering a paraglider, a clear allusion to the Hamas militants who paraglided into Israel. And under "Messaging & Framing" come several bullet points; one group of these is preceded by the heading "When people are occupied, resistance is justified." Under it, one finds the entire state of Israel, a recognized member-state of the United Nations, defined as an occupation, rather than just the West Bank, and its citizens characterized as "settlers" rather than civilians "because they are military assets used to ensure continued control over stolen Palestinian land." If Israelis are not civilians, of course, then murdering them could count as a legitimate act of war. That heading, inverted ("Resistance is justified when people are occupied"), was soon being chanted by thousands of people around the country. The phrases did not originate with the toolkit, but it surely gave them a boost.

Many protest chants come across as unoriginal, but lack of originality is actually desirable. The more familiar a chant's wording and cadence, the easier it is to pick up. A chant modeled on a much older one may also subtly advance a geopolitical argument. "Hey hey, ho ho! Zionism has got to go!," which is an echo of "Hey hey, ho ho! LBJ has got to go!," suggests a link between Gaza and Vietnam, Israeli imperialism and American imperialism. I don't think that's a stretch. The 1968 analogy is everywhere. Last week, I watched a Columbia protest leader praise a crowd by saying that they're continuing what the anti-war protesters started. That night, dozens of today's protesters did exactly that by occupying Hamilton Hall, also occupied in 1968.

I'm guessing that the Houthis--another Iranian-backed terrorist group, which controls a part of Yemen--provided a template for at least one chant. Around February, Columbia's protesters were recorded chanting "There is no safe place! Death to the Zionist state!," which struck me, in this context, as a taunting reply to Jewish students' complaints about safety, followed by what sounded like a version of the actual, official Houthi slogan "God Is Great, Death to America, Death to Israel, A Curse Upon the Jews, Victory to Islam." And indeed, a month earlier, the crowd had openly chanted in support of the Houthis, who had been firing missiles at ships traveling through the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. The U.S. and Britain had just begun bombing them to stop the attacks, and the students sang, "Yemen, Yemen, make us proud, turn another ship around!"

Does support for the Houthis and alleged support for Hamas mean that the students also support the groups' sponsor, Iran? I doubt that the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and the student groups exchange messages on Signal. But at the very least, the chants raise the possibility that some of the more extreme radicals on campus align themselves with the Iranian government's geopolitical orientation more than with America's, and have somehow persuaded their followers to mouth such views.

One slogan, however, has become emblematic of the debate over the possible anti-Semitic content of pro-Palestinian chants. Its stature can be attributed, in part, to Republican Representative Elise Stefanik, who infamously insisted, during hearings on campus anti-Semitism, that it amounted to a call for genocide. The slogan, of course, is "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free." Israel's supporters hear it as eliminationist: From the Jordan to the Mediterranean, which is to say, across the land that had been under British control before it was partitioned by the United Nations in 1947, Palestine will be free of Jews. Where are they supposed to go? Many Jews find the possible answers to that question very disturbing. Palestinians and their allies, however, reject the Jewish interpretation as a form of catastrophizing. They say that the chant expresses the dream of a single, secular, democratic nation in which Palestinians and Jews would live peacefully side by side, in lieu of the existing Jewish ethno-nationalist state. (It is hard to dispute that in this scenario, Jewish Israelis would lose the power of collective self-determination.)

Before "From the river to the sea" caught on in English, it was chanted in Arabic. It is not clear when it first came into use, but Elliott Colla, a scholar of Arabic and Islamic studies at Georgetown University, believes that it emerged during the First Intifada--or rather, two versions of it did. One was nationalist: "Min al-maiyeh lel mayieh, Falasteen Arabiya": "From water to water, Palestine is Arab." The other was Islamist: "Falasteen Islamiyyeh, min al-nahr ila al-bahr": "Palestine is Islamic from the river to the sea." At some point during the Oslo peace process, Colla says, a third chant appeared: "Min al-nahr ila al-bahr, Falasteen satataharrar," or "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free." "It is this version--with its focus on freedom--that has circulated within English-language solidarity culture from at least the 1990s," Colla writes in a recent article.

Therefore, Colla writes, "Palestine will be free" should be considered a new chant expressing the ideal of a more inclusive state, not merely a translation of the older, more aggressive chants. It gives voice to a "much more capacious vision of a shared political project." The problem with Colla's benign reading of the slogan, however, is that the more nationalist or Islamist Arab-language chants are still in circulation; they share airtime with the English-language variant at American protests. In January, I started seeing videos of American students chanting "Min al-maiyeh lel mayieh, Falasteen Arabiya." The menace implicit in the Arabic chant bleeds into the English-language version.

If a chant's meaning changes according to the other ones being chanted at the same event, the signs being waved, the leader's general affect, and so on, then today's chants of "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free" are not beautiful messages of peace. A voice breaking the calm of a neoclassical quad with harsh cries of "Intifada, Intifada" is not a harbinger of harmonious coexistence. "We don't want two states! We want all of it!" seems especially uncompromising when sung next to snow that's been stained blood-red with paint. (I imagine that the red snow was meant to allude to the blood of Gazans, but sometimes a symbol means more than it is intended to mean.) Student protesters often say that all they want is for the killing to stop. That may well be true. But that is not what they're chanting, or how they're chanting it.
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Trump's Latest Abortion Position Is More Radical Than It Sounds

Trump would reenter office with broad authority to restrict abortion access. The only question is how much of it he'd use.

by Rose Horowitch




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


Donald Trump has been talking differently about abortion lately. The former president, who once promised to sign a federal ban into law, now insists that, if reelected, he would let each state chart its own course on the issue. Some states might ban all abortions, try to restrict pregnant women's out-of-state travel, or perhaps even monitor their pregnancies. Others would allow abortions for almost any reason up to viability. Trump says he would let it all happen. As he told Time magazine, "I'm leaving everything up to the states."

The phrasing suggests that a second Trump presidency would take the federal government out of the abortion debate, an approach that evokes restraint and polls pretty well. But almost no one who works on either side of the issue believes that Trump will be so passive. If elected in November, Trump would reenter office with broad executive authority to restrict abortion access. Both his loyal anti-abortion supporters and his staunch pro-abortion-rights opponents agree that he would use at least some of those powers. The only real questions are which ones, and to what extent?

"Essentially, states' rights is Trump's way of saying, 'If you don't like the GOP's position on abortion, you can ignore it when it comes to me, because my being in office is not going to make a difference,'" Mary Ziegler, a UC Davis law professor who supports abortion rights, told me. "He's been pretty explicit at various points that that's what he thinks Republicans should say to win, and that their primary goal right now, when it comes to abortion, should be winning."

From the January/February 2024 issue: A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere

Trump's position on abortion has long appeared to track his political instincts rather than any fixed personal conviction. In 1999, he described himself as "very pro-choice." During the 2016 presidential campaign, courting evangelical support, he recast himself as strictly anti-abortion. He vowed to sign a 20-week abortion ban, defund Planned Parenthood, and nominate Supreme Court justices who would overturn Roe v. Wade. Since Roe fell, he has been eager to take credit--he declared last summer that he was "proud to be the most pro-life president in American history"--while distancing himself from actual anti-abortion policies, which are broadly unpopular. Earlier this year, after criticizing Governor Ron DeSantis for signing a six-week ban into law in Florida, he toyed with endorsing a 15- or 16-week national ban, but has backed away since clinching the Republican nomination. A federal ban, Trump told Time, would "never happen" anyway, because even a Republican-controlled Congress wouldn't have the votes.

He's right about that. A national 15-week ban would have almost no chance in Congress, and Trump therefore has no reason to alienate moderate voters by supporting one--especially given that he would have the tools to set even stricter policy without congressional buy-in.

At a minimum, a second Trump administration is likely to reverse the steps that the Biden administration has taken to shore up abortion access. These include instructing hospitals in abortion-ban states that they must perform abortions in cases of medical emergencies, making it harder for law enforcement to access the medical records of women who travel out of state to receive an abortion, and, most significant, allowing abortion pills to be prescribed without an in-person doctor visit. The change was a major factor in abortion numbers going up after the Dobbs decision, in large part because women in states that have banned the procedure can still obtain abortion drugs from out of state. From July to September last year, at least one of every six abortions nationwide, about 14,000 a month, was completed via telehealth, according to research by the Society of Family Planning.

Roger Severino, who served as a Health and Human Services official during Trump's first term, told me that he expects a second Trump administration to immediately reverse these executive actions. Severino, who is not affiliated with the Trump campaign, said that the best evidence for what a second Trump term would look like is what Trump did during his first four years in office. "It was the most pro-life administration in history," he said.

If Trump stopped at rolling back Biden's abortion policies, that would arguably fit the definition of leaving the issue to the states. But it would also represent a radical change from the status quo because states that prohibit abortion would have far more power to make sure that women who live within their borders cannot access the procedure. The effect on abortion numbers would be "enormous," Greer Donley, a law professor at the University of Pittsburgh, told me. "All of a sudden, you would be back in a world where people would have to use brick-and-mortar clinics to get abortion care."

And Trump could go much further. He could appoint Food and Drug Administration officials who decide to revisit the approval of mifepristone, the first pill in a two-drug medication-abortion regimen. (The second drug is misoprostol.) Many members of the anti-abortion movement have argued that abortion pills are more dangerous than surgical abortions. (Some women have faced serious complications, though studies show the risks are far lower than those associated with most common drugs, or with giving birth.) In "Project 2025," a blueprint for a second Trump term organized by the Heritage Foundation, Severino wrote that the FDA is "ethically and legally obliged to revisit and withdraw its initial approval of abortion pills."

If the FDA reversed its approval of mifepristone, women could still get misoprostol-only abortions, which are broadly considered to be safe and effective but tend to involve worse side effects, such as vomiting and diarrhea. The Alliance Defending Freedom, an influential conservative Christian legal organization that has challenged mifepristone's approval in court, wants to go even further. Ryan Bangert, a senior vice president at ADF, told me that the group intends to limit misoprostol access as well. A victory could effectively stop all medication abortion, which currently accounts for nearly two-thirds of the country's abortions.

Trump could achieve similar results in other ways. The Comstock Act, a 19th-century statute, prohibits mailing "every article, instrument, substance, drug, medicine, or thing" intended to be used for abortion. It applies to the U.S. Postal Service and private carriers. The law sat mostly dormant for the past half-century, as Roe v. Wade rendered it a dead letter. Opinions differ as to the exact scope of its prohibitions. When the Dobbs decision came out, Biden's Department of Justice announced that Comstock would apply only to illegal abortions. But Trump's DOJ could interpret the law more expansively. "Project 2025," which was written by a group that included some of Trump's most loyal former officials, explicitly recommends enforcing the law against providers who send abortion pills through the mail. James Bopp Jr., the general counsel of the National Right to Life Committee, a prominent anti-abortion group, expects a Trump DOJ to use Comstock that way. And, he told me, the lobbyists he works with will be doing what they can to make sure that happens. Whether it does will likely come down to whom Trump appoints to key administration positions.

Some experts believe that the Comstock Act can be read to prohibit the delivery of any medical equipment used in surgical abortions. At the broadest level, that interpretation would shut down an implausibly huge swath of non-abortion-related health care. But the next administration could engage in selective enforcement with the aim of imposing a de facto nationwide abortion ban. "Everything you use to produce an abortion is somehow sent through the mail," David S. Cohen, a Drexel University law professor and abortion-rights supporter, told me. Trump's administration wouldn't need congressional approval to enforce the Comstock Act this way. "Trump might even be able to say, 'Oh, that's not what I want, but the attorney general is doing it, and who am I to stop the attorney general?'"

Trump has so far refused to clarify his stance on the Comstock Act, telling Time that he would soon be "making a statement" on it. As my colleague Elaine Godfrey has written, many of Trump's supporters in the anti-abortion movement hope he keeps quiet about the law until he's safely in office--at which point, they seem confident, he'll fulfill their hopes. "We don't need a federal ban when we have Comstock on the books," Jonathan Mitchell, a lawyer who has argued on Trump's behalf before the Supreme Court, toldThe New York Times. But, he added, "I think the pro-life groups should keep their mouths shut as much as possible until the election."

Some lawyers close to Trump aren't keeping their mouths shut. Jay Sekulow, one of Trump's lead attorneys in his first impeachment trial, wrote in a brief to the Supreme Court that mailing abortion drugs, devices, or equipment is a federal offense under the Comstock Act. "The prohibition is simple, complete, and categorical," Sekulow wrote.

Elaine Godfrey: The pro-life movement's not-so-secret plan for Trump

Where will Trump's political instincts lead him? With no reelection to worry about, he will have less to fear from any backlash. But, by the same token, he will have little reason to pander to the religious right. Severino, the former Trump official, argued that it would be impractical for law enforcement to intercept misoprostol, which has uses besides abortion, and medical tools. "The reach of Comstock has been exaggerated by the left for political purposes," he told me.

Abortion-rights advocates have heard this accusation before. They were told they were exaggerating the threat of a Trump presidency before the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, given that the justices publicly insisted it was settled law, Greer Donley told me. And the anti-abortion movement isn't hiding its wish list for a second Trump term. "Every single thing that people who support abortion rights have been worried about has been coming to pass," Donley said. "It's hard to argue that there's any sort of hyperbole anymore."
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The Strange Ritual of Commencement Speeches

Where everything and nothing is at stake

by Drew Gilpin Faust




They appear every spring, like crocuses or robins or perhaps black flies: commencement addresses. Thousands of them, across the country and across the variety of American higher education--two-year schools, four-year schools, small colleges, universities both public and private, schools of every kind. And they will appear again, despite how unusual this spring has been. Many campuses have been roiled by protests about the war in Gaza, and some institutions will curtail graduation ceremonies. But the members of this undergraduate class, who had their high-school graduations shut down by COVID in 2020, have long looked forward to a second chance at a commencement ceremony. Over the next month or so, even in the face of disruptions or cancellations, commencement addresses will be delivered to about 4 million students earning some kind of college degree.

Most of these addresses will pass into oblivion. It is a cliche for commencement speakers to open their remarks by confessing that they remember nothing about their own graduation: They have forgotten not just what was said, but who said it. Yet even if most commencement addresses prove far from memorable, the press and public eagerly anticipate them. News stories appear throughout the winter and early spring announcing who will speak where. Then, when the speakers have spoken, journalists and commentators rush to judge which should be considered the year's best.

A few speeches are anointed as classics to be visited or revisited for years. Admiral William McRaven's 2014 address at the University of Texas at Austin has had more than 60 million YouTube viewers, all eager to learn the 10 takeaways from his Navy SEAL training. Thousands of Americans likely hear echoes in their head every morning of his promise that if you "make your bed," it will change your life. More than 60 million people have also watched Steve Jobs's Stanford University speech from 2005, which eerily anticipates his own death and urges graduates to "follow your heart." J. K. Rowling's 2008 Harvard talk about failure and imagination has attracted tens of millions of viewers, as has David Foster Wallace's 2005 Kenyon College address, "This Is Water." All of these also ended up in print as well, designed to make attractive gifts. Admiral McRaven's book became a New York Times No. 1 best seller. When Wallace died, in 2008, The Wall Street Journal republished the speech in his memory.

Read: A commencement address too honest to deliver in person

Commencement greatest hits reach well beyond these chart-toppers. Time, The New York Times, The Washington Post, Slate, Elle, and countless other outlets run articles each year on the season's winners. "Looking for some new words of wisdom?" NPR asks on its website. The headline of its online database lists the 350 "Best Commencement Speeches, Ever" in alphabetical order (but, curiously, by first name), from Aaron Sorkin to Zubin Damania. Can all 350 really be the "best"?



The assumption behind commencement speeches seems to be that even as graduates don their black robes and mortarboards, they don't yet know quite enough. They must await, or perhaps endure, some final instruction, absorb some last missing life lesson, before they can be safely launched into what their education has supposedly prepared them for. Almost always these days, this instructional capstone is delivered by someone outside the institution, someone expected to have insight that extends beyond a university's walls--perhaps representing a first step in the students' transition into the "real world." Many colleges and universities try to attract the most famous person they can. As graduation season approaches, speaker announcements take on the hallmarks of a competition: Which institutions did President Barack Obama choose for his three or four addresses each year? Who snagged Oprah Winfrey? Or Taylor Swift?

Seeking a famous speaker may, on one level, represent an unseemly preoccupation with celebrity. But it fits the logic of the occasion. What better time to hear from someone who is regarded as, at least in some way, distinguished? Someone who has led what an institution perceives to be an inspiring and successful life? Yet even before our present moment of cancel culture and partisanship, university leaders have had to worry about selecting a speaker who might spark disruptions in a ceremony meant to be a celebration. High Point University, in North Carolina, which in 2005 welcomed Rudy Giuliani--admired in the aftermath of 9/11 as "America's mayor"--presumably would not make that choice again today. Every spring sees its complement of speakers who are protested, heckled, or disinvited.

Speakers, in turn, are attracted by a prestigious invitation, or perhaps by the presence of a child or grandchild in the graduating class--and, at times, by the offer of a substantial honorarium. Some institutions, though a minority, pay their speakers what can be hefty sums. One agent who represents a portfolio of prominent entertainers observed that fees for graduation speakers may go as high as $500,000. "Universities are vying for customers in the form of admissions, and this can be a great way to advertise and get people on campus," she explained. When Matthew McConaughey's $135,000 honorarium from the University of Houston was made public by inquisitive journalists in 2015, he quickly assured critics that he had donated it to charity. The Boston Globe touched off a small scandal when it reported the same year that three state schools had paid speakers $25,000 to $35,000 each.

Serving as a commencement speaker is not all glory. Usually the honored guest must perform as the centerpiece of the lunches, dinners, and meet and greets that surround the actual ceremony. And of course there is the speech. Someone has to write it. It seems unimaginable that anyone other than David Foster Wallace could have created "This Is Water," and Kenyon students remember seeing him surrounded by sheets of paper, inking in edits and scribbling addenda right up to the start of the ceremony. At Harvard, J. K. Rowling opened her remarks by admitting to the months of anxiety she experienced as she wrote her address. At least, she noted, her worries had resulted in her losing weight. Rowling's speech was greeted with a two-minute standing ovation. Yet she vowed never to give a commencement address again.

Many speeches are composed by someone other than the person who utters the words. Commencement speeches are not just a cultural ritual; they are an industry. A former Obama speechwriter told me recently that the springtime atmosphere at the Washington, D.C., public-affairs and communications firm where he now works is like the high-pressure environment of an accounting firm during tax season. Some of the market comprises regular clients, but a number of customers are one-offs. A lot of speechwriters hate doing commencement speeches, he said; they find it nearly impossible to come up with something fresh and compelling. These addresses, he went on, are unlike other genres of speeches, which tend to focus on the speaker. A commencement address has to be about the graduates: It is their day. Getting the "trite ideas out"--Pursue your passions! Turn failure into opportunity!--can be the first step toward "shaking loose" an idea, an angle that is distinctive to a particular speaker, place, and moment.

In any given year, a speaker in high demand will deliver addresses at several colleges and universities. Barack Obama gave 23 graduation speeches during his presidency. In principle, these speeches should not be the same; each audience, each institution, each graduate wants to feel special. Besides, in this digital age, you are going to get caught. When word got around, in advance of his 2005 Class Day speech at Harvard, that the Meet the Press host Tim Russert sometimes recycled his remarks, students at Harvard passed around bingo cards printed with some of his favorite phrases and encouraged attendees to play.

Senator Chuck Schumer doesn't care about being caught. He loves graduations, and shows up, sometimes unannounced--perhaps even uninvited, though none of his hosts has ever said so--at as many as eight commencement ceremonies across the state of New York every year. He delivers the same speech every time. A student complained on a Reddit thread that he had heard the speech five times in six years--at his high-school, college, and graduate-school commencements, and at his sister's high-school and college ceremonies. "OH FUCK," his long-suffering family finally proclaimed, "NOT AGAIN." (Perhaps, another Reddit contributor suggested, the graduates could arrange to do a sing-along.) When John Oliver, the host of HBO's Last Week Tonight, learned about Senator Schumer's springtime follies, he couldn't resist showing clips of him saying exactly the same thing year after year after year, with the same verbal sound effects and hand gestures--an "endless graduation-speech time loop."



The peril of graduation speeches is that, however hard you struggle, you are in danger of repeating not just yourself but every person who has ever given one. Asked to generate a commencement address, ChatGPT produces a script that sounds like every speech you've ever heard, because it is in fact just that: a distillation of everything everyone has ever said, or at least everything that ChatGPT has found available in its training data. Graduates should practice resilience, pursue purpose, nurture relationships, embrace change, innovate, accept their responsibility to lead, and persevere as they embark on their journey into "a world of infinite possibilities."

Read: What John F. Kennedy's moon speech reveals 50 years later

We have all heard this speech. We'll hear versions of it again this spring. But we hope for something better, and we'll scour newspapers and the internet to see if it has been delivered somewhere. We ask powerful, accomplished people to stand before us and, for a moment, present a different self--to open up, become vulnerable, be reflective, let us see inside. What is a meaningful life, and how do I live one? These are questions that are customarily reserved for late nights in undergraduate dormitories, for the years before the at-once tedious and terrifying burdens of Real Life--careers, mortgages, children, aging bodies, disappointed hopes--overtake us.

Everything and nothing is at stake in a commencement address. Maybe you have already heard it eight times. Maybe there was nothing worth hearing in the first place. But perhaps you will encounter a speaker who, even in this tumultuous spring, can reach across the chasm of innocence and experience separating graduates and the person talking to them. The old endeavor to imagine themselves young and look through fresh eyes again; the young begin to imagine themselves old, as they will become all too soon.

The best commencement address is a gift--of self and of hope across generations. It is not surprising that these speeches so rarely succeed. The surprise should be when they do. Innocence can only faintly imagine experience. No generation can really explain to another what is to come. And experience can never recapture innocence, however wistful we may be for what has been lost. The beauty of commencement speeches is that they represent a moment when we try.
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When Nan Goldin Danced in Low-Life Go-Go Bars in Paterson, N.J.



by Rosa Alcala




When Nan Goldin danced in low-life go-go bars in Paterson, N.J.,
 I was a girl in Paterson, N.J., living next to a low-life go-go bar.

While men fed her tips and she tucked them into her bikini,
 a fist hit an eye in a house in Paterson, like a flash going off

in a dark kitchen. And in the corner, a girl stood watching.
 In the go-go dance of memory, the woman who was the girl

cannot recall the fist reach the eye, but sees an arm blocking
 a door. Nan Goldin took the bus back to New York, and the girl

sat next to her, not knowing she was an artist. The girl looked
 out the window and said, in each house a family, in each kitchen

a fist and an eye. Nan Goldin counted the tips to see how much film
 she could buy. A friend dragged Nan Goldin from the apartment

that night. The self-portrait of her bloodied eye saved her. The girl's
 brother told her years later: What you don't remember is that

he gave her a black eye. She watches from a corner of her life
 the eye turn red, black, purple, green, yellow. Nan Goldin is the artist

who made art that saved the girl, and the girl will make an art
 of her life. She takes the bus from Paterson, N.J., to Nan Goldin's

loft, and inserts a slide of the black eye into Nan Goldin's
 projector. The girl wishes her mother could be there, to see herself

larger than life on the screen. Nan Goldin danced go-go in Paterson
 so she wouldn't have to take off her top. The memory is not a striptease

that ends with a blackened eye. The girl slips it like a slide into the part
 memory won't reveal, to complete the scene in which she is small and

cannot help her mother leave. Nan Goldin photographed herself to force
 the door open. She pushed through it. I pushed through it.



This poem appears in the June 2024 print edition.
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Ozempic or Bust

America has been trying to address the obesity epidemic for four decades now. So far, each new "solution" has failed to live up to its early promise.

by Daniel Engber




1

In the early spring of 2020, Barb Herrera taped a signed note to a wall of her bedroom in Orlando, Florida, just above her pillow. NOTICE TO EMS! it said. No Vent! No Intubation! She'd heard that hospitals were overflowing, and that doctors were being forced to choose which COVID patients they would try to save and which to abandon. She wanted to spare them the trouble.

Barb was nearly 60 years old, and weighed about 400 pounds. She has type 2 diabetes, chronic kidney disease, and a host of other health concerns. At the start of the pandemic, she figured she was doomed. When she sent her list of passwords to her kids, who all live far away, they couldn't help but think the same. "I was in an incredibly dark place," she told me. "I would have died."

Until recently, Barb could barely walk--at least not without putting herself at risk of getting yet another fracture in her feet. Moving around the house exhausted her; she showered only every other week. She couldn't make it to the mailbox on her own. Barb had spent a lifetime dealing with the inconveniences of being, as she puts it, "huge." But what really scared her--and what embarrassed her, because dread and shame have a way of getting tangled up--were the moments when her little room, about 10 feet wide and not much longer, was less a hideout than a trap. At one point in 2021, she says, she tripped and fell on the way to the toilet. Her housemate and landlord--a high-school friend--was not at home to help, so Barb had to call the paramedics. "It took four guys to get me up," she said.

Later that year, when Barb finally did get COVID, her case was fairly mild. But she didn't feel quite right after she recovered: She was having trouble breathing, and there was something off about her heart. Finally, in April 2022, she went to the hospital and her vital signs were taken.

The average body mass index for American adults is 30. Barb's BMI was around 75. A blood-sugar test showed that her diabetes was not under control--her blood sugar was in the range where she might be at risk of blindness or stroke. And an EKG confirmed that her heart was skipping beats. A cardiac electrophysiologist, Shravan Ambati, came in for a consultation. He said the missed beats could be treated with medication, but he made a mental note of her severe obesity--he'd seen only one or two patients of Barb's size in his 14-year career. Before he left, he paused to give her some advice. If she didn't lose weight, he said, "the Barb of five years from now is not going to like you very much at all." As she remembers it, he crossed his arms and added: "You will either change your life, or you'll end up in a nursing home."

"That was it. That was it," Barb told me. Imagining herself getting old inside a home, "in a row of old people who are fat as hell, just sitting there waiting to die," she vowed to do everything she could to get well. She would try to change her life. Eventually, like millions of Americans, she would try the new miracle cure. Again.

2

In a way, Barb has never stopped trying to change her life. At 10 years old, she was prescribed amphetamines; at 12, she went to WeightWatchers. Later she would go on liquid diets, and nearly every form of solid diet. She's been vegan and gluten-free, avoided fat, cut back on carbs, and sworn off processed foods. She's taken drugs that changed her neurochemistry and gotten surgery to shrink her stomach to the size of a shot glass. She's gone to food-addiction groups. She's eaten Lean Cuisines. She's been an avid swimmer at the Y.


Barb Herrera weighed about 300 pounds by the time she was 30. (Courtesy of Barb Herrera)



Through it all, she's lost a lot of weight. Really an extraordinary quantity--well more than a quarter ton, if you add it up across her life. But every miracle so far has come with hidden costs: anemia, drug-induced depression, damage to her heart. Always, in the end, the weight has come back. Always, in the end, "success" has left her feeling worse.

In the United States, an estimated 189 million adults are classified as having obesity or being overweight; certainly many millions have, like Barb, spent decades running on a treadmill of solutions, never getting anywhere. The ordinary fixes--the kind that draw on people's will, and require eating less and moving more--rarely have a large or lasting effect. Indeed, America itself has suffered through a long, maddening history of failed attempts to change its habits on a national scale: a yo-yo diet of well-intentioned treatments, policies, and other social interventions that only ever lead us back to where we started. New rules for eating have been rolled out and then rolled back. Pills have been invented and abandoned. Laws have been rewritten to improve the quality of people's diets and curb caloric intake--to make society less "obesogenic" on the whole. Efforts have been made to reduce discrimination over body size in employment settings and in health care. Through it all, obesity rates keep going up; the diabetes epidemic keeps worsening.

The most recent miracle, for Barb as well as for the nation, has come in the form of injectable drugs. In early 2021, the Danish pharmaceutical company Novo Nordisk published a clinical trial showing remarkable results for semaglutide, now sold under the trade names Wegovy and Ozempic. Thomas Wadden, a clinical psychologist and obesity researcher at the University of Pennsylvania who has studied weight-loss interventions for more than 40 years (and who has received both research grants and fees from Novo Nordisk), remembers when he first learned about those findings, at an internal meeting at the company the year before. "My jaw just dropped," he told me. "I really could not believe what we were seeing." Patients in the study who'd had injections of the drug lost, on average, close to 15 percent of their body weight--more than had ever been achieved with any other drug in a study of that size. Wadden knew immediately that this would be "an incredible revolution in the treatment of obesity."

Radio Atlantic: Could Ozempic derail the body-positivity movement?

Semaglutide is in the class of GLP-1 receptor agonists, chemicals derived from lizard venom that mimic gut hormones and appear to reshape our metabolism and eating behavior for as long as the drugs are taken. Earlier versions were already being used to treat diabetes; then, in 2022, a newer one from Eli Lilly--tirzepatide, sold as Zepbound or Mounjaro--produced an average weight loss of 20 percent in a clinical trial. Many more drugs are now racing through development: survodutide, pemvidutide, retatrutide. (Among specialists, that last one has produced the most excitement: An early trial found an average weight loss of 24 percent in one group of participants.)

The past four decades of American history underline just how much is riding on these drugs--and serve as a sobering reminder that it is impossible to know, in the first few years of any novel intervention, whether its success will last.

The drugs don't work for everyone. Their major side effects--nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea--can be too intense for many patients. Others don't end up losing any weight. That's not to mention all the people who might benefit from treatment but don't have access to it: For the time being, just 25 percent of private insurers offer the relevant coverage, and the cost of treatment--about $1,000 a month--has been prohibitive for many Americans.

But there's growing pressure for GLP-1 drugs to be covered without restrictions by Medicare, and subject to price negotiation. Eventually they will start to come off patent. When that happens, usage is likely to explode. The drugs have already been approved not just for people with diabetes or obesity, but for anyone who has a BMI of more than 27 and an associated health condition, such as high blood pressure or cholesterol. By those criteria, more than 140 million American adults already qualify--and if this story goes the way it's gone for other "risk factor" drugs such as statins and antihypertensives, then the threshold for prescriptions will be lowered over time, inching further toward the weight range we now describe as "normal."

How you view that prospect will depend on your attitudes about obesity, and your tolerance for risk. The first GLP-1 drug to receive FDA approval, exenatide, has been used as a diabetes treatment for more than 20 years. No long-term harms have been identified--but then again, that drug's long-term effects have been studied carefully only across a span of seven years. Today, adolescents are injecting newer versions of these drugs, and may continue to do so every week for 50 years or more. What might happen over all that time? Could the drugs produce lasting damage, or end up losing some of their benefit?

Athena Philis-Tsimikas, an endocrinologist who works at Scripps Health in San Diego and whose research has received ample funding from Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly, says the data so far look very good. "These are now being used, literally, in hundreds of thousands of people across the world," she told me, and although some studies have suggested that GLP-1 drugs may cause inflammation of the pancreas, or even tumor growth, these concerns have not borne out. Exenatide, at least, keeps working over many years, and its side effects don't appear to worsen. Still, we have less to go on with the newer drugs, Philis-Tsimikas said. "All of us, in the back of our minds, always wonder, Will something show up?  " Although no serious problems have yet emerged, she said, "you wonder, and you worry."

The GLP-1 drugs may well represent a shocking breakthrough for the field of public health, on the order of vaccines and sanitation. They could also fizzle out, or end in a surge of tragic, unforeseen results. But in light of what we've been through, it's hard to see what other choices still remain. For 40 years, we've tried to curb the spread of obesity and its related ailments, and for 40 years, we've failed. We don't know how to fix the problem. We don't even understand what's really causing it. Now, again, we have a new approach. This time around, the fix had better work.

3

Barb's first weight-loss miracle, and America's, came during a moment of profound despair. In 1995, while working in a birthing center, she'd tripped on a scale--"the irony of all ironies," she told me--and cracked her ankle. When she showed up for the surgery that followed, Barb, then 34 and weighing 330 pounds, learned that she had type 2 diabetes. In a way, this felt like her inheritance: Both grandparents on Barb's father's side had obesity and diabetes, as did her dad, his brother, and two sisters. Her mother, too, had obesity. Now, despite Barb's own years of efforts to maintain her health, that legacy had her in its grip.

The doctors threatened Barb (as doctors often have): If she didn't find a way to eat in moderation, she might not make it through the end of 1997. Then she got some new advice: Yes, Barb should eat better food and exercise, but also maybe she should try a pair of drugs, dexfenfluramine and phentermine, together known as "fen-phen." The former had just received approval from the FDA, and research showed that a combination of the two, taken several times a day, was highly effective at reducing weight.

Read: The weight-loss-drug revolution is a miracle--and a menace

The treatment was a revelation. Even when she talks about it now, Barb begins to cry. She'd tried so many diets in the past, and made so little progress, but as soon as she started on the weight-loss medication, something changed. A low and steady hum that she'd experienced ever since she was a kid--Where can I eat? How can I eat? When can I eat?--disappeared, leaving her in a strange new state of quiet. "The fen-phen turned that off just within a day. It was gone," she told me, struggling to get out the words. "What it did was tell me that I'm not crazy, that it really wasn't me."

At the time, Wadden, the obesity researcher and clinician, was hearing similar reports from his patients, who started telling him that their relationship with food had been transformed, that suddenly they were free of constant cravings. Over the course of a small, year-long study of the drugs that Wadden ran with a colleague at Penn, Robert Berkowitz, participants lost about 14 percent of their body weight on average. That's the same level of success that would be seen for semaglutide several decades later. "Bob and I really were high-fiving each other," Wadden told me. "We were feeling like, God, we've got a cure for obesity."

The fen-phen revolution arrived at a crucial turning point for Wadden's field, and indeed for his career. By then he'd spent almost 15 years at the leading edge of research into dietary interventions, seeing how much weight a person might lose through careful cutting of their calories. But that sort of diet science--and the diet culture that it helped support--had lately come into a state of ruin. Americans were fatter than they'd ever been, and they were giving up on losing weight. According to one industry group, the total number of dieters in the country declined by more than 25 percent from 1986 to 1991.


In 1988, Oprah Winfrey brought a wagon of fat on air to represent the 67 pounds she'd lost using a liquid diet. (Associated Press)



"I'll never diet again," Oprah Winfrey had announced on her TV show at the end of 1990. Not long before, she'd kicked off a major trend by talking up her own success with a brand of weight-loss shakes called Optifast. But Winfrey's slimmer figure had been fleeting, and now the $33 billion diet industry was under scrutiny for making bogus scientific claims.

Rejecting diet culture became something of a feminist cause. "A growing number of women are joining in an anti-diet movement," The New York Times reported in 1992. "They are forming support groups and ceasing to diet with a resolve similar to that of secretaries who 20 years ago stopped getting coffee for their bosses. Others have smashed their bathroom scales with the abandon that some women in the 1960's burned their bras."

That same Times story included a quote from Wadden, who cautioned that these changing attitudes might end up being "dangerous." But Wadden's own views of dieting were also changing. His prior research showed that patients could lose up to one-fifth of their body weight by going on very strict diets that allowed for no more than 800 calories a day. But he'd found that it was difficult for his patients to maintain that loss for long, once the formal program was over. Now Wadden and other obesity researchers were reaching a consensus that behavioral interventions might produce in the very best scenario an average lasting weight loss of just 5 to 10 percent.

National surveys completed in 1994 showed that the adult obesity rate had surged by more than half since 1980, while the proportion of children classified as overweight had doubled. The need for weight control in America had never seemed so great, even as the chances of achieving it were never perceived to be so small.

Then a bolt of science landed in this muddle and despair. In December 1994, the Times ran an editorial on what was understood to be a pivotal discovery: A genetic basis for obesity had finally been found. Researchers at Rockefeller University were investigating a molecule, later named leptin, that gets secreted from fat cells and travels to the brain, and that causes feelings of satiety. Lab mice with mutations in the leptin gene--importantly, a gene also found in humans--overeat until they're three times the size of other mice. "The finding holds out the dazzling hope," the editorial explained, "that scientists may, eventually, come up with a drug treatment to help overweight Americans shed unwanted, unhealthy pounds."

Leptin-based treatments for obesity were in the works, according to the researchers, and might be ready for the public in five years, maybe 10. In the meantime, the suggestion that obesity was a biochemical disease, more a function of a person's genes than of their faulty habits or lack of will, dovetailed with the nation's shift away from dieting. If there was any hope of solving the problem of obesity, maybe this was it.

Wadden was ready to switch gears. "I realized that we had sort of reached our limits on what we could do with diet and physical activity," he said. Now, instead, he started looking into pharmaceuticals. He'd already run one weight-loss study using sertraline, better known as Zoloft, and found that it had no effect. In 1995, he turned to fen-phen.

Fen-phen wasn't new, exactly--versions of its component drugs had been prescribed for decades. But when those pills were taken separately, their side effects were difficult to handle: "Fen" would make you drowsy and might give you diarrhea; "phen" could be agitating and lead to constipation. By the 1990s, though, doctors had begun to give the two together, such that their side effects would cancel each other out. And then a new and better version of "fen"--not fenfluramine but dexfenfluramine--came under FDA review.

Some regulators worried that this better "fen" posed a risk of brain damage. And there were signs that "fen" in any form might lead to pulmonary hypertension, a heart-related ailment. But Americans had been prescribed regular fenfluramine since 1973, and the newer drug, dexfenfluramine, had been available in France since 1985. Experts took comfort in this history. Using language that is familiar from today's assurances regarding semaglutide and other GLP-1 drugs, they pointed out that millions were already on the medication. "It is highly unlikely that there is anything significant in toxicity to the drug that hasn't been picked up with this kind of experience," an FDA official named James Bilstad would later say in a Time cover story headlined "The Hot New Diet Pill." To prevent Americans with obesity from getting dexfenfluramine, supporters said, would be to surrender to a deadly epidemic. Judith Stern, an obesity expert and nutritionist at UC Davis, was clear about the stakes: "If they recommend no," she said of the FDA-committee members, "these doctors ought to be shot."

In April 1996, the doctors recommended yes: Dexfenfluramine was approved--and became an instant blockbuster. Patients received prescriptions by the hundreds of thousands every month. Sketchy wellness clinics--call toll-free, 1-888-4FEN-FEN--helped meet demand. Then, as now, experts voiced concerns about access. Then, as now, they worried that people who didn't really need the drugs were lining up to take them. By the end of the year, sales of "fen" alone had surpassed $300 million. "What we have here is probably the fastest launch of any drug in the history of the pharmaceutical industry," one financial analyst told reporters.

This wasn't just a drug launch. It was nothing less than an awakening, for doctors and their patients alike. Now a patient could be treated for excess weight in the same way they might be treated for diabetes or hypertension--with a drug they'd have to take for the rest of their life. That paradigm, Time explained, reflected a deeper shift in medicine. In a formulation that prefigures the nearly identical claims being made about Ozempic and its ilk today, the article heralded a "new understanding of obesity as a chronic disease rather than a failure of willpower."

Barb started on fen-phen two weeks after it was approved. "I had never in my life felt normal until after about a week or two on the medications," she'd later say. "My life before was hell." She was losing weight, her blood sugar was improving, and she was getting to the pool, swimming 100 lengths five or six days a week. A few months later, when she read in her local newspaper that the Florida Board of Medicine was considering putting limits on the use of fen-phen, she was disturbed enough to send a letter to the editor. "I thank the creators of fen/phen for helping to save my life," she wrote. "I don't want to see the medications regulated so intensely that people like me are left out."
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For another year, Barb kept taking fen-phen, and for another year she kept losing weight. By July of 1997, she'd lost 111 pounds.

Thomas Wadden and his colleague's fen-phen study had by then completed its second year. The data showed that their patients' shocking weight loss had mostly been maintained, as long as they stayed on the drugs. But before Wadden had the chance to write up the results, he got a call from Susan Yanovski, then a program officer at the National Institutes of Health and now a co-director of the NIH's Office of Obesity Research. We've got a problem, Yanovski told him.

News had just come out that, at the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota, two dozen women taking fen-phen--including six who were, like Barb, in their 30s--had developed cardiac conditions. A few had needed surgery, and on the operating table, doctors discovered that their heart valves were covered with a waxy plaque. They had "a glistening white appearance," the doctors said, suggestive of disease. Now Yanovski wanted Wadden to look more closely at the women in his study.

Wadden wasn't terribly concerned, because no one in his study had reported any heart symptoms. But ultrasounds revealed that nearly one-third of them had some degree of leakage in their heart valves. His "cure for obesity" was in fact a source of harm. "That just felt like a crushing blow," he told me. Several weeks later, a larger data set from the FDA confirmed the issue. Wadden worried to reporters that the whole fiasco would end up setting back obesity treatment by many years.

Read: The Ozempic revolution is stuck

The news put Barb in a panic. Not about her heart: The drug hadn't caused her any problems, as far as she could tell; it had only solved them. But now they were taking it away. What then? She'd already spoken out about her new and better life to local outlets; now she did so again, on national TV. On September 16, the day after fenfluramine in both of its forms was pulled from the market, Barb appeared on CBS This Morning. She explained then, as she later would to me, that fen-phen had flipped a switch inside her brain. There was desperation in her voice.

A few days later, she was in a limousine in New York City, invited to be on The Montel Williams Show. She wore a crisp floral dress; a chyron would identify her as "BARBARA: Will continue taking diet drug despite FDA recall." "I know I can't get any more," she told Williams. "I have to use up what I have. And then I don't know what I'm going to do after that. That's the problem--and that is what scares me to death." Telling people to lose weight the "natural way," she told another guest, who was suggesting that people with obesity need only go on low-carb diets, is like "asking a person with a thyroid condition to just stop their medication."

"I did all this stuff to shout it from the rooftops that I was doing so well on fen-phen," Barb told me. Still, all the warnings she'd been hearing on the news, and from her fellow Montel guests, started building up inside her head. When she got back to Orlando, she went to see her doctor, just in case. His testing showed that she did indeed have damage to her mitral valve, and that fen-phen seemed to be the cause.



 Barb swimming in 2003 (Courtesy of Barb Herrera)



Five months later, she was back on CBS to talk about her tragic turnabout. The newscast showed Doppler footage of the backwards flow of blood into her heart. She'd gone off the fen-phen and had rapidly regained weight. "The voices returned and came back in a furor I'd never heard before," Barb later wrote on her blog. "It was as if they were so angry at being silenced for so long, they were going to tell me 19 months' worth of what they wanted me to hear. I was forced to listen. And I ate. And I ate. And ate."
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The Publix supermarket chain has, since its founding more than 90 years ago in central Florida, offered "people weighers," free for use by all. They're big, old-fashioned things, shaped like lollipops, with a dial readout at the top and handlebars of stainless steel. By the time I visited Barb last fall, in a subdivision of Orlando, she was determined to go and use one.

She'd taken heed of what Ambati, the cardiologist, had told her when she went into the hospital in April 2022. She cut back on salt and stopped ordering from Uber Eats. That alone was enough to bring her weight down 40 pounds. Then she started on Trulicity, the brand name for a GLP-1 drug called dulaglutide that is prescribed to people with diabetes. (The drug was covered for her use by Medicaid.) In clinical trials, patients on dulaglutide tend to lose about 10 pounds, on average, in a year. For Barb, the effects were far more dramatic. When we first met in person, she'd been on Trulicity for 14 months--and had lost more than one-third of her body weight. "It's not even like I'm skinny, but compared to 405, I feel like an Olympic runner," she told me.

We arrived at the supermarket in tandem with another middle-aged woman who was also there to check her weight. "Okay, you first, jump on!" Barb said. "My dream weight. I love it!" she said, when the pointer tipped to 230 pounds. "Not mine," the other woman grumbled. Then Barb got on the scale and watched it spin to a little past 250. She was very pleased. The last number of the dial was 300. Even registering within its bounds was new.

Some people with obesity describe a sense of being trapped inside another person's body, such that their outward shape doesn't really match their inner one. For Barb, rapid weight loss has brought on a different metaphysical confusion. When she looks in the mirror, she sometimes sees her shape as it was two years ago. In certain corners of the internet, this is known as "phantom fat syndrome," but Barb dislikes that term. She thinks it should be called "body integration syndrome," stemming from a disconnect between your "larger-body memory" and "smaller-body reality."

She has experienced this phenomenon before. After learning that she had heart-valve damage from fen-phen, Barb joined a class-action lawsuit against the maker of dexfenfluramine, and eventually received a substantial payout. In 2001, she put that money toward what would be her second weight-loss miracle--bariatric surgery. The effects were jarring, she remembers. Within just three months, she'd lost 100 pounds; within a year, she'd lost 190. She could ride a bike now, and do a cartwheel. "It was freakin' wild," she told me. "I didn't have an idea of my body size." She found herself still worried over whether chairs would break when she sat down. Turnstiles were confusing. For most of her adult life, she'd had to rotate sideways to go through them if she couldn't find a gate, so that's what she continued doing. Then one day her partner said, "No, just walk through straight," and that's what she did.

Weight-loss surgery was somewhat unusual at the time, despite its record of success. About 60,000 such procedures were performed in 2001, by one estimate; compare that with the millions of Americans who had been taking fen-phen just a few years earlier. Bariatric surgeons and obesity physicians have debated why this treatment has been so grossly "underutilized." (Even now, fewer than 1 percent of eligible patients with obesity have the procedure.) Surely some are dissuaded by the scalpel: As with any surgery, this one carries risks. It's also clear that many doctors have refrained from recommending it. But the fen-phen fiasco of the late 1990s cast its shadow on the field as well. The very idea of "treating" excess weight, whether with a pill or with a knife, had been discredited. It seemed ill-advised, if not old-fashioned.

Read: The science behind Ozempic was wrong

By the turn of the millennium, a newer way to think about America's rising rates of obesity was starting to take hold. The push was led by Thomas Wadden's close friend and colleague Kelly Brownell. In the 1970s, the two had played together in a bluegrass band--Wadden on upright bass, Brownell on guitar--and they later worked together at the University of Pennsylvania. But when their field lost faith in low-calorie diets as a source of lasting weight loss, the two friends went in opposite directions. Wadden looked for ways to fix a person's chemistry, so he turned to pharmaceuticals. Brownell had come to see obesity as a product of our toxic food environment: He meant to fix the world to which a person's chemistry responded, so he started getting into policy.

Inspired by successful efforts to reduce tobacco use, Brownell laid out a raft of new proposals in the '90s to counter the effects of junk-food culture: a tax on non-nutritious snacks; a crackdown on deceptive health claims; regulation of what gets sold to kids inside school buildings. Those ideas didn't find much traction while the nation was obsessed with fen-phen, but they caught on quickly in the years that followed, amid new and scary claims that obesity was indirectly hurting all Americans, not just the people with a lot of excess weight.

In 2003, the U.S. surgeon general declared obesity "the terror within, a threat that is every bit as real to America as the weapons of mass destruction"; a few months later, Eric Finkelstein, an economist who studies the social costs of obesity, put out an influential paper finding that excess weight was associated with up to $79 billion in health-care spending in 1998, of which roughly half was paid by Medicare and Medicaid. (Later he'd conclude that the number had nearly doubled in a decade.) In 2004, Finkelstein attended an Action on Obesity summit hosted by the Mayo Clinic, at which numerous social interventions were proposed, including calorie labeling in workplace cafeterias and mandatory gym class for children of all grades.

As the environmental theory gained currency, public-health officials took notice. In 2006, for example, the New York City Board of Health moved to require that calorie counts be posted on many chain restaurants' menus, so customers would know how much they were eating. The city also banned trans fats.


While first lady, Michelle Obama planted an organic garden at the White House as part of her effort to promote healthy eating. (Aude Guerrucci / Getty)



Soon, the federal government took up many of the ideas that Brownell had helped popularize. Barack Obama had promised while campaigning for president that if America's obesity trends could be reversed, the Medicare system alone would save "a trillion dollars." By fighting fat, he implied, his ambitious plan for health-care reform would pay for itself. Once he was in office, his administration pulled every policy lever it could. The nation's school-lunch program was overhauled. Nutrition labels got an update from the FDA, with more prominent displays of calories and a line for "added sugars." Food benefits for families in poverty were adjusted to allow the purchase of more fruits and vegetables. The Affordable Care Act brought calorie labeling to chain restaurants nationwide and pushed for weight-loss programs through employer-based insurance plans.

Michelle Obama helped guide these efforts, working with marketing experts to develop ways of nudging kids toward better diets and pledging to eliminate "food deserts," or neighborhoods that lacked convenient access to healthy, affordable food. She was relentless in her public messaging; she planted an organic garden at the White House and promoted her signature "Let's Move!" campaign around the country. The first lady also led a separate, private-sector push for change within Big Food. In 2010, the beverage giants agreed to add calorie labels to the front of their bottles and cans; PepsiCo pledged major cuts in fat, sodium, and added sugars across its entire product line within a decade.

An all-out war on soda would come to stand in for these broad efforts. Nutrition studies found that half of all Americans were drinking sugar-sweetened beverages every day, and that consumption of these accounted for one-third of the added sugar in adults' diets. Studies turned up links between people's soft-drink consumption and their risks for type 2 diabetes and obesity. A new strand of research hinted that "liquid calories" in particular were dangerous to health.

Brownell led the growing calls for an excise tax on soft drinks, like the one in place for cigarettes, as a way of limiting their sales. Few such measures were passed--the beverage industry did everything it could to shut them down--but the message at their core, that soda was a form of poison like tobacco, spread. In San Francisco and New York, public-service campaigns showed images of soda bottles pouring out a stream of glistening, blood-streaked fat. Michelle Obama led an effort to depict water--plain old water--as something "cool" to drink.

The social engineering worked. Slowly but surely, Americans' lamented lifestyle began to shift. From 2001 to 2018, added-sugar intake dropped by about one-fifth among children, teens, and young adults. From the late 1970s through the early 2000s, the obesity rate among American children had roughly tripled; then, suddenly, it flattened out. And although the obesity rate among adults was still increasing, its climb seemed slower than before. Americans' long-standing tendency to eat ever-bigger portions also seemed to be abating.

But sugary drinks--liquid candy, pretty much--were always going to be a soft target for the nanny state. Fixing the food environment in deeper ways proved much harder. "The tobacco playbook pretty much only works for soda, because that's the closest analogy we have as a food item," Dariush Mozaffarian, a cardiologist and the director of the Food Is Medicine Institute at Tufts University, told me. But that tobacco playbook doesn't work to increase consumption of fruits and vegetables, he said. It doesn't work to increase consumption of beans. It doesn't work to make people eat more nuts or seeds or extra-virgin olive oil.

Read: What happens when you've been on Ozempic for 20 years?

Careful research in the past decade has shown that many of the Obama-era social fixes did little to alter behavior or improve our health. Putting calorie labels on menus seemed to prompt at most a small decline in the amount of food people ate. Employer-based wellness programs (which are still offered by 80 percent of large companies) were shown to have zero tangible effects. Health-care spending, in general, kept going up.

And obesity rates resumed their ascent. Today, 20 percent of American children have obesity. For all the policy nudges and the sensible revisions to nutrition standards, food companies remain as unfettered as they were in the 1990s, Kelly Brownell told me. "Is there anything the industry can't do now that it was doing then?" he asked. "The answer really is no. And so we have a very predictable set of outcomes."

"Our public-health efforts to address obesity have failed," Eric Finkelstein, the economist, told me.
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The success of Barb's gastric-bypass surgery was also limited. "Most people reach their lowest weight about a year post-surgery," Gretchen White, an epidemiologist at the University of Pittsburgh, told me. "We call it their weight nadir."

Barb's weight nadir came 14 months after surgery; she remembers exactly when things began to turn around. She was in a store buying jeans, and realized she could fit into a size 8. By then she'd lost 210 pounds; her BMI was down to 27--lower than the average for a woman her age. Her body had changed so much that she was scared. "It was just too freaky to be that small," she told me. "I wasn't me. I wasn't substantial." She was used to feeling unseen, but now, in this new state, she felt like she was disappearing in a different way. "It's really weird when you're really, really fat," she said. "People look at you, but they also look through you. You're just, like, invisible. And then when you're really small you're invisible too, because you're one of the herd. You're one of everybody."

At that point, she started to rebound. The openings into her gastric pouch--the section of her stomach that wasn't bypassed--stretched back to something like their former size. And Barb found ways to "eat around" the surgery, as doctors say, by taking food throughout the day in smaller portions. Her experience was not unusual. Bariatric surgeries can be highly effective for some people and nearly useless for others. Long-term studies have found that 30 percent of those who receive the same procedure Barb did regain at least one-quarter of what they lost within two years of reaching their weight nadir; more than half regain that much within five years.


New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg tried to implement a ban on oversize sugary drinks. (Allison Joyce / Getty)



But if the effects of Barb's surgery were quickly wearing off, its side effects were not: She now had iron, calcium, and B12 deficiencies resulting from the changes to her gut. She looked into getting a revision of the surgery--a redo, more or less--but insurance wouldn't cover it, and by then the money from her fen-phen settlement had run out. The pounds kept coming back.

Barb's relationship to medicine had long been complicated by her size. She found the health-care system ill-equipped--or just unwilling--to give her even basic care. During one hospital visit in 1993, she remembers, a nurse struggled to wrap a blood-pressure cuff around her upper arm. When it didn't fit, he tried to strap it on with tape, but even then, the cuff kept splitting open. "It just grabs your skin and gives you bruises. It's really painful," she said. Later she'd find out that the measurement can also be taken by putting the cuff around a person's forearm. But at the time, she could only cry.

"That was the moment that I was like, This is fucked up. This is just wrong, that I have to sit here and cry in the emergency room because someone is incompetent with my body." She found that every health concern she brought to doctors might be taken as a referendum, in some way, on her body size. "If I stubbed my toe or whatever, they'd just say 'Lose weight.' " She began to notice all the times she'd be in a waiting room and find that every chair had arms. She realized that if she was having a surgical procedure, she'd need to buy herself a plus-size gown--or else submit to being covered with a bedsheet when the nurses realized that nothing else would fit. At one appointment, for the removal of a cancerous skin lesion on her back, Barb's health-care team tried rolling her onto her side while she was under anesthesia, and accidentally let her slip. When she woke, she found a laceration to her breast and bruises on her arm.

Barb grew angrier and more direct about her needs--You'll have to find me a different chair, she started saying to receptionists. Many others shared her rage. Activists had long decried the cruel treatment of people with obesity: The National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance had existed, for example, in one form or another, since 1969; the Council on Size & Weight Discrimination had been incorporated in 1991. But in the early 2000s, the ideas behind this movement began to wend their way deeper into academia, and they soon gained some purchase with the public.

In 1999, when Rebecca Puhl arrived at Yale to work with Kelly Brownell toward her Ph.D. in clinical psychology, she'd given little thought to weight-based discrimination. But Brownell had received a grant to research the topic, and he put Puhl on the project. "She basically created a field," Brownell said. While he focused on the dark seductions of our food environment, Puhl studied size discrimination, and how it could be treated as a health condition of its own. From the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s, the proportion of adults who said they'd experienced discrimination on account of their height or weight increased by two-thirds, going up to 12 percent. Puhl and others started citing evidence that this form of discrimination wasn't merely a source of psychic harm, but also of obesity itself. Studies found that the experience of weight discrimination is associated with overeating, and with the risk of weight gain over time.

Puhl's approach took for granted that being very fat could make you sick. Others attacked the very premise of a "healthy weight": People do not have any fundamental need, they argued, morally or medically, to strive for smaller bodies as an end in itself. They called for resistance to the ideology of anti-fatness, with its profit-making arms in health care and consumer goods. The Association for Size Diversity and Health formed in 2003; a year later, dozens of scholars working on weight-related topics joined together to create the academic field of fat studies.

Read: Why scientists can't agree on whether it's unhealthy to be overweight

Some experts were rethinking their advice on food and diet. At UC Davis, a physiologist named Lindo Bacon who had struggled to overcome an eating disorder had been studying the effects of "intuitive eating," which aims to promote healthy, sustainable behavior without fixating on what you weigh or how you look. Bacon's mentor at the time was Judith Stern--the obesity expert who in 1995 proposed that any FDA adviser who voted against approving dexfenfluramine "ought to be shot." By 2001, Bacon, who uses they/them pronouns, had received their Ph.D. and finished a rough draft of a book, Health at Every Size, which drew inspiration from a broader movement by that name among health-care practitioners. Bacon struggled to find a publisher. "I have a stack of well over 100 rejections," they told me.

But something shifted in the ensuing years. In 2007, Bacon got a different response, and the book was published. Health at Every Size became a point of entry for a generation of young activists and, for a time, helped shape Americans' understanding of obesity.

As the size-diversity movement grew, its values were taken up--or co-opted--by Big Business. Dove had recently launched its "Campaign for Real Beauty," which included plus-size women. (Ad Age later named it the best ad campaign of the 21st century.) People started talking about "fat shaming" as something to avoid. The heightened sensitivity started showing up in survey data, too. In 2010, fewer than half of U.S. adults expressed support for giving people with obesity the same legal protections from discrimination offered to people with disabilities. In 2015, that rate had risen to three-quarters.

In Bacon's view, the 2000s and 2010s were glory years. "People came together and they realized that they're not alone, and they can start to be critical of the ideas that they've been taught," Bacon told me. "We were on this marvelous path of gaining more credibility for the whole Health at Every Size movement, and more awareness."

But that sense of unity proved short-lived; the movement soon began to splinter. Black women have the highest rates of obesity, and disproportionately high rates of associated health conditions. Yet according to Fatima Cody Stanford, an obesity-medicine physician at Harvard Medical School, Black patients with obesity get lower-quality care than white patients with obesity. "Even amongst Medicaid beneficiaries, we see differences in who is getting access to therapies," she told me. "I think this is built into the system."

That system was exactly what Bacon and the Health at Every Size movement had set out to reform. The problem, as they saw it, was not so much that Black people lacked access to obesity medicine, but that, as Bacon and the Black sociologist Sabrina Strings argued in a 2020 article, Black women have been "specifically targeted" for weight loss, which Bacon and Strings saw as a form of racism. But members of the fat-acceptance movement pointed out that their own most visible leaders, including Bacon, were overwhelmingly white. "White female dietitians have helped steal and monetize the body positive movement," Marquisele Mercedes, a Black activist and public-health Ph.D. student, wrote in September 2020. "And I'm sick of it."

Tensions over who had the standing to speak, and on which topics, boiled over. In 2022, following allegations that Bacon had been exploitative and condescending toward Black colleagues, the Association for Size Diversity and Health expelled them from its ranks and barred them from attending its events. ("They were accusing me of taking center stage and not appropriately deferring to marginalized people," Bacon told me. "That's never been true.")

As the movement succumbed to in-fighting, its momentum with the public stalled. If attitudes about fatness among the general public had changed during the 2000s and 2010s, it was only to a point. The idea that some people can indeed be "fit but fat," though backed up by research, has always been a tough sell. Although Americans had become less inclined to say they valued thinness, measures of their implicit attitudes seemed fairly stable. Outside of a few cities such as San Francisco and Madison, Wisconsin, new body-size-discrimination laws were never passed. (Puhl has been testifying regularly in support of the same proposed bill in Massachusetts since 2007, to no avail.) And, as always, obesity rates themselves kept going up.

In the meantime, thinness was coming back into fashion. In the spring of 2022, Kim Kardashian--whose "curvy" physique has been a media and popular obsession--boasted about crash-dieting in advance of the Met Gala. A year later, the model and influencer Felicity Hayward warned Vogue Business that "plus-size representation has gone backwards." In March of this year, the singer Lizzo, whose body pride has long been central to her public persona, told The New York Times that she's been trying to lose weight. "I'm not going to lie and say I love my body every day," she said.

Among the many other dramatic effects of the GLP-1 drugs, they may well have released a store of pent-up social pressure to lose weight. If ever there was a time to debate that impulse, and to question its origins and effects, it would be now. But Puhl told me that no one can even agree on which words are inoffensive. The medical field still uses obesity, as a description of a diagnosable disease. But many activists despise that phrase--some spell it with an asterisk in place of the e--and propose instead to reclaim fat. Everyone seems to agree on the most important, central fact: that we should be doing everything we can to limit weight stigma. But that hasn't been enough to stop the arguing.
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Not long before my visit to Orlando in October, Barb had asked her endocrinologist to switch her from Trulicity to Mounjaro, because she'd heard it was more effective. (This, too, was covered under Medicaid.) A few weeks later, Barb blogged about the feeling of being stuck--physically stuck--inside her body. "Anyone who has been immobilized by fat and then freed, understands my sense of amazement that I can walk without a walker and not ride the scooter in the store," she wrote. "Two years ago, all I could do was wait to die. I never thought I would be released from my prison of fat."


Barb has been a frequent visitor to Disney World, but until recently she needed an electric scooter to navigate the park. (Courtesy of Barb Herrera)



In all that time when she could barely move, of all the places that she couldn't really go, Disney World stood out. Barb is the sort of person who holds many fascinations--meditation, 1980s lesbian politics, the rock band Queen--but Disney may be chief among them. She has a Tinker Bell tattoo on her calf, and a trio of Mickey Mouse balloons on her shoulder. Her wallet shows the plus-size villain Ursula, from The Little Mermaid. "It's just a place where you can go and be treated beautifully," she said. "No matter who you are, no matter what country you're from, no matter what language you speak. It's just wonderful and beautiful."

She'd been raised in the theme park, more or less: Her mother got a job there in the 1970s, and that meant Barb could go for free--which she did as often as she could, almost from the time that it first opened, and for decades after. She was at Disney when Epcot opened in 1982, just weeks before she gave birth to her first child. Later on she helped produce a book about where to eat at Disney if you're vegetarian, and published tips for how to get around the parks--and navigate the seating for their rides--whether you're "Pooh-size" or "Baloo-size." She worked at Disney, too, first as an independent tour guide and photographer, then as a phone operator for the resorts. "They used to pull me off of the telephones to go test new rides to see how large people could do on them," she told me.

But lately she'd only watched the park's events on livestream. The last time she'd gone in person, in 2021, she was using a scooter for mobility. "I dream of one day walking at Disney World once again," she'd written on her blog. So we called a car and headed over.

Barb was exhilarated--so was I--when we strolled into the multistory lobby of the Animal Kingdom Lodge, with its shiny floors, vaulted ceilings, indoor suspension bridge, and 16-foot, multicolored Igbo Ijele mask. Barb bought a pair of Minnie Mouse ears at the gift shop, and kibitzed for a while with the cashier. Before, she would have had to ask me to go and get the ears on her behalf, she said, so she wouldn't have to maneuver through the store on wheels. We walked down the stairs--we walked down the stairs, Barb observed with wonderment--to get breakfast at a restaurant called Boma. "Welcome, welcome, welcome! Have a Boma-tastic breakfast!" the host said.

Barb relished being in the lodge again, and had lots to say, to me and everyone. "My mom was a cast member for 42 years," she informed our server at one point. Even just that fact was a reminder of how much Disney World, and the people in it, had evolved during her lifetime. When her mom started to gain weight, Barb remembered, her manager demanded that she go on a diet. "They didn't even make a costume bigger than a 16," Barb said. As Americans got bigger, that policy had to be abandoned. "They needed people to work," she said, with a glance around the restaurant, where kids and parents alike were squeezing into seats, not all of which looked entirely sufficient. It was easy to imagine what the crowd at Boma might have looked like 20 years ago, when the restaurant first opened, and when the adult obesity rate was just half of what it is today.

"I feel smaller than a lot of these people, which is really interesting," Barb said. "I don't even know if I am, but I feel like it. And that is surreal."

Things feel surreal these days to just about anyone who has spent years thinking about obesity. At 71, after more than four decades in the field, Thomas Wadden now works part-time, seeing patients just a few days a week. But the arrival of the GLP-1 drugs has kept him hanging on for a few more years, he said. "It's too much of an exciting period to leave obesity research right now."

Read: How obesity became a disease

His bluegrass buddy, Kelly Brownell, stepped down from his teaching and administrative responsibilities last July. "I see the drugs as having great benefit," Brownell told me, even as he quickly cited the unknowns: whether the drugs' cost will be overwhelming, or if they'll be unsafe or ineffective after long-term use. "There's also the risk that attention will be drawn away from certain changes that need to be made to address the problem," he said. When everyone is on semaglutide or tirzepatide, will the soft-drink companies--Brownell's nemeses for so many years--feel as if a burden has been lifted? "My guess is the food industry is probably really happy to see these drugs come along," he said. They'll find a way to reach the people who are taking GLP-1s, with foods and beverages in smaller portions, maybe. At the same time, the pressures to cut back on where and how they sell their products will abate.

For Dariush Mozaffarian, the nutritionist and cardiologist at Tufts, the triumph in obesity treatment only highlights the abiding mystery of why Americans are still getting fatter, even now. Perhaps one can lay the blame on "ultraprocessed" foods, he said. Maybe it's a related problem with our microbiomes. Or it could be that obesity, once it takes hold within a population, tends to reproduce itself through interactions between a mother and a fetus. Others have pointed to increasing screen time, how much sleep we get, which chemicals are in the products that we use, and which pills we happen to take for our many other maladies. "The GLP-1s are just a perfect example of how poorly we understand obesity," Mozaffarian told me. "Any explanation of why they cause weight loss is all post-hoc hand-waving now, because we have no idea. We have no idea why they really work and people are losing weight."

The new drugs--and the "new understanding of obesity" that they have supposedly occasioned--could end up changing people's attitudes toward body size. But in what ways? When the American Medical Association declared obesity a disease in 2013, Rebecca Puhl told me, some thought "it might reduce stigma, because it was putting more emphasis on the uncontrollable factors that contribute to obesity." Others guessed that it would do the opposite, because no one likes to be "diseased." Already people on these drugs are getting stigmatized twice over: first for the weight at which they started, and then again for how they chose to lose it.

Barb herself has been evangelizing for her current medications with as much fervor as she showed for fen-phen. She has a blog devoted to her experience with GLP-1 drugs, called Health at Any Cost. As we stood up from our breakfast in the Animal Kingdom Lodge, Barb checked her phone and saw a text from her daughter Meghann, who had started on tirzepatide a couple of months before Barb did. " 'Thirty-five pounds down,' " Barb read aloud. " 'Medium top. Extra-large leggings, down from 4X' ... She looks like the child I knew. When she was so big, she looked so different."

In November, Barb's son, Tristan, started on tirzepatide too. She attributes his and Meghann's struggles to their genes. Later that month, when she was out at Meghann's house in San Antonio for Thanksgiving, she sent me a photo of the three of them together--"the Tirzepatide triplets."

She'd always worried that her kids might be doomed to experience the same chronic conditions that she has. All she could do before was tell them to "stay active." Now she imagines that this chain might finally be broken. "Is the future for my progeny filled with light and the joy of not being fat?" she wrote in a blog post last fall.


Barb at home in Orlando in April. Since starting on GLP-1 drugs two years ago, she has lost more than 200 pounds. (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



Barb's energy was still limited, and on the day we visited Disney World, she didn't yet feel ready to venture out much past the lodge. Before we went back to her house, I pressed her on the limits of this fantasy about her kids' and grandkids' lives. How could she muster so much optimism, given all the false miracles that she'd experienced before? She'd gone on fen-phen and ended up with heart damage. She'd had a gastric bypass and ended up anemic. And we hadn't even had the chance to talk about her brief affair with topiramate, another drug prescribed for weight loss that had quieted the voices in her head for a stretch in 2007--until it made her feel depressed. (Topiramate is "the new fen/phen and I am blessed to have it in my life/head/mind," she'd written on her blog back then. Ten years later she would pledge, in boldface: "I will never diet or take diet drugs again. Ever.")

After all of these disappointments, why wasn't there another kind of nagging voice that wouldn't stop--a sense of worry over what the future holds? And if she wasn't worried for herself, then what about for Meghann or for Tristan, who are barely in their 40s? Wouldn't they be on these drugs for another 40 years, or even longer? But Barb said she wasn't worried--not at all. "The technology is so much better now." If any problems come up, the scientists will find solutions.

Still, she'd been a bit more circumspect just a few months earlier, the first time that we spoke by phone. "There's a part of me that thinks I should be worried," she told me then. "But I don't even care. What I care about is today, how do I feel today." She was making travel plans to see her grandkids over Labor Day, after not having been on an airplane for 15 years because of her size. "I'm so excited, I can hardly stand it," she said. Since then she's gone to see them twice, including Thanksgiving; the last time she went, she didn't even need to buy two seats on the plane. She's also been back to Disney since our visit. This time, she had more energy. "When I walked out the back door of the Beach Club and headed towards EPCOT," she wrote on her blog, "I felt like I was flying."



This article appears in the June 2024 print edition with the headline "Ozempic or Bust."
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She Was No 'Mammy'

Gordon Parks's most famous photograph, <em>American Gothic</em>, was of a cleaning woman in Washington, D.C. She has a story to tell.

by Salamishah Tillet




I

am the granddaughter of domestic workers. My maternal grandmother was Luretha Little, an only child, who left her parents behind in North Carolina, and then her husband and two young sons in Virginia in search of freedom in New Jersey, where her sons eventually joined her and where my mother was born in 1955. In Newark, Luretha and her second husband, Elijah Griffin, had four more children. They ran a janitorial business, cleaning the offices of white doctors in Woodbridge and white scientists in New Brunswick. Sometimes they brought their children and put them to work: the twin boys swept the floors, and my mother dusted desks and polished ashtrays. My paternal grandmother, Hilda Ramdoo, was nicknamed Dolly because she was a pretty baby. One of nine children born in Port-of-Spain, Trinidad, she had seven of her own. By the time my father was an adult, his mother had temporarily left her husband, Antonio Tillet, and remaining six children to work in Caracas, where she cleaned the homes of the Venezuelan elite; she later went to Boston, where her entire family eventually joined her, and where I was born in 1975.

I think a lot about these two women and their countless hours of labor in the homes or offices of others. Though they were separated by race, nationality, and age, because of their gender and class they were relegated to the same job. But they also had full lives. Seven children each. Luretha loved Mahalia and Motown. Dolly was one of the first women to start a Carnival band in Trinidad. They were pious and proper and quick-tongued and outspoken. I think a lot about what existed for them beyond work when I look at Gordon Parks's most memorable image: the 1942 photograph he initially labeled Washington D.C. Government Charwoman,  but renamed American Gothic during the revolutionary 1960s.

More than half a century later, Parks recounted making this first portrait of Ella Watson, the 59-year-old African American cleaning woman who, like him, worked at the Farm Security Administration offices in Washington, D.C. "So it happened that, in one of the government's most sacred strongholds," he wrote, "I set up my camera for my first professional photograph."

"On the wall," he continued, "was a huge American flag hanging from the ceiling to the floor." Parks asked Watson "to stand before it, placed the mop in one hand, a broom in the other, then instructed her to look into the lens."

This capture of Watson at work--wearing a neatly pressed polka-dotted puffed-sleeve dress and wire-rimmed glasses, her hair parted to the side, with a straw broom and rag mop on either side of her and a slightly out-of-focus American flag hanging behind her--is now so familiar to me that I don't remember when I first saw it. But I didn't know until recently that it is what Parks considered his "first" professional photograph, setting him on the path to becoming one of the most innovative and influential photographers of all time.




Washington, D.C. August 1942. Mrs. Ella Watson, a government charwoman, leaves for work at 4:30 p.m. (The Gordon Parks Foundation)



In July and August 1942, Parks took more than 90 photographs of Watson, her family, and her community, in a project that rejected long-standing caricatures of Black women as mammies or subservient maids. More than a decade before hundreds of Black women domestic workers helped organize the Montgomery bus boycott, Parks's series with Watson revealed Black domestics as they often were: patriotic, political, and pious.

In his memoir, A Choice of Weapons, Parks recalled entering the FSA offices for the first time, walking "confidently down the corridor, following the arrows to my destination, sensing history all around me, feeling knowledge behind every door I passed." Roy Stryker, the head of the FSA's Historical Section, sensing that Parks's naivete would not serve him or his future subjects well, encouraged him to leave his camera behind and get to know the city by going for a bus ride, taking in a movie, shopping at a drugstore or a department store, or dining at local restaurants. "I wanted to kill everyone," Parks said about those experiences. "I've never been so mad." Unlike in Saint Paul, where he came of age, or even his more recent home, Chicago, in D.C., he faced the harsh reality of the district's strict segregation laws and was denied service or entry everywhere he went. Furious, Parks told Stryker that he needed to document this story of American racism and then plotted his plan in bold strokes. "I wanted to photograph every rotten discrimination in the city, and show the world how evil Washington was," Parks said. "I had the biggest, vaguest ideas in the world." After making it clear that such a project would require him to hire all of Life magazine's photographers for the rest of their lives, Stryker encouraged Parks to focus on and follow one person to achieve his goals. Stryker indicated a woman who was mopping the hallway floor nearby. "Go have a talk with her before you go home this evening," he said. "See what she has to say about life and things. You might find her interesting."


(The Gordon Parks Foundation)



Born in late March 1883 in Washington, D.C., Ella Watson had been a domestic for most of her life by the time she met Parks. In 1898, at age 15, she left school and later that year found a job ironing at the Frazee Laundry in Washington. She worked intermittently, listing "maid" and "laundress" as her employment on the census until she found a temporary position as a custodian at the State Department in 1919. The following year, she doubled up, working as a caretaker in a white family's home and cleaning another federal agency building. She managed to secure steady employment at the Post Office Department for most of the 1920s, then moved to the Treasury Department (where the FSA was also located) in 1929; she remained there until 1944. "I came to find out a very significant thing," Parks later remembered. Watson "had moved into the [office] building at the same time, she said, as the [white] woman who was now a notary public. They came there with the same education, the same mental facilities and equipment, and she was now scrubbing this woman's room every evening."

I have always wondered whether Parks saw parts of his biography in Watson's story. Long before he worked for the railroad, much less became a professional photographer, a teenage Gordon Parks was homeless in his new city of Saint Paul. He worked weekends at his boardinghouse to make ends meet, washing dishes and mopping floors. A few years later, like millions of Americans during the Depression, he was destitute again. Having lost all his belongings on an earlier trip to Chicago, a desperate Parks got a gig at the Hotel Southland. Because of his race, this run-down establishment barred him from renting one of the rooms he was responsible for cleaning.

Having to clean for the hotel's white, working-class, and almost always drunk guests brought out the worst in him. The Southland was filled with a "bad breath of smoke, alcohol, sour bodies and human excrement" and "pickpockets, alcoholics, bums, addicts, perverts, panhandlers," and the only way Parks could survive was to "hold my own here, where profanity meant prestige and politeness invited abuse." Hating every day of his short-lived experience there, Parks concluded, "It was a harsh and ugly time," marked mainly by his "longing for the time when I could get into a tub of hot water and soak out the smell of the place."

I do not know if Parks divulged his past to Watson, but she shared much with him. "Would you allow me to photograph you?" he awkwardly asked her one early-summer evening in 1942. "In an old dress like this?" she humbly replied. Soon Parks had his most enduring photograph, but he realized he knew little of his subject beyond the image. When he approached her later to ask if he could continue to document her and learn more about her life, Watson joked that it might take some time because she was a grandmother. She then told a life story that sounded to Parks like "a bad dream." By the time he met her, her husband had died (in 1927), and she was raising her adopted teenage daughter and her adopted daughter's nieces and nephews. Watson, a single mother and the sole provider for the family, was left to survive on an annual wage of $1,080. And she knew she was locked permanently into this status.

Whether Parks consciously identified with Watson as a domestic remains unclear. But in the actual photographs, we can see his identification with and respect for her as a laborer in unexpected ways. Rather than remove all evidence of himself in the portraits of Watson cleaning the offices, he subtly included traces of his photography equipment. Parks established a reciprocity between their lives and their labor. He knew it was not a one-to-one correlation. "By comparison," he reflected after learning of Watson's hardships, "my experiences were akin to a peaceful afternoon." The images were trenchant critiques of the limited economic opportunities available to Black people, particularly Black women in Jim Crow America, while they also told Watson's story with visual nuance and depth.


Washington, D.C. August 1942. Ella Watson cleaning after regular working hours. (The Gordon Parks Foundation)




Washington, D.C. August 1942. Mrs. Ella Watson, a government charwoman, reading the Bible to her household. (The Gordon Parks Foundation)



Stryker immediately understood the disruptive power of Government Charwoman. Balking after Parks showed it to him, he said, "Well, you're catching on, but that picture could get us all fired." Aware that southern members of Congress had already complained about the FSA's publishing images of Black people impoverished in the segregated South, Stryker encouraged Parks to continue documenting Watson.

The most dominant image of Black domestic workers in mainstream America at the time was that of a mammy, a Black woman who happily served at the whims of white employers. By 1941, the image had peaked: Hattie McDaniel won the Best Supporting Actress Oscar for her role as Ruth "Mammy," a formerly enslaved woman on the Tara plantation and house servant to Scarlett O'Hara in the pro-Confederate movie Gone With the Wind. Years later, when a friend criticized her for "playing so many servant parts, or 'handkerchief heads' as they came to be called," McDaniel responded, "Hell, I'd rather play a maid than be one."

Although Parks was not alone in creating a counternarrative to racist stereotypes, his image remains one of the most enduring. Two years before Parks arrived in the capital, his literary hero Richard Wright sent his agent a manuscript titled Slave Market (later renamed Black Hope), about the plight of Black housemaids. Wright hoped the novel might "reveal in a symbolic manner the potentially strategic position, socially and politically, which women occupy in the world today." But he never published the book, and another eight years would pass before Lutie Johnson, a domestic worker turned blues singer, would appear in print in Ann Petry's social-realist novel The Street.



Parks never saw Watson as just a symbol. Through sustained documentation of her life, the civil-rights aesthetic he pursued and perfected for the rest of his career took form. In that brief encounter with Watson, her friends, and her family, Parks realized his capacity to depict Black people in his art the way he knew them in the world: as multidimensional, multitudinous, and agents of social change.

He achieved this, in part, through a swap. Parks later admitted to having Grant Wood's American Gothic in mind when he placed Watson in a pose similar to that of both figures in Wood's 1930 painting. Parks likely saw the painting--now one of the most recognizable of 20th-century American art--during a train layover in Chicago in 1937. Unlike the sharp social commentary of the FSA photographs, Wood's painting was both bucolic and nostalgic. The obvious middle-classness harkened back to an age of prosperity and stability before the Great Depression. "What does matter is whether or not these faces are true to American life," Wood wrote about his models in a 1941 letter, "and reveal something about it."

Recently, I went to see Wood's American Gothic on a lark. I had seen the painting many times as one of the many tourists who flock to the American wing of the Art Institute of Chicago, looked at it from various angles, and debated its import as kitsch or haute culture. But this time, I had Parks and Watson in my head, and I found myself less interested in the farmer and his daughter (many people mistake the woman for a wife) and more invested in Parks's transformation of a double portrait into a single one.

In Parks's version, Watson stood in for both figures. In Wood's painting, the division of labor falls along traditional gender lines. The older man and the younger woman are outdoors, and the pitchfork is the main clue to their labor. The farmer uses it daily, making it a crucial part of his routine and work, as the painting suggests, in public. The young woman's gaze suggests a dependency on him, and her kitchen garb indicates that she does not work alongside him but might take care of the home. By replacing those two figures with Watson, a Black cleaning woman, Parks troubled the notions of gender, race, and work. As Watson cleaned those stairwells and offices in the after-hours, the wartime bureaucracy of the FSA became a domestic space, and women's labor was no longer unseen.

I am drawn to those photographs that fully refuse Watson's invisibility and revel in her interiority. Parks travels with her far beyond the office building and witnesses her different types of emotional, familial, and intergenerational labor: her preparing to go to and returning from work; her feeding and dressing her grandchildren, and combing their hair.


Washington, D.C. August 1942. Mrs. Ella Watson receives anointment from Reverend Clara Smith during the "flower bowl demonstration," a service held once a year at the St. Martin's Spiritual Church. (The Gordon Parks Foundation)




Washington, D.C. August 1942. Mrs. Ella Watson, a government charwoman, with three grandchildren and her adopted daughter. (The Gordon Parks Foundation)



Interspersed are moments in which Watson created an alternative to the racism she experienced at work and a curative to her daily grind. As poignant as but less popular than her overt dissent in front of the American flag in the most famous photograph is her embrace of religious ritual and her exercising her right to rest. Tenderness is on display when Watson's grandchild naps midafternoon or when we see her silhouette projected on the mirror behind her bedroom altar. Eyes closed, head down, Watson appears in a solo portrait again, but this time in prayer. Parks helps us see how, despite her economic poverty, surrounded by rows of neatly lined-up statues and candles, Watson made her home a sanctuary, a place where she, and maybe even he, for a time, could connect to something far better than the segregated country into which they both were born.

"I was in my very late teens when I was first made aware of the images," Ella Watson's great-granddaughter Rosslyn Samuels told me in an interview. "And I didn't grasp the magnitude of it until my later years, because, to me, she was just Grandma." When she saw Parks's photographs, she said, "I thought, Oh, someone took professional pictures of her. I regret not knowing about them when she was alive, because she and I shared a bedroom, and we talked about everything." Knowing Watson only as a retiree meant that Samuels's primary memories of her great-grandmother are more like the photographs Parks took outside the office, the large majority of moments he documented: Watson as a loving, pious, nurturing Black woman who seemed to delight in looking after those she loved.

And here, Watson still inspires. "I get an overwhelming feeling when I look at Parks's photographs of her now," Samuels revealed. "It's just like, 'Wow.' But ... I'm not surprised, because she was always so big to us. She had that impact on a lot of people. We revered her. And it's not like she commanded it; she just had a certain effect on people."

Fortunately, one of them was a 29-year-old photographer named Gordon Parks.


(The Gordon Parks Foundation)





This article has been excerpted from "'She Was Always So Big to Us': Ella Watson as Style and Substance," an essay by Salamishah Tillet that appears in Gordon Parks's new book, American Gothic: Gordon Parks and Ella Watson.
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The Gaza Cease-Fire That Wasn't

Four things to understand about the ongoing negotiations

by Yair Rosenberg




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.


As the Israel-Hamas war continues, breathless headlines sometimes conceal more than they reveal.

But first, here are three new stories from The Atlantic.

	David A. Graham: "The Stormy Daniels testimony spotlights Trump's misogyny."
 	The politics of fear itself
 	When conservative parents revolt




Waiting for Details

In March, CNN reported that "the Israelis have 'basically accepted' a six-week ceasefire proposal in Gaza," per a U.S. official. Yesterday, the Associated Press reported that Hamas said it had "accepted an Egyptian-Qatari cease-fire proposal." Each of these claims quickly spread across the internet, fueling arguments among partisans around the world and raising hopes among both Palestinians and Israelis. Of course, as anyone following the conflict in Gaza knows, the fighting has not ended. These pseudo-cease-fires are far from the only instance of such whiplash between the headlines and reality in recent months--just recall the breathless news coverage surrounding Iran's strike on Israel and the Israeli response, both of which were cast as a prelude to regional and possibly world war before fizzling into nothing of the kind.

Confused? Trying to figure out how to tell what's true and what's not? You're not alone. I struggle with the challenge too. Here are four points about the cease-fire talks that guide my own reporting, and help me untangle where things stand.

1. As they negotiate, both parties are attempting to shape international media coverage--and their statements should be read with this in mind. In professional sports leagues, before consequential trades or player signings, there are often a flurry of leaks to media outlets about potential contract terms or trade packages. Most of these turn out to be false. This is how Aaron Judge, the superstar captain of the New York Yankees, was momentarily reported to have signed with the San Francisco Giants in 2022. Why are so many of these reports wrong? Sometimes, they reflect genuine offers from the midst of a fluid negotiation; other times they are an attempt by one side to increase their leverage.

International reporting is not sports reporting, but it is subject to similar dynamics. In the case of Israel and Hamas, both sides are selectively sharing information in order to shape press coverage, attempting to present themselves as reasonable and their opponent as recalcitrant. In some cases, this can lead to certain media outlets getting ahead of the story or being spun by those advancing an agenda. That appears to be what happened yesterday, when Hamas unilaterally announced that it had "agreed to" a cease-fire, and several outlets repeated the claim without sufficient scrutiny as to what the group had actually agreed to. As The New York Times reported, it later turned out that "Hamas did not 'accept' a cease-fire deal so much as make a counteroffer to the proposal on the table previously blessed by the United States and Israel." Moreover, Hamas refused to commit to releasing only living Israeli hostages, as opposed to dead ones, in the first stage of a proposed multiphase deal. Here, as elsewhere, when confronted with a sensational headline, it pays to wait for more details before assuming the initial report provides the full picture.

2. Israel and Hamas aren't the only ones negotiating--and this makes things very complicated. Israel and Hamas did not have formal relations even before they went to war in October. As a result, they have long communicated through intermediaries. Right now, cease-fire negotiations are being conducted in Cairo with the assistance of multiple outside mediators, including the United States, Egypt (which borders both Israel and Gaza), and Qatar (which hosts the Hamas political leadership). Each of these actors is providing their own proposals and compromise suggestions, which can help the parties progress but also allow them to posture by accepting a friendlier proposal from one of the external mediators than they would get from the other side. Understanding this dynamic can help you decode the headlines: There will be a deal when the story is not "Israel accepts U.S. cease-fire proposal" or "Hamas accepts Egyptian-Qatari proposal" but rather "Israel and Hamas agree to mutual cease-fire proposal."

3. Several core sticking points still need to be resolved. To know whether the parties are actually close to a deal, it helps to know why they haven't gotten to one yet. In addition to Hamas's caginess about releasing living hostages--it has yet to provide a list of those Israelis it currently holds, and appears to want to use the live ones as bargaining chips for later stages--both parties have a fundamental disagreement about whether a deal would officially end the war. Hamas insists that it must, while Israel wants to reserve the right to return to Gaza and continue pursuing Hamas's leadership, even after a long lull in hostilities.

This split over a "permanent cease-fire" might seem largely symbolic: Israel and Hamas have been at war with each other on and off for more than a decade, and that won't change based on what a piece of paper says. But symbolism matters. Both parties--and in particular, their political leadership--want to be able to declare victory when a deal is signed. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, in thrall to far-right coalition partners and dead in the polls, doesn't want to look like he conceded to Hamas. Yahya Sinwar, the leader of Hamas in Gaza, desperately wants to appear to have achieved something after all the devastation that Hamas and its October 7 massacre brought upon the people of Gaza. Being able to emerge from hiding and declare that he'd outlasted the vaunted Israeli military would accomplish that.

More substantively, Israelis are divided over whether the overriding goal of the current war should be destroying Hamas (in which case Israel cannot disengage until the group's final battalions are defeated) or returning the hostages (in which case Israel could end this war now and fight Hamas another day). Israel's leadership has so far refused to choose between these two goals, but the moment of decision seems to be arriving.

4. There is no agreement, but there are negotiations and they are at a pivotal point. Yesterday, Hamas made a negotiating counteroffer, then accepted its own counteroffer. That is obviously not how a bilateral agreement works, but it is evidence that negotiations are advancing. In response, Israel announced yesterday that it would send a new delegation to Cairo to continue talks. CIA director William Burns is reportedly personally on site to help facilitate a deal. At the same time, Israel has begun an operation in the southern Gaza city of Rafah, where it says Hamas's leadership is hiding among more than 1 million sheltering Palestinians.

President Joe Biden has warned the Israelis against a full-scale operation in Rafah, which is partly why the current one is limited in scope--it began with an evacuation order for 100,000 civilians, leaving the rest in place while Israel maneuvers in a smaller geographic area. This move undoubtedly puts further pressure on Hamas, but it also hastens the moment when Israel will have to decide whether to press forward into the rest of Rafah, potentially breaking with the Biden administration. This prospect in turn increases the pressure on Israel itself to reach some sort of agreement. Although the outcome of these precipitous events is uncertain, an inflection point is fast approaching--and the time may come once again to practice patience as the incomplete headlines roll in.

Related:

	The right-wing Israeli campaign to resettle Gaza (From 2023)
 	What did top Israeli war officials really say about Gaza?




Today's News

	The judge in Donald Trump's New York criminal trial denied his lawyers' request for a mistrial during Stormy Daniels's testimony about her alleged sexual encounter with the former president and a hush-money payment.
 	TikTok and its parent company, ByteDance, sued the U.S. federal government over recent legislation that mandates the sale of TikTok, claiming that the law violates the company's First Amendment rights.
 	Vladimir Putin was inaugurated for his fifth term as the president of Russia in a ceremony that the U.S. and many European nations boycotted.




Evening Read
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Enough With Saving the Honeybees

By Ellen Cushing

In 2022, at least 18 states enacted bee-related legislation. Last year, a cryptocurrency launched with the intention of raising "awareness and support for bee conservation." If you search Etsy right now for "save the bees," you'll be rewarded with thousands of things to buy. Bees and Thank You, a food truck in suburban Boston, funds bee sanctuaries and gives out a packet of wildflower seeds--good for the bees!--with every grilled cheese sandwich it sells. A company in the United Kingdom offers a key ring containing a little bottle of chemicals that can purportedly "revive" an "exhausted bee" should you encounter one, "so it can continue its mission pollinating planet Earth."
 All of the above is surprising for maybe a few different reasons, but here's a good place to start: Though their numbers have fluctuated, honeybees are not in trouble. Other bees are. But the movement's poster child, biggest star, and attention hound is not at risk of imminent extinction, and never has been.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The conjoined twins who refused to be "fixed"
 	"Ukraine has changed too much to compromise with Russia," Illia Ponomarenko argues.
 	Being an ambassador in Washington keeps getting harder.
 	James Parker: "Some late-breaking adjustments to my new autobiography"




Culture Break


Max



Watch (or skip). Jerrod Carmichael Reality Show (out now on Max) is a new unscripted show about the comedian's life that may lean too much into voyeurism, Hannah Giorgis writes.

Read. A Body Made of Glass: A Cultural History of Hypochondria, by Caroline Crampton, explores the pervasiveness of health anxiety.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Stormy Daniels Testimony Spotlights Trump's Misogyny

It's not that Trump bore any malice toward Daniels; it's that she mattered to him only as a vehicle to sex.

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump has often loved to talk about his sexual prowess. He boasted to Access Hollywood's Billy Bush about grabbing women's crotches nonconsensually. He called the New York Post and begged them to run a headline bragging that Marla Maples, then his girlfriend and later his second wife, considered their relationship the "Best Sex I've Ever Had!" He bragged that he had so much sex that avoiding sexually transmitted diseases was "my personal Vietnam."

But the former president is suddenly shy about sex this week. It's the third week of his trial in Manhattan on charges that he falsified business records to cover up hush money paid to a woman who says she had sex with him. That woman is Stormy Daniels, a porn actor and director, and today she testified in the trial, much to Trump's consternation.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump's misogyny is on trial in New York

At the start of proceedings today, Trump's lawyers fiercely objected to Daniels's presence--particularly to the danger that she would divulge "any details" of sex between the two. Trump also angrily posted and then deleted a missive on Truth Social about Daniels testifying. (He denies that any sex occurred.) Daniels has indeed been nauseatingly graphic about the encounter in other forums, but a prosecutor assured Judge Juan Merchan that the witness would not describe any "genitalia."

And she did not, although she did at one point describe the position in which she says they had sex. Trump's lawyers, and sometimes Merchan, of his own volition, repeatedly objected to prosecutors' lines of questioning or to Daniels's answers. The vibes were weird all around. Daniels had to be repeatedly asked to speak more slowly, by both the prosecutor and the judge. Reporters in the courtroom observed that Merchan seemed more on edge than at any other point in the trial so far.

What Daniels described was less graphic and prurient, but perhaps more repulsive and revealing about Trump. My colleague Quinta Jurecic wrote at the outset of the case that the real subject of the trial was Trump's misogyny, raising the question: "Is this really the kind of man you want to be your president?" The day's testimony was a window into just what kind of man that is, one dripping with sexual entitlement and presumption.

David A. Graham: Judge Merchan is out of good options

Daniels recounted a dinner appointment with Trump in Lake Tahoe in 2006 that she thought was about either socializing or business; it dawned on her too late that the goal for him was sex.

One clear implication from Daniels's testimony was that for Trump, this was nothing unusual. He simply expected that if a woman was around him, he was getting laid--not without consent, exactly, but not entirely with it, either. There was no conversation, Daniels testified: "I didn't say anything at all." After all, as Trump said in the Access Hollywood tape, "when you're a star, they let you do it." In the same tape, he bitterly recalled hitting on another woman unsuccessfully. The failure rankled because it ran against his usual pattern.

The two met at a golf tournament. Trump's bodyguard approached her after an introduction and asked if she'd have dinner with Trump. She demurred, profanely, but came around because she wanted to get out of another obligation. Besides, her publicist asked her, "What could possibly go wrong?"

Daniels was directed to meet Trump in his penthouse room. This should have been the first sign of trouble: She said he met her wearing silk or satin pajamas that reminded her of Hugh Hefner. She asked him to get dressed in normal clothes, and he did.

Read: The cases against Trump--a guide

Their conversation over dinner sounded, to be blunt, weird. Among the topics were how often Daniels was tested for STDs, and what protocols were for filming (her company always required condoms). In what maybe should have been another warning sign, they also talked about Trump's sleeping arrangements with his third and current wife, Melania (Daniels said he said they didn't even sleep in the same room).

At one point, Daniels scolded Trump. "Are you always this rude? Are you always this arrogant and pompous?" she asked. (No one would have to ask today.) "Like you don't even know how to have a conversation." But she also testified that unlike many other people, he seemed less interested in the salacious side of the porn business and more curious about the financials. "He was very interested in a lot of the business aspects of it, which I thought was very cool," she said. "These were very thought-out business questions."

Eventually, Daniels was ready to head out and went to the bathroom. But when she emerged, she found Trump on the bed, in a T-shirt and boxers. He was between her and the door. She moved to leave, but he blocked her--not in a threatening manner, she said, though she also noted that he was larger than she was and that she was aware of the power dynamic. The next thing she knew, they were having sex.

Sophie Gilbert: Four more years of unchecked misogyny

Trump had gotten what he wanted. The two kept in touch for years, with him repeatedly dangling but never delivering on the prospect of Daniels appearing on The Apprentice. She said he never asked her to keep quiet about their hook-up, though she also didn't discuss it widely, she said, because she was ashamed. It was only later, as Trump was running for president in 2016, that her hush-money deal was arranged.

Last year, my colleague Sophie Gilbert wrote that a second Trump presidency would produce four more years of unchecked misogyny. "I don't believe Donald Trump hates women. Not by default, anyway," she wrote. "The misogyny that Trump embodies and champions is less about loathing than enforcement: underscoring his requirement that women look and behave a certain way, that we comply with his desires and submit to our required social function." Daniels's account of her encounter with him showed exactly how that can work. It's not that Trump bore any malice toward Daniels (that came later); it's that she mattered to him only as a vehicle to sex.

By now, Trump has gotten a great deal more than he expected or wanted that day in his Tahoe penthouse. Following a lunch break today, his attorneys argued for a mistrial on the basis of Daniels's answers. Merchan refused but said several times that some things that came up would have been "better left unsaid." The newly demure defendant would surely agree.
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The Great Honeybee Fallacy

For years, people have understood them to be at imminent risk of extinction, despite evidence to the contrary. Why?

by Ellen Cushing




Everyone, for so long, has been worried about the honeybees. Governments, celebrities, social-media users, small businesses, multinational conglomerates--in the two decades or so since news emerged that American honeybees were disappearing, all manner of entities with a platform or a wallet have taken up and abandoned countless other causes, but they can't quit trying to save the bees.

In 2022, at least 18 states enacted bee-related legislation. Last year, a cryptocurrency launched with the intention of raising "awareness and support for bee conservation." If you search Etsy right now for "save the bees," you'll be rewarded with thousands of things to buy. Bees and Thank You, a food truck in suburban Boston, funds bee sanctuaries and gives out a packet of wildflower seeds--good for the bees!--with every grilled cheese sandwich it sells. A company in the United Kingdom offers a key ring containing a little bottle of chemicals that can purportedly "revive" an "exhausted bee" should you encounter one, "so it can continue its mission pollinating planet Earth."

All of the above is surprising for maybe a few different reasons, but here's a good place to start: Though their numbers have fluctuated, honeybees are not in trouble. Other bees are. But the movement's poster child, biggest star, and attention hound is not at risk of imminent extinction, and never has been. "There are more honeybees on the planet now than there probably ever have been in the history of honeybees," Rich Hatfield, a biologist at the Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation, told me. "They are in no threat of going endangered. It's not an issue."

The idea that honeybees need our help is one of our most curiously persistent cultural myths. It is well intended. But it is also unhelpful: a distraction from more urgent biodiversity problems, and an object lesson in the limits of modern environmentalism and the seductiveness of modern consumerism. That the misconception has survived for so long may tell us less about bees than it does about the species that has, for centuries, adored, influenced, and exploited them more than any other. "Save the bees" rhetoric has turned them into something unspoiled, a miracle of mother nature's ingenious machinery. But everything about the modern American honeybee has been shaped by humans, including its sustained existence.

A true truth about the bees: The modal American honeybee is, essentially, a farm animal--part of a $200-billion-a-year industry that's regulated by the U.S. Department of Agriculture and is as sophisticated and professionalized as any other segment of the sprawling system that gets food on our plates. The nation's largest beekeeping operation, Adee Honey Farms, has more than 80,000 colonies, facilities in five states, and nearly 100 employees. Its bees, and those at other large-scale apiaries, do produce honey, but more and more, the real money is in what the industry calls "pollination services": the renting-out of bees to fertilize the farms of Big Ag, which have seen their indigenous pollinators decline with urbanization and industrialization.

Every February, right before the almond trees start blooming powdery and white across California's San Joaquin Valley, bees from all over the country pack onto semitrucks and head west, where they participate in the largest supervised pollination event on Earth, doing their part to ensure that America's most beloved nut makes its way again into snack packs and candy bars. Throughout the spring and early summer, they do the same for other crops--watermelons, pumpkins, cucumbers, alfalfas, onions--before heading home to the honey farm, where the most ambitious among them can expect to make a 12th of a teaspoon of the gooey, golden stuff over their lifetime. In the early 1990s, when Adee started renting out bees for industrial fertilization, that income accounted for about a third of its revenue, with honey making up the rest. Now the ratio is flipped.

Read: A uniquely French approach to environmentalism

As that transition was happening, another force threatened to rearrange the industry even more dramatically. Worker bees were flying away for pollen and never coming back, abandoning their hives' queens and young like a lousy husband in an enduring cliche. No one could figure out why. Some blamed a common class of pesticides called neonicotinoids, which are toxic to bees. Others zeroed in on the stress incurred by all that trucking of beehives around the country for pollination. Maybe it was warmer winters, or malnutrition, or the parasitic Varroa mite, or a sign of the Rapture.

This was not the first time bees had gone missing en masse. In 1869, and in 1918, and in 1965, farmers had reported similar phenomena, given names such as "spring dwindle" and "disappearing disease" in the scientific literature. But it was the first time that such an event reached full-scale public crisis, or that knowledge of it spread much beyond the insular world of farmers, beekeepers, entomologists, and agriculture regulators.

In retrospect, it was a perfect moment for a predicament like this to effloresce into panic. Social media had recently birthed an immensely powerful way of both disseminating information and performing one's values loudly and publicly. An Inconvenient Truth, Al Gore's feature-length climate-change call to arms, had become one of the highest-grossing documentaries of all time. Michael Pollan was at the peak of his powers, having just published The Omnivore's Dilemma, which laid out the consequence and quantity of choices facing contemporary eaters. Americans were newly aware of the terrifying fragility of our food systems, and newly in possession of robust ways to talk about it. Brands were interested in aligning themselves with noncontroversial, blandly feel-good causes. Plus, humans were already primed to love bees; we have since biblical times. "We think of bees as being very pure," Beth Daly, an anthrozoology professor at the University of Windsor, in Canada, told me. They are honey and flowers and sunshine, beauty and abundance, communitarianism and hard work.

By 2007, the mystery thing making these lovely creatures go away had a scary-sounding new name: colony collapse disorder. Within a decade, bee panic was everywhere. A spate of nonfiction books warned of the imminent threat of a Fruitless Fall and A Spring Without Bees. The White House convened a task force. General Mills temporarily removed the cartoon-bee mascot from boxes of Honey Nut Cheerios, enacting a high-concept allegory meant, I guess, to stun Americans into action. The cosmetics company Burt's Bees released a limited-edition lip-balm flavor (strawberry), some of whose proceeds went to one of the approximately gazillion honeybee-conservation nonprofits that had recently sprung up. Samuel L. Jackson gave Scarlett Johansson and Ryan Reynolds "10 pounds of bees" as a wedding gift. Laypeople started keeping backyard hives. Haagen-Dazs created an awareness-raising ice-cream flavor and funded a VR short film shot from the perspective of a bee; in it, Alex, our apian protagonist, warns that "something terrible is happening."

She (it?) was not entirely wrong. Colony collapse was an actual problem, a scientific whodunit with genuinely high stakes. Honeybees are responsible for pollinating roughly every third bite Americans eat. Scientists were correct to think back then that if colonies were to keep collapsing, our food system would need to change in painful, potentially catastrophic ways.

Much more worrying, though, and more real: The population of wild bees--the non-honey-producing, non-hive-dwelling relatives of the species humans have been intent on saving--has been decreasing steadily, for years. Insects of all kinds are declining in record numbers, and their deaths will have repercussions we cannot even imagine.



Read: The illogical relationship Americans have with animals

Yet heads have been turned mostly toward the honeybee. That's because, unlike so many other imperiled animals, honeybees are part of a huge industry quite literally invested in their survival. Apis mellifera are living things, but they are also revenue-generating assets; the thousands of people who rely on bees' uncompensated labor to buy groceries and pay the cable bill had every incentive to figure out colony collapse. So they found better agrochemicals and bred mite-resistant bees. They gave their bees nutritional supplements, fats and proteins and minerals ground as fine as pollen and snuck into the food supply. They moved hives into atmospherically controlled warehouses. They adapted.

All told, it was kind of the Y2K of environmental disasters. Not that colony collapse was a hoax, or that the panic surrounding it was an overreaction. Rather, it was an appropriate reaction--a big problem made smaller thanks to the difficult, somewhat unglamorous, behind-the-scenes labor of trained professionals with a vested interest in averting disaster. In 2019, an economist-entomologist team published a study analyzing the effects of colony collapse on the managed-pollinator industry; they found "cause for considerable optimism, at least for the economically dominant honey bee." According to the most recent data from the USDA Census of Agriculture, honeybees have been the country's fastest-growing livestock category since 2007. Also, very clearly, our food system has not fallen to pieces.

This doesn't mean honeybee keepers aren't struggling--some are. But as Hatfield, the Xerces Society biologist, told me, that's an issue for the business of honeybee keeping, not the moral and practical project of pollinator conservation. He finds a useful comparison in a different domesticated animal: chickens. "When we get bird flu," he said, "we leave that up to USDA scientists to develop immunizations and other things to help these chickens that are suffering in these commercial chicken coops. We don't enlist homeowners to help the chicken populations in their backyard."

In 2018, Seirian Sumner, a wasp scientist and fan, conducted a survey of 748 people, mostly in the United Kingdom, on their perceptions of various insects. She and her collaborators, she told me, "were absolutely flabbergasted" by their results: Bees are roughly as adored as butterflies and significantly more liked than wasps--their wilder cousins--which serve various important roles in ecosystem regulation, and which are in genuine, fairly precipitous decline.

Sumner was born in 1974 and doesn't recall much love for bees when she was growing up. You weren't "buying your bee slippers and your bee socks and your bee scarf and your bee mug and everything else," she told me. Today's craze for bees, her research suggests, is a mutually reinforcing phenomenon. People love bees because they understand their importance as pollinators. People understand their importance as pollinators because it is easier to fund research and write magazine articles and publish children's books and engage in multi-platform brand campaigns about animals that people are already fond of.

Honeybees are, in point of fact, amazing. They have five eyes, two stomachs, and a sense of smell 50 times more sensitive than a dog's. They do a little dance when they find good pollen and want to tell their friends about it. They are feminists, and obviously, they dress well. They produce a near-universally-liked substance, and they do not have to die to do it. Loving bees, and wanting more of them in our food system, is simple. Engaging meaningfully with the cruel, complicated reality of industrial food production, or the looming, life-extinguishing horror of climate change, is not.

To save the bees is to participate in an especially appealing kind of environmental activism, one that makes solutions seem straightforward and buying stuff feel virtuous. Worried about vanishing biodiversity? Save the bees. Feeling powerless about your mandatory participation, via the consumption required to stay alive, in agriculture systems that produce so much wreckage, so much waste, so much suffering for so many living things? Save the bees. Tired of staring at the hyperobject? Save the bees. When we are grasping for ways to help, we tend to land on whatever is within arm's reach.

In the 17th century, when what is now called the American honeybee was imported from Europe, large-scale industrial agriculture did not exist. Farms were surrounded by wild flora and powered by non-machine labor, without pesticides and chemical fertilizers, which also did not exist. Bees lived, ate, and pollinated all in the same place; they built their nests in untilled soil and unchopped trees. Even if farmers could have trucked them in, they didn't have to. But as farming changed, bees became livestock, then itinerant laborers--there to meet the needs of the industrial systems that created those needs in the first place. Their numbers have always oscillated based on our demands: In the 1940s, when sugar rationing made beekeeping extraordinarily profitable, the bee population swelled; as soon as the war was over, it fell again. In 2024, thanks to the efforts of professional beekeepers and (to a lesser extent) backyard hobbyists, they're faring better than ever.

Now the industrialized world that made, and saved, the honeybee as we know it is being called on to save other insects--the ones that really are in trouble. This will be trickier. When you ask experts what a layperson should do for all pollinators in 2024, they have a lot to say: Use fewer insecticides, inside and outside. Convert mowed lawn into habitat that can feed wild animals. Reconsider your efforts to save the honeybee--not just because it's a diversion, but because honeybees take resources from wild bees. Buy organic, and look for food grown using agricultural practices that support beneficial insects. Get involved with efforts to count and conserve bees of all species. (The experts do not think you should buy a lip balm.)

What they are getting at is ... an inconvenient truth: America does have an insect-biodiversity crisis. It is old and big--much older and much bigger than colony collapse disorder--and so are the solutions to it. The best require returning our environment into something that looks much more like the place the first American honeybees encountered. Having a backyard beehive isn't the answer to what's ailing our ecosystem, because having a backyard is the problem. Buying ice cream from a global food conglomerate isn't the answer, because buying ice cream from a global food conglomerate is the problem. The movement to save the honeybee is a small attempt at unwinding centuries of human intervention in our natural world, at undoing the harms of the modern food system, without having to sacrifice too much. No wonder so many of us wanted to believe.
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The Conjoined Twins Who Refused to Be 'Fixed'

George and Lori Schappell didn't seem to care whether others understood them. But America is still struggling to accommodate bodies like theirs.

by S. I. Rosenbaum




When George Schappell came out as transgender in 2007, he joined a population at the center of medical and ethical controversy. Schappell was used to this. He had been born in West Reading, Pennsylvania, in 1961 with the left side of his face, some of his skull, and a portion of his brain conjoined with those of his sister, Lori. Following doctors' advice, their parents put them in an institution for children with intellectual disabilities.

At the time, children with "birth defects" were routinely consigned to what the activist Harriet McBryde Johnson termed the "disability gulag," a network of facilities designed in part to care for such children and in part to keep them out of the public view. Conditions could be abysmal, but even better-maintained facilities cut residents off from society and deprived them of autonomy. In their early 20s, the twins fought their way out by enlisting the help of Pennsylvania's first lady, whose stepson was disabled.

From the September 2023 issue: The ones we sent away

As George and Lori Schappell navigated independence, the growing disability-rights movement began to allow many other people with disabilities to do the same. Their physical bodies did not fit easily into the structures of a world that was not designed to receive them. George and Lori, who died last month at 62, spent their adult lives finding their way through that world. But American society is still struggling to determine whether to accommodate bodies like theirs--bodies that fail to conform to standards of gender, ability, and even individuality.

In the 1980s and early '90s, while the Schappells were establishing their independent lives, the American public was enthralled by a procession of sensationalized operations to separate conjoined twins. These experimental procedures could be brutal. Many conjoined twins did not come apart easily; in many cases they have an odd number of limbs or organs shared between them. Patrick and Benjamin Binder, whose 1987 separation at six months made a young Ben Carson a star, both sustained profound neurological damage from the surgery and never spoke. In 1994, surgeons sacrificed newborn Amy Lakeberg to save her twin, but Angela died less than a year later, never having left the hospital. Lin and Win Htut shared a single pair of genitals; in 1984 doctors designated the more "aggressive" of the 2-year-old boys to retain their penis, while the other was given a surgically constructed vagina and reassigned as a girl. By the time he was 10, he had reasserted his identity as a boy.

Other twins' separation surgeries were the subject of occasional controversy from the 1980s into the early 2000s. Doctors justified them as giving children a chance at a "normal" life, and usually portrayed them as well-intentioned even if they failed. But many were not clearly medically necessary. Ethicists such as Alice Dreger, the author One of Us: Conjoined Twins and the Future of Normal, argued against a risky medical "cure" performed on children who could not consent to it. Meanwhile, the Schappells were living in their own apartment. George's spina bifida had impeded his growth, so he was much smaller than his twin; they got around with George perched on a barstool-height wheelchair so he could roll along beside Lori as she walked. Lori got a job at a hospital, and they pursued hobbies (George: country music; Lori: bowling) and made friends (Lori also dated). They kept pets, including a Chihuahua and a fish whom they named George years before George chose that name as his own. They went to bars, where a bartender once refused service to George because he looked underage, but agreed to pour drinks for Lori. They did not live "normal" lives: They lived their lives.

Read: Why is it so hard to find jobs for disabled workers?

But as the public became familiar with the model of separation for conjoined twins, the Schappells found themselves asked, repeatedly, to explain their continued conjoined existence. In 1992, they gave what seem to be their first interviews, to The Philadelphia Inquirer and the Philadelphia Daily News; the news hook was local doctors' decision not to separate another pair of twins who were joined, like the Schappells, at the head. The Schappells initially explained to reporters that medical science hadn't been advanced enough for separation when they'd been born. But later they would stress that they wouldn't have wanted to be separated even if they had been given the choice. "I don't believe in separation," Lori told the Los Angeles Times in 2002. "I think you are messing with God's work."

Not long after those first articles were published, the twins began appearing more frequently in the media. They did the rounds of the great 1990s freak shows--Maury, Jerry Springer, Sally, Howard Stern. They became the most visible non-separated conjoined twins of the era. Observers, journalists, and talk-show audiences tended to overwrite the Schappells with their own perceptions. The twins were inspirational, or pitiable; they epitomized cooperation, or individualism. I can't imagine your lives, people would say, even as they proceeded to do just that. The Virginia Quarterly Review once published a poem written in Lori's voice, in which the poet took it upon herself to warn an imagined observer: "You don't know the forest / of two minds bound by weeds / grown from one to the other, / the synapses like bees / cross-pollinating / our honeyed brain."

The twins, though, did not seem overly concerned about whether others understood them, and they did not go out of their way to change the world. They were not activists. George pursued a career as a country singer; they traveled; they grew older. When their Chihuahua lost the use of its hind legs, George made it a tiny wheelchair. The world slowly changed around them. Institutionalization for disabled people is less common today, though it still happens.

From the March 2023 issue: Society tells me to celebrate my disability. What if I don't want to?

Conjoined twins now occupy far less space in the public imagination. The pair currently most famous are Abby and Brittany Hensel, who have constructed their public image as so aggressively unexceptional that a reality show about their lives was, in at least one viewer's words, "super boring." (Their public performance of ordinariness is not always successful; earlier this year, when Today reported that Abby had gotten married, the reaction was predictable, mingling pity and prurience.)

Separation surgeries are still performed today, but they are no longer the subject of intense public debate. Instead, one of the most visible medical controversies of our era, gender transition for young people, is related to another aspect of George's identity. Although children who identify as trans aren't eligible for medical interventions before the onset of puberty and only some choose hormones or surgery in their late teens, the idea of little kids receiving those treatments has helped inflame panic over whether they should be allowed at all, even for adults.

In the case of 2-year-old Win Htut, surgical transition was seen as restoring "normality." But today, medical transition is often seen as creating difference. When you consider that history, a devotion to "normality" seems to be the primary motivator behind a recent raft of state laws outlawing transition care for transgender youth. After all, most of these laws carve out exceptions for children born with ambiguous genitalia. "Corrective" genital operations are still a routine practice for intersex infants, despite the protests of intersex adults, who say they would not have chosen to be surgically altered.

Read: Young trans children know who they are

George didn't say much publicly about being trans, and never mentioned running up against any anti-trans bigotry. But when the twins' obituaries ran on the website of a local funeral home last month, they were described as their parents' "daughters," and George was listed under his birth name. Whatever the intent in doing so, the obituary posthumously obscured his identity by correcting his "abnormality"--despite the fact that, in life, the twins had never apologized for being different.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/05/schappell-twins-conjoined-disabled-transgender/678316/?utm_source=feed
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The Woman Keeping the 'Special Relationship' Special

American partisanship turns diplomacy into a delicate dance even for the closest of allies.

by Elaine Godfrey




The guardian of the special relationship--the historical but possibly mythical bond between the United States and the United Kingdom--is a short woman with discerning blue eyes and a penchant for glittering headbands.

The role of an ambassador has always been strange. They're expected to be fun--to flit around comfortably at galas and cocktail parties, charming guests and making inroads with important people while waiters weave around with platters of deviled eggs. Still, British Ambassador Karen Pierce's real duty is to lobby for her country and offer advice on delicate matters during heated international moments. And the job of an ambassador--even one representing a close ally--has become far more complex because of the strident partisanship that has taken hold in D.C.

Part of Pierce's mission recently has been to represent the British government's firmly pro-Ukraine position on providing military aid--even when the Biden administration's matching desire became mired in Congress because of protests by a Trump-aligned faction of House Republicans.

Elaine Godfrey: Trump's VP search is different this time

Pierce had not only lobbied hard on Capitol Hill ahead of last week's long-awaited congressional vote on aid; she'd also traveled with Britain's foreign secretary, David Cameron, to Mar-a-Lago to try to get buy-in from Donald Trump. (She has been tight-lipped about their meeting, and was certainly claiming no credit, but the former president's toned-down opposition to the bill probably did help the package pass--even though more Republican lawmakers voted against it than for it.)

In an era when populist politics and rising nationalism are challenging the institutions of the international liberal order, diplomacy can seem like a quaint relic of bygone etiquette.

The more public side of an ambassador's job seems much easier. Over the past three years, Pierce has become well known for throwing lively and well-attended Pimms-fueled bashes, especially in the D.C. social season surrounding the annual White House Correspondents' Dinner. Underneath the surface frippery, though, Pierce is a serious operator. The true art of her diplomacy is the very English thing of working hard to make it all look totally effortless.

One evening last week, I watched Pierce at work. During a party two days before the WHCD, she buzzed around the lush green garden of her Washington residence, chatting with various politicos.

The 64-year-old Pierce grew up in northwest England and has worked for the U.K.'s Foreign Office for 43 years. She's held positions in Japan, in Ukraine, and in the Balkans during the conflicts in former Yugoslavia. For a year, she lived in Kabul as Britain's ambassador to Afghanistan, and she represented the U.K. at the United Nations for three years. Although she was made a dame in 2018, Pierce's working-class background makes her a relative outsider in the foreign service, which is otherwise a bastion of the upper-class elite. Being Britain's first female ambassador to the U.S. does too. She leans into it.

The day I saw her, she was wearing a vivid chartreuse dress and black tights, with her feet tucked daintily into a pair of black-and-white kitten heels. Despite being shorter than everyone else at the party, she still commanded the attention of all the people in her vicinity. Pierce has worn tangerine suits to state events, and baby-pink silk dresses with huge round sunglasses. Once, to attend a UN summit, she wrapped herself in what looked like a maroon feather boa. Such displays aren't just a sartorial choice; they're a strategy.

"When you're an ambassador, you want people to remember you," she told me. So I made note of her leaf-patterned sheath dress, shiny blue blazer, and cheetah-print headband. About that feather boa; it wasn't one. "It was a fur, but it was fake," Pierce insisted. "Though the Russians tried to say it was an exotic fur." She rolled her eyes. "The Russians will go for anything. They really have no scruples whatsoever."

Read: What a former U.S. ambassador to Russia learned from Condoleezza Rice

The wall behind the desk in Pierce's office, a cheerful, sunlit room in an otherwise sterile building, is covered in magnets collected from around the world ("The tackier the better," she told The Washington Post). Orchids decorate the tables.

Entertaining is part of the job. But don't call them parties: "We would call them receptions, because we treat them as work events," she chided me. In the days surrounding the WHCD on April 27, Pierce hosted an embassy reception that provided not only a selection of assorted British pasties, but a cigar room and Scotch bar as well. She also made appearances at half a dozen events put on by various Washington bigwigs and media outlets, and emceed a Sunday brunch in the embassy garden. Pierce's drink of choice? "I like lots and lots of cocktails, but the more pink they are, the better, I'm afraid."

Pierce's first job in D.C. was as private secretary to the then-ambassador. She arrived in 1992 with her husband, former U.K. Treasury Secretary Charles Roxburgh, and her first of two children, an infant at the time. "The fact that politics is in the air is just--and also the fact that you're in the capital of the leading nation in the world--I get a real buzz out of that," she said.

In 1995, Pierce watched as Newt Gingrich became speaker of the House, and American politics grew more polarized. When she came back to serve as ambassador in March 2020, she saw that trend intensify, culminating in the Capitol riot on January 6, 2021. "I watch all of these developments, and we spend a lot of time evaluating them and finding historical context for them," she told me.

But Pierce wasn't particularly eager to discuss current politics--or the ex- and possibly future president who has sent that polarization into overdrive. Her caution made sense: Pierce's predecessor, Kim Darroch, resigned from his position after leaks revealed that he'd criticized the Trump administration as "inept and insecure." When I asked her about the former Conservative Prime Minister Liz Truss, whose time in office famously lasted only about as long as a head of lettuce stayed fresh, and who has recently cozied up to the former Trump strategist Steve Bannon, Pierce's expression was steely. "She's a private individual, and she's welcome to pursue her politics," she said. "It's not where the British government is."

Read: America's Trumpiest ambassador

The day after we met in her embassy office, Pierce showed up early at the Hilton Hotel, in a rich-blue gown and a pair of cascading diamond earrings, greeting as many people as possible before the Correspondents' Dinner officially began. This year's dinner was probably Pierce's last spring soiree; a new British ambassador is expected to replace her by the end of 2024.

Leaving will be hard, Pierce said during a Politico podcast taping--"I'll have to be dragged out of [here] by my fingernails"--not least because this is an election year. A return to the Oval Office for the resident of Mar-a-Lago could mean a challenging new dynamic between the U.S. and the U.K. Pierce joked about being reluctant to leave America, but her concern about a possible end of aid to Ukraine seemed obvious.

That aside, her domestic assessment was surprisingly rosy--or at least highly diplomatic. "I personally do not worry about America," she told me. "I have a lot of faith in American democracy and in Americans, and I think you have very strong institutions." Pierce's faith in what an ambassador to America can achieve seemed unshaken, even amid the capital's current dysfunction. She didn't hesitate to assert that confidence when I asked her advice for her soon-to-be-announced successor: "Make the weather."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/05/british-ambassador-washington-karen-pierce/678314/?utm_source=feed
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        Trump Flaunts His Corruption
        David A. Graham

        One of the few ways in which Donald Trump has improved American politics is in making explicit what was once veiled in implication or euphemism. During the 2016 election, for example, he said what everyone knew but no politicians would acknowledge: That wealthy donors bought access and fealty with their contributions.These blunt statements have endeared him to supporters who see Trump as a rare figure willing to speak about how special interests and corporations conspire with politicians to screw...

      

      
        The Biggest Way That Elections Have Consequences
        James Surowiecki

        Late last month, the Federal Trade Commission issued what's called a final rule--a new regulation--banning noncompete clauses in contracts for nearly all American workers. Once the rule goes into effect, it will have a dramatic impact on the U.S. labor market. Workers will have an easier time starting new companies and bringing new products to market. And businesses that want to keep their employees from leaving to work for a competitor will likely have to pay them more; the FTC estimates that the ...

      

      
        Who Really Has Brain Worms?
        Katherine J. Wu

        Earlier today, The New York Times broke some startling news about a presidential candidate. According to a 2012 deposition, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once suffered from, in his own words, "a worm that got into my brain and ate a portion of it and then died." The vague yet alarming description could apply to any number of parasitic ailments, among them angiostrongyliasis, baylisascariasis, toxocariasis, strongyloidiasis, and trichinosis. But some experts immediately suspected a condition called neuroc...

      

      
        No One Knows What Universities Are For
        Derek Thompson

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.Last month, the Pomona College economist Gary N. Smith calculated that the number of tenured and tenure-track professors at his school declined from 1990 to 2022, while the number of administrators nearly sextupled in that period. "Happily, there is a simple solution," Smith wrote in a droll Washington Post column. In the tradition of Jonathan Swift, his modest proposal...

      

      
        The Nudes Internet
        Jane Coaston

        The internet may be, as the 2003 musical Avenue Q put it, constructed for pornography, but the website formerly known as Twitter has become overwhelmed by it. Almost any post on X, no matter how anodyne, generates replies that say "NUDES IN BIO" or feature actual pornography. I posted recently about the History Channel series Alone, a reality-television show in which people are left to their own devices and occasionally ward off bears, and among the responses was a spam image that displayed the e...

      

      
        Ozempic or Bust
        Daniel Engber

        1In the early spring of 2020, Barb Herrera taped a signed note to a wall of her bedroom in Orlando, Florida, just above her pillow. NOTICE TO EMS! it said. No Vent! No Intubation! She'd heard that hospitals were overflowing, and that doctors were being forced to choose which COVID patients they would try to save and which to abandon. She wanted to spare them the trouble.Barb was nearly 60 years old, and weighed about 400 pounds. She has type 2 diabetes, chronic kidney disease, and a host of other...

      

      
        It's Not a Rap Beef. It's a Cultural Reckoning.
        Spencer Kornhaber

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Scapegoating is one of humankind's primal rituals, dating back to the Book of Leviticus, in which God commanded the prophet Aaron to lay hands on a goat, confess the sins of his tribe, and then send the animal into the desert. Throughout centuries and across cultures, the historian Rene Girard once argued, warring factions have settled disputes by agreeing upon a figure to collectively blame--a resolution that...

      

      
        The Absurdity of Believing China's Great at Protecting Kids Online
        Louise Matsakis

        Over the past week, I've spent several hours scrolling through Douyin, the Chinese version of TikTok also owned by ByteDance. Both apps are governed by a central algorithm that recommends videos to users based on their interests and behavior. Here is what I saw one morning in the order it was fed to me: a video of an influencer wearing glittery thigh-high stockings posing for a photo shoot, a livestream broadcast of a girl who appeared to be using editing software that made her breasts look comic...

      

      
        What You Need to Know About Making a Good Impression
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Around this time every year, I dispense a lot of advice to my graduate students, most of whom are on the job market. I get questions such as "How do I find a job that perfectly matches my strengths?" (A: You won't, so stop worrying about it.) Or "Should I take a job and live in a different city than my spouse?" (A: No.) And very typically, "How do I make a good impression in an interview?" (A: Re...

      

      
        Watch Apple Trash-Compact Human Culture
        Charlie Warzel

        Here is a nonexhaustive list of objects Apple recently pulverized with a menacing hydraulic crusher: a trumpet, a piano, a turntable, a sculpted bust, lots and lots of paint, video-game controllers.These are all shown being demolished in the company's new iPad commercial, a minute-long spot titled "Crush!" The items are arranged on a platform beneath a slowly descending enormous metal block, then trash-compactored out of existence in a violent symphony of crunching. Once the destruction is comple...

      

      
        Steve Albini Was Proof You Can Change
        Jeremy Gordon

        Nearly 20 years ago, my high-school calculus teacher introduced me to a book that would, although I didn't realize it at the time, permanently reframe the way I thought about music. Written by the journalist Michael Azerrad, Our Band Could Be Your Life was a study of the 1980s independent-music landscape--of bands that had unconsciously responded to the commercialism found on MTV and mainstream rock radio by going underground, and by getting very weird. The book introduced me to groups such as Bla...

      

      
        What Happened When I Cloned My Own Voice
        Hanna Rosin

        Recently my colleague Charlie Warzel, who covers technology, introduced me to the most sophisticated voice-cloning software available. It had already been used to clone President Joe Biden's voice to create a fake robocall discouraging people from voting in the New Hampshire primary. I signed up and fed it a few hours of me speaking on various podcasts, and waited for the Hanna Rosin clone to be born. The way it works is you type a sentence into a box. For example, Please give me your Social Secu...

      

      
        The Great Honeybee Fallacy
        Ellen Cushing

        Everyone, for so long, has been worried about the honeybees. Governments, celebrities, social-media users, small businesses, multinational conglomerates--in the two decades or so since news emerged that American honeybees were disappearing, all manner of entities with a platform or a wallet have taken up and abandoned countless other causes, but they can't quit trying to save the bees.In 2022, at least 18 states enacted bee-related legislation. Last year, a cryptocurrency launched with the intenti...

      

      
        The Stormy Daniels Testimony Spotlights Trump's Misogyny
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump has often loved to talk about his sexual prowess. He boasted to Access Hollywood's Billy Bush about grabbing women's crotches nonconsensually. He called the New York Post and begged them to run a headline bragging that Marla Maples, then his girlfriend and later his second wife, considered their relationship the "Best Sex I've Ever Had!" He bragged that he had so much sex that avoiding sexually transmitted di...

      

      
        Trump's Latest Abortion Position Is More Radical Than It Sounds
        Rose Horowitch

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump has been talking differently about abortion lately. The former president, who once promised to sign a federal ban into law, now insists that, if reelected, he would let each state chart its own course on the issue. Some states might ban all abortions, try to restrict pregnant women's out-of-state travel, or perhaps even monitor their pregnancies. Others would allow abortions for almost any reason up to viabil...

      

      
        The President and the Press
        David Wise

        
"I was determined to tell my story directly to the people rather than to funnel it to them through a press account."  -- Richard Nixon, Six Crises
President Richard Nixon was in a good mood.He had left Bucharest that afternoon; now his plane touched down at Mildenhall Air Force Base, England, the last stop on what had been a successful journey around the world. The crowds cheered the President along the way. Only two weeks earlier, on July 20, 1969, the United States had become the first nation t...

      

      
        Pasta
        Corby Kummer

        Where It Came From and How It Got HereThe idea that Marco Polo brought pasta from China to Italy is as congenial to Italians as the idea that the hamburger came from Germany is to Americans. No one disputes that the Chinese have made pasta, from many more kinds of flour than Europeans have, since at least 1100 B.C. Italians insist as a point of national pride that they invented pasta in their part of the world, despite considerable evidence that they did not. They cite as proof a set of reliefs o...

      

      
        The Tight Line Trump Has a Judge Walking
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump is in his third week on trial in New York, where he faces 34 counts of falsifying business records in the first degree. He's accused of covering up a $130,000 hush-money payment made in 2016 to the adult-film star Stormy Daniels, who recently testified about her encounters with the former p...

      

      
        The Cases Against Trump: A Guide
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Not long ago, the idea that a former president--or a major-party presidential nominee--would face serious legal jeopardy was nearly unthinkable. Today, merely keeping track of the many cases against Donald Trump requires a law degree, a great deal of attention, or both.In all, Trump faces 91 felony counts across two state courts and two different federal districts, any of which could potentially produce a prison sentence. H...

      

      
        Photos: Deadly Flooding in Southern Brazil
        Alan Taylor

        For more than a week now, torrential rainfall in Brazil's southern state of Rio Grande do Sul has swollen rivers, triggered landslides, and caused widespread flooding. More than 90 deaths have been blamed on the flooding, with another 130 people listed as missing. Rescue efforts continue across the state and in the hard-hit city of Porto Alegre. The intense rains have abated for the moment, but flooding rivers continue to rise downstream, forcing thousands to seek shelter and assistance.To receiv...

      

      
        Taxpayers Are About to Subsidize a Lot More Sports Stadiums
        Dan Moore

        Updated at 10:46 a.m. ET on May 8, 2024Open a map of the United States. Select a big city at random. Chances are, it has recently approved or is on the verge of approving a lavish, taxpayer-funded stadium project for one or more of its local sports teams. This is true in Las Vegas, where the team currently known as the Oakland Athletics will soon be playing in a new ballpark up the street from the home of the NFL's Raiders, also formerly of Oakland. Combined, the two stadiums will end up receivin...

      

      
        Listen to What They're Chanting
        Judith Shulevitz

        If you want to gauge whether a protest chant is genocidal or anti-Semitic or disagreeable in any other way, you have to pay attention to more than the words. A chant is a performance, not a text. A leader initiates a call-and-response or else yells into a bullhorn, eliciting roars from the crowd. Hands clap, feet stomp, drums are beaten. The chanting creates a rhythm that can induce a sort of hypnosis, fusing individuals into a movement. The beat should be no more sophisticated than Bum-bah bum-b...
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Trump Flaunts His Corruption

The former president's shakedown of oil executives may not have been illegal, but it is undeniably scandalous.

by David A. Graham




One of the few ways in which Donald Trump has improved American politics is in making explicit what was once veiled in implication or euphemism. During the 2016 election, for example, he said what everyone knew but no politicians would acknowledge: That wealthy donors bought access and fealty with their contributions.

These blunt statements have endeared him to supporters who see Trump as a rare figure willing to speak about how special interests and corporations conspire with politicians to screw over ordinary Americans. And because he is a billionaire, they see him as immune to these pressures, wealthy enough to not be beholden in the same way as typical politicians.

That brings us to a Washington Post article this morning. At a Mar-a-Lago meeting in April, oil executives complained that despite pouring hundreds of millions into lobbying the government, the Biden administration had pursued stronger environmental regulations. "Trump's response stunned several of the executives in the room overlooking the ocean: You all are wealthy enough, he said, that you should raise $1 billion to return me to the White House," the Post reports. In exchange, Trump vowed to roll back current regulations and freeze future ones. He told them that, given the savings, a billion bucks would be a "deal" for them.

David A. Graham: The utter absurdity of Donald Trump and RFK Jr. running as "outsiders"

What Trump was offering is entirely legal and absolutely corrupt. (Or to borrow a phrase: very legal and very uncool.) Thanks to Trump's bluntness, there can be no hair-splitting about what's going on here, and that's good for public understanding. Trump asked special interests for an eye-popping fee in exchange explicit favors. Trump and the oil companies might argue (dubiously) that their preferred regime would actually be better for consumers, but they are cutting "the people" out of the discussion entirely, subverting democracy. The deal is getting done between Trump and the suits, behind closed doors. It's a good reminder that Trump's claim to being an outsider is a sham.

American politics would be healthier if all politicians were so transparent about such deals (though, of course, it would be better were they not making such deals at all). Everyone might "know" that politicians are cutting deals for powerful interests, but they seldom know what exactly those deals are, so it's hard for them to take it into account when voting. (This is one reason the federal indictment of Senator Bob Menendez, the New Jersey Democrat, is so riveting: The alleged trades are all laid out so plainly.)

Trump, however, has said he's different. Many people took his frankness about how the system works to mean that he wouldn't act the same way as the politicians he excoriated. What this report shows is that he's no different. Trump was describing transactionalism, not critiquing it, and the idea that Donald Trump would ever object to transactionalism is absurd. He's a grandee in good standing of the Leopards Eating Faces Party.

David A. Graham: Bob Menendez never should have been a senator this long in the first place

In fact, he's arguably worse. An ordinary politician might have approached this situation with a touch more finesse. First, he'd listen to the executives' concerns. Then, he'd lay out his agenda on energy. Finally, a campaign aide would hit the executives up for donations. That offers a little bit of deniability, which in turns gives a politician in office some wiggle room. It's not like donors can call him up and say, You made an explicit promise to do this for me! That would be unseemly. If the oil suits produce $1 billion and Trump wins, however, they can do exactly that, since he's offered an explicit quid pro quo. Not only is he just as beholden to special interests as anyone else, here he's going out of his way to make himself beholden.

One final tawdry thing about Trump's offer is the implicit threat it contains. If they don't pass the hat to produce the cash, Trump might not pursue the same policies--and, as he notes, that could cost them dearly.

Tim Naftali: The worst president in history

Trump runs a real risk to his reputation, as well as his election, by being quite so direct about what he's offering. One of the biggest scandals in American political history was Teapot Dome, which involved federal officials trading favors to the oil business in exchange for cash. It's one reason that Warren Harding, the president at the time, has often been ranked among the very worst by historians. (Trump has surpassed him in some recent surveys thanks to his attempt to steal the 2020 election.)

Voters just don't like corruption very much, and Trump's offer here is not only plainly corrupt but cuts to the center of the political persona he has cultivated. Trump is a bold truth-teller sometimes about the system, but seldom about himself.
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The Biggest Way That Elections Have Consequences

Presidents have surprisingly little influence over the economy--except in a single, vital respect: their agencies that issue regulations.

by James Surowiecki




Late last month, the Federal Trade Commission issued what's called a final rule--a new regulation--banning noncompete clauses in contracts for nearly all American workers. Once the rule goes into effect, it will have a dramatic impact on the U.S. labor market. Workers will have an easier time starting new companies and bringing new products to market. And businesses that want to keep their employees from leaving to work for a competitor will likely have to pay them more; the FTC estimates that the ban could increase earnings for workers by more than $500 a year on average.

The rule change is a good one. It'll give workers more power when dealing with employers, and it'll make labor markets more efficient. And it happened for one reason only: Joe Biden won the 2020 election and then appointed people friendly to workers' rights to the FTC's board. Presidents typically get blamed for economic problems that, in reality, they can do little about, and they get credit for economic successes that they had little to do with. But in the case of the noncompete rule, Biden really does deserve credit.

That illustrates a rather neglected fact of American politics: The character of the presidential administration that gets to run the regulatory agencies of government can have a tremendous effect on economic policy and on Americans' everyday lives.

The new noncompete ban was far from the only consequential recent regulation created recently by a federal agency. In just the past couple of months, the EPA has handed down new tailpipe-emission standards for cars, to be phased in from 2027 to 2032, which should accelerate the transition to hybrid and electric vehicles. The Department of Transportation issued a set of new rules requiring airlines to disclose various add-on fees up front, and to give passengers automatic cash refunds when flights are canceled or checked bags are significantly delayed. (The department estimates that its rules could save consumers up to half a billion dollars a year.) And the Department of Justice filed an antitrust lawsuit against Apple, arguing that the technology company quashed competition from other app makers in order to keep customers tied to its iPhones.

Conor Friedersdorf: The regulatory state is failing us

The far-reaching power of regulatory agencies should, in some sense, be obvious; after all, we live in the age of what is sometimes called "the administrative presidency." And right-wing pundits such as Steve Bannon have long called for the "deconstruction of the administrative state." Nonetheless, when most voters think about the differences in economic policy between Donald Trump and Joe Biden, they're much more likely to think about differences in attitudes toward tax cuts and spending programs, and perhaps whether or not a candidate is likely to preserve Social Security and Medicare or push for entitlement cuts, than about who a candidate is going to appoint to an agency like the FTC or the National Labor Relations Board. And although tax policy and spending programs are of course very important, some of the most potent levers that presidents can pull to shape the economy these days are administrative and regulatory ones.

This isn't because of any sinister, "deep state" scheming on the part of the White House. It's a function of the fact that the many of the laws administrative agencies have to implement and enforce are broadly phrased, which necessarily gives agencies a great deal of latitude in how to enforce them.

The FTC, for example, is primarily responsible for ensuring compliance with the Federal Trade Commission Act and the Clayton Act. The first law prohibits "unfair methods of competition" by businesses, as well as "unfair or deceptive acts or practices." That means the FTC has to decide whether a trade practice--say, fees that are disclosed only at the point of purchase--is unfair or deceptive, as well as whether the harm from that practice merits bringing a lawsuit or issuing a new rule. The Clayton Act, for its part, prohibits any corporate merger or acquisition when the effect of the deal "may be to substantially lessen competition." That allows the agency enormous discretion--either to look the other way, except in egregious cases, or to intervene aggressively to block corporate mergers.

Similarly, the NLRB is officially tasked with enforcing the National Labor Relations Act, ensuring that workers are free to unionize without undue interference by employers, and that unionization elections are free and fair. That gives the board a lot of latitude to decide what kind of employer activities count as undue interference with unionization efforts, and what makes for a free and fair election.

Adam Serwer: Why Wall Street won't stop Trump

Last fall, for instance, the NLRB held that if a majority of workers at a company sign cards certifying that they would like to be represented by a union, the company has to recognize and bargain with the union or call an election within two weeks. And if the company commits any unfair labor practice during the run-up to that election, the NLRB will order the employer immediately to recognize the union and bargain with it. That gives employers a strong incentive to not campaign aggressively against unionization, making it easier for workers to organize.

The courts, to be sure, have a role in this process, because they can overturn agency rules, and they issue judgments on the lawsuits brought by the government. But agencies inevitably have a great deal of discretion in our system. And adopting a light enforcement regime is as much of a choice as adopting a tougher one. Either way, the agencies shape the way the economy works.

Some of the choices that agencies make are bipartisan: The Justice Department, for instance, is wrapping up an antitrust lawsuit against Google that was originally filed during the Trump administration. But many agency decisions inevitably reflect political values. So the question of who runs these agencies, or sits on these commissions, has profound implications for the decisions they reach.

Under the Biden administration, for instance, the NLRB has been far more congenial to unionization efforts than it was under Trump. That is partly because Biden has named experienced labor advocates to key positions, whereas Trump was more likely to name corporate lawyers. Similarly, the FTC's new noncompete rule passed by a 3-2 party-line vote, with the three Democratic appointees on the commission voting for it and the two Republican appointees voting against it. If Trump had won in 2020, noncompete agreements would almost certainly still be legal.

James Surowiecki: Why Biden's pro-worker stance isn't working

None of this means that new rule-making is a good thing per se, or that every antitrust lawsuit that the FTC and the Justice Department bring makes good policy sense. What it does mean is that evaluating the impact a president has had on the economy is impossible without paying attention to what administrative agencies have done. The NLRB seems unlikely to get mentioned much in the lead-up to November's election. But if you want to know what the Biden administration has done for workers and consumers, you have to look at what the NLRB and the FTC (and the DOT, and the EPA, and so on) have accomplished during his presidency, just as much as you would credit him with the 2021 stimulus program and the Inflation Reduction Act. The same is true of Trump: If you want to know what he'll do for the economy should he be reelected, you have to look at what those agencies did while he was in office.

If November's election ushers in a change of administration next year, perhaps the most economically significant difference will be who gets to pull the levers of the regulatory state. In recognition of this fact, the White House is rushing to "Trump-proof" President Biden's agenda in an effort to preserve some of the regulatory changes of the past few years. But if Trump wins, he'll undoubtedly reverse most of them. As they say, elections have consequences.
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Who Really Has Brain Worms?

A scientific inquiry

by Katherine J. Wu




Earlier today, The New York Times broke some startling news about a presidential candidate. According to a 2012 deposition, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once suffered from, in his own words, "a worm that got into my brain and ate a portion of it and then died." The vague yet alarming description could apply to any number of parasitic ailments, among them angiostrongyliasis, baylisascariasis, toxocariasis, strongyloidiasis, and trichinosis. But some experts immediately suspected a condition called neurocysticercosis (NCC), in which the larvae of the pork tapeworm Taenia solium post up in the brain.

The condition might sound terrifying--and, to some observers, darkly hilarious. Literal brain worms! But it does not actually involve any brain-munching, or even your standard-issue worm. The brain-invading culprit is instead a tapeworm (a kind of helminth) that typically makes its home in pigs. As far as parasitic infections go, this is "the most common one in the brain," Laila Woc-Colburn, an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told me. And globally, it's one of the most common causes of epilepsy in adults.

NCC typically begins after people have been exposed to feces that contain the eggs of a pork tapeworm, say while on a pig farm or handling uncooked, contaminated food. After the eggs are swallowed, they hatch into larvae in the gut. Because people aren't the appropriate host for the young tapeworms, they end up on a fruitless journey, meandering through the body in a desperate attempt to find pig muscle. A common final destination for the larvae is the brain, where they enclose themselves into cysts in the hopes of maturing; eventually, unable to complete their life cycle, they die, leaving behind little more than a calcified nub.

Read: Flatworms are metal

This is, to put it scientifically, some pretty gnarly stuff. But many cases are "completely asymptomatic," Boghuma Kabisen Titanji, also an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told me. In other people, though--especially those with a lot of larval cysts--the presence of the foreign invaders can spark a wave of inflammation, which in turn triggers swelling and tissue destruction. Individuals with cysts in their brain may develop headaches or seizures, though those problems can take years or even decades to manifest, Titanji said.

Experts estimate that millions of people may be afflicted with NCC worldwide, most of them concentrated in Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, East Asia, and India. In the U.S., though, NCC is rather rare, with just a few thousand diagnoses made each year, many of them related to travel or immigration. "This is a disease of poverty," Woc-Colburn told me. Which would make the multimillionaire Kennedy--if he had the infection at all--"an atypical patient."

There is, at least, some comforting news. NCC is pretty easily preventable with solid hand-washing habits. And in the U.S., where CT scans are fairly accessible, "it can be diagnosed very easily," Woc-Colburn said, particularly once doctors have a good sense of a patient's exposure history. Doctors generally know to look for it in patients who come in with headaches and seizures. (Kennedy first sought help after experiencing memory loss and mental fogginess, though he recently told the Times that those symptoms have since resolved and that he hadn't received treatment for the parasite.) The infection is also treatable with standard antiparasitics. And caught early, it isn't expected to leave lingering damage. In more serious cases, though, years of severe, unmanaged seizures can lead to certain cognitive defects.

Read: America's never-ending battle against flesh-eating worms

None of this is to say that Kennedy definitely had NCC. All the public knows is that, in 2010, he said that he was battling neurological symptoms, and that an unusual blemish appeared on a brain scan. (The memory loss and mental fogginess may very well have been attributable to mercury poisoning from Kennedy's diet at the time, which was high in tuna and perch, according to the same 2012 deposition.) Even if a parasite was definitely to blame, "at least six or seven" others could have ended up in his brain, Titanji told me. Like the pork-tapeworm larvae, several of them would have ended up there accidentally, only to die a quick death without gulping down any brain tissue.

The most comforting news about NCC is that--again--it is uncommon in the United States. Still, now that this news has broken, Woc-Colburn worries that her clinic is going to fill up with people who think they're afflicted. Given the odds, many of them will be wrong. If anyone's really worried about their gray matter becoming lunch, they shouldn't fear worms, but Naegleria fowleri, a rare amoeba that camps out in warm bodies of water. That one, I regret to report, really does eat your brain.
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No One Knows What Universities Are For

Bureaucratic bloat has siphoned power away from instructors and researchers.

by Derek Thompson




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

Last month, the Pomona College economist Gary N. Smith calculated that the number of tenured and tenure-track professors at his school declined from 1990 to 2022, while the number of administrators nearly sextupled in that period. "Happily, there is a simple solution," Smith wrote in a droll Washington Post column. In the tradition of Jonathan Swift, his modest proposal called to get rid of all faculty and students at Pomona so that the college could fulfill its destiny as an institution run by and for nonteaching bureaucrats. At the very least, he said, "the elimination of professors and students would greatly improve most colleges' financial position."

Administrative growth isn't unique to Pomona. In 2014, the political scientist Benjamin Ginsberg published The Fall of the Faculty: The Rise of the All-Administrative University and Why It Matters, in which he bemoaned the multi-decade expansion of "administrative blight." From the early 1990s to 2009, administrative positions at colleges and universities grew 10 times faster than tenured-faculty positions, according to Department of Education data. Although administrative positions grew especially quickly at private universities and colleges, public institutions are not immune to the phenomenon. In the University of California system, the number of managers and senior professionals swelled by 60 percent from 2004 to 2014. 

How and why did this happen? Some of this growth reflects benign, and perhaps positive, changes to U.S. higher education. More students are applying to college today, and their needs are more diverse than those of previous classes. Today's students have more documented mental-health challenges. They take out more student loans. Expanded college-sports participation requires more athletic staff. Increased federal regulations require new departments, such as disability offices and quasi-legal investigation teams for sexual-assault complaints. As the modern college has become more complex and multifarious, there are simply more jobs to do. And the need to raise money to pay for those jobs requires larger advancement and alumni-relations offices--meaning even more administration.

But many of these jobs have a reputation for producing little outside of meeting invites. "I often ask myself, What do these people actually do?," Ginsberg told me last week. "I think they spend much of their day living in an alternate universe called Meeting World. I think if you took every third person with vice associate or assistant in their title, and they disappeared, nobody would notice."

In an email to me, Smith, the Pomona economist, said the biggest factor driving the growth of college admin was a phenomenon he called empire building. Administrators are emotionally and financially rewarded if they can hire more people beneath them, and those administrators, in time, will want to increase their own status by hiring more people underneath them. Before long, a human pyramid of bureaucrats has formed to take on jobs of dubious utility. And this can lead to an explosion of new mandates that push the broader institution toward confusion and incoherence.

The world has more pressing issues than overstaffing at America's colleges. But it's nonetheless a real problem that could be a factor in rising college costs. After all, higher education is a labor-intensive industry in which worker compensation is driving inflation, and for much of the 21st century, compensation costs grew fastest among noninstructional professional positions. Some of these job cuts could result in lower graduation rates or reduced quality of life on campus. Many others might go unnoticed by students and faculty. In the 2018 book Bullshit Jobs: A Theory, David Graeber drew on his experience as a college professor to excoriate college admin jobs that were "so completely pointless, unnecessary, or pernicious that even the employee cannot justify its existence even though, as part of the conditions of employment, the employee feels obliged to pretend that this is not the case."

Another reason to care about the growth of university bureaucracy is that it siphons power away from instructors and researchers at institutions that are--theoretically--dedicated to instruction and research. In the past few decades, many schools have hired more part-time faculty, including adjunct professors, to keep up with teaching demands, while their full-time-staff hires have disproportionately been for administration positions. As universities shift their resources toward admin, they don't just create resentment among faculty; they may constrict the faculty's academic freedom.

"Take something like diversity, equity, and inclusion," Ginsberg said. "Many colleges who adopt DEI principles have left-liberal faculty who, of course, are in favor of the principles of DEI, in theory," he said. But the logic of a bureaucracy is to take any mission and grow its power indefinitely, whether or not such growth serves the underlying institution. "Before long, many schools create provosts for diversity, and for equity, and for inclusion. These provosts hold lots of meetings. They create a set of principles. They tell faculty to update their syllabi to be consistent with new principles devised in those meetings. And so, before long, you've built an administrative body that is directly intruding on the core function of teaching."

Bureaucratic growth has a shadow self: mandate inflation. More college bureaucrats lead to new mandates for the organization, such as developing new technology in tech-transfer offices, advancing diversity in humanities classes through DEI offices, and ensuring inclusive living standards through student-affairs offices. As these missions become more important to the organization, they require more hires. Over time, new hires may request more responsibility and create new subgroups, which create even more mandates. Before long, a once-focused organization becomes anything but.

In sociology, this sort of muddle has a name. It is goal ambiguity--a state of confusion, or conflicting expectations, for what an organization should do or be. The modern university now has so many different jobs to do that it can be hard to tell what its priorities are, Gabriel Rossman, a sociologist at UCLA, told me. "For example, what is UCLA's mission?" he said. "Research? Undergraduate teaching? Graduate teaching? Health care? Patents? Development? For a slightly simpler question, what about individual faculty? When I get back to my office, what should I spend my time on: my next article, editing my lecture notes, doing a peer review, doing service, or advancing diversity? Who knows."

Goal ambiguity might be a natural by-product of modern institutions trying to be everything to everyone. But eventually, they'll pay the price. Any institution that finds itself promoting a thousand priorities at once may find it difficult to promote any one of them effectively. In a crisis, goal ambiguity may look like fecklessness or hypocrisy.

George Packer: The campus-left occupation that broke higher education

For example, in the past few years, many elite colleges and universities have cast themselves as "anti-racist" and "decolonial" enterprises that hire "scholar activists" as instructors and publish commentary on news controversies, as if they were editorial boards that happened to collect tuition. This rebranding has set schools up for failure as they navigate the Gaza-war protests. When former Harvard President Claudine Gay declined to tell Congress that calls for Jewish genocide were automatic violations of the school's rules of harassment, she might not have caused a stir--if Harvard had a reputation for accommodating even radical examples of political speech. But Gay's statements stood in lurid contrast to the university's unambiguous condemnation of students and professors who had offended other minority groups. This apparent hypocrisy was goal ambiguity collapsing under the weight of its own contradictions: one mandate to police offensive speech versus another mandate to allow activist groups to speak offensively.

Confronted with the Gaza-war protests, colleges are again struggling to balance competing priorities: free speech, the safety of students and staff, and basic school functions, such as the ability to walk to a lecture hall. That would be hard enough if they hadn't sent the message to students that protesting was an integral part of the university experience. As Tyler Austin Harper wrote in The Atlantic, university administrators have spent years "recruiting social-justice-minded students and faculty to their campuses under the implicit, and often explicit, promise that activism is not just welcome but encouraged." But once these administrators got exactly what they asked for--a campus-wide display of social-justice activism--they realized that aesthetic rebelliousness and actual rebellion don't mix well, in their opinion. So they called the cops.

Complex organizations need to do a lot of different jobs to appease their various stakeholders, and they need to hire people to do those jobs. But there is a value to institutional focus, and the past few months have shown just how destabilizing it is for colleges and universities to not have a clear sense of their priorities or be able to make those priorities transparent to faculty, students, donors, and the broader world. The ultimate problem isn't just that too many administrators can make college expensive. It's that too many administrative functions can make college institutionally incoherent.
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The Nudes Internet

The slow sexualization of everything online

by Jane Coaston




The internet may be, as the 2003 musical Avenue Q put it, constructed for pornography, but the website formerly known as Twitter has become overwhelmed by it. Almost any post on X, no matter how anodyne, generates replies that say "NUDES IN BIO" or feature actual pornography. I posted recently about the History Channel series Alone, a reality-television show in which people are left to their own devices and occasionally ward off bears, and among the responses was a spam image that displayed the entirety of one (extremely flexible) woman's genitalia.

The constant and absolutely unavoidable nudes on X are partially the product of a spam operation, the purpose of which appears to be, as with any spam operation on the internet, to eventually separate some poor user from their money. But they also perfectly embody what I call the nudes internet: a space in which everything--every ad, meme, and argument--is reduced to sex. Not actual sexual intercourse, mind you. Not even the omnipresent "NUDES IN BIO" spam ads promise that you, the humble clicker upon the ad, will actually get to have sex with the woman in the picture. Rather, on the nudes internet, sex means power and worth, and the goal is to accumulate it, for no reason but to have it, like an expensive couch that is impossible to sit on. Thus, the procurement of sex, the display of sex, sex as a competitive market place, sex as an economic vehicle, sex as a cure-all, sex as a moral cudgel--the nudes internet is less about sex itself and more about what it symbolizes.

From the December 2018 issue: Why are young people having so little sex?

The problem with the nudes internet is not actually the nudes in my mentions, even though the nudes are incredibly, unspeakably irritating--if I post about the NFL or the Bible, my greatest wish is not to see AI-generated labia in the responses. Rather, the problem is the sexualization of absolutely everything that takes place within the nudes internet, which is now leaking out into the broader internet. You can find it in the comments section on an innocuous Instagram post or YouTube video. You can find it in the diatribes of conservative commentators furious that college students aren't sexy anymore, or that teens aren't having sex in the backseat of cars anymore. Or in the left-leaning publications that firmly believe we'd all be hornier if we just had sexier movie stars and mitigated the intervention of the market.

Where did this all come from? Interest in sex--even crass public discussion of sex--is hardly novel. I grew up in the 1990s, when the Clinton impeachment scandal, lad mags, girl power, and evangelical purity culture combined to create an environment in which female sexual availability was simultaneously desired and disgusting. But the nudes internet is different. As culture has moved online, the entrance fee for all kinds of cultural activity has become a kind of performance--not actually having sex, but it is imperative looking like, and sounding like, you could.

Over the past decade, three big changes in internet culture have had a particularly big impact. The first is the rise of OnlyFans. In 2016, the British entrepreneur Timothy Stokely launched the platform that connects creators of content (including sexual content) to people willing to pay to see it and occasionally interact with the creator. While some content creators on OnlyFans are YouTubers, sports figures, and influencers, many do create sexual content for their subscribers. The platform rewarded those content creators for commercializing their social-media interactions--and because they could be literally anyone, brought the marketing of sex into more mainstream spaces.

The second is also driven by a flourishing internet subculture that builds on old-school pickup artists. Pickup artistry gamifies getting women (referred to as "targets") to sleep with men (referred to as "closing"). Eric Weber's How to Pick Up Girls! was published in 1971. But a new breed of social-media influencer has discovered that peddling such advice can be extremely lucrative. They tell their followers that having sex with women is among life's primary purposes, and that women themselves are easily manipulated at best and duplicitous schemers at worst. The object is not the sex but the pursuit and the outward performance of sex, getting to be viewed as the man who has sex with as many women as possible.

The pickup artists selling programs for men looking to have casual sex have developed a distinctive language: 5s and 6s or "mid" to refer to women whose appearance is passable (to them), Chads and Staceys to refer to the idealized, largely imaginary men and the women those idealized men are purportedly privileged to sleep with, and the popular "304" (the digits typed into a calculator then viewed upside down look like the word hoe) to describe any woman, doing anything, anywhere, ever.

The third and most recent change is Elon Musk's purchase of Twitter. He made changes to the platform so that virality paid actual money to users willing to purchase a blue check mark. Nothing goes viral faster than something about sex. As other users began to adopt the language of OnlyFans creators and pickup-artist influencers, the nudes internet reached escape velocity.

Read: The ugly honesty of Elon Musk's Twitter rebrand

No one is sexually freer or more sexually satisfied because everyone online is yelling about how the breasts of a young actress ended "wokeness." Instead, sexiness has become yet another role that people online, and even offline, must perform. The internet is a place awash in the idea of sex as a scourge, goal, and a thing you Absolutely Must Get or Else You Are Worthless (unless you happen to be a young woman, in which case you must appear to be sexually desirable but ideally never have sex, but not seem like you never have sex, lest you appear "frigid"). Everyone should be hot enough for you to want to have sex with them, and everything--people, products, movies--should be sexy. None of this facilitates the having of actual sex by actual human beings; instead, the nudes internet is built on the belief that being sexy, or more important, being seen as sexy, is just how you keep score in life.

The cure for the nudes internet is to emphasize an alternative--an internet in which the pursuit and performance of sex and sexiness is not the primary purpose of being alive. As a young woman told a Los Angeles Times reporter who was writing about why Gen Z is having less sex than previous generations, "Maybe you don't have to have sex all the time. Maybe if you're doing other things in your life, and you've got other priorities, or you just don't feel like it, that can be a good enough answer."
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Ozempic or Bust

America has been trying to address the obesity epidemic for four decades now. So far, each new "solution" has failed to live up to its early promise.

by Daniel Engber




1

In the early spring of 2020, Barb Herrera taped a signed note to a wall of her bedroom in Orlando, Florida, just above her pillow. NOTICE TO EMS! it said. No Vent! No Intubation! She'd heard that hospitals were overflowing, and that doctors were being forced to choose which COVID patients they would try to save and which to abandon. She wanted to spare them the trouble.

Barb was nearly 60 years old, and weighed about 400 pounds. She has type 2 diabetes, chronic kidney disease, and a host of other health concerns. At the start of the pandemic, she figured she was doomed. When she sent her list of passwords to her kids, who all live far away, they couldn't help but think the same. "I was in an incredibly dark place," she told me. "I would have died."

Until recently, Barb could barely walk--at least not without putting herself at risk of getting yet another fracture in her feet. Moving around the house exhausted her; she showered only every other week. She couldn't make it to the mailbox on her own. Barb had spent a lifetime dealing with the inconveniences of being, as she puts it, "huge." But what really scared her--and what embarrassed her, because dread and shame have a way of getting tangled up--were the moments when her little room, about 10 feet wide and not much longer, was less a hideout than a trap. At one point in 2021, she says, she tripped and fell on the way to the toilet. Her housemate and landlord--a high-school friend--was not at home to help, so Barb had to call the paramedics. "It took four guys to get me up," she said.

Later that year, when Barb finally did get COVID, her case was fairly mild. But she didn't feel quite right after she recovered: She was having trouble breathing, and there was something off about her heart. Finally, in April 2022, she went to the hospital and her vital signs were taken.

The average body mass index for American adults is 30. Barb's BMI was around 75. A blood-sugar test showed that her diabetes was not under control--her blood sugar was in the range where she might be at risk of blindness or stroke. And an EKG confirmed that her heart was skipping beats. A cardiac electrophysiologist, Shravan Ambati, came in for a consultation. He said the missed beats could be treated with medication, but he made a mental note of her severe obesity--he'd seen only one or two patients of Barb's size in his 14-year career. Before he left, he paused to give her some advice. If she didn't lose weight, he said, "the Barb of five years from now is not going to like you very much at all." As she remembers it, he crossed his arms and added: "You will either change your life, or you'll end up in a nursing home."

"That was it. That was it," Barb told me. Imagining herself getting old inside a home, "in a row of old people who are fat as hell, just sitting there waiting to die," she vowed to do everything she could to get well. She would try to change her life. Eventually, like millions of Americans, she would try the new miracle cure. Again.

2

In a way, Barb has never stopped trying to change her life. At 10 years old, she was prescribed amphetamines; at 12, she went to WeightWatchers. Later she would go on liquid diets, and nearly every form of solid diet. She's been vegan and gluten-free, avoided fat, cut back on carbs, and sworn off processed foods. She's taken drugs that changed her neurochemistry and gotten surgery to shrink her stomach to the size of a shot glass. She's gone to food-addiction groups. She's eaten Lean Cuisines. She's been an avid swimmer at the Y.


Barb Herrera weighed about 300 pounds by the time she was 30. (Courtesy of Barb Herrera)



Through it all, she's lost a lot of weight. Really an extraordinary quantity--well more than a quarter ton, if you add it up across her life. But every miracle so far has come with hidden costs: anemia, drug-induced depression, damage to her heart. Always, in the end, the weight has come back. Always, in the end, "success" has left her feeling worse.

In the United States, an estimated 189 million adults are classified as having obesity or being overweight; certainly many millions have, like Barb, spent decades running on a treadmill of solutions, never getting anywhere. The ordinary fixes--the kind that draw on people's will, and require eating less and moving more--rarely have a large or lasting effect. Indeed, America itself has suffered through a long, maddening history of failed attempts to change its habits on a national scale: a yo-yo diet of well-intentioned treatments, policies, and other social interventions that only ever lead us back to where we started. New rules for eating have been rolled out and then rolled back. Pills have been invented and abandoned. Laws have been rewritten to improve the quality of people's diets and curb caloric intake--to make society less "obesogenic" on the whole. Efforts have been made to reduce discrimination over body size in employment settings and in health care. Through it all, obesity rates keep going up; the diabetes epidemic keeps worsening.

The most recent miracle, for Barb as well as for the nation, has come in the form of injectable drugs. In early 2021, the Danish pharmaceutical company Novo Nordisk published a clinical trial showing remarkable results for semaglutide, now sold under the trade names Wegovy and Ozempic. Thomas Wadden, a clinical psychologist and obesity researcher at the University of Pennsylvania who has studied weight-loss interventions for more than 40 years (and who has received both research grants and fees from Novo Nordisk), remembers when he first learned about those findings, at an internal meeting at the company the year before. "My jaw just dropped," he told me. "I really could not believe what we were seeing." Patients in the study who'd had injections of the drug lost, on average, close to 15 percent of their body weight--more than had ever been achieved with any other drug in a study of that size. Wadden knew immediately that this would be "an incredible revolution in the treatment of obesity."

Radio Atlantic: Could Ozempic derail the body-positivity movement?

Semaglutide is in the class of GLP-1 receptor agonists, chemicals derived from lizard venom that mimic gut hormones and appear to reshape our metabolism and eating behavior for as long as the drugs are taken. Earlier versions were already being used to treat diabetes; then, in 2022, a newer one from Eli Lilly--tirzepatide, sold as Zepbound or Mounjaro--produced an average weight loss of 20 percent in a clinical trial. Many more drugs are now racing through development: survodutide, pemvidutide, retatrutide. (Among specialists, that last one has produced the most excitement: An early trial found an average weight loss of 24 percent in one group of participants.)

The past four decades of American history underline just how much is riding on these drugs--and serve as a sobering reminder that it is impossible to know, in the first few years of any novel intervention, whether its success will last.

The drugs don't work for everyone. Their major side effects--nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea--can be too intense for many patients. Others don't end up losing any weight. That's not to mention all the people who might benefit from treatment but don't have access to it: For the time being, just 25 percent of private insurers offer the relevant coverage, and the cost of treatment--about $1,000 a month--has been prohibitive for many Americans.

But there's growing pressure for GLP-1 drugs to be covered without restrictions by Medicare, and subject to price negotiation. Eventually they will start to come off patent. When that happens, usage is likely to explode. The drugs have already been approved not just for people with diabetes or obesity, but for anyone who has a BMI of more than 27 and an associated health condition, such as high blood pressure or cholesterol. By those criteria, more than 140 million American adults already qualify--and if this story goes the way it's gone for other "risk factor" drugs such as statins and antihypertensives, then the threshold for prescriptions will be lowered over time, inching further toward the weight range we now describe as "normal."

How you view that prospect will depend on your attitudes about obesity, and your tolerance for risk. The first GLP-1 drug to receive FDA approval, exenatide, has been used as a diabetes treatment for more than 20 years. No long-term harms have been identified--but then again, that drug's long-term effects have been studied carefully only across a span of seven years. Today, adolescents are injecting newer versions of these drugs, and may continue to do so every week for 50 years or more. What might happen over all that time? Could the drugs produce lasting damage, or end up losing some of their benefit?

Athena Philis-Tsimikas, an endocrinologist who works at Scripps Health in San Diego and whose research has received ample funding from Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly, says the data so far look very good. "These are now being used, literally, in hundreds of thousands of people across the world," she told me, and although some studies have suggested that GLP-1 drugs may cause inflammation of the pancreas, or even tumor growth, these concerns have not borne out. Exenatide, at least, keeps working over many years, and its side effects don't appear to worsen. Still, we have less to go on with the newer drugs, Philis-Tsimikas said. "All of us, in the back of our minds, always wonder, Will something show up?  " Although no serious problems have yet emerged, she said, "you wonder, and you worry."

The GLP-1 drugs may well represent a shocking breakthrough for the field of public health, on the order of vaccines and sanitation. They could also fizzle out, or end in a surge of tragic, unforeseen results. But in light of what we've been through, it's hard to see what other choices still remain. For 40 years, we've tried to curb the spread of obesity and its related ailments, and for 40 years, we've failed. We don't know how to fix the problem. We don't even understand what's really causing it. Now, again, we have a new approach. This time around, the fix had better work.
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Barb's first weight-loss miracle, and America's, came during a moment of profound despair. In 1995, while working in a birthing center, she'd tripped on a scale--"the irony of all ironies," she told me--and cracked her ankle. When she showed up for the surgery that followed, Barb, then 34 and weighing 330 pounds, learned that she had type 2 diabetes. In a way, this felt like her inheritance: Both grandparents on Barb's father's side had obesity and diabetes, as did her dad, his brother, and two sisters. Her mother, too, had obesity. Now, despite Barb's own years of efforts to maintain her health, that legacy had her in its grip.

The doctors threatened Barb (as doctors often have): If she didn't find a way to eat in moderation, she might not make it through the end of 1997. Then she got some new advice: Yes, Barb should eat better food and exercise, but also maybe she should try a pair of drugs, dexfenfluramine and phentermine, together known as "fen-phen." The former had just received approval from the FDA, and research showed that a combination of the two, taken several times a day, was highly effective at reducing weight.

Read: The weight-loss-drug revolution is a miracle--and a menace

The treatment was a revelation. Even when she talks about it now, Barb begins to cry. She'd tried so many diets in the past, and made so little progress, but as soon as she started on the weight-loss medication, something changed. A low and steady hum that she'd experienced ever since she was a kid--Where can I eat? How can I eat? When can I eat?--disappeared, leaving her in a strange new state of quiet. "The fen-phen turned that off just within a day. It was gone," she told me, struggling to get out the words. "What it did was tell me that I'm not crazy, that it really wasn't me."

At the time, Wadden, the obesity researcher and clinician, was hearing similar reports from his patients, who started telling him that their relationship with food had been transformed, that suddenly they were free of constant cravings. Over the course of a small, year-long study of the drugs that Wadden ran with a colleague at Penn, Robert Berkowitz, participants lost about 14 percent of their body weight on average. That's the same level of success that would be seen for semaglutide several decades later. "Bob and I really were high-fiving each other," Wadden told me. "We were feeling like, God, we've got a cure for obesity."

The fen-phen revolution arrived at a crucial turning point for Wadden's field, and indeed for his career. By then he'd spent almost 15 years at the leading edge of research into dietary interventions, seeing how much weight a person might lose through careful cutting of their calories. But that sort of diet science--and the diet culture that it helped support--had lately come into a state of ruin. Americans were fatter than they'd ever been, and they were giving up on losing weight. According to one industry group, the total number of dieters in the country declined by more than 25 percent from 1986 to 1991.


In 1988, Oprah Winfrey brought a wagon of fat on air to represent the 67 pounds she'd lost using a liquid diet. (Associated Press)



"I'll never diet again," Oprah Winfrey had announced on her TV show at the end of 1990. Not long before, she'd kicked off a major trend by talking up her own success with a brand of weight-loss shakes called Optifast. But Winfrey's slimmer figure had been fleeting, and now the $33 billion diet industry was under scrutiny for making bogus scientific claims.

Rejecting diet culture became something of a feminist cause. "A growing number of women are joining in an anti-diet movement," The New York Times reported in 1992. "They are forming support groups and ceasing to diet with a resolve similar to that of secretaries who 20 years ago stopped getting coffee for their bosses. Others have smashed their bathroom scales with the abandon that some women in the 1960's burned their bras."

That same Times story included a quote from Wadden, who cautioned that these changing attitudes might end up being "dangerous." But Wadden's own views of dieting were also changing. His prior research showed that patients could lose up to one-fifth of their body weight by going on very strict diets that allowed for no more than 800 calories a day. But he'd found that it was difficult for his patients to maintain that loss for long, once the formal program was over. Now Wadden and other obesity researchers were reaching a consensus that behavioral interventions might produce in the very best scenario an average lasting weight loss of just 5 to 10 percent.

National surveys completed in 1994 showed that the adult obesity rate had surged by more than half since 1980, while the proportion of children classified as overweight had doubled. The need for weight control in America had never seemed so great, even as the chances of achieving it were never perceived to be so small.

Then a bolt of science landed in this muddle and despair. In December 1994, the Times ran an editorial on what was understood to be a pivotal discovery: A genetic basis for obesity had finally been found. Researchers at Rockefeller University were investigating a molecule, later named leptin, that gets secreted from fat cells and travels to the brain, and that causes feelings of satiety. Lab mice with mutations in the leptin gene--importantly, a gene also found in humans--overeat until they're three times the size of other mice. "The finding holds out the dazzling hope," the editorial explained, "that scientists may, eventually, come up with a drug treatment to help overweight Americans shed unwanted, unhealthy pounds."

Leptin-based treatments for obesity were in the works, according to the researchers, and might be ready for the public in five years, maybe 10. In the meantime, the suggestion that obesity was a biochemical disease, more a function of a person's genes than of their faulty habits or lack of will, dovetailed with the nation's shift away from dieting. If there was any hope of solving the problem of obesity, maybe this was it.

Wadden was ready to switch gears. "I realized that we had sort of reached our limits on what we could do with diet and physical activity," he said. Now, instead, he started looking into pharmaceuticals. He'd already run one weight-loss study using sertraline, better known as Zoloft, and found that it had no effect. In 1995, he turned to fen-phen.

Fen-phen wasn't new, exactly--versions of its component drugs had been prescribed for decades. But when those pills were taken separately, their side effects were difficult to handle: "Fen" would make you drowsy and might give you diarrhea; "phen" could be agitating and lead to constipation. By the 1990s, though, doctors had begun to give the two together, such that their side effects would cancel each other out. And then a new and better version of "fen"--not fenfluramine but dexfenfluramine--came under FDA review.

Some regulators worried that this better "fen" posed a risk of brain damage. And there were signs that "fen" in any form might lead to pulmonary hypertension, a heart-related ailment. But Americans had been prescribed regular fenfluramine since 1973, and the newer drug, dexfenfluramine, had been available in France since 1985. Experts took comfort in this history. Using language that is familiar from today's assurances regarding semaglutide and other GLP-1 drugs, they pointed out that millions were already on the medication. "It is highly unlikely that there is anything significant in toxicity to the drug that hasn't been picked up with this kind of experience," an FDA official named James Bilstad would later say in a Time cover story headlined "The Hot New Diet Pill." To prevent Americans with obesity from getting dexfenfluramine, supporters said, would be to surrender to a deadly epidemic. Judith Stern, an obesity expert and nutritionist at UC Davis, was clear about the stakes: "If they recommend no," she said of the FDA-committee members, "these doctors ought to be shot."

In April 1996, the doctors recommended yes: Dexfenfluramine was approved--and became an instant blockbuster. Patients received prescriptions by the hundreds of thousands every month. Sketchy wellness clinics--call toll-free, 1-888-4FEN-FEN--helped meet demand. Then, as now, experts voiced concerns about access. Then, as now, they worried that people who didn't really need the drugs were lining up to take them. By the end of the year, sales of "fen" alone had surpassed $300 million. "What we have here is probably the fastest launch of any drug in the history of the pharmaceutical industry," one financial analyst told reporters.

This wasn't just a drug launch. It was nothing less than an awakening, for doctors and their patients alike. Now a patient could be treated for excess weight in the same way they might be treated for diabetes or hypertension--with a drug they'd have to take for the rest of their life. That paradigm, Time explained, reflected a deeper shift in medicine. In a formulation that prefigures the nearly identical claims being made about Ozempic and its ilk today, the article heralded a "new understanding of obesity as a chronic disease rather than a failure of willpower."

Barb started on fen-phen two weeks after it was approved. "I had never in my life felt normal until after about a week or two on the medications," she'd later say. "My life before was hell." She was losing weight, her blood sugar was improving, and she was getting to the pool, swimming 100 lengths five or six days a week. A few months later, when she read in her local newspaper that the Florida Board of Medicine was considering putting limits on the use of fen-phen, she was disturbed enough to send a letter to the editor. "I thank the creators of fen/phen for helping to save my life," she wrote. "I don't want to see the medications regulated so intensely that people like me are left out."
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For another year, Barb kept taking fen-phen, and for another year she kept losing weight. By July of 1997, she'd lost 111 pounds.

Thomas Wadden and his colleague's fen-phen study had by then completed its second year. The data showed that their patients' shocking weight loss had mostly been maintained, as long as they stayed on the drugs. But before Wadden had the chance to write up the results, he got a call from Susan Yanovski, then a program officer at the National Institutes of Health and now a co-director of the NIH's Office of Obesity Research. We've got a problem, Yanovski told him.

News had just come out that, at the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota, two dozen women taking fen-phen--including six who were, like Barb, in their 30s--had developed cardiac conditions. A few had needed surgery, and on the operating table, doctors discovered that their heart valves were covered with a waxy plaque. They had "a glistening white appearance," the doctors said, suggestive of disease. Now Yanovski wanted Wadden to look more closely at the women in his study.

Wadden wasn't terribly concerned, because no one in his study had reported any heart symptoms. But ultrasounds revealed that nearly one-third of them had some degree of leakage in their heart valves. His "cure for obesity" was in fact a source of harm. "That just felt like a crushing blow," he told me. Several weeks later, a larger data set from the FDA confirmed the issue. Wadden worried to reporters that the whole fiasco would end up setting back obesity treatment by many years.

Read: The Ozempic revolution is stuck

The news put Barb in a panic. Not about her heart: The drug hadn't caused her any problems, as far as she could tell; it had only solved them. But now they were taking it away. What then? She'd already spoken out about her new and better life to local outlets; now she did so again, on national TV. On September 16, the day after fenfluramine in both of its forms was pulled from the market, Barb appeared on CBS This Morning. She explained then, as she later would to me, that fen-phen had flipped a switch inside her brain. There was desperation in her voice.

A few days later, she was in a limousine in New York City, invited to be on The Montel Williams Show. She wore a crisp floral dress; a chyron would identify her as "BARBARA: Will continue taking diet drug despite FDA recall." "I know I can't get any more," she told Williams. "I have to use up what I have. And then I don't know what I'm going to do after that. That's the problem--and that is what scares me to death." Telling people to lose weight the "natural way," she told another guest, who was suggesting that people with obesity need only go on low-carb diets, is like "asking a person with a thyroid condition to just stop their medication."

"I did all this stuff to shout it from the rooftops that I was doing so well on fen-phen," Barb told me. Still, all the warnings she'd been hearing on the news, and from her fellow Montel guests, started building up inside her head. When she got back to Orlando, she went to see her doctor, just in case. His testing showed that she did indeed have damage to her mitral valve, and that fen-phen seemed to be the cause.



 Barb swimming in 2003 (Courtesy of Barb Herrera)



Five months later, she was back on CBS to talk about her tragic turnabout. The newscast showed Doppler footage of the backwards flow of blood into her heart. She'd gone off the fen-phen and had rapidly regained weight. "The voices returned and came back in a furor I'd never heard before," Barb later wrote on her blog. "It was as if they were so angry at being silenced for so long, they were going to tell me 19 months' worth of what they wanted me to hear. I was forced to listen. And I ate. And I ate. And ate."
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The Publix supermarket chain has, since its founding more than 90 years ago in central Florida, offered "people weighers," free for use by all. They're big, old-fashioned things, shaped like lollipops, with a dial readout at the top and handlebars of stainless steel. By the time I visited Barb last fall, in a subdivision of Orlando, she was determined to go and use one.

She'd taken heed of what Ambati, the cardiologist, had told her when she went into the hospital in April 2022. She cut back on salt and stopped ordering from Uber Eats. That alone was enough to bring her weight down 40 pounds. Then she started on Trulicity, the brand name for a GLP-1 drug called dulaglutide that is prescribed to people with diabetes. (The drug was covered for her use by Medicaid.) In clinical trials, patients on dulaglutide tend to lose about 10 pounds, on average, in a year. For Barb, the effects were far more dramatic. When we first met in person, she'd been on Trulicity for 14 months--and had lost more than one-third of her body weight. "It's not even like I'm skinny, but compared to 405, I feel like an Olympic runner," she told me.

We arrived at the supermarket in tandem with another middle-aged woman who was also there to check her weight. "Okay, you first, jump on!" Barb said. "My dream weight. I love it!" she said, when the pointer tipped to 230 pounds. "Not mine," the other woman grumbled. Then Barb got on the scale and watched it spin to a little past 250. She was very pleased. The last number of the dial was 300. Even registering within its bounds was new.

Some people with obesity describe a sense of being trapped inside another person's body, such that their outward shape doesn't really match their inner one. For Barb, rapid weight loss has brought on a different metaphysical confusion. When she looks in the mirror, she sometimes sees her shape as it was two years ago. In certain corners of the internet, this is known as "phantom fat syndrome," but Barb dislikes that term. She thinks it should be called "body integration syndrome," stemming from a disconnect between your "larger-body memory" and "smaller-body reality."

She has experienced this phenomenon before. After learning that she had heart-valve damage from fen-phen, Barb joined a class-action lawsuit against the maker of dexfenfluramine, and eventually received a substantial payout. In 2001, she put that money toward what would be her second weight-loss miracle--bariatric surgery. The effects were jarring, she remembers. Within just three months, she'd lost 100 pounds; within a year, she'd lost 190. She could ride a bike now, and do a cartwheel. "It was freakin' wild," she told me. "I didn't have an idea of my body size." She found herself still worried over whether chairs would break when she sat down. Turnstiles were confusing. For most of her adult life, she'd had to rotate sideways to go through them if she couldn't find a gate, so that's what she continued doing. Then one day her partner said, "No, just walk through straight," and that's what she did.

Weight-loss surgery was somewhat unusual at the time, despite its record of success. About 60,000 such procedures were performed in 2001, by one estimate; compare that with the millions of Americans who had been taking fen-phen just a few years earlier. Bariatric surgeons and obesity physicians have debated why this treatment has been so grossly "underutilized." (Even now, fewer than 1 percent of eligible patients with obesity have the procedure.) Surely some are dissuaded by the scalpel: As with any surgery, this one carries risks. It's also clear that many doctors have refrained from recommending it. But the fen-phen fiasco of the late 1990s cast its shadow on the field as well. The very idea of "treating" excess weight, whether with a pill or with a knife, had been discredited. It seemed ill-advised, if not old-fashioned.

Read: The science behind Ozempic was wrong

By the turn of the millennium, a newer way to think about America's rising rates of obesity was starting to take hold. The push was led by Thomas Wadden's close friend and colleague Kelly Brownell. In the 1970s, the two had played together in a bluegrass band--Wadden on upright bass, Brownell on guitar--and they later worked together at the University of Pennsylvania. But when their field lost faith in low-calorie diets as a source of lasting weight loss, the two friends went in opposite directions. Wadden looked for ways to fix a person's chemistry, so he turned to pharmaceuticals. Brownell had come to see obesity as a product of our toxic food environment: He meant to fix the world to which a person's chemistry responded, so he started getting into policy.

Inspired by successful efforts to reduce tobacco use, Brownell laid out a raft of new proposals in the '90s to counter the effects of junk-food culture: a tax on non-nutritious snacks; a crackdown on deceptive health claims; regulation of what gets sold to kids inside school buildings. Those ideas didn't find much traction while the nation was obsessed with fen-phen, but they caught on quickly in the years that followed, amid new and scary claims that obesity was indirectly hurting all Americans, not just the people with a lot of excess weight.

In 2003, the U.S. surgeon general declared obesity "the terror within, a threat that is every bit as real to America as the weapons of mass destruction"; a few months later, Eric Finkelstein, an economist who studies the social costs of obesity, put out an influential paper finding that excess weight was associated with up to $79 billion in health-care spending in 1998, of which roughly half was paid by Medicare and Medicaid. (Later he'd conclude that the number had nearly doubled in a decade.) In 2004, Finkelstein attended an Action on Obesity summit hosted by the Mayo Clinic, at which numerous social interventions were proposed, including calorie labeling in workplace cafeterias and mandatory gym class for children of all grades.

As the environmental theory gained currency, public-health officials took notice. In 2006, for example, the New York City Board of Health moved to require that calorie counts be posted on many chain restaurants' menus, so customers would know how much they were eating. The city also banned trans fats.


While first lady, Michelle Obama planted an organic garden at the White House as part of her effort to promote healthy eating. (Aude Guerrucci / Getty)



Soon, the federal government took up many of the ideas that Brownell had helped popularize. Barack Obama had promised while campaigning for president that if America's obesity trends could be reversed, the Medicare system alone would save "a trillion dollars." By fighting fat, he implied, his ambitious plan for health-care reform would pay for itself. Once he was in office, his administration pulled every policy lever it could. The nation's school-lunch program was overhauled. Nutrition labels got an update from the FDA, with more prominent displays of calories and a line for "added sugars." Food benefits for families in poverty were adjusted to allow the purchase of more fruits and vegetables. The Affordable Care Act brought calorie labeling to chain restaurants nationwide and pushed for weight-loss programs through employer-based insurance plans.

Michelle Obama helped guide these efforts, working with marketing experts to develop ways of nudging kids toward better diets and pledging to eliminate "food deserts," or neighborhoods that lacked convenient access to healthy, affordable food. She was relentless in her public messaging; she planted an organic garden at the White House and promoted her signature "Let's Move!" campaign around the country. The first lady also led a separate, private-sector push for change within Big Food. In 2010, the beverage giants agreed to add calorie labels to the front of their bottles and cans; PepsiCo pledged major cuts in fat, sodium, and added sugars across its entire product line within a decade.

An all-out war on soda would come to stand in for these broad efforts. Nutrition studies found that half of all Americans were drinking sugar-sweetened beverages every day, and that consumption of these accounted for one-third of the added sugar in adults' diets. Studies turned up links between people's soft-drink consumption and their risks for type 2 diabetes and obesity. A new strand of research hinted that "liquid calories" in particular were dangerous to health.

Brownell led the growing calls for an excise tax on soft drinks, like the one in place for cigarettes, as a way of limiting their sales. Few such measures were passed--the beverage industry did everything it could to shut them down--but the message at their core, that soda was a form of poison like tobacco, spread. In San Francisco and New York, public-service campaigns showed images of soda bottles pouring out a stream of glistening, blood-streaked fat. Michelle Obama led an effort to depict water--plain old water--as something "cool" to drink.

The social engineering worked. Slowly but surely, Americans' lamented lifestyle began to shift. From 2001 to 2018, added-sugar intake dropped by about one-fifth among children, teens, and young adults. From the late 1970s through the early 2000s, the obesity rate among American children had roughly tripled; then, suddenly, it flattened out. And although the obesity rate among adults was still increasing, its climb seemed slower than before. Americans' long-standing tendency to eat ever-bigger portions also seemed to be abating.

But sugary drinks--liquid candy, pretty much--were always going to be a soft target for the nanny state. Fixing the food environment in deeper ways proved much harder. "The tobacco playbook pretty much only works for soda, because that's the closest analogy we have as a food item," Dariush Mozaffarian, a cardiologist and the director of the Food Is Medicine Institute at Tufts University, told me. But that tobacco playbook doesn't work to increase consumption of fruits and vegetables, he said. It doesn't work to increase consumption of beans. It doesn't work to make people eat more nuts or seeds or extra-virgin olive oil.

Read: What happens when you've been on Ozempic for 20 years?

Careful research in the past decade has shown that many of the Obama-era social fixes did little to alter behavior or improve our health. Putting calorie labels on menus seemed to prompt at most a small decline in the amount of food people ate. Employer-based wellness programs (which are still offered by 80 percent of large companies) were shown to have zero tangible effects. Health-care spending, in general, kept going up.

And obesity rates resumed their ascent. Today, 20 percent of American children have obesity. For all the policy nudges and the sensible revisions to nutrition standards, food companies remain as unfettered as they were in the 1990s, Kelly Brownell told me. "Is there anything the industry can't do now that it was doing then?" he asked. "The answer really is no. And so we have a very predictable set of outcomes."

"Our public-health efforts to address obesity have failed," Eric Finkelstein, the economist, told me.
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The success of Barb's gastric-bypass surgery was also limited. "Most people reach their lowest weight about a year post-surgery," Gretchen White, an epidemiologist at the University of Pittsburgh, told me. "We call it their weight nadir."

Barb's weight nadir came 14 months after surgery; she remembers exactly when things began to turn around. She was in a store buying jeans, and realized she could fit into a size 8. By then she'd lost 210 pounds; her BMI was down to 27--lower than the average for a woman her age. Her body had changed so much that she was scared. "It was just too freaky to be that small," she told me. "I wasn't me. I wasn't substantial." She was used to feeling unseen, but now, in this new state, she felt like she was disappearing in a different way. "It's really weird when you're really, really fat," she said. "People look at you, but they also look through you. You're just, like, invisible. And then when you're really small you're invisible too, because you're one of the herd. You're one of everybody."

At that point, she started to rebound. The openings into her gastric pouch--the section of her stomach that wasn't bypassed--stretched back to something like their former size. And Barb found ways to "eat around" the surgery, as doctors say, by taking food throughout the day in smaller portions. Her experience was not unusual. Bariatric surgeries can be highly effective for some people and nearly useless for others. Long-term studies have found that 30 percent of those who receive the same procedure Barb did regain at least one-quarter of what they lost within two years of reaching their weight nadir; more than half regain that much within five years.


New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg tried to implement a ban on oversize sugary drinks. (Allison Joyce / Getty)



But if the effects of Barb's surgery were quickly wearing off, its side effects were not: She now had iron, calcium, and B12 deficiencies resulting from the changes to her gut. She looked into getting a revision of the surgery--a redo, more or less--but insurance wouldn't cover it, and by then the money from her fen-phen settlement had run out. The pounds kept coming back.

Barb's relationship to medicine had long been complicated by her size. She found the health-care system ill-equipped--or just unwilling--to give her even basic care. During one hospital visit in 1993, she remembers, a nurse struggled to wrap a blood-pressure cuff around her upper arm. When it didn't fit, he tried to strap it on with tape, but even then, the cuff kept splitting open. "It just grabs your skin and gives you bruises. It's really painful," she said. Later she'd find out that the measurement can also be taken by putting the cuff around a person's forearm. But at the time, she could only cry.

"That was the moment that I was like, This is fucked up. This is just wrong, that I have to sit here and cry in the emergency room because someone is incompetent with my body." She found that every health concern she brought to doctors might be taken as a referendum, in some way, on her body size. "If I stubbed my toe or whatever, they'd just say 'Lose weight.' " She began to notice all the times she'd be in a waiting room and find that every chair had arms. She realized that if she was having a surgical procedure, she'd need to buy herself a plus-size gown--or else submit to being covered with a bedsheet when the nurses realized that nothing else would fit. At one appointment, for the removal of a cancerous skin lesion on her back, Barb's health-care team tried rolling her onto her side while she was under anesthesia, and accidentally let her slip. When she woke, she found a laceration to her breast and bruises on her arm.

Barb grew angrier and more direct about her needs--You'll have to find me a different chair, she started saying to receptionists. Many others shared her rage. Activists had long decried the cruel treatment of people with obesity: The National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance had existed, for example, in one form or another, since 1969; the Council on Size & Weight Discrimination had been incorporated in 1991. But in the early 2000s, the ideas behind this movement began to wend their way deeper into academia, and they soon gained some purchase with the public.

In 1999, when Rebecca Puhl arrived at Yale to work with Kelly Brownell toward her Ph.D. in clinical psychology, she'd given little thought to weight-based discrimination. But Brownell had received a grant to research the topic, and he put Puhl on the project. "She basically created a field," Brownell said. While he focused on the dark seductions of our food environment, Puhl studied size discrimination, and how it could be treated as a health condition of its own. From the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s, the proportion of adults who said they'd experienced discrimination on account of their height or weight increased by two-thirds, going up to 12 percent. Puhl and others started citing evidence that this form of discrimination wasn't merely a source of psychic harm, but also of obesity itself. Studies found that the experience of weight discrimination is associated with overeating, and with the risk of weight gain over time.

Puhl's approach took for granted that being very fat could make you sick. Others attacked the very premise of a "healthy weight": People do not have any fundamental need, they argued, morally or medically, to strive for smaller bodies as an end in itself. They called for resistance to the ideology of anti-fatness, with its profit-making arms in health care and consumer goods. The Association for Size Diversity and Health formed in 2003; a year later, dozens of scholars working on weight-related topics joined together to create the academic field of fat studies.

Read: Why scientists can't agree on whether it's unhealthy to be overweight

Some experts were rethinking their advice on food and diet. At UC Davis, a physiologist named Lindo Bacon who had struggled to overcome an eating disorder had been studying the effects of "intuitive eating," which aims to promote healthy, sustainable behavior without fixating on what you weigh or how you look. Bacon's mentor at the time was Judith Stern--the obesity expert who in 1995 proposed that any FDA adviser who voted against approving dexfenfluramine "ought to be shot." By 2001, Bacon, who uses they/them pronouns, had received their Ph.D. and finished a rough draft of a book, Health at Every Size, which drew inspiration from a broader movement by that name among health-care practitioners. Bacon struggled to find a publisher. "I have a stack of well over 100 rejections," they told me.

But something shifted in the ensuing years. In 2007, Bacon got a different response, and the book was published. Health at Every Size became a point of entry for a generation of young activists and, for a time, helped shape Americans' understanding of obesity.

As the size-diversity movement grew, its values were taken up--or co-opted--by Big Business. Dove had recently launched its "Campaign for Real Beauty," which included plus-size women. (Ad Age later named it the best ad campaign of the 21st century.) People started talking about "fat shaming" as something to avoid. The heightened sensitivity started showing up in survey data, too. In 2010, fewer than half of U.S. adults expressed support for giving people with obesity the same legal protections from discrimination offered to people with disabilities. In 2015, that rate had risen to three-quarters.

In Bacon's view, the 2000s and 2010s were glory years. "People came together and they realized that they're not alone, and they can start to be critical of the ideas that they've been taught," Bacon told me. "We were on this marvelous path of gaining more credibility for the whole Health at Every Size movement, and more awareness."

But that sense of unity proved short-lived; the movement soon began to splinter. Black women have the highest rates of obesity, and disproportionately high rates of associated health conditions. Yet according to Fatima Cody Stanford, an obesity-medicine physician at Harvard Medical School, Black patients with obesity get lower-quality care than white patients with obesity. "Even amongst Medicaid beneficiaries, we see differences in who is getting access to therapies," she told me. "I think this is built into the system."

That system was exactly what Bacon and the Health at Every Size movement had set out to reform. The problem, as they saw it, was not so much that Black people lacked access to obesity medicine, but that, as Bacon and the Black sociologist Sabrina Strings argued in a 2020 article, Black women have been "specifically targeted" for weight loss, which Bacon and Strings saw as a form of racism. But members of the fat-acceptance movement pointed out that their own most visible leaders, including Bacon, were overwhelmingly white. "White female dietitians have helped steal and monetize the body positive movement," Marquisele Mercedes, a Black activist and public-health Ph.D. student, wrote in September 2020. "And I'm sick of it."

Tensions over who had the standing to speak, and on which topics, boiled over. In 2022, following allegations that Bacon had been exploitative and condescending toward Black colleagues, the Association for Size Diversity and Health expelled them from its ranks and barred them from attending its events. ("They were accusing me of taking center stage and not appropriately deferring to marginalized people," Bacon told me. "That's never been true.")

As the movement succumbed to in-fighting, its momentum with the public stalled. If attitudes about fatness among the general public had changed during the 2000s and 2010s, it was only to a point. The idea that some people can indeed be "fit but fat," though backed up by research, has always been a tough sell. Although Americans had become less inclined to say they valued thinness, measures of their implicit attitudes seemed fairly stable. Outside of a few cities such as San Francisco and Madison, Wisconsin, new body-size-discrimination laws were never passed. (Puhl has been testifying regularly in support of the same proposed bill in Massachusetts since 2007, to no avail.) And, as always, obesity rates themselves kept going up.

In the meantime, thinness was coming back into fashion. In the spring of 2022, Kim Kardashian--whose "curvy" physique has been a media and popular obsession--boasted about crash-dieting in advance of the Met Gala. A year later, the model and influencer Felicity Hayward warned Vogue Business that "plus-size representation has gone backwards." In March of this year, the singer Lizzo, whose body pride has long been central to her public persona, told The New York Times that she's been trying to lose weight. "I'm not going to lie and say I love my body every day," she said.

Among the many other dramatic effects of the GLP-1 drugs, they may well have released a store of pent-up social pressure to lose weight. If ever there was a time to debate that impulse, and to question its origins and effects, it would be now. But Puhl told me that no one can even agree on which words are inoffensive. The medical field still uses obesity, as a description of a diagnosable disease. But many activists despise that phrase--some spell it with an asterisk in place of the e--and propose instead to reclaim fat. Everyone seems to agree on the most important, central fact: that we should be doing everything we can to limit weight stigma. But that hasn't been enough to stop the arguing.
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Not long before my visit to Orlando in October, Barb had asked her endocrinologist to switch her from Trulicity to Mounjaro, because she'd heard it was more effective. (This, too, was covered under Medicaid.) A few weeks later, Barb blogged about the feeling of being stuck--physically stuck--inside her body. "Anyone who has been immobilized by fat and then freed, understands my sense of amazement that I can walk without a walker and not ride the scooter in the store," she wrote. "Two years ago, all I could do was wait to die. I never thought I would be released from my prison of fat."


Barb has been a frequent visitor to Disney World, but until recently she needed an electric scooter to navigate the park. (Courtesy of Barb Herrera)



In all that time when she could barely move, of all the places that she couldn't really go, Disney World stood out. Barb is the sort of person who holds many fascinations--meditation, 1980s lesbian politics, the rock band Queen--but Disney may be chief among them. She has a Tinker Bell tattoo on her calf, and a trio of Mickey Mouse balloons on her shoulder. Her wallet shows the plus-size villain Ursula, from The Little Mermaid. "It's just a place where you can go and be treated beautifully," she said. "No matter who you are, no matter what country you're from, no matter what language you speak. It's just wonderful and beautiful."

She'd been raised in the theme park, more or less: Her mother got a job there in the 1970s, and that meant Barb could go for free--which she did as often as she could, almost from the time that it first opened, and for decades after. She was at Disney when Epcot opened in 1982, just weeks before she gave birth to her first child. Later on she helped produce a book about where to eat at Disney if you're vegetarian, and published tips for how to get around the parks--and navigate the seating for their rides--whether you're "Pooh-size" or "Baloo-size." She worked at Disney, too, first as an independent tour guide and photographer, then as a phone operator for the resorts. "They used to pull me off of the telephones to go test new rides to see how large people could do on them," she told me.

But lately she'd only watched the park's events on livestream. The last time she'd gone in person, in 2021, she was using a scooter for mobility. "I dream of one day walking at Disney World once again," she'd written on her blog. So we called a car and headed over.

Barb was exhilarated--so was I--when we strolled into the multistory lobby of the Animal Kingdom Lodge, with its shiny floors, vaulted ceilings, indoor suspension bridge, and 16-foot, multicolored Igbo Ijele mask. Barb bought a pair of Minnie Mouse ears at the gift shop, and kibitzed for a while with the cashier. Before, she would have had to ask me to go and get the ears on her behalf, she said, so she wouldn't have to maneuver through the store on wheels. We walked down the stairs--we walked down the stairs, Barb observed with wonderment--to get breakfast at a restaurant called Boma. "Welcome, welcome, welcome! Have a Boma-tastic breakfast!" the host said.

Barb relished being in the lodge again, and had lots to say, to me and everyone. "My mom was a cast member for 42 years," she informed our server at one point. Even just that fact was a reminder of how much Disney World, and the people in it, had evolved during her lifetime. When her mom started to gain weight, Barb remembered, her manager demanded that she go on a diet. "They didn't even make a costume bigger than a 16," Barb said. As Americans got bigger, that policy had to be abandoned. "They needed people to work," she said, with a glance around the restaurant, where kids and parents alike were squeezing into seats, not all of which looked entirely sufficient. It was easy to imagine what the crowd at Boma might have looked like 20 years ago, when the restaurant first opened, and when the adult obesity rate was just half of what it is today.

"I feel smaller than a lot of these people, which is really interesting," Barb said. "I don't even know if I am, but I feel like it. And that is surreal."

Things feel surreal these days to just about anyone who has spent years thinking about obesity. At 71, after more than four decades in the field, Thomas Wadden now works part-time, seeing patients just a few days a week. But the arrival of the GLP-1 drugs has kept him hanging on for a few more years, he said. "It's too much of an exciting period to leave obesity research right now."

Read: How obesity became a disease

His bluegrass buddy, Kelly Brownell, stepped down from his teaching and administrative responsibilities last July. "I see the drugs as having great benefit," Brownell told me, even as he quickly cited the unknowns: whether the drugs' cost will be overwhelming, or if they'll be unsafe or ineffective after long-term use. "There's also the risk that attention will be drawn away from certain changes that need to be made to address the problem," he said. When everyone is on semaglutide or tirzepatide, will the soft-drink companies--Brownell's nemeses for so many years--feel as if a burden has been lifted? "My guess is the food industry is probably really happy to see these drugs come along," he said. They'll find a way to reach the people who are taking GLP-1s, with foods and beverages in smaller portions, maybe. At the same time, the pressures to cut back on where and how they sell their products will abate.

For Dariush Mozaffarian, the nutritionist and cardiologist at Tufts, the triumph in obesity treatment only highlights the abiding mystery of why Americans are still getting fatter, even now. Perhaps one can lay the blame on "ultraprocessed" foods, he said. Maybe it's a related problem with our microbiomes. Or it could be that obesity, once it takes hold within a population, tends to reproduce itself through interactions between a mother and a fetus. Others have pointed to increasing screen time, how much sleep we get, which chemicals are in the products that we use, and which pills we happen to take for our many other maladies. "The GLP-1s are just a perfect example of how poorly we understand obesity," Mozaffarian told me. "Any explanation of why they cause weight loss is all post-hoc hand-waving now, because we have no idea. We have no idea why they really work and people are losing weight."

The new drugs--and the "new understanding of obesity" that they have supposedly occasioned--could end up changing people's attitudes toward body size. But in what ways? When the American Medical Association declared obesity a disease in 2013, Rebecca Puhl told me, some thought "it might reduce stigma, because it was putting more emphasis on the uncontrollable factors that contribute to obesity." Others guessed that it would do the opposite, because no one likes to be "diseased." Already people on these drugs are getting stigmatized twice over: first for the weight at which they started, and then again for how they chose to lose it.

Barb herself has been evangelizing for her current medications with as much fervor as she showed for fen-phen. She has a blog devoted to her experience with GLP-1 drugs, called Health at Any Cost. As we stood up from our breakfast in the Animal Kingdom Lodge, Barb checked her phone and saw a text from her daughter Meghann, who had started on tirzepatide a couple of months before Barb did. " 'Thirty-five pounds down,' " Barb read aloud. " 'Medium top. Extra-large leggings, down from 4X' ... She looks like the child I knew. When she was so big, she looked so different."

In November, Barb's son, Tristan, started on tirzepatide too. She attributes his and Meghann's struggles to their genes. Later that month, when she was out at Meghann's house in San Antonio for Thanksgiving, she sent me a photo of the three of them together--"the Tirzepatide triplets."

She'd always worried that her kids might be doomed to experience the same chronic conditions that she has. All she could do before was tell them to "stay active." Now she imagines that this chain might finally be broken. "Is the future for my progeny filled with light and the joy of not being fat?" she wrote in a blog post last fall.


Barb at home in Orlando in April. Since starting on GLP-1 drugs two years ago, she has lost more than 200 pounds. (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



Barb's energy was still limited, and on the day we visited Disney World, she didn't yet feel ready to venture out much past the lodge. Before we went back to her house, I pressed her on the limits of this fantasy about her kids' and grandkids' lives. How could she muster so much optimism, given all the false miracles that she'd experienced before? She'd gone on fen-phen and ended up with heart damage. She'd had a gastric bypass and ended up anemic. And we hadn't even had the chance to talk about her brief affair with topiramate, another drug prescribed for weight loss that had quieted the voices in her head for a stretch in 2007--until it made her feel depressed. (Topiramate is "the new fen/phen and I am blessed to have it in my life/head/mind," she'd written on her blog back then. Ten years later she would pledge, in boldface: "I will never diet or take diet drugs again. Ever.")

After all of these disappointments, why wasn't there another kind of nagging voice that wouldn't stop--a sense of worry over what the future holds? And if she wasn't worried for herself, then what about for Meghann or for Tristan, who are barely in their 40s? Wouldn't they be on these drugs for another 40 years, or even longer? But Barb said she wasn't worried--not at all. "The technology is so much better now." If any problems come up, the scientists will find solutions.

Still, she'd been a bit more circumspect just a few months earlier, the first time that we spoke by phone. "There's a part of me that thinks I should be worried," she told me then. "But I don't even care. What I care about is today, how do I feel today." She was making travel plans to see her grandkids over Labor Day, after not having been on an airplane for 15 years because of her size. "I'm so excited, I can hardly stand it," she said. Since then she's gone to see them twice, including Thanksgiving; the last time she went, she didn't even need to buy two seats on the plane. She's also been back to Disney since our visit. This time, she had more energy. "When I walked out the back door of the Beach Club and headed towards EPCOT," she wrote on her blog, "I felt like I was flying."



This article appears in the June 2024 print edition with the headline "Ozempic or Bust."
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It's Not a Rap Beef. It's a Cultural Reckoning.

The feud between Drake and Kendrick Lamar has become far, far bigger than music alone.

by Spencer Kornhaber




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


Scapegoating is one of humankind's primal rituals, dating back to the Book of Leviticus, in which God commanded the prophet Aaron to lay hands on a goat, confess the sins of his tribe, and then send the animal into the desert. Throughout centuries and across cultures, the historian Rene Girard once argued, warring factions have settled disputes by agreeing upon a figure to collectively blame--a resolution that is ugly and unfair but, more than anything, cathartic.

Perhaps this tradition helps explain what's been so satisfying about watching two of the 21st century's most important musicians, Drake and Kendrick Lamar, try to destroy each other. The rap feud that has engulfed public attention in recent weeks has been litigated in breathtaking, twisty-turny songs packed with very 2020s references--to Ozempic, disinformation, AI, Taylor Swift, and elite pedophile rings. These two superstars have leveled accusations so nasty that cancellation, today's standard punishment for celebrity wrongdoing, hardly seems sufficient. Thus far, the consensus is that Lamar has "won" the war--but in that case, Drake's defeat is really what's significant. We're witnessing the modern implementation of an ancient rite, the desecration of an individual for the moral cleansing of the masses.

The conflict was sparked by what now seems like a quaint dispute: Who's the greatest rapper? A verse by J. Cole on a Drake song last fall postulated himself, Drake, and Lamar as hip-hop's "big three." Earlier this year, Lamar replied with a correction: "It's just big me," he rapped in a tone of seething hostility. Cole issued and quickly retracted a reply, but Drake took Lamar's bait, and the two men began volleying diss tracks. Over eight songs--plus one interlude!--in less than a month, the question of who's a better rapper has given way to a more profound debate about hip-hop, masculinity, and nothing less than the nature of evil.

Beef is older than rap, but this showdown is new in its scale and velocity. When Jay-Z and Nas scrapped in the early 2000s, they did so at a time when rap was not quite yet synonymous with pop. But in today's fractured musical ecosystem, the 37-year-old Drake, who has had 13 No. 1 hits on the Billboard Hot 100, and the 36-year-old Lamar, the only rapper to ever win a Pulitzer, have achieved a rare level of name recognition. The most consequential rap beef ever, between Biggie and Tupac, simmered for months and unfolded via physical releases, local radio, and in-person dustups. By contrast, Drake and Lamar are using fast-twitch digital technologies to record tracks at whim, circulate them around the planet instantly, and feed a teeming ecosystem of commentators, remixers, fans, haters, and voyeurs.

This global audience has long been primed for the showdown. Since the early 2010s, Drake and Lamar have reigned as the yin and yang of popular rap: the entertainer and the artist, the hedonist and the monk. Drake has flooded the marketplace with hits, collaborations, and tie-in products. His sound is chameleonic, borrowing unapologetically from far-flung subgenres and scenes, and his lyrical outlook is pettily, proudly self-interested. Lamar, by contrast, expresses himself in carefully honed albums exploring how to live ethically in a fallen world. The Compton native's music, for all its experimental edge, roots itself in the bounce and attitude of West Coast hip-hop. These two men have long been in a cold war, trading covert lyrical insults that fit with the ideological and aesthetic clash they both seem to represent.

So when Lamar rapped, "I hate the way that you walk, the way that you talk, I hate the way that you dress" on last week's diss track "Euphoria," he was harvesting from richly tilled soil. The hatred he spoke of was both visceral and intellectual; the song argued that the mixed-race Drake was insufficiently Black, or at least exploitative and cringey in his performance of Blackness. "It's not just me," Lamar rapped, referring to his distaste for Drake and the people he surrounds himself with. "I'm what the culture feelin'." He was, by this logic, unleashing the pent-up resentment of true rap fans against a man he later labeled a "colonizer."

Others can debate Lamar's racial claims, but on some level the attack represents a desperate wish: for Drake, along with all he represents, to be cleanly excised from modern hip-hop culture. The maddening truth for Drake's critics is that he, in a fundamental way, is modern hip-hop culture--the genre's sound and social cachet over the past 15 years are inextricable from his success. On the diss track "Not Like Us," Lamar rapped a list of well-respected artists such as 21 Savage and Young Thug who have lent Drake "false street cred." This attack cut Drake, but it also called attention to how many rappers have mingled their brands with his. Even for Lamar, the relationship between realness and commercialism isn't neat: As Drake pointed out in his own diss tracks, Lamar has worked with Maroon 5, Swift, and Drake himself.

Read: How the Pulitzers chose Kendrick Lamar, according to a juror

As the feud between the men escalated, a more explosive issue came to the fore: Which of these men is worse to women and children? Lamar's attacks were blunt, labeling Drake a deadbeat father and a "predator." He addressed pitying verses to Drake's young son (whose existence was first publicized in a 2018 diss track by Drake's rival Pusha T) and to an 11-year-old daughter, whom Drake allegedly has been keeping secret. He also said that Drake leads a crew of "certified pedophiles" that is systematically luring "victims all inside of they home." Drake, meanwhile, has called attention to rumors that Lamar beat the mother of his child.

None of these claims is verifiable. Drake has denied Lamar's accusations: "Just for clarity, I feel disgusted, I'm too respected / If I was fucking young girls, I promise I'd have been arrested," he rapped on "The Heart Part 6." He also claimed that his camp intentionally leaked the lie that Drake was hiding a daughter in order to cause confusion. As for the claim that Lamar committed domestic violence, the rapper denied it years ago in a radio interview--and, in his recent diss tracks, repeatedly (albeit vaguely) said that Drake is lying about Lamar's family.

Truth, however, doesn't really matter in this battle. The PR narrative is clear-cut, classic, and irresistible. People like Drake are "not like us," as Lamar put it in a track that will have listeners singing along and dancing to lyrics about child trafficking all summer. Lamar has spun a populist narrative in which cultural elites are vampiric abusers from whom regular folks need to hide their daughters. The power of that kind of rhetoric has been well demonstrated in national politics--and has crowd-pleasing appeal at a time when hip-hop titans such as Diddy are facing legal trouble in connection with alleged sex crimes (allegations that he denies). It is easier to say "not like us" than to dwell on the reality that predation happens everywhere in American life, in unfamous communities, workplaces, and homes.

Drake has turned in some of the best rapping of his career over the past few weeks, but the substance of his disses isn't landing. Many of his attacks draw from Lamar's own catalog--which is all about how society's moral corruption is perpetuated not by far-off villains but by our own selves. Lamar's most recent album, 2022's Mr. Morale & the Big Steppers, told of his own infidelity, brutality, misogyny, pride, and a bucket of other sins. Drake's lyrics have invoked those admissions to show that Lamar isn't a saint, but the problem with this logic is not simply that Lamar has already confessed. It's that Drake, the more popular artist, is just a more appealing vessel upon which to project communal shame.

Indeed, Drake's shunning has been a group activity. The feud really kicked off in March when Drake's frequent collaborators Future and Metro Boomin released two albums full of Drake disses. (The first album featured Lamar's "it's just big me" verse.) Rick Ross, A$AP Rocky, and Kanye West have jumped in with their own digs. Each of these figures has his own reasons for beef, but the gist of their attacks has been tonally similar, laced with disgust. Most hilariously--and tellingly--Metro Boomin made a beat with a sped-up chorus about Drake's alleged plastic surgery, and invited anyone to remix it. Amateurs on TikTok, YouTube, and other platforms have used that beat to recap the very same talking points that Lamar has been using.

"This shit was some good exercise," Drake muttered, resignedly, in his most recent salvo. If he now retreats from the spotlight for a period, what has been accomplished? Lamar has proved himself to be an even savvier operator than once thought, and the breakneck rudeness of "Euphoria," "Not Like Us," and Drake's "Family Matters" are going to remain a guilty thrill to listen to--but the meat of the dispute between these rappers has hardly been addressed. Surely misogyny and abuse will not disappear from society. Hip-hop probably won't revert to some purer, more righteous form of itself. Some people may even use this war of words to try to perpetuate the bloodiest tendencies of the genre's history; yesterday, a drive-by shooter injured one of Drake's bodyguards, for as-yet-unknown reasons.

The most likely legacy of this battle will be in accelerating the record industry's strategic use of gossip and metanarrative. Music was once a social, local art form that fostered cultural cohesion; now it's an on-demand utility that insulates people in their headphones. Commanding mass attention in this era is a difficult task, but the artists who are able to do so--Drake and Lamar, yes, as well as storytellers such as Swift and Olivia Rodrigo--make the internet feel like a village from our distant past. We can send strangers into the desert and feel some absolution, whether we've earned it or not.
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The Absurdity of Believing China's Great at Protecting Kids Online

Lawmakers have argued that the Chinese internet is better for kids. They're wrong.

by Louise Matsakis




Over the past week, I've spent several hours scrolling through Douyin, the Chinese version of TikTok also owned by ByteDance. Both apps are governed by a central algorithm that recommends videos to users based on their interests and behavior. Here is what I saw one morning in the order it was fed to me: a video of an influencer wearing glittery thigh-high stockings posing for a photo shoot, a livestream broadcast of a girl who appeared to be using editing software that made her breasts look comically enormous, a clip from a samurai-themed video game, a day in the life vlog of a single woman living in Tokyo, and a video of a boxing match between two attractive women wearing sports bras.



The content I watched on Douyin was often maximized for shock value, but it was also frequently funny or insightful. In other words, it largely mirrored what can be found on the American version of TikTok, although notably, I didn't see political videos or criticism of the Chinese government. What was readily apparent is that Douyin is not the sanitized utopia that some commentators have described. "In China, TikTok has a comparable product that promotes educational videos on math & science to kids. In America, they're promoting videos on eating Tide Pods," Republican Senator Ted Cruz wrote on X in March. "China's version of TikTok celebrates academic achievements, athletic achievements, it's all science projects," Joe Rogan said on his podcast in 2022. The venture capitalist Vinod Khosla called TikTok "programmable fentanyl," while Douyin, he said, amounted to "spinach for Chinese kids."



These comparisons are grossly exaggerated, and the truth is that kids in China regularly view content on Douyin that may be dangerous or harmful, just as kids around the world do on TikTok and every other large internet platform. But there's something more perplexing--and, frankly, alarming--about this line of thinking, and the extent to which people have begun to imply that Americans can learn lessons from how the internet is regulated in China, where an oppressive regime regularly blocks foreign-owned apps and censors what information citizens can access on the internet.



"China is much more thoughtful and protective of its young people" when it comes to social media, Democratic Senator Chris Murphy said at an event earlier this year. "The fact that China has been far more effective in protecting its children from the excesses of technology should make western legislators think," the British journalist Camilla Cavendish wrote in the Financial Times around the same time, adding, "We are hardly going to win the battle with China over artificial intelligence, or anything else, if we raise a generation of zombies."



What rarely gets mentioned in these discussions, however, is the fact that the Chinese government has built the most comprehensive digital surveillance system in the world, which it primarily uses not to protect children, but to squash any form of dissent that may threaten the power of the Chinese Communist Party. "Everybody exists in a censored environment, and so what gets censored for kids is just one step on top of what gets censored for adults," Jeremy Daum, a senior research scholar at Yale Law School's Paul Tsai China Center and the founder of the site China Law Translate, told me.

Read: America lost the plot with TikTok

It should set off warning bells for Americans that many states have explored legislation limiting internet access for minors in ways that mirror what China has done. Last week, the Supreme Court refused to block a controversial law in Texas that would require pornography sites to verify a user's age with a government-issued ID or other means before they access sexually explicit content. At least half a dozen states have passed similar age-verification laws recently. Related bills--governing not just pornography, but also basic access to social media--are pending in some 30 different states and Puerto Rico, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures.



Although creating obstacles to prevent children from stumbling upon sexual material or signing up for TikTok without their parents' consent may seem justifiable, the courts have held for decades that forcing adults to verify their age puts an undue burden on the right to access constitutionally protected speech online. Before, we might have expected the Supreme Court to recognize the First Amendment issues at hand and "affirm its previous position that the speech rights of adults outweigh the potential harms to minors," the journalist Casey Newton recently wrote. "But it's not clear that we can do so any longer."



China, however, doesn't have free-speech concerns, and has spent the past 20 years building and iterating on an elaborate system for confirming the name and age of every internet user, slowly chipping away at the ability to remain anonymous online. The real-name-registration system in the country requires companies to verify the identity of each person who signs up to use a social-media platform or discussion forum. People also need to show a form of identification to purchase a new SIM card, which allows the Chinese government to try to keep track of who is connected to every phone number. Unlike in the U.S., you can't just walk into a Walgreens in China and pick up an anonymous burner phone. "There is a structural way to verify age that has been embedded in the system for a long time," Kendra Schaefer, a partner at the research firm Trivium China, told me. "That technical foundation doesn't exist here."



The urge to figure out how to protect young people online is, of course, understandable. Many experts worry that children are experiencing profoundly negative side effects from social media, and much of what China has done in this area is part of a sincere attempt to address the same concerns shared by parents everywhere. In this light, it's tempting to argue that America could also reasonably trade everyone's digital privacy in exchange for keeping kids safe. But we can look at what has happened in China and see the obvious problem with that logic: It would trap the U.S. in a never-ending game of whack-a-mole.



Four years ago, Beijing started cracking down on video-game companies, and it now prohibits kids from gaming for more than just three hours most weeks--one hour each on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. But roughly a year after the rules were put in place, nearly a third of youth gamers in China readily admitted that they were still playing for more than three hours each week, including outside the approved time slots, according to a survey by the market-research firm Niko Partners. The findings reflect what any parent already knows to be true: Teenagers figure out how to break the rules.

Read: Welcome to the TikTok meltdown

One work-around they relied on is buying SIM cards on the illegal black market that were already linked to the identity of an adult, or they simply got their parents or older siblings to sign in for them. These loopholes prompted major game publishers like Tencent to build stringent facial-recognition systems that could be used to root out underage users. In 2022, Tencent announced that people 55 and older would need to scan their face before playing popular mobile games at night to ensure that their grandchildren weren't using their phones. Why would the U.S. want to go down a path that has resulted in the need for grandmas to pass a facial-recognition test before they can play Candy Crush?



But critics of TikTok are probably right in saying that educational content is more popular on the Chinese version of the app, though not necessarily because of anything ByteDance has done. Rui Ma, the founder of the technology-investment consulting firm Tech Buzz China, told me that Western commentators often fail to appreciate how intense the culture around academic achievement is in China and the ways that is reflected on social media. Kids who are put under enormous pressure to get good grades, in other words, might be more interested in videos related to studying than their American peers.



"The entire system is already set up to support studying over play, and yet, it is still a very difficult problem for parents to get their kids to stop playing video games and wasting time on the phone," Ma said. On that count, at least, China and the U.S. see eye to eye.
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What You Need to Know About Making a Good Impression

We evolved to form snap judgments about who's friend and who's foe, but we need to be more evolved now.

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.

Around this time every year, I dispense a lot of advice to my graduate students, most of whom are on the job market. I get questions such as "How do I find a job that perfectly matches my strengths?" (A: You won't, so stop worrying about it.) Or "Should I take a job and live in a different city than my spouse?" (A: No.) And very typically, "How do I make a good impression in an interview?" (A: Read on.)

I find that some young people are extremely anxious about this last one, especially if they are naturally introverted and know it. They worry that their shyness makes them seem standoffish or uninterested; in an interview, of course, those traits can be deadly, so they are concerned that their introverted personality will hamstring their efforts.

Undeniably, first impressions are extremely powerful--in work, romance, friendship, and almost every other part of life. People make judgments based on information they process in a split second, below the level of consciousness. That does not mean, however, that anyone is doomed by a naturally serious demeanor, a taciturn disposition, or plain old nervousness. On the contrary, a little understanding of the science of first impressions can help anyone improve the ways they affect the brains of people they meet, and better understand others as well.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to be less busy and more happy

Over millions of years, our biological ancestors evolved the ability to form first impressions in a fraction of a second. Neuroscientists have determined that people can by sight decide consistently in as little as 39 milliseconds whether someone is a threat or not. In other words, about three times faster than you can blink, your optical and limbic systems decide if another person might cause you harm. For humans to develop this ability through natural selection is logical; almost nothing rewards survival more than effective threat perception.

Close behind in speed, at 100 milliseconds, comes a consistent estimation of trustworthiness. Once again, this makes sense: You might not kill me outright, but I should still figure out if you're trying to take advantage of me before I interact with you. (This rapid processing also involves, for example, how your brain decides whether to make direct eye contact with that person staring at you on the subway.) This aspect of threat perception reveals a significant difference between the sexes; when surveying a face that people generally judge to look trustworthy, women rate other women, in particular, as significantly more trustworthy than men do.

Honing our accuracy of perception for other traits such as competence, likability, aggressiveness, and attractiveness takes us longer, because we need more time to be confident in our judgments; quite commonly, our rapid initial judgments may be inconsistent with what we later decide. But when given enough time to consider observed behavior, some judgments, such as assessing a person's competence, tend to update more slowly--especially when compared with how long we need in order to judge such traits as benevolence and integrity.

Megan Garber: The case for shyness

In sum, at an initial encounter between two people--which could be a job interview or a date--each person's brain assesses the other person by answering at least three questions: Are you a threat? Can you be trusted? Are you competent? Within seconds, before either of you is even conscious of the fact, you might be ruled out as an employee or as a potential mate. No pressure!

You might be thinking that judgments made this quickly are open to a lot of error. After all, evolution should favor speed over accuracy, and tend to reward a negative snap judgment because it errs on the side of caution. The potential cost of incorrectly seeing someone as a threat is low, but the price of mistaking them as not a threat could be enormous.

Given this bias, it's no surprise that first perceptions tend to be inaccurate. Researchers in 2010 asked participants in an experiment to view photos of strangers, and based on initial impressions, to judge aspects of their personality. The researchers found that their subjects claimed confidence in their judgments 70 to 80 percent of the time, but their actual accuracy was either modest or statistically nonexistent.

People may arrive at erroneous judgments about you for many different reasons. For example, if you're nervous when first meeting, your facial expression and demeanor might not fairly represent your true character, intent, and competence. Tension might make you frown when you're actually excited, or you might fumble your words when talking about a topic you know cold. This can elicit what is known as a fundamental attribution error, which occurs when an interlocutor attributes to your personality behavior that is conditioned more by the circumstances.

Read: When a job is just too much

So much for how first impressions are formed, but what about how to control the impression you make? To come off well in an interview, the first objective is to project an expression and manner that is nonthreatening, trustworthy, and competent. Fortunately, a handy way to do just this is simply to look happy. Neuroscientists have shown that facial expressions interpreted as fear or anger will stimulate an observer's amygdala, which arouses their alarm and suspicion. Scholars have likewise demonstrated in experiments that people with expressions seen as happy are judged to be more trustworthy and competent than those seen as disgusted.

So smile. By this advice, I do not mean that you should grin like Jack Nicholson in The Shining--that will light up your interviewer's amygdala like a Christmas tree. The goal is to model what researchers call the Duchenne smile, which is associated with actual happiness. Not only does smiling like this denote a positive mood to others, but it also, scholars have shown, can reduce stress in you.

If this demeanor doesn't come naturally, here's a trick: Before your interview, spend a few seconds in the restroom with a pencil gripped horizontally between your molars. This will flex the muscles around your eyes, where happiness is actually perceived when you smile (rather than by the shape of your mouth).

This is not a global solution to a successful first impression, however. Research shows that although a relaxed smile is great for interviewing, it does not necessarily work for dating. Scholars writing in the journal Emotion in 2011 found that although straight men judge a happy expression as the most sexually attractive way for a woman to look, women say that it is one of the least attractive looks for a man. At a first meeting, then, men need to be sure whether they're after a job or on a date.

Arthur C. Brooks: Jung's five pillars of a good life

There's one more piece of advice I like to give my students. They may be interviewing for a job now, but before too long, they will be interviewing other people for a job. I recommend that they not trust their gut too much. Instead, I advise them to recall that first impressions evolved to be fast, not accurate. That's great in an environment where strangers might pose a threat of violence or exploitation. But in a modern job interview, that inaccuracy simply means you're likely to rule out a lot of great potential recruits.

In general, when first meeting someone, interrogate the signals you're getting from your brain about the interviewee. You can still pay attention to what your gut says; you just don't have to take it at its word. If something feels off, specifically ask yourself whether this person might be nervous or shy. Giving that extra consideration is the right thing to do--and you might discover a star whose reserved manner made others overlook their talent.
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Watch Apple Trash-Compact Human Culture

What was the company thinking?

by Damon Beres, Charlie Warzel




Here is a nonexhaustive list of objects Apple recently pulverized with a menacing hydraulic crusher: a trumpet, a piano, a turntable, a sculpted bust, lots and lots of paint, video-game controllers.

These are all shown being demolished in the company's new iPad commercial, a minute-long spot titled "Crush!" The items are arranged on a platform beneath a slowly descending enormous metal block, then trash-compactored out of existence in a violent symphony of crunching. Once the destruction is complete, the press lifts back up to reveal that the items have been replaced by a slender, shimmering iPad.

The notion behind the commercial is fairly obvious. Apple wants to show you that the bulk of human ingenuity and history can be compressed into an iPad, and thereby wants you to believe that the device is a desirable entry point to both the consumption of culture and the creation of it. (The ad is for the latest "Pro" model of the iPad, the price of which starts at $999 and goes as high as $2,299, depending on its configuration.) Most important, it wants you to know that the iPad is powerful and quite thin.

But good Lord, Apple, read the room. In its swing for spectacle, the ad lacks so much self-awareness, it's cringey, even depressing. This is May 2024: Humanity is in the early stages of a standoff with generative AI, which offers methods through which visual art, writing, music, and computer code can be created by a machine in seconds with the simplest of prompts. Apple is reportedly building its own large language model for its devices, and its CEO, Tim Cook, explicitly invoked AI in his comments about the new tablet--the iPad Pro features, he said, an "outrageously powerful chip for AI." Most of us are still in the sizing-up phase for generative AI, staring warily at a technology that's been hyped as world-changing and job-disrupting (even, some proponents argue, potentially civilization-ending), and been foisted on the public in a very short period of time. It's a weird, exhausting, exciting, even tense moment. Enter: THE CRUSHER.

Apple is very good at defining the zeitgeist as it relates to how humans use technology to interact with the world. Announced with a Super Bowl commercial in 1984, the Macintosh ushered in the era of personal computing by presenting streamlined hardware and a pleasant graphical interface; iTunes and the iPod augured a world of limitless media; the iPhone delivered on its promise to fit the entire universe in our pocket. There is about a zero percent chance that the company did not understand the optics of releasing this ad at this moment. Apple is among the most sophisticated and moneyed corporations in all the world. (The company did not respond to a request for comment.)

But this time, it's hard to like what the company is showing us. People are angry. One commenter on X called the ad "heartbreaking." Three reasons could explain why. First: Although watching things explode might be fun, it's less fun when a multitrillion-dollar tech corporation is the one destroying tools, instruments, and other objects of human expression and creativity. Second, of course, is that this is a moment of great technological upheaval and angst, especially among artists, as tech companies build models trained on creative work with an ultimate goal of simulating those very people's skilled output. It is easy to be offended at the ad's implication, and it is easy to be aghast at the idea that AI will wipe out human creativity with cheap synthetic waste.

Read: These 183,000 books are fueling the biggest fight in publishing and tech

The third-order annoyance is in the genre. Apple has essentially aped a popular format of "crushing" videos on TikTok, wherein hydraulic presses are employed to obliterate everyday objects for the pleasure of idle scrollers. Arguably, the company thought that copying this specific motif would be fun, but something is grim about Apple trying to draft off a viral-video format to sell units. It's unclear whether some of the ad might have been created with CGI, but Apple could easily round up tens of thousands of dollars of expensive equipment and destroy it all on a whim. However small, the ad is a symbol of the company's dominance.

The ad remains, in some sense, great marketing. Everyone is talking about the iPad, a mainstay in Apple's lineup that nevertheless gets far less attention than the iPhone. But this sudden interest offers room for a genuine appraisal of the device 14 years after its release. The iPad was one of Steve Jobs's final products, one he believed could become as popular and perhaps as transformative as cars. That vision hasn't panned out. The iPad hasn't killed books, televisions, or even the iPhone. The commercial hails the new Pro model as "the most powerful iPad ever," but its bravado is mostly unearned. The iPad is, potentially, a creative tool. It's also an expensive luxury device whose cheaper iterations, at least, are vessels for letting your kid watch Cocomelon so they don't melt down in public, reading self-help books on a plane, or opting for more pixels and better resolution whilst consuming content on the toilet.

In the day and a half since the ad was released, people have only gotten angrier. Cook's post on X featuring the commercial has been viewed more than 29 million times, and the unhappy responses are piling up. Odds are, people aren't really furious at Apple on behalf of the trumpeters--they're mad because the ad says something about the balance of power. Apple is a great technology company, but it is a legendary marketer. Its ads, its slickly produced keynotes, and even its retail stores succeed because they offer a vision of the company's products as tools that give us, the consumers, power. The fundamental flaw of Apple's commercial is that it is a display of force that reminds us about this sleight of hand. We are not the powerful entity in this relationship. The creative potential we feel when we pick up one of their shiny devices is actually on loan. At the end of the day, it belongs to Apple, the destroyer.
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Steve Albini Was Proof You Can Change

To a certain kind of listener, it sometimes felt like he was the last honest musician in the industry.

by Jeremy Gordon




Nearly 20 years ago, my high-school calculus teacher introduced me to a book that would, although I didn't realize it at the time, permanently reframe the way I thought about music. Written by the journalist Michael Azerrad, Our Band Could Be Your Life was a study of the 1980s independent-music landscape--of bands that had unconsciously responded to the commercialism found on MTV and mainstream rock radio by going underground, and by getting very weird. The book introduced me to groups such as Black Flag, Dinosaur Jr., and the Replacements, the last of which had beer-drunk songwriting and electric punk-rock hooks that soon made it my favorite band. These groups never became traditionally successful, Azzerad explained, but their careers represented a romantic and uncompromising approach to making music, which could too easily become cheapened by external forces.



And, in fact, many of the bands in the book had attempted to move up a level by signing to major labels, only to hit an artificial ceiling once it became clear that they couldn't look or sound a certain way. But some of them had not even attempted this--they had recognized, as their careers were taking shape, that their personal beliefs were permanently at odds with the idea of participating in a notoriously predatory and corporate music industry. Among them--and the group that left the strongest impression on me--was a band called Big Black. Big Black was, even by the standards of its contemporaries, particularly abrasive; its serrated riffs and pummeling drumbeats sounded like they'd been recorded on the floor of an automobile factory. And the band's philosophical stances were just as belligerent as its sound: It was led by a guitarist and singer named Steve Albini who seemed to take particular joy in broadcasting how he thought artists should behave, and denigrating everyone who did not live up to his standards. As Azerrad put it, "This was a band with policies." Proving its ideological commitment, Big Black broke up in 1987 right after its best record came out--partly because one of the members wanted to attend law school, and also because the band was becoming a little too popular, which meant it was attracting the wrong kind of fans.


Steve Albini performs with Shellac in Amsterdam, Netherlands on February 12, 1995.



But Albini, who died yesterday at the age of 61 from a heart attack, did not stop making music. Over the next few decades, he continued to perform in his own bands and struck up a second career as a recording engineer (his preferred term, over producer), where he worked with hundreds of artists--among them Nirvana, the Pixies, PJ Harvey, Slint, Joanna Newsom, Robert Plant and Jimmy Page, Godspeed You! Black Emperor, the Jesus Lizard, and many, many, many more. It's no exaggeration to say that Albini changed the trajectory of rock music for the better. He was especially good at capturing an artist as though they were playing right in front of you, a product of chemistry and ability rather than studio-driven artifice, and hiring Albini became a way for bands to signal their interest in being "realer," both in sound and in attitude. His own outlook was perhaps best crystallized in his 1993 essay for The Baffler, "The Problem With Music," in which he meticulously sketched out all the reasons making music on a major label was a sucker's game. This idea, and its attendant aesthetic principles, felt just as important as the records themselves; to a certain kind of listener, it sometimes seemed like Albini was the last honest musician in the industry, though he would've shaken his head at such mythologizing.

I feel confident saying this because, in the summer of 2022, I had the opportunity to profile Albini for The Guardian, and I interviewed him on multiple occasions in Chicago, where he spent most of his life. I did not approach this task lightly. Foremost was the fact that I had been listening to his music for the past 20 years and didn't want to seem like some fawning kid. But Albini had also incurred a reputation for being personally combative--which is saying something, given that inveterate punk rockers are not always known for their social graces. Over the years, he'd become infamous for saying a tremendous number of insulting things about other people, including bands he'd worked with. ("Never have I seen four cows more anxious to be led around by their nose rings," he once wrote about the Pixies.) He seemed terribly smart, and suspicious of any nonsense. This is a bit of a broad statement, but allow me to say it: Anyone who has spent time around people who are really into music has met the type of person who seems totally obstinate, and borderline caustic, about why the bands they like are better than the bands you like. These people can be pretty irritating--I don't want to be yelled at just because I like some Taylor Swift songs--but they inspire a shard of dread that perhaps their obstinacy is justified, that they have latched onto some way of thinking about art that the rest of us are too dull to perceive.

From afar, Albini seemed like the final boss of this mindset. Yet the Guardian profile had been assigned because Albini, in recent years, had begun to soften some of his adversarial instincts, at least in public. He still got worked up about bands he hated (especially Steely Dan) and about right-wing politicians--but he had explicitly apologized for the numerous offensive things he'd said throughout his life, which included using racial slurs and denigrating women. "A lot of things I said and did from an ignorant position of comfort and privilege are clearly awful and I regret them," he wrote in a 2021 Twitter thread that went viral. This felt notable because it's become popular, in recent years, for people to complain about the rise of cancel culture and the shifting standards for public speech. In the past, Albini had always claimed that his offensiveness was attached to some underlying principle, no matter how arbitrary it seemed to others, but he'd since become suspicious of the people who reveled in offensiveness for its own sake. "When you realize that the dumbest person in the argument is on your side, that means you're on the wrong side," he had told me about recalibrating his feelings.

So this was one dimension of the Albini I met: a man who, although still razor-sharp and hilarious, was clear-eyed about why he felt he should shed some of these more reactive traits of his former self. "It's me owning up to my role in a shift in culture that directly caused harm to people I'm sympathetic with, and people I want to be a comrade to," he said of why he had decided to be open about his evolved thinking. When I published the story, quite a few readers, and particularly men of his generation, said they were personally inspired by Albini's perspective and growth--that if someone with his cutting reputation could be this reflective, then perhaps nobody else had an excuse for staying rude.

Just as striking, to me, was the way he talked about his job. Earlier in his career, he had been more insistent about how a record should sound, and had freely offered his opinions in the studio. Over time, he sloughed off this tendency and became more comfortable with recording musicians as they were and as they wanted to be. His rates remained affordable, and he was always personally available to record a band; for a reasonable fee, a local artist could get the guy who'd laid down Kurt Cobain's guitar on "All Apologies." He relished working with musicians "beneath the professional level," as he put it to me--people for whom making music was part of a necessary impulse rather than any means of getting rich or famous. He was decidedly not sentimental about the famous artists he'd worked with (though he got a little giddy when we talked about Iggy Pop and the Stooges, whose reunion record he'd recorded). Instead, it was the everyday work of going to his studio and producing physical evidence of a band's existence--no matter how big or small--that mattered the most. His greatest contribution to music, Kim Deal of the Pixies told me while I was reporting for the profile, was "every single person who has walked through that door and been treated with respect about their ideas."

Albini did too much to be neatly summarized in any profile; I didn't have the space in mine to dive too deeply into his most recent band, Shellac, which in a terrible coincidence is releasing a new record next week. But as I drafted, two things kept coming back to me: The first was that Albini had been unafraid to own up to his past rather than wave it off or double down on his positions. The second was that he talked about music not as some expression of ego but as a creative practice worth maintaining because it enriched your life. To hear this--and in such an unpretentious way--was no small thing. This was not mere plate-spinning from a guy who liked to hear himself talk; these were tightly reasoned, directly stated beliefs that he'd stress-tested in his own life and were reflected in how he carried himself.

Unlike many of its peers, Big Black never really reunited, other than for a single performance at an anniversary show for its former record label. "I'm not a nostalgic person by nature," Albini had told me. "I don't think about the past very much." I believed him, but one of my final questions was how he hoped his work would be regarded, should he have to retire tomorrow. I'll reproduce his answer in full, because I was struck by it at the moment, and I feel heartened thinking about it now:

"I don't give a shit. I'm doing it, and that's what matters to me--the fact that I get to keep doing it, that's the whole basis of it. I was doing it yesterday, I'm gonna do it tomorrow, and I'm gonna carry on doing it. Other people can figure out if they were happy about that, or not. I don't care what they say; I'm doing it because I find value in it. I find value in being part of this culture, and preserving my peers' artistic output. I find value in that, as my role: being the person responsible for making the record that someone will hear in 50 years to find out what some band sounded like. How will people know what our culture was like now, in 50 or 100 years? Well, they can read what survives the great digital void, and they can listen to what music survives. And I just want to make sure that I do a good job on the music that survives, you know?"




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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/05/steve-albini-obituary/678328/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What Happened When I Cloned My Own Voice

The promises and perils of AI voice software

by Hanna Rosin




Recently my colleague Charlie Warzel, who covers technology, introduced me to the most sophisticated voice-cloning software available. It had already been used to clone President Joe Biden's voice to create a fake robocall discouraging people from voting in the New Hampshire primary. I signed up and fed it a few hours of me speaking on various podcasts, and waited for the Hanna Rosin clone to be born. The way it works is you type a sentence into a box. For example, Please give me your Social Security number, or Jojo Siwa has such great fashion!, and then your manufactured voice, created from samples of your actual voice, says the sentence back to you. You can make yourself say anything, and shift the intensity of the intonation until it sounds uncannily like you.

Warzel visited the small company that made the software, and what he found was a familiar Silicon Valley story. The people at this company are dreamers, inspired by the Babel fish, a fictional translation device, from The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy. They imagine a world where people can speak to one another across languages and still sound like themselves. Warzel spoke to them about the less dreamy possibilities of voice cloning software: scams, misinformation, and election interference. And he came away with the impression that they were aware of the dangers. But once the technology is out, nobody can quite predict every variety of world-altering chaos, particularly in a year when over half the world's population will undergo an election.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, Warzel and I discuss how this small company perfected the cloned voice, and what good and bad actors might do with it. Warzel and I spoke at a live show in Seattle, which allowed us to play a few tricks with the audience.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: So a few weeks ago, my colleague staff writer Charlie Warzel introduced me to something that's either amazing or sinister--probably both.

Charlie's been on the show before. He writes about technology. And most recently, he wrote about AI voice software. And I have to say: It's uncannily good. I signed up for it--uploaded my voice--and man does it sound like me.

So, of course, what immediately occurred to me was all the different flavors of chaos this could cause in our future.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And this past weekend, I was in Seattle, Washington, for the Cascade PBS Ideas Festival. It's a gathering of journalists and creators and we discussed topics from homelessness, to the Supreme Court, to the obsession with true crime.

Charlie and I talked about this new voice software. And we tried to see if the AI voices would fool the audience.

For this week's episode, we bring you a live taping with me and Charlie. Here's our conversation.

[Applause]

Rosin: So today we're going to talk about AI. We're all aware that there's this thing barreling towards us called AI that's going to lead to huge changes in our world. You've probably heard something, seen something about deep fakes. And then the next big word I want to put in the room is election interference.

Today, we're going to connect the dots between those three big ideas and bring them a little closer to us because there are two important truths that you need to know about this coming year. One is that it is extremely easy--by which I mean ten-dollars-a-month easy--to clone your own voice, and possibly anybody's voice, well enough to fool your mother. Now, why do I know this? Because I cloned my voice, and I fooled my mother. And I also fooled my partner, and I fooled my son. You can clone your voice so well now that it really, really, really sounds a lot like you or the other person. And the second fact that it's important to know about this year is that about half the world's population is about to undergo an election.

So those two facts together can lead to some chaos. And that's something Charlie's been following for a while. Now, we've already had our first taste of AI-voice election chaos. That came in the Democratic primary. Charlie, tell us what happened there.

Charlie Warzel: A bunch of New Hampshire voters--I think it was about 5,000 people--got a phone call, and it would say "robocall" when you pick it up, which is standard if you live in a state doing a primary. And the voice on the other end of the line was this kind of grainy-but-real-sounding voice of Joe Biden urging people not to go out and vote in the primary that was coming up on Tuesday.

Rosin: Let's, before we keep talking about it, listen to the robocall. Okay? We're going to play it.

Joe Biden (AI): Republicans have been trying to push nonpartisan and Democratic voters to participate in their primary. What a bunch of malarkey. We know the value of voting Democratic when our votes count. It's important that you save your vote for the November election. We'll need your help in electing Democrats up and down the ticket. Voting this Tuesday only enables the Republicans in their quest to elect Donald Trump again. Your vote makes a difference in November, not this Tuesday.

Rosin: I'm feeling like some of you are dubious, like that doesn't sound like Joe Biden. Clap if you think that does not sound like Joe Biden.

[Small amount of clapping]

Rosin: Well, okay. Somewhere in there. So when you heard that call, did you think, Uh-oh. Here it comes? Like, what was the lesson you took from that call? Or did you think, Oh, this got solved in a second and so we don't have to worry about it?

Warzel: When I saw this, I was actually reporting out a feature for The Atlantic about the company ElevenLabs, whose technology was used to make that phone call. So it was very resonant for me.

You know, when I started writing--I've been writing about deep fakes and things like that for quite a while (I mean, in internet time), since 2017. But there's always been this feeling of, you know, What is the actual level of concern that I should have here? Like, What is theoretical? With technology and especially with misinformation stuff, we tend to, you know, talk and freak out about the theoretical so much that sometimes we're not really talking about and thinking, grounding it in plausibility.

So with this, I was actually trying to get a sense of: Is this something that would actually have any real sway in the primary? Like, did people believe it? Right? It's sort of what you just asked the audience, which is: Is this plausible? And I think when you're sitting here, listening to this with hindsight, and, you know, trying to evaluate, that's one thing.

Are you really gonna question, like, at this moment in time, if you're getting that, especially if you aren't paying close attention to technology--are you really gonna be thinking about that? This software is still working out some of the kinks, but I think the believability has crossed this threshold that is alarming.

Rosin: So just to give these guys a sense, what can it do now? Like, we heard a robocall. Could it give a State of the Union speech? Could it talk to your wife? What are the things that it can do now that it's made this leap that it couldn't do a few months ago, convincingly?

Warzel: Well, the convincing part is the biggest part of it, but the other part of these models is the ability to ingest more characters and throw it out there. So this company, ElevenLabs, has a level that you can pay for where you can--if you're an author, you can throw your whole novel in there, and it can do it in a matter of minutes, essentially, and then you can go through and you can tweak it. It could definitely do a whole State of the Union. Essentially, it's given anyone who's got 20 bucks a month the ability to take anything that they want to do content-wise and have it come out in their voice.

So a lot of people that I know who are independent journalists or authors or people like that are doing all of their blog posts, their email newsletters as podcasts--but also as YouTube videos, because they hook this technology, the voice AI, into one of the video or image generators, so it generates an image on YouTube every few paragraphs and keeps people hooked in.

So it's this idea of: I'm no longer a writer, right? I am a content human.

Rosin: I'm a multi-platform human. Okay. That sounds--you fill in the adjective.

Warzel: Yeah, it's intense.

Rosin: Okay, so Charlie went to visit the company that has brought us here. And it's really interesting to look at them because they did not set out to clone Joe Biden's voice. They did not set out, obviously--nobody sets out to run fake robocalls. So getting behind that fortress and learning, like, Who are these people? What do they want? was an interesting adventure.

So it's called ElevenLabs--and, by the way, The Atlantic, I will say, uses ElevenLabs to read out some articles in our magazine, so just so you know that. A disclaimer.

I was really surprised to learn that it was a small company. Like, I would expect that it was Google who crossed this threshold but not this small company in London. How did that happen?

Warzel: So one of the most interesting things I learned when I was there--I was interested in them because they were small and because they had produced this tech that is, I think, better than everyone else.

There are a few companies: Meta has one that they have not released to the public, and OpenAI also has one that they have released to certain select users--partly because they aren't quite sure how to control it, necessarily, from being abused. But that aside, ElevenLabs is quite good. They are quite small.

What I learned when I was there talking to them is they talked about their engineering team. Their engineering team is seven people.

Rosin: Seven?

Warzel: Yeah, so it's, like, former--this is the engineering research team. It's this small, little team, and they describe them almost as, like, these brains in a tank that would just--they would say, Hey, you know, what we really want to do is we want to create a dubbing part of our technology, where you can feed it video of a movie in, you know, Chinese, and it will just sort of, almost in real time running it through the technology, dub it out in English or, you know, you name the language.

Rosin: Is that because dubbing is historically tragic?

Warzel: It's quite bad. It's quite flat in a lot of places. Obviously, if you live in a couple of the big markets, you can get some good voice acting in the dubbing. But in Poland, where these guys are from, it is all dubbed in a completely flat--they're called lektors. That's the name for it. But, like, when The Real Housewives was dubbed into Poland, it was one male voice that just spoke like this for all the real housewives.

Rosin: Oh, my God. That's amazing.

Warzel: So that's a good example of, like, this isn't good. And so people, you know, watching U.S. cinema or TV in Poland is, like, kind of a grinding, terrible experience. So they wanted to change things like that.

Rosin: For some reason, I'm stuck on this, and I'm imagining RuPaul being dubbed in a completely flat, accentless, like, sashay away. You know?

Warzel: Totally. So this is actually one of the problems that they initially were setting out to solve, this company. And they kind of, not lucked into, but found the rest of the voice-cloning stuff in that space. They talk about this research team as these brains in the tank. And they'll just be like, Well, now the model does this. Now the model laughs like a human being. Like, Last week it didn't.

And again, when you try to talk to them about what we did, it's not like pushing a button, right? Then they're like, It's too complicated to really describe. But they'll just say that it's this small group of people who are, essentially--the reason the technology is good or does things that other people's can't do is because they had an idea, an academic idea, that they put into the model, had the numbers crunch, and this came out.

And that, to me, was kind of staggering because what it showed me was that with artificial intelligence--unlike, you know, something like social networking where you just got to get a giant mass of people connected, right? It's network effects. But with this stuff, it really is like Quantum Leap-style computer science. And, you know, obviously, money is good. Obviously, compute is good. But a very small group of people can throw something out into the world that is incredibly powerful.

And I think that is a real revelation that I had from that.

[Music]

Rosin: We're going to take a short break. And when we come back, Charlie explains what the founders of ElevenLabs hope their technology will accomplish.

[Music]

Rosin: So these guys, like a lot of founders, they did not set out to disrupt the election. They probably have a dream. Besides just better dubbing, what is their dream? When they're sitting around and you get to enter their brain space, what is the magical future of many languages that they envision?

Warzel: The full dream is, basically, breaking down the walls of translation completely. Right? So there's this famous science-fiction book Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, where there's this thing called the Babel fish that can translate any language seamlessly in real time, so anyone can understand everyone.

That's what they ultimately want to make. They want to have this--you know, dubbing has a little bit of latency now, but it's getting faster. That plus all the different, you know, voices. And what they essentially want to do is create a tool at the end, down the line, that you can put an AirPod in your ear, and you can go anywhere, and everyone else has an AirPod in their ear, and you're talking, and so you can hear everything immediately in whatever language. That's the end goal.

Rosin: So the beautiful dream, if you just take the purest version of it, is all peoples of the world will be able to communicate with each other.

Warzel: Yeah. When I started talking to them--because, living in America, I have a different experience than, you know. Most of them are European, or many of them--the two founders are European. You know, they said, You grow up, and you have to learn English in school, right?

There's only a few places where you don't grow up and, they say, you also gotta learn English if you want to go to university wherever, do whatever, and participate in the world. And they said, If we do this, then you don't have to do that anymore.

Rosin: Ooh, there goes our hegemony.

Warzel: Imagine the time you would save, of not having to learn this other language.

Rosin: So they're thinking about Babel and this beautiful dream, and we're thinking, like, Oh, my god, who's gonna scam my grandmother, and who's gonna mess up my election?

Do they think about that? Did you talk to them about that? Like, how aware are they of the potential chaos coming down?

Warzel: They're very aware. I mean, I've dealt with a lot of, in my career, tech executives who are sort of--they're not willing to really entertain the question. Or if they do, it's kind of glib, or there's a little bit of resentment, you can tell. They were very--and I think because of their age (the CEO is 29)--very earnest about it. They care a lot. They obviously look at all this and see--they're not blinded by the opportunity, but the opportunity looms so large that these negative externalities are just problems they will solve, or that they can solve.

And so we had this conversation, where I called it "the bad things," right? And I just kept, like: What are you going to do about jobs this takes away? What are you going to do about all this misinformation stuff? What are you going to do about scams? And they have these ideas, like digitally watermarking all voices and working with all sorts of different companies to build a watermarking coalition so when you voice record something on your phone, that has its own metadata that says, like, This came from Charlie's phone on this time.

Rosin: Uh-huh.

Warzel: You know, like, This is real. Or when you post the ElevenLabs thing, it says--and people can quickly decode it, right? So there's all these ideas.

But I can tell you, it was like smashing my head against a brick wall for an hour and a half with this really earnest, nice person who's like, Yeah. No, no. It's gonna take a while before we, you know, societally all get used to all these different tools, not just ElevenLabs.

And I was like, And in the meantime? And they would never say it this way, but the vibe is sort of like, Well, you gotta break a lot of eggs to get the, you know, universal-translation omelet situation. But you know, some of those eggs might be like the 2024 election. It's a big egg.

Rosin: Right, right, right. So it's the familiar story but more earnest and more self-aware.

Do you guys want to do another test? Okay. You've been listening to me talk for a while. Charlie and I both fed our voices into the system. We're gonna play to you me saying the same thing twice. One of them is me, recorded. I just recorded it--me, the human being, in the flesh right here. And one of them is my AI avatar saying this thing. There's only two. I'm saying the same thing. So we're gonna vote at the end for which one is fake-AI Hanna. Okay, let's play the two Hannas.

Rosin (Real): Charlie, how far do you think artificial intelligence is from being able to spit out a million warrior robots programmed to destroy humanity?

Rosin (AI): Charlie, how far do you think artificial intelligence is from being able to spit out a million warrior robots programmed to destroy humanity?

Rosin: Okay, who thinks that number one is fake Hanna?

[Audience claps]

Rosin: Who thinks that number two is fake Hanna?

[Audience claps]

Warzel: It's pretty even.

Rosin: It's pretty even. I would say two is more robust, and two is correct--that's the fake one.

Warzel: I'm zero for two.

Rosin: But man, it's close. Like, Charlie spent time at this place, and he's gotten both of them wrong so far.

Warzel: We work together!

Rosin: We work together. This is really, really close.

Warzel: You know, the only, like, bulwark right now against this stuff is that I do think people are, generally, pretty dubious now of most things. Like, I do think there is just a general suspicion of stuff that happens online. And I also think that one thing we have seen from some of these is--there's been a couple of ransom calls, right? Like you get a--it's a scam but it's your mom's voice, right? Or something like that.

Those things sort of come down the line pretty quickly. Like, you can pretty quickly realize that your mom isn't being kidnapped. You can pretty quickly, as administrators, you can get to the bottom of that. Basically, I don't know how effective these things are yet, because of the human element. Right? It seems like we have a little bit more of a defense now than we did, you know, let's say, in 2016.

And I do think that time is our greatest asset here. With all of this, the problem is, you know, it only takes one, right? It only takes some person, you know, in late October, who puts out something just good enough, or early November, that it's the last thing someone sees before they go to the polls, right?

And it's too hard to debunk, or that person doesn't see the debunking, right? And so, those are the things that make you nervous. But also, I don't think yet that we're dealing with godlike ability to just totally destroy reality.

It's sort of somewhere in the middle, which is still, you know, nerve-wracking.

Rosin: So the danger scenario is a thin margin, very strategic use of this technology. Like, less-informed voters, a suppress-the-vote--someplace where you could use it in small, strategic ways. That's a realistic fear.

Warzel: Yeah, like, hyper-targeted in some way.

I mean, it's funny. I've talked to a couple of AI experts and people in the field of this, and they're so worried about it. It's really hard to coax out nightmare scenarios from them. They're like, No, I've got mine. And I'm absolutely not telling a journalist. Like, no way. I do not want this printed. I do not want anyone to know about it. But I do think--and this could be the fact that they're too close to something, or it could be that they're right, and they are really close to it. But there's so much fear from people who work with these tools. I'm not talking about the ElevenLabs people, necessarily.

Rosin: But AI people.

Warzel: But AI people. I mean, true believers in the sense of, you know, If it doesn't happen this time around, well, wait 'til you see what it's going to be in four years.

Rosin: I know. That really worries me, that the people inside are so worried about it. It's like they've birthed a monster kind of vibe.

Warzel: It's also good marketing. You can go back and forth on this, right? Like the whole idea of, you know, We're building the Terminator. We're building Skynet. It could end humanity. Like, there's no better marketing than like, We are creating the potential apocalypse. Pay attention.

Rosin: Right. All right. I'm going to tell you my two fears, and you tell me how realistic they are. One is the absolute perfection of scams, designed to target older people who are slightly losing their memories, that are already pretty good. Like, they're already pretty good, and you already hear so many stories of people losing a lot of money. That is one I'm worried about. Like, how easy it is to consistently call someone in the voice of a grandson, or in the voice of whatever. That one seems like a problem.

Warzel: Yeah, I think it will be, and I don't think it has to be relegated to people who are so old they're losing their memories. It's difficult to discern this stuff. And, I think, what I have learned from a lot of time reporting on the internet is that nobody is immune to a scam.

Rosin: Yes.

Warzel: There's a scam waiting to match with you. And, you know, when you find your counterpoint, it's--

Rosin: It's like true love.

Warzel: Exactly.

Rosin: Out there is the perfect scam for you. Okay, one more worry and then we're going to do our last test.

My real worry is that people will know that things are fake, but it won't matter, because people are so attached to whatever narrative they have that it won't matter to them if you prove something is real or fake.

Like, you can imagine that Trump would put out a thing that was fake and everybody would kind of know it's fake, but everyone would collude and decide that it's real, and proceed based on that. Like, real and fake just--it's not a line people worry about anymore, so it doesn't matter.

Warzel: I fully think we live in that world right now. I mean, honestly.

I think a good example is a lot of the stuff, not only the stuff that you see coming out of the Middle East in the way that--I mean, obviously there's so much literal digital propaganda and misinformation coming from different places, but also just from the normal stuff that we see. And this is a little less AI-involved, but I think there's just a lot of people, especially younger people, who just don't trust the establishment media to do the thing. And they're like, Oh, I'm gonna watch this, and I don't really care. And so I think the level of distrust is so high at the moment that we're already in that situation.

Rosin: Like we're of a generation, and we're journalists, and so we sit and worry about what's real and what's fake, but that's not actually the line that people are paying attention to out there.

Warzel: Yeah. I think the real thing is, like, getting to a point where you have built enough of a para-social trust relationship with someone that they're just gonna believe what you say and then try to be responsible about it, about delivering them information, which is crazy.

Rosin: Okay. One final fake-voice trick. This one's on me since, Charlie, you were wrong both times. Now it's my turn.

My producers wanted to give me the experience of knowing what it's like to have your voice saying something that you didn't say. So they took my account, they had my voice say things, and I haven't heard it, and I don't know what it is. So we are going to listen to that now. It will be a surprise for all of us, including me. So let's listen to these fake voicemails created by my wonderful producers.

Rosin (AI): Hi! I'm calling to leave a message about after-school pickup for my kids. Just wanted to let their homeroom teacher know that Zeke in the white van is a dear family friend, and he'll be picking them up today.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Okay.

Rosin (AI): Hi, mom. I'm calling from jail, and I can't talk long. I've only got one phone call. I really need you to send bail money as soon as you can. I need about $10,000. Cash App, Venmo, or Bitcoin all work.

Rosin: My mom does not have $10,000.

Rosin (AI): Hey, I hope I have the right number. This is a voicemail for the folks running the Cascade PBS Ideas Festival. I'm running late at the moment and wondering if I'm going to make it. Honestly, I feel like I should just skip it. I can't stand talking to that Charlie-whatever character. Why am I even here? Washington, D.C., is clearly the superior Washington anyway.

[Crowd boos]

Rosin: Oooh. Yeah, okay, okay. Now, I would say I was talking too fast.

Warzel: So one thing I did with my voice is I had it say a whole bunch of far worse things, like, COVID came from a--whatever, you know, just to see what those things would be like. And they were sort of believable, whatever.

But also, what if then you took audio--so the one from jail, right? What if you took audio--your producers, our producers are great--and inserted a lot of noise that sounded like it was coming from a crowd, or like a slamming of a cell door or something like that in the background, faded it in nicely? That would be enough to ratchet it up, right?

And I think all those things can become extremely believable if you layer the right context on them.

Rosin: Right. You know what, Charlie? Here's the last thing. You, as someone who's been really close to this, fluctuate between, Okay, we don't need to be that alarmed. It's only got these small uses, and, But also, it's got these uses, and they're really scary.

Having been close to this and gone through this experience, is there a word you would use to sum up how you feel now? Because, clearly, it's uncertain. We don't actually know--we don't know how quickly this technology is going to move.

How should we feel about it?

Warzel: I think disorientation is the word because--so a big reason I wanted to go talk to this company was not just because of what they were doing, but to be kind of closer, to get some proximity to the generative-AI revolution, whatever we're gonna call it. Right? To see these people doing it. To feel like I could moor my boat to something and just feel like--

Rosin: You have control.

Warzel: Yeah, and I understand what we're building towards, or that they understand what they're building towards. And the answer is that you can walk up to these people and stare them in the face and have them answer questions and just sort of feel really at sea about a lot of this stuff, because there are excellent transformative applications for this. But also, I see, you know, this voice technology with the other generative-AI technologies--basically, a good way to think of them is like plug-ins to each other, right? And people are going to use, you know, voice technology with ChatGPT with some of the video stuff, and it's going to just make the internet--make media--weirder. Right?

Everything you see is going to be weirder. The provenance of it is going to be weirder. It's not necessarily always going to be worse, right? But it could be. And it could maybe be better. But everyone seems like they're speeding towards this destination, and it's unknown where we're going.

And I just feel that disorientation is sort of the most honest and truthful way to look at this. And I think when you're disoriented, it's best to be really wary of your surroundings, to pay very close attention. And that's what it feels like right now.

Rosin: We can handle the truth. Thank you for giving us the truth. And thank you, all, for coming today and for listening to this talk, and be prepared to be disoriented.

[Music]

Rosin (AI): Thanks for listening. And thank you to the production staff of the Cascade PBS Ideas Festival. This is the AI version of Hanna Rosin speaking, as made by ElevenLabs.

This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend. He's typing these words into ElevenLabs right now and can make me say anything. "You may hate me, but it ain't no lie. Baby, bye, bye, bye. Bye, bye."

This episode was edited by Claudine Ebeid and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm not Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2024/05/what-happened-when-i-cloned-my-own-voice/678332/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Great Honeybee Fallacy

For years, people have understood them to be at imminent risk of extinction, despite evidence to the contrary. Why?

by Ellen Cushing




Everyone, for so long, has been worried about the honeybees. Governments, celebrities, social-media users, small businesses, multinational conglomerates--in the two decades or so since news emerged that American honeybees were disappearing, all manner of entities with a platform or a wallet have taken up and abandoned countless other causes, but they can't quit trying to save the bees.

In 2022, at least 18 states enacted bee-related legislation. Last year, a cryptocurrency launched with the intention of raising "awareness and support for bee conservation." If you search Etsy right now for "save the bees," you'll be rewarded with thousands of things to buy. Bees and Thank You, a food truck in suburban Boston, funds bee sanctuaries and gives out a packet of wildflower seeds--good for the bees!--with every grilled cheese sandwich it sells. A company in the United Kingdom offers a key ring containing a little bottle of chemicals that can purportedly "revive" an "exhausted bee" should you encounter one, "so it can continue its mission pollinating planet Earth."

All of the above is surprising for maybe a few different reasons, but here's a good place to start: Though their numbers have fluctuated, honeybees are not in trouble. Other bees are. But the movement's poster child, biggest star, and attention hound is not at risk of imminent extinction, and never has been. "There are more honeybees on the planet now than there probably ever have been in the history of honeybees," Rich Hatfield, a biologist at the Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation, told me. "They are in no threat of going endangered. It's not an issue."

The idea that honeybees need our help is one of our most curiously persistent cultural myths. It is well intended. But it is also unhelpful: a distraction from more urgent biodiversity problems, and an object lesson in the limits of modern environmentalism and the seductiveness of modern consumerism. That the misconception has survived for so long may tell us less about bees than it does about the species that has, for centuries, adored, influenced, and exploited them more than any other. "Save the bees" rhetoric has turned them into something unspoiled, a miracle of mother nature's ingenious machinery. But everything about the modern American honeybee has been shaped by humans, including its sustained existence.

A true truth about the bees: The modal American honeybee is, essentially, a farm animal--part of a $200-billion-a-year industry that's regulated by the U.S. Department of Agriculture and is as sophisticated and professionalized as any other segment of the sprawling system that gets food on our plates. The nation's largest beekeeping operation, Adee Honey Farms, has more than 80,000 colonies, facilities in five states, and nearly 100 employees. Its bees, and those at other large-scale apiaries, do produce honey, but more and more, the real money is in what the industry calls "pollination services": the renting-out of bees to fertilize the farms of Big Ag, which have seen their indigenous pollinators decline with urbanization and industrialization.

Every February, right before the almond trees start blooming powdery and white across California's San Joaquin Valley, bees from all over the country pack onto semitrucks and head west, where they participate in the largest supervised pollination event on Earth, doing their part to ensure that America's most beloved nut makes its way again into snack packs and candy bars. Throughout the spring and early summer, they do the same for other crops--watermelons, pumpkins, cucumbers, alfalfas, onions--before heading home to the honey farm, where the most ambitious among them can expect to make a 12th of a teaspoon of the gooey, golden stuff over their lifetime. In the early 1990s, when Adee started renting out bees for industrial fertilization, that income accounted for about a third of its revenue, with honey making up the rest. Now the ratio is flipped.

Read: A uniquely French approach to environmentalism

As that transition was happening, another force threatened to rearrange the industry even more dramatically. Worker bees were flying away for pollen and never coming back, abandoning their hives' queens and young like a lousy husband in an enduring cliche. No one could figure out why. Some blamed a common class of pesticides called neonicotinoids, which are toxic to bees. Others zeroed in on the stress incurred by all that trucking of beehives around the country for pollination. Maybe it was warmer winters, or malnutrition, or the parasitic Varroa mite, or a sign of the Rapture.

This was not the first time bees had gone missing en masse. In 1869, and in 1918, and in 1965, farmers had reported similar phenomena, given names such as "spring dwindle" and "disappearing disease" in the scientific literature. But it was the first time that such an event reached full-scale public crisis, or that knowledge of it spread much beyond the insular world of farmers, beekeepers, entomologists, and agriculture regulators.

In retrospect, it was a perfect moment for a predicament like this to effloresce into panic. Social media had recently birthed an immensely powerful way of both disseminating information and performing one's values loudly and publicly. An Inconvenient Truth, Al Gore's feature-length climate-change call to arms, had become one of the highest-grossing documentaries of all time. Michael Pollan was at the peak of his powers, having just published The Omnivore's Dilemma, which laid out the consequence and quantity of choices facing contemporary eaters. Americans were newly aware of the terrifying fragility of our food systems, and newly in possession of robust ways to talk about it. Brands were interested in aligning themselves with noncontroversial, blandly feel-good causes. Plus, humans were already primed to love bees; we have since biblical times. "We think of bees as being very pure," Beth Daly, an anthrozoology professor at the University of Windsor, in Canada, told me. They are honey and flowers and sunshine, beauty and abundance, communitarianism and hard work.

By 2007, the mystery thing making these lovely creatures go away had a scary-sounding new name: colony collapse disorder. Within a decade, bee panic was everywhere. A spate of nonfiction books warned of the imminent threat of a Fruitless Fall and A Spring Without Bees. The White House convened a task force. General Mills temporarily removed the cartoon-bee mascot from boxes of Honey Nut Cheerios, enacting a high-concept allegory meant, I guess, to stun Americans into action. The cosmetics company Burt's Bees released a limited-edition lip-balm flavor (strawberry), some of whose proceeds went to one of the approximately gazillion honeybee-conservation nonprofits that had recently sprung up. Samuel L. Jackson gave Scarlett Johansson and Ryan Reynolds "10 pounds of bees" as a wedding gift. Laypeople started keeping backyard hives. Haagen-Dazs created an awareness-raising ice-cream flavor and funded a VR short film shot from the perspective of a bee; in it, Alex, our apian protagonist, warns that "something terrible is happening."

She (it?) was not entirely wrong. Colony collapse was an actual problem, a scientific whodunit with genuinely high stakes. Honeybees are responsible for pollinating roughly every third bite Americans eat. Scientists were correct to think back then that if colonies were to keep collapsing, our food system would need to change in painful, potentially catastrophic ways.

Much more worrying, though, and more real: The population of wild bees--the non-honey-producing, non-hive-dwelling relatives of the species humans have been intent on saving--has been decreasing steadily, for years. Insects of all kinds are declining in record numbers, and their deaths will have repercussions we cannot even imagine.



Read: The illogical relationship Americans have with animals

Yet heads have been turned mostly toward the honeybee. That's because, unlike so many other imperiled animals, honeybees are part of a huge industry quite literally invested in their survival. Apis mellifera are living things, but they are also revenue-generating assets; the thousands of people who rely on bees' uncompensated labor to buy groceries and pay the cable bill had every incentive to figure out colony collapse. So they found better agrochemicals and bred mite-resistant bees. They gave their bees nutritional supplements, fats and proteins and minerals ground as fine as pollen and snuck into the food supply. They moved hives into atmospherically controlled warehouses. They adapted.

All told, it was kind of the Y2K of environmental disasters. Not that colony collapse was a hoax, or that the panic surrounding it was an overreaction. Rather, it was an appropriate reaction--a big problem made smaller thanks to the difficult, somewhat unglamorous, behind-the-scenes labor of trained professionals with a vested interest in averting disaster. In 2019, an economist-entomologist team published a study analyzing the effects of colony collapse on the managed-pollinator industry; they found "cause for considerable optimism, at least for the economically dominant honey bee." According to the most recent data from the USDA Census of Agriculture, honeybees have been the country's fastest-growing livestock category since 2007. Also, very clearly, our food system has not fallen to pieces.

This doesn't mean honeybee keepers aren't struggling--some are. But as Hatfield, the Xerces Society biologist, told me, that's an issue for the business of honeybee keeping, not the moral and practical project of pollinator conservation. He finds a useful comparison in a different domesticated animal: chickens. "When we get bird flu," he said, "we leave that up to USDA scientists to develop immunizations and other things to help these chickens that are suffering in these commercial chicken coops. We don't enlist homeowners to help the chicken populations in their backyard."

In 2018, Seirian Sumner, a wasp scientist and fan, conducted a survey of 748 people, mostly in the United Kingdom, on their perceptions of various insects. She and her collaborators, she told me, "were absolutely flabbergasted" by their results: Bees are roughly as adored as butterflies and significantly more liked than wasps--their wilder cousins--which serve various important roles in ecosystem regulation, and which are in genuine, fairly precipitous decline.

Sumner was born in 1974 and doesn't recall much love for bees when she was growing up. You weren't "buying your bee slippers and your bee socks and your bee scarf and your bee mug and everything else," she told me. Today's craze for bees, her research suggests, is a mutually reinforcing phenomenon. People love bees because they understand their importance as pollinators. People understand their importance as pollinators because it is easier to fund research and write magazine articles and publish children's books and engage in multi-platform brand campaigns about animals that people are already fond of.

Honeybees are, in point of fact, amazing. They have five eyes, two stomachs, and a sense of smell 50 times more sensitive than a dog's. They do a little dance when they find good pollen and want to tell their friends about it. They are feminists, and obviously, they dress well. They produce a near-universally-liked substance, and they do not have to die to do it. Loving bees, and wanting more of them in our food system, is simple. Engaging meaningfully with the cruel, complicated reality of industrial food production, or the looming, life-extinguishing horror of climate change, is not.

To save the bees is to participate in an especially appealing kind of environmental activism, one that makes solutions seem straightforward and buying stuff feel virtuous. Worried about vanishing biodiversity? Save the bees. Feeling powerless about your mandatory participation, via the consumption required to stay alive, in agriculture systems that produce so much wreckage, so much waste, so much suffering for so many living things? Save the bees. Tired of staring at the hyperobject? Save the bees. When we are grasping for ways to help, we tend to land on whatever is within arm's reach.

In the 17th century, when what is now called the American honeybee was imported from Europe, large-scale industrial agriculture did not exist. Farms were surrounded by wild flora and powered by non-machine labor, without pesticides and chemical fertilizers, which also did not exist. Bees lived, ate, and pollinated all in the same place; they built their nests in untilled soil and unchopped trees. Even if farmers could have trucked them in, they didn't have to. But as farming changed, bees became livestock, then itinerant laborers--there to meet the needs of the industrial systems that created those needs in the first place. Their numbers have always oscillated based on our demands: In the 1940s, when sugar rationing made beekeeping extraordinarily profitable, the bee population swelled; as soon as the war was over, it fell again. In 2024, thanks to the efforts of professional beekeepers and (to a lesser extent) backyard hobbyists, they're faring better than ever.

Now the industrialized world that made, and saved, the honeybee as we know it is being called on to save other insects--the ones that really are in trouble. This will be trickier. When you ask experts what a layperson should do for all pollinators in 2024, they have a lot to say: Use fewer insecticides, inside and outside. Convert mowed lawn into habitat that can feed wild animals. Reconsider your efforts to save the honeybee--not just because it's a diversion, but because honeybees take resources from wild bees. Buy organic, and look for food grown using agricultural practices that support beneficial insects. Get involved with efforts to count and conserve bees of all species. (The experts do not think you should buy a lip balm.)

What they are getting at is ... an inconvenient truth: America does have an insect-biodiversity crisis. It is old and big--much older and much bigger than colony collapse disorder--and so are the solutions to it. The best require returning our environment into something that looks much more like the place the first American honeybees encountered. Having a backyard beehive isn't the answer to what's ailing our ecosystem, because having a backyard is the problem. Buying ice cream from a global food conglomerate isn't the answer, because buying ice cream from a global food conglomerate is the problem. The movement to save the honeybee is a small attempt at unwinding centuries of human intervention in our natural world, at undoing the harms of the modern food system, without having to sacrifice too much. No wonder so many of us wanted to believe.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Stormy Daniels Testimony Spotlights Trump's Misogyny

It's not that Trump bore any malice toward Daniels; it's that she mattered to him only as a vehicle to sex.

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump has often loved to talk about his sexual prowess. He boasted to Access Hollywood's Billy Bush about grabbing women's crotches nonconsensually. He called the New York Post and begged them to run a headline bragging that Marla Maples, then his girlfriend and later his second wife, considered their relationship the "Best Sex I've Ever Had!" He bragged that he had so much sex that avoiding sexually transmitted diseases was "my personal Vietnam."

But the former president is suddenly shy about sex this week. It's the third week of his trial in Manhattan on charges that he falsified business records to cover up hush money paid to a woman who says she had sex with him. That woman is Stormy Daniels, a porn actor and director, and today she testified in the trial, much to Trump's consternation.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump's misogyny is on trial in New York

At the start of proceedings today, Trump's lawyers fiercely objected to Daniels's presence--particularly to the danger that she would divulge "any details" of sex between the two. Trump also angrily posted and then deleted a missive on Truth Social about Daniels testifying. (He denies that any sex occurred.) Daniels has indeed been nauseatingly graphic about the encounter in other forums, but a prosecutor assured Judge Juan Merchan that the witness would not describe any "genitalia."

And she did not, although she did at one point describe the position in which she says they had sex. Trump's lawyers, and sometimes Merchan, of his own volition, repeatedly objected to prosecutors' lines of questioning or to Daniels's answers. The vibes were weird all around. Daniels had to be repeatedly asked to speak more slowly, by both the prosecutor and the judge. Reporters in the courtroom observed that Merchan seemed more on edge than at any other point in the trial so far.

What Daniels described was less graphic and prurient, but perhaps more repulsive and revealing about Trump. My colleague Quinta Jurecic wrote at the outset of the case that the real subject of the trial was Trump's misogyny, raising the question: "Is this really the kind of man you want to be your president?" The day's testimony was a window into just what kind of man that is, one dripping with sexual entitlement and presumption.

David A. Graham: Judge Merchan is out of good options

Daniels recounted a dinner appointment with Trump in Lake Tahoe in 2006 that she thought was about either socializing or business; it dawned on her too late that the goal for him was sex.

One clear implication from Daniels's testimony was that for Trump, this was nothing unusual. He simply expected that if a woman was around him, he was getting laid--not without consent, exactly, but not entirely with it, either. There was no conversation, Daniels testified: "I didn't say anything at all." After all, as Trump said in the Access Hollywood tape, "when you're a star, they let you do it." In the same tape, he bitterly recalled hitting on another woman unsuccessfully. The failure rankled because it ran against his usual pattern.

The two met at a golf tournament. Trump's bodyguard approached her after an introduction and asked if she'd have dinner with Trump. She demurred, profanely, but came around because she wanted to get out of another obligation. Besides, her publicist asked her, "What could possibly go wrong?"

Daniels was directed to meet Trump in his penthouse room. This should have been the first sign of trouble: She said he met her wearing silk or satin pajamas that reminded her of Hugh Hefner. She asked him to get dressed in normal clothes, and he did.

Read: The cases against Trump--a guide

Their conversation over dinner sounded, to be blunt, weird. Among the topics were how often Daniels was tested for STDs, and what protocols were for filming (her company always required condoms). In what maybe should have been another warning sign, they also talked about Trump's sleeping arrangements with his third and current wife, Melania (Daniels said he said they didn't even sleep in the same room).

At one point, Daniels scolded Trump. "Are you always this rude? Are you always this arrogant and pompous?" she asked. (No one would have to ask today.) "Like you don't even know how to have a conversation." But she also testified that unlike many other people, he seemed less interested in the salacious side of the porn business and more curious about the financials. "He was very interested in a lot of the business aspects of it, which I thought was very cool," she said. "These were very thought-out business questions."

Eventually, Daniels was ready to head out and went to the bathroom. But when she emerged, she found Trump on the bed, in a T-shirt and boxers. He was between her and the door. She moved to leave, but he blocked her--not in a threatening manner, she said, though she also noted that he was larger than she was and that she was aware of the power dynamic. The next thing she knew, they were having sex.

Sophie Gilbert: Four more years of unchecked misogyny

Trump had gotten what he wanted. The two kept in touch for years, with him repeatedly dangling but never delivering on the prospect of Daniels appearing on The Apprentice. She said he never asked her to keep quiet about their hook-up, though she also didn't discuss it widely, she said, because she was ashamed. It was only later, as Trump was running for president in 2016, that her hush-money deal was arranged.

Last year, my colleague Sophie Gilbert wrote that a second Trump presidency would produce four more years of unchecked misogyny. "I don't believe Donald Trump hates women. Not by default, anyway," she wrote. "The misogyny that Trump embodies and champions is less about loathing than enforcement: underscoring his requirement that women look and behave a certain way, that we comply with his desires and submit to our required social function." Daniels's account of her encounter with him showed exactly how that can work. It's not that Trump bore any malice toward Daniels (that came later); it's that she mattered to him only as a vehicle to sex.

By now, Trump has gotten a great deal more than he expected or wanted that day in his Tahoe penthouse. Following a lunch break today, his attorneys argued for a mistrial on the basis of Daniels's answers. Merchan refused but said several times that some things that came up would have been "better left unsaid." The newly demure defendant would surely agree.
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Trump's Latest Abortion Position Is More Radical Than It Sounds

Trump would reenter office with broad authority to restrict abortion access. The only question is how much of it he'd use.

by Rose Horowitch




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


Donald Trump has been talking differently about abortion lately. The former president, who once promised to sign a federal ban into law, now insists that, if reelected, he would let each state chart its own course on the issue. Some states might ban all abortions, try to restrict pregnant women's out-of-state travel, or perhaps even monitor their pregnancies. Others would allow abortions for almost any reason up to viability. Trump says he would let it all happen. As he told Time magazine, "I'm leaving everything up to the states."

The phrasing suggests that a second Trump presidency would take the federal government out of the abortion debate, an approach that evokes restraint and polls pretty well. But almost no one who works on either side of the issue believes that Trump will be so passive. If elected in November, Trump would reenter office with broad executive authority to restrict abortion access. Both his loyal anti-abortion supporters and his staunch pro-abortion-rights opponents agree that he would use at least some of those powers. The only real questions are which ones, and to what extent?

"Essentially, states' rights is Trump's way of saying, 'If you don't like the GOP's position on abortion, you can ignore it when it comes to me, because my being in office is not going to make a difference,'" Mary Ziegler, a UC Davis law professor who supports abortion rights, told me. "He's been pretty explicit at various points that that's what he thinks Republicans should say to win, and that their primary goal right now, when it comes to abortion, should be winning."

From the January/February 2024 issue: A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere

Trump's position on abortion has long appeared to track his political instincts rather than any fixed personal conviction. In 1999, he described himself as "very pro-choice." During the 2016 presidential campaign, courting evangelical support, he recast himself as strictly anti-abortion. He vowed to sign a 20-week abortion ban, defund Planned Parenthood, and nominate Supreme Court justices who would overturn Roe v. Wade. Since Roe fell, he has been eager to take credit--he declared last summer that he was "proud to be the most pro-life president in American history"--while distancing himself from actual anti-abortion policies, which are broadly unpopular. Earlier this year, after criticizing Governor Ron DeSantis for signing a six-week ban into law in Florida, he toyed with endorsing a 15- or 16-week national ban, but has backed away since clinching the Republican nomination. A federal ban, Trump told Time, would "never happen" anyway, because even a Republican-controlled Congress wouldn't have the votes.

He's right about that. A national 15-week ban would have almost no chance in Congress, and Trump therefore has no reason to alienate moderate voters by supporting one--especially given that he would have the tools to set even stricter policy without congressional buy-in.

At a minimum, a second Trump administration is likely to reverse the steps that the Biden administration has taken to shore up abortion access. These include instructing hospitals in abortion-ban states that they must perform abortions in cases of medical emergencies, making it harder for law enforcement to access the medical records of women who travel out of state to receive an abortion, and, most significant, allowing abortion pills to be prescribed without an in-person doctor visit. The change was a major factor in abortion numbers going up after the Dobbs decision, in large part because women in states that have banned the procedure can still obtain abortion drugs from out of state. From July to September last year, at least one of every six abortions nationwide, about 14,000 a month, was completed via telehealth, according to research by the Society of Family Planning.

Roger Severino, who served as a Health and Human Services official during Trump's first term, told me that he expects a second Trump administration to immediately reverse these executive actions. Severino, who is not affiliated with the Trump campaign, said that the best evidence for what a second Trump term would look like is what Trump did during his first four years in office. "It was the most pro-life administration in history," he said.

If Trump stopped at rolling back Biden's abortion policies, that would arguably fit the definition of leaving the issue to the states. But it would also represent a radical change from the status quo because states that prohibit abortion would have far more power to make sure that women who live within their borders cannot access the procedure. The effect on abortion numbers would be "enormous," Greer Donley, a law professor at the University of Pittsburgh, told me. "All of a sudden, you would be back in a world where people would have to use brick-and-mortar clinics to get abortion care."

And Trump could go much further. He could appoint Food and Drug Administration officials who decide to revisit the approval of mifepristone, the first pill in a two-drug medication-abortion regimen. (The second drug is misoprostol.) Many members of the anti-abortion movement have argued that abortion pills are more dangerous than surgical abortions. (Some women have faced serious complications, though studies show the risks are far lower than those associated with most common drugs, or with giving birth.) In "Project 2025," a blueprint for a second Trump term organized by the Heritage Foundation, Severino wrote that the FDA is "ethically and legally obliged to revisit and withdraw its initial approval of abortion pills."

If the FDA reversed its approval of mifepristone, women could still get misoprostol-only abortions, which are broadly considered to be safe and effective but tend to involve worse side effects, such as vomiting and diarrhea. The Alliance Defending Freedom, an influential conservative Christian legal organization that has challenged mifepristone's approval in court, wants to go even further. Ryan Bangert, a senior vice president at ADF, told me that the group intends to limit misoprostol access as well. A victory could effectively stop all medication abortion, which currently accounts for nearly two-thirds of the country's abortions.

Trump could achieve similar results in other ways. The Comstock Act, a 19th-century statute, prohibits mailing "every article, instrument, substance, drug, medicine, or thing" intended to be used for abortion. It applies to the U.S. Postal Service and private carriers. The law sat mostly dormant for the past half-century, as Roe v. Wade rendered it a dead letter. Opinions differ as to the exact scope of its prohibitions. When the Dobbs decision came out, Biden's Department of Justice announced that Comstock would apply only to illegal abortions. But Trump's DOJ could interpret the law more expansively. "Project 2025," which was written by a group that included some of Trump's most loyal former officials, explicitly recommends enforcing the law against providers who send abortion pills through the mail. James Bopp Jr., the general counsel of the National Right to Life Committee, a prominent anti-abortion group, expects a Trump DOJ to use Comstock that way. And, he told me, the lobbyists he works with will be doing what they can to make sure that happens. Whether it does will likely come down to whom Trump appoints to key administration positions.

Some experts believe that the Comstock Act can be read to prohibit the delivery of any medical equipment used in surgical abortions. At the broadest level, that interpretation would shut down an implausibly huge swath of non-abortion-related health care. But the next administration could engage in selective enforcement with the aim of imposing a de facto nationwide abortion ban. "Everything you use to produce an abortion is somehow sent through the mail," David S. Cohen, a Drexel University law professor and abortion-rights supporter, told me. Trump's administration wouldn't need congressional approval to enforce the Comstock Act this way. "Trump might even be able to say, 'Oh, that's not what I want, but the attorney general is doing it, and who am I to stop the attorney general?'"

Trump has so far refused to clarify his stance on the Comstock Act, telling Time that he would soon be "making a statement" on it. As my colleague Elaine Godfrey has written, many of Trump's supporters in the anti-abortion movement hope he keeps quiet about the law until he's safely in office--at which point, they seem confident, he'll fulfill their hopes. "We don't need a federal ban when we have Comstock on the books," Jonathan Mitchell, a lawyer who has argued on Trump's behalf before the Supreme Court, toldThe New York Times. But, he added, "I think the pro-life groups should keep their mouths shut as much as possible until the election."

Some lawyers close to Trump aren't keeping their mouths shut. Jay Sekulow, one of Trump's lead attorneys in his first impeachment trial, wrote in a brief to the Supreme Court that mailing abortion drugs, devices, or equipment is a federal offense under the Comstock Act. "The prohibition is simple, complete, and categorical," Sekulow wrote.

Elaine Godfrey: The pro-life movement's not-so-secret plan for Trump

Where will Trump's political instincts lead him? With no reelection to worry about, he will have less to fear from any backlash. But, by the same token, he will have little reason to pander to the religious right. Severino, the former Trump official, argued that it would be impractical for law enforcement to intercept misoprostol, which has uses besides abortion, and medical tools. "The reach of Comstock has been exaggerated by the left for political purposes," he told me.

Abortion-rights advocates have heard this accusation before. They were told they were exaggerating the threat of a Trump presidency before the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, given that the justices publicly insisted it was settled law, Greer Donley told me. And the anti-abortion movement isn't hiding its wish list for a second Trump term. "Every single thing that people who support abortion rights have been worried about has been coming to pass," Donley said. "It's hard to argue that there's any sort of hyperbole anymore."
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The President and the Press

"But the lesson of all this was not lost on Nixon: the newspapers had threatened his political career; television had saved it."

by David Wise




"I was determined to tell my story directly to the people rather than to funnel it to them through a press account."  -- Richard Nixon, Six Crises


President Richard Nixon was in a good mood.


He had left Bucharest that afternoon; now his plane touched down at Mildenhall Air Force Base, England, the last stop on what had been a successful journey around the world. The crowds cheered the President along the way. Only two weeks earlier, on July 20, 1969, the United States had become the first nation to land men on the moon.

Prime Minister Harold Wilson had gone to the Air Force base, eighty-five miles north of London, to greet the President. As he chatted informally with Wilson at a reception at the officers' club, Nixon said he planned to send moon rocks to every chief of state. At the time, there was a good deal of concern, later discounted, that germs might exist on the moon to which earthlings had no immunity. Because of these fears of real-life Andromeda Strain, the Apollo 11 astronauts had been sealed up in a capsule and quarantined upon their return from outer space. Well aware of this, Nixon told Harold Wilson that he also had another gift in mind. He might find a few "contaminated" pieces of the moon, he said, and give them to the press.

Nixon was, of course, joking, but the story revealed with clarity his attitude toward, and relations with, the news media. Nixon's bitterness toward the press is legendary, perhaps best symbolized by his now classic remark after his defeat in the 1962 gubernatorial race in California: "You won't have Nixon to kick around any more. ..." On the other hand some of the men who went to work for Nixon after he became President have often left the impression that they would very much enjoy kicking around the press.

On election night, 1968, fifteen minutes after Richard Nixon issued his victory statement, about twenty GOP advance men gathered in the empty ballroom of the Waldorf-Astoria in New York to accept congratulations from John Ehrlichman, their chief. The happy, elated Nixon workers next heard from J. Roy Goodearle, a tall, beefy Southerner who was Spiro Agnew's chief advance man (and later the Vice President's principal political liaison with Republican Party leaders).

"Why don't we all get a member of the press and beat him up?" he asked. "I'm tired of being nice to them."

Unbeknownst to Goodearle, Ehrlichman, or the other advance men, Joseph Albright, then Washington bureau chief for Long Island's Newsday, was standing in the room and wrote down the remark. Goodearle does not deny it; Agnew's former press secretary, Victor Gold, speaking for Goodearle, insisted to me that "it was a joke." "Perhaps so," says Albright, "but nobody laughed."



In the spring of 1972, columnist Nicholas Thimmesch of Newsday was invited by Jack Valenti to a private advance screening of The Godfather at the Washington headquarters of the Motion Picture Association of America. Seated in the small theater, Thimmesch suddenly felt someone grab his hair from behind and yank his head back sharply against the seat.


When Thimmesch was able to turn around he saw that the hair-puller was the President's chief of staff, Bob Haldeman, about whom Thimmesch had recently written a somewhat critical profile. (The article termed Haldeman's manner "brusque" and "clinical," and quoted Haldeman as saying: "I guess the term 'sonofabitch' fits me." Haldeman's crew cut, the profile added, "hasn't changed since the beginning of the cold war." Despite this column, Thimmesch was held in exceptionally high regard by the Nixon-Administration.) Apparently Haldeman did not approve of the length of Thimmesch's hair.

"Oh, pardon me," said Haldeman, "I thought it was a girl sitting there."



It was the newspapers that broke the story of the "Nixon Fund" during the 1952 presidential campaign--the $18,235 collected from wealthy contributors to help pay for his political expenses, or as Nixon put it, "to enable me to continue my active battle against Communism and corruption." As pressure mounted over the fund, General Eisenhower threatened to force Nixon to resign as the Republican nominee for Vice President. Nixon prepared to deliver his famous televised "Checkers" speech.


"My only hope to win," he wrote in his book Six Crises, "rested with millions of people I would never meet, sitting in groups of two or three or four in their livingrooms, watching and listening to me on television. I determined as the plane took me to Los Angeles that I must do nothing which might reduce the size of that audience. And so I made up my mind that until after this broadcast, my only releases to the press would be for the purpose of building up the audience which would be tuning in. Under no circumstances, therefore, could I tell the press in advance what I was going to say or what my decision would be. ... This time I was determined to tell my story directly to the people rather than to funnel it to them through a press account."

And so Nixon went before the television cameras. He invoked Pat's Republican cloth coat, his little girl, Tricia, and his little black and white cocker spaniel dog ("regardless of what they say about it, we are going to keep it"). The public response was overwhelmingly favorable; Nixon flew to Wheeling, West Virginia, to meet Eisenhower, wept on Senator William Knowland's shoulder, and stayed on the ticket.

But the lesson of all this was not lost on Nixon: the newspapers had threatened his political career; television had saved it. The words in Six Crises remained a manifesto and guideline to his dealings with the press. The way to deal with newspapers was to tell them very little, build up suspense, and then go over their heads to the people via television.



Nixon can keep track of what the networks and news media are saying about him through the "President's Daily News Briefing," the highly detailed private digest prepared for him by his speechwriting staff. Copies are not meant for public consumption, of course, but when the President was in China in February, 1972, a reporter got hold of one, and it showed that, even in Peking, Nixon could read what was being written and said about him in fantastic detail.


Television reports, for example, had obviously been clocked with a stopwatch, since the precise number of minutes and seconds of each network story was given, for example: "NBC led with 5:20 from the banquet ... 1:30 of RN toast and 1:20 by Chou." This meant Nixon could tell by a glance at the summary that American viewers watching NBC-TV got ten seconds more of Nixon than of Chinese Premier Chou En-lai. The log, which covered February 25, went on to say that NBC's Herb Kaplow had done a two-minute report from the Forbidden City. "Both better film and audio of RN than was the case in live coverage." For the "2nd night in a row," the summary noted somewhat sourly, "CBS led with busing story."

In discussing coverage by CBS--which has not been the Nixon Administration's favorite network--the digest said: "Still frustrated in getting news was Cronkite ... as he said reporters were again turning to sightseeing." White House correspondent Dan Rather, the log said, did a report on acupuncture. "We saw a fellow under lung surgery--no pain. Then Dr. Dan in his operating room outfit concluded if it was all as it had been demonstrated, and he gave no reason to cause one to think it was otherwise, the operations witnessed were 'amazing.'" The sardonic reference to Rather as "Dr. Dan" implicitly questioned his ability to make medical judgments; and the tone of the President's news summary suggested that Rather had clearly been taken in by acupuncture and those clever Chinese. The log concluded with several single-spaced pages of reports on newspaper coverage of the trip, quoting headlines and going into great detail about treatment of the news, photographs, cartoons, and editorials.

One can only speculate about the cost, the tremendous effort, and the man-hours it must take to monitor the television networks and dozens of newspapers in such minute detail every day, then boil it down into written form, assemble it, and when the President is out of Washington--transmit it to him.



The Administration sees political advantage in attacking the press, says Hugh Sidey of Time, "but don't discount their general hostility toward the press. It bubbles to the surface all the time. I once asked JFK what ever possessed him to call the steel men SOB's. He said, 'Because it felt so good.' Some of that is here in the attacks on the press. Under Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson, the staff guys would bitch and moan about us, but there was always a sense of public trust, that they were awed by the responsibility given to them, and they understood this and would talk about what they were doing. They would talk about things. You could talk, write about, or disagree with them, but at the end of the day you could have a drink with them. There is no sense of that with these people.


"This crowd came in like an occupying army. They took over the White House like a stockade, and the Watergate, and screw everybody else. They have no sense that the government doesn't belong to them, that it's something they're holding in trust for the people."

"We feel the general pressure," says Tom Wicker, associate editor and columnist of the New York Times. "No administration in history has turned loose as high an official as the Vice President to level a constant fusillade of criticism at the press. The Pentagon Papers case was pressure of the most immense kind. You have the Earl Caldwell case. If they indict Neil Sheehan, it will be pressure. In a sense, even the Ellsberg indictment is a form of pressure.

"There is a constant pattern of pressure intended to inhibit us. What the lawyers call a chilling effect. To make us unconsciously pull in our horns." In December, 1971, Wicker said, he had received a telephone call from James Reston: "Scotty called me from Washington. I was in New York, and something had come up about the Sheehan case. I said, 'I don't think we ought to talk about this on the phone.' I don't know if they were listening. But if they can make us feel that way, hell, they've won the game already."



One comes away from an interview with presidential press secretary Ronald Ziegler with the feeling of having sunk slowly, hopelessly, into a quagmire of marshmallows. But unless a newsman is out of favor, Ziegler is at least accessible to the press. To an unprecedented degree in the modern presidency, President Nixon is not.


Ziegler says that there has been no intent to intimidate the press. "Unless the press can point to efforts on the part of the government to restrain them, they shouldn't care. I suppose if we were in a debate, someone would point to the Pentagon Papers. I feel the government had to take that view, do what they did." Ziegler paused. "And after all," he said, "the Pentagon Papers were published."



The executive suite on the thirty-fifth floor of the Columbia Broadcasting System skyscraper in Manhattan is a tasteful blend of dark wood paneling, expensive abstract paintings, thick carpets, and pleasing colors. It has the quiet look of power. Over breakfast in the small private dining room of the executive suite, Frank Stanton, the president of CBS for twenty-five years, talked candidly about the relationship between government and the television industry. I was interested, I explained, in pressures by government on the TV networks. I particularly wanted to know about telephone calls from Presidents; I recognized that this was a delicate subject, but I assumed that as head of CBS he had received some. He had, as it turned out, from several Presidents.


"I had a curious call from LBJ," he said. "It was one night back in 1968, at the time of the Democratic platform committee hearings in Washington." Johnson called on a Tuesday, Stanton said; it was August 20, and Dean Rusk was scheduled to testify at an evening session of the committee. As Stanton recalled the conversation, it went as follows:

LBJ: Are you going to cover Dean Rusk tonight?
 
 STANTON: Yes. We're covering the whole thing.
 
 LBJ: No, I mean are you going to cover it live?
 
 STANTON: Why?
 
 LBJ: Rusk has an important statement.
 
 STANTON: If you're saying Rusk is going to have an important statement, we'll cover it live. But he has to be there on time.
 
 LBJ: OK, just tell me the time--I'll have him there.
 
 STANTON: Well, 9:00 P.M. But you really have to get him there on time. We'll be cutting into the Steve Allen show, and people are going to be furious if there is nothing going on.

Stanton knew that the Steve Allen show (which on that night starred Jayne Meadows and the Rumanian National Dance Company) began at 8:30 P.M. and ran for one hour; viewers would naturally be disappointed, he reasoned, if time were preempted for a political broadcast and the screen showed an announcer doing "fill." The CBS president had visions of the Secretary of State arriving late and the television audience getting nothing: no Steve Allen, no Jayne Meadows, no Rumanian dancers, not even Dean Rusk.

The conversation with President Johnson continued:

STANTON: How long will Rusk speak?
 
 LBJ: Not long--why?
 
 STANTON: We've got a special on blacks coming on at 9:30 P.M. and I don't want Rusk to collide with that.

The President assured Stanton there was no need to worry; the Secretary of State would be there on time, and he would be off before the special.

Johnson was true to his word. Precisely at 9:00 P.M. CBS correspondent Roger Mudd began introducing the broadcast from a booth in the hall.

"Suddenly," Stanton said, "you could see Mudd look up, startled. Rusk was starting in right at 9:00 P.M., straight up."

The President of the United States had called the president of CBS and sweet-talked Steve Allen off the air and the Secretary of State on the air, in prime time, for a specific political reason, which he did not share with Stanton. That afternoon Democratic liberals had circulated a draft plank for the party platform calling for a halt to the bombing of North Vietnam. Lyndon Johnson wanted Dean Rusk on nationwide television, at an hour when he would have maximum exposure, to head off the inclusion of any such plank in the platform.

Rusk followed his marching orders. "We hear a good deal about stopping the bombing," he said. "... If we mean: Let them get as far as Dupont Circle but don't hit them while they are at Chevy Chase Circle, that would be too rude, let us say so." The party platform, Rusk said, should "state objectives" but not outline "tactics or strategy." In other words, no antibombing plank.

Rusk, in fact, made no important announcement; but presumably Johnson had to tell Stanton something to justify handing over the network to the President at 9:00 P.M. As it turned out, however, viewers were treated to a drama that was entirely unexpected, even by the President. Just as Rusk was finishing his twenty-five minute statement, he was seen being given a piece of wire copy announcing the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia.

In plain view of the television audience, Rusk huddled with platform committee chairman Hale Boggs for a moment, and then announced: "I think I should go see what this is all about." And he hurried away.

Stanton, of course, had been watching CBS, waiting for that important statement. About twenty minutes later he got a call from the President. Did Rusk show up on time? Johnson wanted to know. Yes, said Stanton, hadn't the President been watching?

"No. Dobrynin came in to tell me what happened [in Czechoslovakia] and I've been tied up. I've just convened the National Security Council."

"Can I use that?"

"Yes."

"Excuse me, I want to tell our people this."

Stanton hung up and passed on his scoop to CBS News.

It eventually became known that a summit meeting between Johnson and the leaders of the Soviet Union was to have been announced at the White House the next morning, August 21. But the Czech invasion killed the projected meeting, to Johnson's bitter disappointment, and there was never any White House announcement that it had even been contemplated. In retrospect, Stanton harbored some suspicion that Rusk had planned to announce the summit meeting that night on CBS. Now Stanton was a very old and close friend of Lyndon Johnson's, and he was understandably reluctant to think that the President might have been fibbing to him about Rusk having an "important statement."1

When the President of the United States wants network time, he calls up and gets it. Or he has one of his assistants call. Not only Lyndon Johnson, but all recent Presidents have had a consuming interest in television. The medium has a fascination for Presidents, an interest that is easily understood, since so much of their political success depends on the skill with which they use it.

A telephone call from a President to the publisher of the New York Times, for example, is not an unknown event, but one cannot, somehow, picture Lyndon Johnson calling up Arthur Ochs Sulzberger and saying: "Punch, Dean Rusk is going to have an important announcement tonight, and I want you to give it page-one treatment, eight-column head with full text and pictures. What time does your Late City close?"

But when a President calls the head of CBS, or NBC, or ABC, it is not easy, or even advisable, to brush him off. In the fall of 1971, Julian Goodman, the president of NBC, went to Rome for a staff meeting of NBC correspondents in Europe. One of the reporters at the private meeting complained that Nixon was "using" the television networks to speak to the American people whenever he pleased, for free; he had done so something like fourteen times up to that date.

Goodman agreed. But the correspondent persisted. "Julian, what is your attitude toward President Nixon's requests for television time?"

"Our attitude," said Goodman evenly, "is the same as our attitude toward previous Presidents: he can have any goddamn thing he wants."



Sometimes a presidential aide or appointee manages to act as a buffer between the White House and the networks. Newton Minow, the Chicago attorney whom President John Kennedy made chairman of the Federal Communications Commission, recalls that Kennedy once expressed dissatisfaction with NBC News.


One night in April, 1962, Minow said, in the midst of Kennedy's fight with the steel companies, the Huntley-Brinkley show on NBC included "a long speech by somebody who took the President apart. I happened to have watched it. We were having a small dinner party at home and I was getting dressed when my wife said 'The President is on the phone.'" As Minow recalled the conversation, it went this way:

JFK: Did you see that goddamn thing on Huntley-Brinkley?
 MINOW: Yes.
 JFK: I thought they were supposed to be our friends. I want you to do something about that. You do something about that.


Minow said that the President did not, as the story later got around in the television industry, ask that the FCC chairman take Huntley-Brinkley off the air. But, said Minow, the President "was mad."

Minow added: "Some nutty FCC chairman would have called the network. Instead I called Kenny O'Donnell [Kennedy's appointments secretary] in the morning and I said to him, 'Just tell the President he's very lucky he has an FCC chairman who doesn't do what the President tells him.'"

When a President desires to make a television broadcast, there are standing arrangements to handle his request, procedures worked out between the White House and the Washington bureaus of the major networks. At the time Lyndon Johnson was President, the networks told the White House they needed six hours to make the technical arrangements for a White House broadcast; they could do it in three, they said, but could not guarantee a good picture, or any picture. Despite this, Johnson often demanded instant access to the networks and got on the air within one hour.

Johnson used TV so frequently that finally he asked for--and the networks agreed to provide--"hot cameras," manned throughout the day in the White House theater, with crews continually at the ready. Johnson could then walk into the theater and go on the air live, immediately. During the Dominican crisis he went on television on such short notice that he burst into the regular network programming with almost no introduction, startling millions of viewers.

"Once Johnson went on the air so fast," an NBC executive recalled, "that we couldn't put up the presidential seal. When a network technician said we need a second to put up the seal, Johnson said, 'Son, I'm the leader of the free world, and I'll go on the air when I want to.'"



There is a seeming paradox in Richard Nixon's view of television. On the one hand, television saved his political career in 1952, and he has often had kind words for the medium. Note, for example, that in his 1962 false exit ("You won't have Nixon to kick around any more"), he stated: "Thank God for television and radio for keeping the newspapers a little more honest." As President, he told Cyrus Sulzberger in 1971: "I must say that without television it might have been difficult for me to get people to understand a thing."


On the other hand, as President, Nixon criticized the networks. It was with Nixon's blessing that Spiro Agnew launched his celebrated attack on network news analysts. Nixon's Administration has made systematic efforts to cow the networks and destroy the credibility of the press, including television news.

There is no inconsistency, however, if one understands that in Nixon's view television ideally should serve only as a carrier, a mechanical means of electronically transmitting his picture and words directly to the voters. It is this concept of television-as-conduit that has won Nixon's praise, not television as a form of electronic journalism. The moment that television analyzes his words, qualifies his remarks, or renders news judgments, it becomes part of the "press," and a political target.

In discussing Nixon and television, therefore, one must distinguish between television as a mechanical means of communication and television as an intellectual instrument. "Pure" television is OK, television news is not. As President, Nixon's use of television flows logically from these basic premises. Thus at every opportunity Nixon solemnly addresses the nation, but he has usually avoided the give-and-take of the televised news conference. Only in the first setting does Nixon have total control--except for the analyses afterwards by network newsmen, which Spiro Agnew's attacks were specifically designed to discourage. In short, to Richard Nixon, television ideally is the mirror, mirror on the wall.

In April of 1971, John Ehrlichman, the President's chief assistant for domestic affairs, complained in person to Richard S. Salant, the president of CBS News, about Dan Rather, the network's White House correspondent. Ehrlichman was in New York to appear on the CBS Morning News with correspondent John Hart. Afterwards Hart and Ehrlichman adjourned for breakfast at the Edwardian Room of the Plaza, where they were joined by Salant. The President's assistant brought up the subject of CBS's White House reporter.


"Rather has been jobbing us," Ehrlichman said. Salant, seeking to inject a lighter note into the conversation, told how Rather had been hired by CBS in 1962 after he had saved the life of a horse, an act of heroism that resulted in considerable publicity and brought him to the attention of the network. It was then that Rather went to work for CBS News as chief of its Southwest bureau in Dallas. When President Kennedy was assassinated in that city, Rather went on the air for the network, and his cool, poised coverage of the tragedy gained him national recognition. After Dallas, Salant explained to Ehrlichman, CBS brought Rather to Washington, in part because the new President, Lyndon Johnson, was a fellow Texan.

"Aren't you going to open a bureau in Austin where Dan could have a job?" Ehrlichman asked Salant. He then accused Rather of never coming to see him in the White House, and he suggested it might be beneficial if Rather took a year's vacation. That evening, following a presidential press conference at the White House, Ziegler told Rather cryptically that President Nixon's obvious failure to recognize him at that conference had "no connection" with something that "you are about to hear."

Rather heard the next morning. Salant telephoned William Small, head of the CBS Washington bureau. Small called Rather in and told him about the breakfast at the Plaza; he assured Rather that his standing with CBS was not affected. He said he was mentioning the episode simply because sooner or later Rather was bound to learn about it. Rather told Small it was true he had not seen much of Ehrlichman at the White House--because Ehrlichman would not see him.

Now, however, Ziegler urged Rather to see Ehrlichman and talk the situation over. When Rather walked into Ehrlichman's office, he found Haldeman waiting there as well. The conversation, with just the three men present, was blunt on both sides. As Rather reconstructed it, the dialogue proceeded as follows:

EHRLICHMAN: I wanted to tell you to your face I wasn't in New York for this purpose. ... I didn't know there was going to be a breakfast. When the conversation went in the direction it did, I told them what I thought, which is I think you're slanted. I don't know whether it's just sloppiness or you're letting your true feelings come through, but the net effect is that you're negative. You have negative leads on bad stories.
 RATHER: What's a bad story?
 EHRLICHMAN: A story that's dead-assed wrong. You're wrong 90 percent of the time.
 RATHER: Then you have nothing to worry about; any reporter who's wrong 90 percent of the time can't last.
 HALDEMAN (breaking in): What concerns me is that you are sometimes wrong, but your style is very positive. You sound like you know what you're talking about, people believe you.
 EHRLICHMAN: Yeah, people believe you, and they shouldn't.
 RATHER: I hope they do, and maybe now we are getting down to the root of it. You have trouble getting people to believe you.
 EHRLICHMAN: I didn't say that.


At one point Ehrlichman complained that "only the President, Bob, and sometimes myself" knew what was going on, and "you're out there on the White House lawn talking as though you know what's going on."



At the Plaza breakfast with Richard Salant, Ehrlichman had also singled out CBS correspondent Daniel Schorr for criticism. Schorr, said Ehrlichman, reported what the critics said about Nixon's domestic programs, but not the Administration's side. A few months later Schorr was under investigation by the FBI. Early on the morning of August 20, 1971, Ellen McCloy, Salant's secretary, received a telephone call at CBS News headquarters on West Fifty-seventh Street in Manhattan. The call was from one Tom Harrington. "He's the CBS FBI man," Miss McCloy explained. "He always opens up his conversations by saying 'Tom Harrington FBI.'"


He did so on this occasion, explaining to Miss McCloy that she would be getting a call from another FBI man "who is checking on Dan Schorr." Salant was not in yet, so his secretary called him at home to alert him to the fact that the FBI was on the trail of a CBS correspondent. When the second agent called Miss McCloy, she gave him Salant's listed number in New Canaan, Connecticut. "He was in a big rush," Miss McCloy recalled. "He gave the impression he had to have the information right away." The FBI man then called the CBS News president at his home, asking for the names of people who knew Dan Schorr. In the meantime Miss McCloy called Bill Small in Washington, Schorr's boss, to let him know what was happening.

The FBI agent called Miss McCloy back twice. With Salant's permission, she provided the names of other officials for him to talk to at CBS. Salant confirmed that the FBI agent who telephoned him presented the matter as "very urgent." The sort of questions he was asked about Schorr, Salant said, were: "Was he loyal? Did he go around with disreputable people?"

Schorr, a gray-haired, bespectacled family man of fifty-five, and a veteran of twenty years at CBS, definitely did not have the reputation of hanging around with disreputable people. A serious, hardworking newsman, he specialized in covering health, education, welfare, the environment, and economics.

As Schorr recalls the sequence of events, it began on Tuesday, August 17, when Nixon, in a speech to the Knights of Columbus, promised that "you can count on my support" to help parochial schools. The producer of the CBS Evening News--the Walter Cronkite show--called Schorr and asked for a follow-up story. Schorr went to see a source, a Catholic priest active in the field of education, who told him the Administration was doing nothing to aid Catholic schools.

On Wednesday night Cronkite ran a film clip of Nixon's speech promising to aid parochial schools, then cut to Schorr saying there was "absolutely nothing in the works" to help these schools. On Thursday, Alvin Snyder, the Administration's deputy communications director for television, telephoned Schorr, asking him to come to the White House because "Peter Flanigan and others thought I didn't have the facts." Late in the day Schorr met at the White House with Pat Buchanan, Terry T. Bell, deputy commissioner of education, and Henry C. Cashen II, an assistant to Charles Colson, who was then special counsel to the President. "They began reading figures off very rapidly," Schorr said. He suggested that they put their main points down on paper and said he would try to get it on the air.

On Thursday, the same day that Schorr was summoned to the White House, a member of the White House staff requested the FBI to investigate the CBS correspondent.

On Friday morning Schorr reported to the CBS studios in Washington. An FBI agent was already there questioning Small, who declined to answer until he knew the reason. "I don't know except it has to do with government employment," the FBI man said. Not having learned much from Small, the agent then wandered over to Schorr's desk and started asking routine questions--age? family? occupation?

Without thinking, Schorr began answering, then suddenly stopped and said he would not say anymore until the agent specified what employment he was talking about. Since the agent would not or could not, Schorr refused to answer any further questions.

"Is that what you want me to report?"

"Yes."

"Do you mind if I ask other people about you?"

"Yes."

Schorr explained to the agent that he was in a "highly visible" occupation; it would soon get around that he was being investigated and it might seem as though he was looking for a job. And that, Schorr explained, could be harmful to his reputation and position at CBS.

"All the rest of the day," Schorr said, "calls came in from all over from people who said they had been approached by the FBI. Fred Friendly [the former president of CBS News] called from his vacation home in New Hampshire. They had telephoned him and asked to see him, but he said he would not talk to them without checking with me. They called Bill Leonard and Gordon Manning, both vice presidents of CBS News. They called Ernie Leiser, the executive producer of CBS specials. Sam Donaldson of ABC was called. Irv Levine of NBC, who was with me in Moscow, was called; they wanted to know how I carried on as a correspondent in Moscow." When some of those questioned asked why the FBI was making these inquiries, they were told that Dan Schorr was being considered for a high government post, a position of trust.

Then Schorr discovered that "the FBI had talked to my neighbors, including Marjorie Hunter of the New York Times." One neighbor reported that Schorr's home had apparently been under surveillance. By now Schorr was determined to know more. "There were two theories at CBS: first, that it was a real employment investigation, and second, that it was an adverse investigation as a result of my stories on Catholic school aid. But if there was a job involved, where the hell was it?"

On November 11, the Washington Post published a detailed front-page story about the FBI investigation. The story said the probe had been initiated by the office of Frederic V. Malek. As personnel man in the White House, Malek earned a reputation as "the Cool Hand Luke" of the Nixon Administration.

The storm broke over Ron Ziegler at the White House morning press briefing. Schorr, Ziegler told newsmen, was being checked for a job in "the area of the environment." Malek, Ziegler added, was in charge of searching "across the nation" for "qualified people." Claiming "I am trying to be forthright with you," Ziegler nevertheless repeatedly ducked the simple, direct question of who had ordered the FBI investigation. He kept saying that "... it was part of the Malek process." But the transcript of the briefing does include this exchange:

Q.: Is it your understanding Mr. Malek was aware that an FBI check was under way?
 ZIEGLER: Yes.


In an interview published the next day, Malek seemed to imply that there had been a full field FBI probe. Malek said someone on his staff--again unidentified--had asked the FBI to investigate Schorr but "the message somehow got bungled. Somehow something went wrong. Either I wasn't clear on what I wanted or the staff wasn't clear or the FBI. A breakdown occurred."

Something indeed had gone wrong, and Senator Sam J. Ervin, Democrat of North Carolina, a Southern defender of constitutional liberties, announced a Senate investigation of the episode.

"Job or no job," Schorr told the Ervin committee, "the launching of such an investigation without consent demonstrates an insensitivity to personal rights. An FBI investigation is not a neutral matter. It has an impact on one's life, on relations with employers, neighbors, and friends."

Considering the Administration's protestations of innocence, it was surprising how little cooperation Ervin received. The President declined to let any staff member testify--Malek, Herbert Klein, and Colson all refused invitations--but the White House sent a letter to Ervin, saying that Schorr "was being considered for a post that 'is presently filled.'" The letter was signed by John W. Dean III, counsel to the President. Nixon, the letter added, had decided that such job investigations in the future would not be initiated "without prior notification to the person being investigated." On the same day the letter was published, the Washington Post quoted an unnamed White House official as saying that the job for which Schorr had been investigated was that of assistant to Russell E. Train, the chairman of the Council on Environmental Quality. The story indicated that the Administration thought Schorr might produce a series of television programs on the environment.

The leak was not entirely convincing, since Train had no assistant producing TV shows, and the White House letter to Ervin distinctly said the job was "presently filled." In fact, the council had no one with the title or duties of assistant to the chairman; no such job existed.



Much of the pressure by government on the networks takes place out of public view. The telephone calls from White House assistants and the visits to network executives by presidential aides are seldom publicized. For the most part, however, it is CBS that feels the greatest pressure under the Nixon Administration. The official who bears the brunt of that pressure is Richard Salant, the president of CBS News.


Salant, a lawyer turned news executive, occupies a high-pressure job; he wears glasses, has a receding hairline, and chain-smokes. Unlike some network executives, he is unusually outspoken. Salant reeled off a list of pressures from and contacts with CBS emanating from the Administration.

In February of 1971, he said, CBS did a segment on Agnew on the program 60 Minutes. Narrator Mike Wallace reported that Agnew's grades at Forest Park High School "were mediocre at best." CBS asked to see the grades, Wallace added, "but school principal Charles Michael told us Agnew's record was pulled from the file when he became Vice President." The program, tracing Agnew's early career, also noted that he once served as personnel director at a supermarket and, like other employees, "Agnew often wore a smock with the words 'No Tipping Please' on it."

After the broadcast, Salant said, the President's director of communications, Herbert Klein, telephoned him. "Klein called and said he wanted to see me. He came to New York and came to my office and made small talk. Then he got around to the point; he said the Vice President didn't see 60 Minutes, he never looks at those things. But Mrs. Agnew saw it and didn't like it."

Salant told Klein that 60 Minutes had broadcast letters from viewers who did not like the Agnew program; CBS would be happy to receive a letter from Mrs. Agnew.

Once Klein telephoned Reuven Frank, then president of NBC News, to protest a broadcast by David Brinkley. Frank became so furious that he stormed next door into the office of Richard C. Wald, then vice president of NBC News (later Frank's successor), to let off steam.

"Relax," said Wald, "he gets paid to call you."

A few days later on a Saturday morning, the White House telephoned Frank at home. Frank was annoyed since he was kept waiting on the line, it was his day off, and he hadn't had his breakfast yet. He started to do a slow burn again. Finally Klein came on. He was calling, he announced cheerily, to say he had seen something he liked on NBC; he just wanted Frank to know.



It may be that no single example of government power directed at television news means very much--Dan Rather survived John Ehrlichman's bemoanings, Salant's sympathy for Judy Agnew was limited, and so on--but taken together, such incidents constitute a pattern of pressure that has dangerous implications. It is by means of such contacts that political leaders attempt to influence the presentation of the news so as to put the government in the most favorable light.


The First Amendment clearly protects the printed press. But the Founding Fathers, after all, did not foresee the advent of television, and the degree to which broadcasting is protected by the First Amendment has been subject to shifting interpretation. Technology has outpaced the Constitution, and the result is a major paradox: television news, which has the greatest impact on the public, is the most vulnerable and the least protected news medium.

Only economics limits the number of newspapers and magazines that may be published. But the number of radio frequencies and television channels is finite; the rationale for government regulation is that stations would otherwise overlap and interfere with each other. Cable television may one day erode the technological argument for government regulation by opening up an unlimited number of channels, but for the moment the networks remain under government supervision and the Dean Rusks will continue, when they want to, to replace the Steve Allens and the Rumanian dancers on short notice.

The government's ultimate power over the networks is its ability to take away a license at renewal time and give it to someone else. Public television, dependent on Congress for funds, is even more susceptible to government intervention than the networks; the Nixon Administration has made no secret of its discontent with public television.



Walter Cronkite believes the Nixon Administration attacked the news media "to raise the credibility of the Administration. It's like a first-year physics experiment with two tubes of water--you put pressure on one side and it makes the other side go up or down." He added: "I have charged that this is a 'conspiracy.' I don't regret my use of that word."


By applying constant pressure, in ways seen and unseen, the leaders of the government have attempted to shape the news to resemble the images seen through the prism of their own power. The Administration's attacks, Richard Salant acknowledged, have "made us all edgy. We've thought about things we shouldn't think about."



  	Johnson's personal relationship with Stanton dated back to the early 1940s. Johnson, then a congressman, went to New York looking for a network affiliation for KTBC, the Johnson family radio station in Austin. No one at CBS was too enthusiastic about adding a small-power station in Austin to the network. At the time, stations in Dallas and San Antonio covered Austin fairly well. Stanton was then in charge of research for CBS; it was his job to know whether stations overlapped or did not. Stanton pointed out that Austin filled in just a little crack between San Antonio and Dallas. KTBC got its valuable CBS affiliation; later, in 1952, it acquired a television channel (also a CBS affiliate) and Johnson became a multimillionaire. The radio and television station were the cornerstone of the Johnson family fortune, estimated, after Lyndon Johnson's death, at some $20 million. -
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Pasta

An inquiry into a few fundamental questions: How did spaghetti and meatballs, a dish no Italian recognizes, become so popular here? What makes some brands of pasta much better than others? What's so special about fresh pasta? What do Italians know about cooking pasta that Americans don't?

by Corby Kummer




Where It Came From and How It Got Here

The idea that Marco Polo brought pasta from China to Italy is as congenial to Italians as the idea that the hamburger came from Germany is to Americans. No one disputes that the Chinese have made pasta, from many more kinds of flour than Europeans have, since at least 1100 B.C. Italians insist as a point of national pride that they invented pasta in their part of the world, despite considerable evidence that they did not. They cite as proof a set of reliefs on an Etruscan tomb dating from the fourth century BC, which depict a knife, a board with a raised edge that resembles a modern pasta board, a flour sack, and a pin that they say was made of iron and used for shaping tubular pasta. The Museum of the History of Spaghetti, owned by Agnesi, a pasta manufacturer near Turin, makes much of these reliefs, as do most histories of pasta--including the standard one, Anna del Conte's Portrait of Pasta. The reliefs do not persuade the American historian Charles Perry, who has written several articles on the origins of pasta. "There are plenty of things to do with a pin besides shape pasta," he says. In fact, Perry says, no sure Roman reference to a noodle of any kind, tubular or flat, has turned up, and that makes the Etruscan theory even more unlikely, given that the Romans dominated Italy soon after the Etruscans did.


The first clear Western reference to boiled noodles, Perry says, is in the Jerusalem Talmud of the fifth century A.D., written in Aramaic. The authors debated whether or not noodles violated Jewish dietary laws. (Today only noodles made of matzoh meal are kosher for Passover.) They used the word itriyah, thought by some scholars to derive from the Greek itrion, which referred to a kind of flatbread used in religious ceremonies. By the tenth century, it appears, itriyah in many Arabic sources referred to dried noodles bought from a vendor, as opposed to fresh ones made at home. Other Arabic sources of the time refer to fresh noodles as lakhsha, a Persian word that was the basis for words in Russian, Hungarian, and Yiddish. (By comparison with these words, noodle, which dates from sixteenth-century German, originated yesterday.) In the twelfth century an Arab geographer, commissioned by the Norman king of Sicily to write a sort of travel book about the island, reported seeing pasta being made. The geographer called it itriyah, from which seems to have come trii, which is still the word for spaghetti in some parts of Sicily and is also current in the name for a dish made all over Italy--ciceri e trii, pasta and chick-pea soup. The soup reflects the original use for pasta, which was as an extender in soups and sometimes desserts. Serving pasta as a dish in itself with a bit of sauce does seem to be an Italian rather than a Greek, Persian, or Arab invention. (Classic Cuisine of the Italian Jews, a wonderful book by Edda Servi Machlin, has delicious pasta recipes that show some of the many influences that the Arab world had on Italian food.)

Even if pasta is not quite as old as the Italians would like, it has been securely documented in Italy before 1295, when Marco Polo returned from China. In 1279 a basket of dried pasta was recorded in the estate inventory of a Genoese soldier, indicating that it was considered valuable. The word used was macaronis, a word whose derivation historians fight over. The one usually given is makar, the Greek for "blessed," as in sacramental food. In Italy today maccheroni refers to tubular dried pasta; in America macaroni is synonymous with "elbows" to the public but not to many manufacturers, who use it to refer to any dried pasta made of just flour and water. Manufacturers use noodle to refer to a dough with egg, which can be sold fresh or dried. Spaghetti, which means "little strings," is often used generically, for dried pasta without egg. Marco Polo spoke of lasagne, which then meant "noodles," to describe what he saw, which indicates that he was already familiar with the food anyway.

The Marco Polo myth has refused to die. Italians accuse Americans of promulgating it, beginning with an influential article in a 1929 issue of Macaroni Journal (now Pasta Journal), an American trade magazine, which has inspired countless advertisements, restaurant placemats, cookbooks, and even movies. (From 1919 on, Macaroni Journal occasionally published articles purporting to give the history of pasta, usually--though not always--labeling the less plausible ones as lore. The 1929 story began, "Legend has it ...") In the 1938 film The Adventures of Marco Polo, Gary Cooper points to a bowl of noodles and asks a Chinese man what he calls them. "In our language," the man replies, "we call them spa get."

In the centuries after Marco Polo's voyage pasta continued to be a luxury in Italy. By 1400 it was being produced commercially, in shops that retained night watchmen to protect the goods. The vermicelli, as dried pasta was known, was kneaded by foot: men trod on dough to make it malleable enough to roll out. The treading could last for a day. The dough then had to be extruded through pierced dies under great pressure, a task accomplished by a large screw press powered by two men or one horse.

This somewhat gamy procedure was not used for other kinds of dough, but commercial pasta dough has never been normal dough. The flour used to make it--semolina--is granular, like sugar, and has a warm golden color. Semolina makes a straw-colored dough that must be kneaded for a long time, which is why it has always been far more common in commercial than in homemade pasta. Semolina is milled from durum wheat (Triticum durum; durum means "hard"), a much harder grain than common wheat (Triticum vulgarum), which is used to make ordinary flour. (The harder the grain, the more energy required to mill it.) All durum makes firmer cooked pasta than common flour does, but not all durum is alike in hardness or quality. The kind of durum milled into semolina and how a manufacturer makes and dries the dough determine the firmness of the pasta when it is cooked.

Durum wheat was suited to the soil and weather of Sicily and Campania, the region around Naples, and so the pasta industry developed there, in the eighteenth century, and led Italian production into this century. Naples had a perfect climate for drying pasta. The alternation of mild sea breezes and hot winds from Mount Vesuvius ensured that the pasta would not dry too slowly, and thus become moldy, or too fast, and thus crack or break. The number of pasta shops in Naples went from sixty to 280 between the years 1700 and 1785. Young English aristocrats making the grand tour in the eighteenth century were shown the city where pasta hung everywhere to dry--in the streets, on balconies, on roofs. Neapolitan street vendors sold cooked spaghetti from stalls with charcoal-fired stoves, working with bowls of grated Romano cheese beside them. Customers would follow the example of the barkers, who lifted the long strands high and dropped them into their mouths. The grand tourists assumed that the fork hadn't yet caught on in Italy, whereas it was the Venetians who in the sixteenth century had introduced the fork to Europe.

Englishmen went home full of Italy, and became known as macaronis for their foreign affectations. In the mid-eighteenth century macaroni referred to an overblown hairstyle as well as to the dandy wearing it, which may be why Yankee Doodle stuck a feather in his cap and called the effect macaroni. (A species of penguin with an orange-colored crest is called the macaroni penguin.) Doodle comes from a German word meaning "simpleton"--the same definition that noodle had at the time (honest, starchy foods like dumplings have long had bad reputations). The song "Yankee Doodle" was used by the British to ridicule the American colonists, who adopted it in self-defense.

Macaroni came to America with the English, who served it baked with cheese and cream, as was also popular in the north of Italy, and in rich sweet baked custards. Thomas Jefferson is credited with introducing dried pasta without egg to America, but, like the Marco Polo legend, this is a romantic fiction. He did take notes on the manufacturing process during a trip to Naples and even commissioned a friend in Italy to buy him a "maccarony machine." He shipped himself two cases of pasta in 1789. By 1798 a Frenchman had opened what may have been the first American pasta factory, in Philadelphia, and it was a success. Upper-class Americans also bought pasta imported from Sicily, which had snob appeal.


Other factories opened, the price went down, and by the Civil War macaroni was available to the working classes. Books of the period indicate that the common way to serve it was cooked until soft--usually at least half an hour--and baked with cheese and cream. Macaroni and cheese, then, like many other dishes that the English brought to the Colonies, can be considered an old American dish. In the mid-1880s, according to Karen Hess, the food historian, cookbooks published as far from the East as Kansas included recipes for macaroni, some involving a tomato and meat sauce. One writer in Philadelphia advocated macaroni as a food item "more valuable" than bread. Americans did not take it up in large numbers, however. It lost its cachet once the masses could afford it, and the fashionable restaurants of New York did not serve it--or any other Italian dish--even though many of them were run by Italians.

The huge wave of Italian immigration that began toward the end of the century was ultimately responsible for pasta's becoming a staple of the American middle class, but at first the immigrants put the rest of America off the very idea of pasta. From 1880 to 1921 more than five million Italians came to America, three quarters of them from the regions south of Rome, and both their numbers and their strange ways seemed threatening. Harvey Levenstein, a professor of history at McMaster University, in Ontario, and Joseph Conlin, a professor of history at Chico State University, in California, are writing a book about the food that Italian immigrants ate in America. They say that social workers and nutritionists were horrified by the immigrants' pasta, hard cheese, vegetables, fruit, and--worst of all--garlic. Food science, a new discipline in the 1890s (entertainingly described in Laura Shapiro's recently published book Perfection Salad), declared that most fruits and vegetables, particularly green vegetables, were of little nutritional value and cost too much.

The Italians ignored the advice to eat right. They cultivated any land they could and grew vegetables and herbs that they could not find in America; they canned vegetables; they spent what the home economists thought were appalling sums on small pieces of imported hard cheese. When reformers tried to set up cooking classes in Italian neighborhoods, they found few pupils. Doctors complained that Italians would not enter hospitals because they considered the food inedible.

The Italians did change their eating habits, although they did so of necessity, not because nutritionists told them to. They ate fewer varieties of fruit, vegetables, and cheese than they had been used to, because of the trouble and expense involved in obtaining what they liked. They ate much more meat, because it was extremely cheap and plentiful by their standards. They acquired a taste for cakes and rich desserts. They also ate more pasta, which, because of its cost, had been a holiday dish for many southern Italians. The seasonings they used were primarily the classic ones of Campania, even though beginning in 1910 Sicilian immigrants outnumbered Campanian ones. Levenstein and Conlin explain that the Campanians were already established as grocers, and that tomato paste, oregano, and garlic were easier to come by than seasonings typical of other regions--such as pine nuts, wild fennel, and saffron for Sicilians, or ginger for immigrants from Basilicata, the region to the east of Campania.

For whatever reasons, what became Italian-American cuisine started with a base of Campanian food, minus many kinds of vegetables and cheeses and plus a lot of meat. Thus the rise of spaghetti and meatballs, a dish unknown in Italy. It probably had its origin in several baked Neapolitan pasta dishes, served at religious festivals such as Carnival and Christmas, that used meatballs no bigger than walnuts and also called for such ingredients as ham and boiled eggs. Thus, too, the rise of the lavish portions and the reliance on garlic, hot pepper flakes, and oregano, seasonings that seemed to become more and more prominent as the immigrants were assimilated into American culture. Levenstein and Conlin point out that Italian-Americans embraced enthusiastically the Americanized version of their food, and went on thinking of it as just like the food in the old country.

Although hundreds of small pasta factories opened in urban Little Italys, Italians preferred to buy imported pasta, however expensive, because it was made from durum wheat. (American farmers did not grow durum until this century.) The First World War brought imports to a halt, and between 1914 and 1919 the number of American pasta makers rose from 373 to 557. Sales were helped by a new generation of food scientists, whose discovery of vitamins prompted them to recommend eating pasta. Pasta was also cheap at a time when food prices were rising. Recipes for spaghetti and tomato sauce started turning up in women's magazines. American millers found a new use for flour, the consumption of which had decreased as the population moved to cities and began eating "better" diets, which were not based on bread. The millers sponsored "eat more wheat" campaigns in the early 1920s and promoted macaroni as "the divine food" (referring to the word's supposed derivation from the Greek word for "blessed"). Pasta makers began using durum wheat, which they advertised as being higher in protein than soft wheat (it is, but not by much). Campbell's, Heinz, and other manufacturers brought out canned macaroni with tomato sauce, joining Franco-American, which in the 1890s had begun to sell canned spaghetti, stressing that it used a French recipe. Cooking pasta long enough to can it safely institutionalized what was already a long-established practice, one for which Italians still deride Americans--overcooking pasta and thus robbing it of its savor and interest.

Now it was acceptable to promote Italian food, even if the pasta was mush and the tomato sauce was full of sugar and salt. One typical recipe for tomato sauce omitted garlic and consisted of canned tomato soup with Worcestershire sauce added. In 1927 Kraft began marketing grated "Parmesan" cheese in a cardboard container with a perforated top and suggested that the cheese be served as a topping for spaghetti with tomato sauce. Spaghetti sales outnumbered those of egg noodles and ran a strong second in popularity to elbow macaroni, called simply macaroni, which was already conventional in salads.

The efforts at promotion worked. Annual per capita consumption went from near zero in 1920 to 3.75 pounds by the end of the decade (as compared with fifty pounds in Italy). Restaurants accounted for much of this rise. Cafeterias, which became tremendously popular in the twenties, served a great deal of spaghetti and tomato sauce. Italians all over the country opened "spaghetti houses" that served spaghetti and meatballs to blue-collar workers. By the end of the twenties Italian restaurants had become the most popular ethnic restaurants in American cities, a lead they now hold nationwide. The Depression made spaghetti less an option than a necessity, and spaghetti and meatballs began appearing regularly on millions of American tables.

Just when pasta was becoming almost as ordinary a meal in America as it had long been in Italy, one Italian was telling his countrymen to stop eating it. In the early thirties Italy was appalled when F. T. Marinetti, the founder of Futurist poetry and painting, published his Manifesto of Futurist Cuisine, which called for a ban on all pasta on the grounds that pasta was responsible for "the weakness, pessimism, inactivity, nostalgia, and neutralism" he saw all around him. Italians, who should be thin, the better to ride in "ultralight aluminum trains," should eat only rice as a starch. Macaroni was a "symbol of oppressive dullness, plodding deliberation, and fat-bellied conceit." Knives and forks would go too. Dishes combining strange ingredients chosen for their color as well as their taste would sometimes be eaten and sometimes merely passed under the nose of the diner to excite his curiosity. A cookbook put together by Marinetti and Luigi Fillia, an artist, and published in 1932 included dishes that today sound almost familiar: winter-cherry risotto; a spread of tuna fish, apples, olives, and Japanese peanuts, to be served on a cold egg-and-jam omelet; and an under-ripe date filled with cream cheese and liqueur, wrapped in raw ham and a lettuce leaf, and served with pickled chili pepper and small pieces of Parmesan cheese. The Futurists presaged nouvelle cuisine. The Italians were not interested in the bizarre suggestions and were outraged at the idea of giving up pasta. Even Americans were alarmed. The American National Macaroni Manufacturers Association sent Mussolini a telegram of protest.

Mussolini did not ban pasta. Rather, he initiated the growing of durum wheat in central and northern Italy in an effort to make the country self-sufficient. Factories in the north began making pasta in the 1930s, and electric drying tunnels replaced sea and volcanic breezes. Naples became steadily less important in the manufacture of pasta, and today the province of Campania is only the sixth-largest producer of pasta in the country.

Who Makes the Best Pasta, and How

I recently visited a number of pasta factories in Italy to learn how pasta is made and which brands are the best. Disappointingly, none of the factories I saw resembled the smokestack-crammed temples of the Industrial Revolution depicted on boxes. Pasta factories today are anonymous and modern, and their proprietors generally do not welcome tours. The young man guiding me through Braibanti, a factory near Parma, stopped in his tracks when I asked to climb the stairs to one machine to look at the addition of water and eggs to dough for dried egg noodles--one of the few parts of the manufacturing process that makes a difference in quality from brand to brand. "Why exactly do you want to see that?" he asked icily.


Luckily, I was able to see the manufacturing process on a scale that made sense to me--at the small and delightful factory of Martelli, which many cognoscenti consider the best exporter of pasta in Italy. (The company's only peers are tiny factories near Naples, whose products are hard to find even in Italy and are almost unknown here.) The factory is in four or five rooms of two medieval buildings in Lari, a Tuscan hill town twenty miles from Pisa. The buildings are in the shadow of a twelfth-century castle at the top of the hill. The castle appears on the cheerful, bright-yellow packages, whose text is written in what looks like a very neat child's hand.

I arrived on a Saturday afternoon to find Dino and Mario Martelli and their wives, Lucia and Valeria, packing maccheroni. The women wore yellow aprons that matched the packages. These four are the only employees. Dino and Mario's father and uncle started the business in 1926 by buying out a local pasta maker. Today the brothers use the same equipment the company had in the 1940s, before high-temperature drying tunnels became popular. The Martellis make only four shapes--spaghetti; spaghettini, or thin spaghetti; maccheroni; and penne, diagonally cut ridged tubes named for quill pens. The Martelli factory has only one "pasta line," as the machine that mixes, kneads, extrudes, and dries dough is called. The one at Martelli is small--about eight feet high, seven feet wide, and eighteen feet long.

The brothers mixed a batch of dough for spaghetti to show me the process. They buy durum from Canada, the United States, and elsewhere and have it ground at a mill nearby, so that it will be fresh. Italian manufacturers are known for their skill at blending many durums to achieve the color and texture they seek. Americans are rarely as discriminating. This disparity, more than anything else, accounts for the superiority of Italian over American pasta.

Mixing and kneading take from thirty to forty minutes at Martelli, as opposed to the twenty usual in other factories; the Martellis say that long kneading improves flavor. The dough is forced at great pressure through holes in one of four dies, each of which is shaped like a big hockey puck; the choice of die determines the shape of the pasta as it is extruded. If pins are suspended from wires in each hole the pasta will be hollow after it is forced through the die; the hole is bigger where the dough enters than where it leaves, so the two sides of the tube are joined as the dough streams out. If the holes are notched where the dough enters them, the pasta will be curved. The Martellis use only bronze dies, because the rough, porous surface these create makes for better sauce absorption. Teflon-lined dies, which most manufacturers use today, produce pretty, polished surfaces that don't hold sauce well. The Martellis are careful not to apply too much pressure or to allow the temperature of the dough to rise too high during extrusion, lest the proteins in the semolina be denatured, making the cooked product soft.

How long and at what temperature pasta is dried are also important to the quality of cooked pasta. The Martellis use an automatic dryer only for the first stage of drying, which lasts about an hour. The pasta stays in the tunnel for several more hours to enable the humidity in the center and on the surface to equalize. The brothers then carry it on poles or screens to one of several drying closets, which have appealing doors of wood and glass. Other manufacturers send the pasta through another and much longer tunnel for between six and twenty-eight hours, often at temperatures so high that they risk denaturing the protein. At Martelli the pasta stays in the closets, which have curved, tin-lined walls to distribute air from small fans at the top, for two days or more (the pasta left to Naples winds could take as long as a week to dry). The comparatively low temperatures greatly improve flavor, according to the Martellis, who claim to be the only manufacturers left who use drying closets. They doubtless are the only manufacturers to dry pasta in closets that have a view of miles of Tuscan hills and valleys interrupted only by grapevines and castles.

When the pasta is dry, it travels through what looks like a laundry chute to the adjacent building, where it is packed and crated. The Martellis don't cut the spaghetti and spaghettini; as a sign of their craftsmanship they leave it rounded where the strands have hung on the poles. The shop's production is small, but the family claims to like it that way. Martelli pasta is a luxury item in Italy, where it is sold in a few gourmet shops, and in America, where it is available from the Williams-Sonoma chain of kitchen shops and from Dean & DeLuca (the telephone number for mail-order service is 800-221-7714).

My visits to other factories in Italy and the United States confirmed the differences that the Martellis had pointed out. The kneading was faster, the dies were Teflon, the drying tunnels were so long that the rooms holding them looked like sound stages. One factory I visited--the most determinedly high-tech--was Fini, which consists of a long, low white structure adjoining a sixteenth-century building that until 1974 housed the factory. Originally a monastery, it is now the office building, and at the main entrance big sliding glass doors lead to a chapel, which has a carved Madonna in a niche, topped by a blue neon halo. The new factory building is almost overwhelmingly luxurious. The floors are terra-cotta tile, the walls white stucco, and there are stainless-steel doors and counters everywhere. One storage room has wooden floor-to-ceiling shelves finished as carefully as library shelves and filled with wheels of Parmesan cheese. Modena, a city midway between Bologna and Milan, where Fini is situated, has the highest per capita income of any city in Italy, so perhaps the luxury isn't surprising. In the center of the city Fini maintains two excellent food shops and a restaurant that is considered one of the best in the country for traditional Italian food.

Fini makes only egg pasta. The dough is extruded in long sheets that are then either cut into long ribbons, which are sold dried, or punched into shapes that are filled and shipped frozen, to be sold either frozen or thawed. The fillings are made with the same quality of Parmesan cheese and meats that Fini sells separately (the company opened at the turn of the century as a purveyor of cured meats and sausages).

The differences between Fini and Prince, one of the largest manufacturers in the United States, were instructive. The eggs, for example, are fresh at Fini and at every Italian factory I visited: my Italian guides made much of how frequently their eggs are delivered and how difficult it is to keep the storage tanks immaculate and at the right temperature. The guide at Prince showed me blocks of frozen eggs and said that powdered eggs are frequently used; a woman in Prince's test laboratories told me that frozen and powdered eggs are the standard in America. The guide boasted about the speed of the Italian high-temperature drying tunnels that Prince had installed. The American factory seemed far more concerned with volume than with quality.

The Pasta War

Indulging a taste for Italian pasta might soon become more expensive than it is, if American pasta makers have their way. The Italian manufacturers I visited assumed that I had come to discuss a nasty trade war taking place between the United States and the European Economic Community over Italian pasta. The controversy began in 1975, when the EEC started subsidizing exports of pasta, in order, it said, to make up for the higher price that manufacturers pay the EEC for European durum. The "restitution," as the EEC called it, allowed Italians to compete with American makers on inexpensive pasta, not just fancy brands.


This was too much for American pasta makers, who could tolerate high-priced imports but not cheap ones. In 1981 their trade group, the National Macaroni Manufacturers Association, protested to the U.S. trade representative in strong terms. It accused importers of undercutting American manufacturers by as much as 25 percent on wholesale prices and 15 percent on retail. The group, which was founded in 1904, was faced with the first hot political issue of its life. In 1983 it renamed itself the National Pasta Association, moved from Palatine, Illinois, to Washington, D.C., and continued the fight. It met with little success. In February of 1985 the NPA described itself in Pasta Journal as "gripped by a feeling of helplessness."

Just two months later the office of the U.S. Trade Representative began looking for a way to retaliate against a tariff that the EEC had imposed on American citrus products in order to promote the Mediterranean citrus industry. The White House announced that unless the United States could reach an agreement with the EEC on the citrus tariff, it would impose a 40 percent tariff on European pasta without egg and a 25 percent tariff on pasta with egg, to go into effect at the end of October. The EEC did not lift the citrus tariff; moreover, between July and October the EEC increased its pasta subsidy by 176 percent. The American tariff went into effect on schedule and has caused a furor in Italy, which sees itself as penalized for a problem (the citrus tariff) that it has nothing to do with. Manufacturers of expensive Italian pasta are especially upset that the tariff is calculated according to wholesale price rather than weight. This hurts their products more than it hurts the cheap imports that the American manufacturers set out to restrain.

Today there is a standoff: the EEC has slapped tariffs on American lemons and walnuts (which doesn't help Italy); it continues to subsidize pasta; and it is unlikely to remove the tariff on American citrus soon. The National Pasta Association plans to hang on to its rather skewed victory. As soon as the tariff went into effect, it mailed promotional literature (accompanied by packages of domestic pasta) to congressmen telling them to remember that American pasta must be protected. Before the tariff was imposed, the NPA predicted that, unchecked, Italian pasta could claim a 20 percent market share by 1988 or 1989--something extremely unlikely, given that it had only a 4.5 percent market share at the time. Prices of Italian pasta in stores have remained competitive, in part because of the EEC subsidy and in part because of discounting by importers. The volume of Italian pasta imported into the United States is as high as it was before the tariff, and American manufacturers are taking note. Prince, for example, is already making a line of "President's Silver Award" pasta, priced at roughly double the price of its other pasta and packaged in a black box--this year's sign of an upscale product.

How to Cook Dried Pasta So You Can Taste It

Italian brands of pasta, whatever they cost, taste better, I think, than most American ones--they have a clean, slightly nutty flavor and above all a texture that stays firm until you finish eating. Taste and texture make all the difference in pasta, but judging by what most American restaurants and home cooks serve, they are unknown attributes of pasta in this country. Many people are surprised to learn that dried pasta can have any flavor at all, let alone stay firm and taste lighter than what they are used to. I recently advised a woman who regularly served truffled omelets and caviar and blinis to her children while they were growing up to buy an imported Italian pasta, something she had never done. The brand she found at her supermarket was Spigadoro, a commonly distributed import whose quality Italians rank solidly in the middle. "I was so knocked out by the difference that I kept cooking a little more until the box was gone in one night," she reported.


Italians criticize Americans for adding soft flour to pasta, and with reason. One American manufacturer boasts in block letters on its packages, "SEMOLINA plus FARINA" (farina is a blend of common wheat flours). This, as one importer of Italian pasta put it, is like boasting about mixing diamonds with rocks. Pasta made with common flour, which is less expensive than semolina, leaves the cooking water white with starch, and quickly turns soggy on the plate, even if it is drained when it seems to be what Italians call al dente--literally, "to the tooth." Italian manufacturers almost never add common flour to pasta: the practice is illegal and a company must go out of its way to cheat. American manufacturers can add flour or not as they please, because there are no laws restricting them to semolina. Even so, many American manufacturers, such as Prince, Ronzoni, and Hershey Foods, which markets six brands of pasta, use only semolina.

You can't tell from looking through the cellophane much about how dried pasta will cook or taste. It should have an even buff color; gray could mean the presence of soft flour. Don't be alarmed if you see tiny black spots. Semolina is milled much more coarsely than ordinary flour, and flecks of bran usually show. A finely pitted, dull surface is far preferable to a glossy one. It suggests that the pasta was made with a bronze die and will hold sauce better.

The regions in Italy famous for the quality of their dried pasta are Campania and Abruzzo. Two of the best brands, Del Verde and De Cecco, are made in Abruzzo. Fortunately, these are also the two most widely distributed imports. Other good brands include La Molisana (from Molise), Braibanti, most of which is marketed as Sidari (from Emilia), and Colavita (from Mouse). Gerardo di Nola, made in Campania, is a cult brand that I've never been able to find. You should buy or order Martelli at least once, if only to have a standard against which to judge other dried pasta. If you can't find any of these brands locally, try any Italian brand available. Besides Spigadoro, made in Umbria, a widely distributed standard Italian brand is Barilla, made in Emilia; Barilla is the world's largest pasta manufacturer.

Gauging portion sizes trips up nearly everyone. The standard portion in Italy, and the size recommended on packages, is two ounces. This is fine for a first course to cut the appetite without killing it. I find three ounces an ideal portion for a main course, but hungry people might prefer four. I use a scale, because I cannot judge by eye, and the trick of putting my thumb to my index finger doesn't work when measuring short pasta. Neither does using liquid measures. A half-cup of farfalle, or bows (farfalle means "butterflies"), is not the same as a half cup of ziti, or ridged tubes (ziti means "bridegrooms" in southern Italy; the shape was traditionally served at weddings in Sicily). "Portion measurers" for long pasta, usually flat wooden oblongs with holes, are useless, because the size of the portion will vary with the thickness of the pasta.

To cook pasta you need a lot of water, so that it will come back to the boil soon after you add the pasta, so that there will be more than enough water for the pasta to absorb (pasta usually doubles in volume when cooked), and so that the pasta will keep moving as it cooks and not stick together. Start with a gallon for the first quarter pound and add one quart for each additional quarter pound. When the water reaches a rolling boil, add a tablespoon of salt for each gallon of water, which will season the pasta (you can add lemon juice if you prefer to avoid salt). Cooks differ on whether or not to add oil to the water to prevent sticking. Italians think that it makes pasta absorb water unevenly. Harold McGee, the author of On Food and Cooking: The Science and Lore of the Kitchen, finds this unlikely, and also thinks that oil won't keep the pasta from sticking unless you add it to cooked pasta. But he does say that oil reduces the foam on the surface and helps prevent water from boiling over. Barbara Kafka suggests in her book Food for Friends that you put several tablespoons of oil into the pot just before you drain it; this will discourage sticking without making the pasta so oily that the sauce slides off.

Add the pasta all at once. Bend long pasta into the water with a two-pronged cooking fork or a wooden spoon. Separate any kind of pasta, so that it doesn't stick, before the water comes back to the boil, and keep it moving as it cooks. The water should be at an active, if not passionate, boil. Don't leave the room.

(Italians say never ever break long pasta as you add it--you should learn to eat it like a man. This means not twirling it against a spoon, a practice fit only for milquetoasts, but instead securing two or three strands with a fork and twirling them against the edge of a plate. This is accomplished more easily in the wide, shallow soup bowls in which Italians serve pasta, but it is quite possible to do on a flat plate. There will be dangling ends. Accept them.) Start timing when the water comes back to the boil. Test after three minutes for dried pasta with egg or five minutes for dried pasta without. The only sure way to test is by biting into a piece. If you wait until it sticks when thrown against a wall--a custom I had always assumed was Italian but can find no Italian to own up to--it will probably be overdone: Breaking a piece apart to examine the interior is also chancy. Pasta is done when the color is uniform, but since it continues to cook after you drain it, you need to know exactly how tiny a dot of uncooked dough should remain in the center before you drain. I have never seen an Italian cook hold a piece of broken pasta up to the light. Everyone tastes the pasta he is making until it is slightly firmer than he wants it to be, and then drains it.

Rather than drain pasta in a colander, Italian cooks usually lift it out of the pot with tongs or a strainer. In this way the pasta stays wet, so that as it finishes cooking out of the pot, it has water to absorb; otherwise it would stick to itself immediately. If you intend to make pasta with any frequency, look for a pot with a colander insert, which will enable you to lift all the pasta out at once. Ignore instructions to add cold water to the pot to stop cooking, because the water left on the drained pasta won't be hot enough to evaporate and will make the pasta slimy. For the same reason it is a bad idea to rinse the pasta after it is cooked--a cardinal sin in Italy. If you use a colander, be sure that it is solidly placed in the sink, that there is nothing in the sink that you don't want bobbing near your pasta, and that you take your glasses off first.

After cooking, good pasta should look moist rather than gummy. All the pieces should be separate and have a uniform texture, but they won't if you undercook the pasta. The water should be clear. If it is floury, there was ordinary flour in the pasta. Save some of the water the pasta was cooked in. Even if it looks clear it will have some starch, which can be useful for thinning a sauce and binding it at the same time. The cooking water can also be useful for adding to the pasta as it finishes cooking, in case you drained it too much.

However you drain cooked pasta, transfer it right away to a warm bowl. The plates should be hot too. Now is the time to add some oil or butter if you are afraid that the pasta will be sticky. This is also the time to add hard grated cheese if you are using it, because it will melt evenly. Don't use too much--a teaspoon or two per portion should suffice--and think twice before using any. Cheese is contraindicated for many sauces. When it is used, it is as a seasoning. The best is Parmesan, and the best Parmesan is Parmigiano-Reggiano. Some cheese stores try to pass off Argentine cheese as the real thing, but it is salty and flat by comparison with the nutty, dry, mellow original. (American Parmesan does not bear even a passing resemblance to Italian.) Look for "Parmigiano-Reggiano" on the rind: it is stamped on every square centimeter. Buy small pieces with rind on--they will keep better--and grate only as much as you need. It is difficult to find a good version of the other common grating cheese--pecorino Romano, which is made of sheep's milk.

Add about two thirds of the sauce you intend to use and gently stir it in. Don't lift the pasta two feet over the bowl as you stir, or it will cool off. And don't add too much sauce. It should just coat the pasta, with no excess at all. Pasta doused in sauce revolts Italians, who when they see it suddenly understand why Americans say that pasta is fattening. (A recipe for baked ziti in Pastahhh, an NPA newsletter, calls for one and a half pounds of meat, one pound of ricotta, a half pound of mozzarella, and two cups of white sauce for one pound of pasta--American abundance carried to a perilous extreme.) Two tablespoons of a thick sauce or a quarter to a third of a cup of a liquid one should suffice per portion. Put the last spoonful on top of each serving, so that the diner can see what the sauce looks like and have something to do.

Another way to mix sauce and pasta is to drain the pasta when it is harder than al dente and heat it for no more than a minute with the sauce. This is helpful for fish-and-wine or stock-based sauces, which do not coat pasta readily: the pasta will absorb sauce as it finishes cooking.

Don't waste a second trying to make the plate look any better. Pasta dishes should be served immediately and thus do not lend themselves to presentation, which may be one reason why the French came only recently to pasta. For example, when you see a photograph like one that appears in The Joy of Pasta, showing spaghetti surrounded by a neat circle of carrot batons and slices of artichoke sprinkled with red pepper flakes, you can be sure that the dish tasted terrible. It took too long to arrange. Gourmet, which recently ran a picture of a plate of homemade pasta on its cover for a story called "Pasta a la Francaise," resorted to pretty china and carefully strewn sprigs of dill to make it look nice. You need never worry about serving a beautifully composed plate of pasta--only about being served one.

Is Fresh Pasta Better?

Most American books on pasta give plenty of good recipes for dried pasta but say outright that the really classy kind--the only kind fit for showing off the most luxurious and painstaking sauces--is fresh. Pasta shops and high-priced lines of fresh pasta have reinforced this idea. Fresh pasta, however, is another kind of dish altogether and one that many discerning people don't prefer. The legions of Americans making pasta by hand may be the same people who made French bread fifteen years ago. Both practices are anomalous to Europeans. French housewives never make bread; they buy it. And very few Italians make or even buy homemade pasta anymore.


I asked a fashionable Milanese woman, Lucia Mistretta, about fresh pasta; not only is she an excellent cook but her husband, Giorgio, writes restaurant reviews and guides. Without missing a beat she gave me the authentic recipe for egg pasta as prepared in the region of Emilia, which is famous for it (100 grams of flour to one egg), and cited regional variations and alterations for filled shapes. She then explained that she always serves dried pasta, even at dinner parties, because it's what she thinks of as true Italian pasta, and that nearly everyone she knows, even in Emilia, considers fresh pasta a rare exception to the rule of dried. "If it's a rainy Sunday and I can't think of anything better to do, I might make fresh pasta," she said. "And if I told my guests that I had made pasta by hand, we would all understand that I meant with the rolling machine."

Even after mastering fresh pasta, which takes patience, you might well decide that dried is more interesting to eat, besides being a great deal more varied and less time-consuming to prepare. Still, if you ever want a lasagna with the proper very long, thin, wide noodles, or a delicious filled pasta, or if you want to try sauces using wild mushrooms or game--examples of many that are traditional only with fresh pasta--you must learn to make your own.

Exotic fillings in bright-colored pastas are an area of fierce competition among chefs all over the country. For example, within a ten-minute walk of my house, in Boston, which is neither in nor near an Italian neighborhood (and is distant from any center of gastronomic innovation), there is a traditional Tuscan restaurant, the Ristorante Toscano, where Vinicio Paoli makes tortelli filled with wild boar; a fresh-pasta shop, Pasta Pronto, where Richard Bosch makes lobster ravioli (news a few years ago, now standard), and a nuova cucina restaurant, Michela's, where Todd English makes tomato agnolotti filled with goat cheese, wild leek, and porcini mushrooms. I have responded to the challenge of having so many talented cooks in such close proximity by putting filled pastas to one of their most important tasks--using up leftovers. Even subjected to such an indignity, ravioli, say, or tortellini are always impressive.

Once you have made pasta that is neither mushy nor rubbery and you have experimented with the ways different shapes and thicknesses combine with different sauces ... the end of this sentence is not "you'll never accept substitutes." You'll accept substitutes gladly, if you can find good ones. But only after you have succeeded in making fresh pasta will you be able to judge what's available commercially.

I made pasta every night for a few weeks and became proficient. It was an uphill struggle. I got myself into trouble by insisting on learning how to perform each step without the aid of a machine. The hardest thing to learn to do by hand was rolling out the dough. Marcella and Victor Hazan, in More Classic Italian Cooking, are so persuasive about the superiority of hand-rolled pasta that I was determined to experience for myself the small but crucial variations in thickness, and the enhanced absorption of sauce they promise. Luckily, a master pasta maker agreed to let me watch him. At the end I came to a few conclusions about what should and should not be done by hand.

Sandro Fioriti, a chef from Umbria who has made Sandro's, his delightful restaurant in New York City, famous for its pasta, spent four hours with me one Saturday afternoon and taught me more about making pasta than I thought there was to learn. We mixed pasta by hand, in a processor, and in a mixer with a dough hook; kneaded pasta by hand, with dough hook, and in a rolling machine, the kind most people use at home; rolled pasta by hand and in a rolling machine; and cut pasta by hand and with a rolling machine. We also compared Italian with American flour. Fioriti was unfazed by so much work before a long night in his restaurant. He is a giant of a man with arms the size of a teenager's legs, and a dozen batches of pasta (big ones--most of them contained a dozen eggs) are nothing to him.

The results of the many comparisons we made pointed to the absolute necessity of doing one thing by hand--and to my joy, it wasn't rolling. It was cutting. Fioriti put two dishes of tagliatelle in front of me, one cut by machine and one cut by hand. They had both been rolled by machine. He ladled a bit of tomato sauce over each. The sauce stayed where it was over the hand-cut noodles, which slowly but surely absorbed it when I mixed them. The sauce on the machine-cut noodles immediately slid to the bottom and wanted to stay there even as I tossed the noodles. I felt like I was watching Brand X in a paper-towel commercial.

Fioriti explained. The rolling machine works like a wringer. Pasta dough is rolled between two steel cylinders that can be adjusted so that the sheet becomes progressively thinner. The rollers have some play, in order to accept a thick ball at the beginning (at the machine's widest setting it completes the job of kneading). The rollers do not compress the dough and make its surface slick, as many purists argue. What does do this, Fioriti explained, is using the machine's cutting attachment, because its serrated rollers have no play at all. All of the pasta at Sandro's is rolled by machine and cut by hand, and purists say they like it.

You can buy a rolling machine, then, with a clear conscience, if you promise never to use the cutting attachment. The brand with the best reputation is Imperia; Atlas is another good one. Buy the machine that makes the widest sheet, even if it is a bit more expensive (rolling machines cost from $20 to $40), because it is much more convenient. Machines come with a removable crank and a C-clamp to anchor them to a counter. Electric extruding machines don't work the dough long enough, and the pasta they make is often gummy and unpleasant.

At home I was able to reproduce the results that Fioriti had achieved. The pasta cut by hand, whether it was rolled by hand or by machine, absorbed sauce, and the pasta cut by machine repelled it. I couldn't see much difference between the pasta stretched by hand and the pasta stretched by machine. Yes, there were variations in the thickness of the hand-rolled pasta and yes, they were noticeable. But I don't think they were worth the effort of stretching and swearing at the dough. The uneven edges and different widths that result from hand-cutting are artistry enough.

I pass on two pieces of advice for making homemade pasta: the first few times you try, have something else ready for dinner, and don't work in front of strangers. For good recipes turn to More Classic Italian Cooking, by the Hazans, The Fine Art of Italian Cooking, by Giuliano Bugialli, and The Authentic Pasta Book, by Fred Plotkin--my favorite book on pasta. Plotkin offers very good (and largely authentic) recipes, written for one or two portions, which I find a great convenience, and a running travelogue that could make anyone long for Italy.


There are many variations, of course, to the basic pasta dough. Of the colored pastas, which are beginning to look like paint samples, I condone green, because you can taste the spinach in it. Red is suspect, on the grounds of being trendy, but Plotkin does have an appealing recipe for tomato-and-carrot dough in his book. Anything else is out of the question. Don't be misled when you see beet pasta or squid-ink pasta on a menu. There will be beets or squid ink in the dough, all right, but only for the color. You won't be able to taste them at all, unless they also appear in the sauce (yet both have flavors worth tasting, especially the briny, musky, rich flavor of squid ink).

Handmade noodles come in three basic widths. The widest measures about a quarter of an inch and is called tagliatelle (tagliare means "to cut") in the north and fettucine (from the word for "ribbon" or "band," the kind used for tying cartons) in the south. The next widest measures at most an eighth of an inch and is called tagliarini, tagliolini, or, incorrectly, linguine--the name properly refers only to dried pasta. Narrower cuts are rare because they're not easy to do by hand. The finest of all is called capelli d'angeli or angel's hair. For whatever noodle you choose, allow five or six ounces a portion; fresh pasta contains much more liquid than dried and portions weigh more before cooking. The classic sauces for fresh pasta are cream and butter and cheese, or a simple tomato sauce, or any ragu. The idea is to display the noodles, and the usual way is with a rich sauce without sharp flavors or hard textures.

Fresh pasta cooks in anywhere from a few seconds after the water returns to a boil for thin noodles to ninety seconds for very wide ones. Several minutes more will be necessary for fresh pasta that you have allowed to dry by storing it, covered, out of the refrigerator. The noodles should not taste like raw dough and should have only a hint of a bite. Don't expect them to be al dente. The danger is letting them become soggy or having them outright fall apart.

The central question of fresh pasta is, Is it worth it? I ask myself that every time I sit down to another bowl of it, and the answer is that I don't like homemade noodles that much. There is a certain purity to eating fresh pasta, in biting into something uncoated and uncrusted yet distinct. I don't long for this sensation, but you can certainly feel proud of yourself for having achieved it.

For perfectly acceptable dried egg noodles that you can lie about having made fresh, look for the Italian brands Fini or Dallari, or Al Dente, made in Michigan. Avoid egg noodles from large American producers, who are required to put only 5.5 percent egg solids in the dough and who rarely use fresh eggs; Italian producers are required to put in 20 percent egg solids and may not use powdered eggs. On the basis of most of the fresh pasta I have bought from pasta shops, I recommend going to them for cheese, anchovies, tomato paste, canned tomatoes, and dried pasta.

The best reason to make pasta at home is that doing so lets you choose your own fillings for ravioli, tortellini, and many other shapes. I'm always proud of myself when I bite into a filled pasta I have made. The tenderness of the pasta against the savory, sometimes chewy filling seems suave and satisfying. Most filled pastas require no sauce at all, just a bit of melted butter and herbs. Plotkin gives helpful instructions on cutting and filling different shapes, an elementary procedure; so do Bugialli and Hazan. They also give recipes for fillings, though these are easily improvised.

Unfortunately, there are few commercial filled pastas to brag about. Most of the boxed ones rely on cheddar cheese for their fillings, which is cheaper and easier to use than ricotta or Parmesan. Two Italian companies have been experimenting with more elaborate filled pastas, using cheese and vegetables, because the United States forbids imports of domestic Italian pork. This law has been in effect for nineteen years. The result has been a boon to vegetarians. Fini now exports more spinach-and-ricotta tortelli than any meat-filled pasta, and Bertagni, a firm in Bologna, has (at the instigation of Louis Todaro, one of its American distributors) begun making porcini mushroom, pesto, pumpkin, fish, and gorgonzola fillings in addition to its usual spinach and cheese ones. The Bertagni specialty filled pastas, which are shipped frozen and marketed either frozen or defrosted, are excellent, and are the closest thing to having pastsificio down the street. (The Bertagni dried filled pastas are only so-so.) Fini's filled pastas, which, like Bertagni's, were created in collaboration with the company's American distributor (in Fini's case Giorgio De Luca), are also quite good.

Sauces With and Without Tomato

Italians have codified which sauce goes with which pasta, and the code allows for a good deal of exchange. Luigi Veronelli gives a short outline in The Pasta Book, which was recently published here. In the broadest terms, long shapes go with tomato sauce and short shapes go with meat and vegetable sauces. Here are some more-specific and breakable rules for sauces that go with dried pasta without egg. For long thin pastas, such as spaghettini and vermicelli (which are nearly identical) and linguine and trenette (also nearly identical): fish and seafood sauces. For these pastas plus thicker long pasta, such as spaghetti, perciatelli (from the word for "pierced," because it is hollow), and bucatini (thicker than perciatelli, also hollow): cream, butter, and cheese sauces; tomato sauces; sauces with strong flavors such as hot pepper, garlic, anchovies, or olive paste. For short pastas, such as rotini (spirals), ziti, penne, and rigatoni (big ridged tubes), and hollowed-out pastas, such as lumache (snails), conchiglie (shells), and elbows: meat sauces and vegetable sauces, because the shapes catch meat sauce and enable you to pick up chunks of vegetable and pasta at the same time. For very short pastas: sauces with dried peas, lentils, chick-peas, or fava or other beans (the combination of pasta and beans is usually found in soup). For flat pastas, such as farfalle and rotelle (wheels): sauces with cream or cheese or delicate vegetable sauces--such as ricotta and spinach, asparagus, and puree of winter squash with nutmeg.


Many of these and similar guidelines make sense. But it appears that the real reason there are so many shapes of dried pasta without egg, especially the hundreds of fanciful ones, is less to enable pasta to go with specific sauces than to provide variety in something that Italians eat once or twice a day. "It's like shoes," Eugenio Medagliani, a manufacturer and retailer of cookware, explained to me at his store in Milan. Medagliani is an amateur scholar and has assembled a luxurious dictionary of pasta shapes. "There are hundreds of different types, even though you just want to walk comfortably." Despite all the variations, commercial pastas fall into easily identified groups: long and short, flat and round, with and without holes.

It is less easy to codify the hundreds of Italian pasta sauces. Most books on pasta are arranged by type of sauce--for example, the scholar and food-magazine editor Vincenzo Buonassisi's Nuovo Codice della Pasta, which contains more than 1,300 recipes, and Veronelli's book. These books also have chapters on filled pastas and pastas baked with sauce. I was taken with an explanation of the families of pasta sauces which appeared in CIAO, a bimonthly newsletter on Italian food written by Nancy Radke (a year's subscription costs $14; write to 136 Sky-Hi Drive, West Seneca, New York 14224), and I have used it as well as the books as a basis for the list that follows.

Most Italian pasta sauces call for olive oil rather than butter or cream, which is good news for anyone concerned about cholesterol. Recent studies claim that olive oil is more healthful than any other fat. Use a light, medium-priced olive oil for cooking and add a dash of expensive imported olive oil just before serving (two excellent brands are Ardoino and Mancianti).

Ragu is the most famous sauce and the one we think of as spaghetti sauce. A good ragu takes a long time, as readers of Marcella and Victor Hazan's Classic Italian Cooking know--the ragu it offers takes at least three and a half hours to cook, and the Hazans recommend five. Many ragu sauces were once made with large pieces of meat braised until they fell apart, but now almost every ragu sauce uses either meat in small cubes or ground meat. Like stews, ragu calls for cheap cuts, which benefit from long cooking. All kinds of meat and poultry are used, and also unsmoked bacon (pancetta) and sausage. A ragu starts with a sauteed mixture, called a battuto, of onion, carrot, celery, parsley, and sometimes garlic and herbs such as sage and rosemary. The meat is then added and browned very lightly. Wine and sometimes milk are added and slowly evaporated. In most ragu sauces the next ingredient is tomatoes, which are cooked down slowly, but sometimes wine and broth are the only liquids. The sauce can be thickened with tomato paste or grated cheese or both. Sometimes it is enriched with cream. It is served either with fresh pasta, which absorbs it well and thus shows it off, or with short tubes of dried pasta, which trap the sauce in their ridges and holes.

Fish sauces also start with a battuto, sometimes just with garlic and often with hot red pepper flakes. Seafood is then added and heated until it is barely cooked. If the sauce is to be white, white wine is added and evaporated, and after the addition of an appropriate herb, such as basil, oregano, or mint, the sauce is ready. If the sauce is to be red, the seafood is reserved on a covered plate while the tomato is added and cooked down; then it is heated briefly with the sauce before being mixed with pasta. Many new recipes start with butter and call for cream at the end, a French influence of which most Italians disapprove, on the grounds that it masks the flavor of the fish. Cheese does not go with fish sauce.

Vegetable sauces are among the richest in variety. The battuto often includes hot red pepper and a large dose of olive oil and, if the recipe is from the south, anchovies. Although tomatoes are often used as the base of the sauce, they are not essential. Often the liquid is broth. For example, try a sauce with a sliced and sauteed onion with hot pepper flakes, and blanched broccoli florets, or blanched slices of zucchini and carrot, or cubes of grilled eggplant and olives (I'm getting into the territory of the Chez Panisse Pasta, Pizza, and Calzone Book, which seems to start every recipe with something grilled). This is another group that has had to withstand the butter-and-cream brigades, whose decisive victory was pasta primavera, a dish of disputed paternity popularized by the New York restaurant Le Cirque. Italians make many dishes with pasta and vegetables but almost never use so many vegetables in one sauce, and they rarely bind the sauces with cream, as the French chef at Le Cirque does. Last year The New York Times published the "definitive" recipe for pasta primavera as it had evolved during ten years of popularity at Le Cirque. Many people spent hours preparing the seven vegetables it called for, and seemed pleased--for weeks I heard reports from people who asked if I had made it yet. I never intend to make it, although I would love to order it in situ. At home I'll stick to one or two vegetables at a time.

Much as I disapprove of adding tomato by rote to every sauce, tomato certainly is useful for filling out sauces and for dressing pasta on its own. It is, after all, the basis of most Italian sauces, even if Italians claim that Americans rely too heavily on it. The standard tomato sauce (pummarola) typically begins with onion and perhaps a bit of garlic softened in olive oil. Carrot added to this mixture will counter the acidity of canned tomatoes; celery adds body. If you like, you can add a bit of white wine after the vegetables have softened, and cook until it is evaporated, but this detracts from the fresh flavor of the sauce. Then add tomatoes--with their liquid if you're using canned--and fresh basil if you can find it. Oregano is an herb used only in the south. It is by no means automatically paired with tomatoes, the way parsley or basil is. If you are intent on adding it, add only a pinch. Simmer the sauce for no more than twenty minutes. Puree in a food mill. Many famous sauces start with this sauce and add just a few strong ingredients: puttanesca uses anchovies, olives, and capers; Amatriciana uses pancetta and hot pepper.

Italians do put cream in sauces, although many of their white sauces are based on balsamella, or bechamel--the sauce of milk, flour, and butter--and many others use butter and cheese. Some common white sauces are simply melted butter and herbs, and melted butter and cheese, and combinations of soft and hard cheeses. Cream sauces frequently include ham, peas, mushrooms, or sausage.

Aglio-olio, or garlic-oil, sauces usually involve hot pepper and garlic sauteed in oil until it colors lightly but not until it browns (browned garlic would make the sauce bitter). These are not served with cheese if cooked, though they are if uncooked, as in pesto (made with basil and pine nuts and Parmesan cheese) and tocco de noxe, a walnut-and-Parmesan sauce that has lately become fashionable. Aglio-olio sauces are usually served with long strands of pasta that allow excess oil to drip off. Radke counsels against bows and corkscrews and other shapes that can spew oil unexpectedly onto your shirt.

Perhaps the most welcome group is uncooked sauces, which can recall summer at any time of year. The best-known is probably fresh tomatoes and basil and olive oil, perhaps with cubed mozzarella. A good and little-known one is olive oil, lemon juice, parsley or basil, and, if you like, hot red pepper or garlic; this sauce is usually served with spaghetti. Olives, anchovies, and capers are the usual condiments for uncooked sauces. A source for elegant and easy sauces that require little or no cooking is Cucina Fresca, by Evan Kleiman and Viana La Place. These two Los Angeles chefs (both women) offer many pasta salads, which are virtually unknown in Italy. (Macaroni salad of the kind that starts with mayonnaise and pimento--"The Middle West is paved with it," reports one man who grew up there--deserves to be unknown everywhere.)

I nominate for consideration in future books an invaluable group--larder sauces that can be assembled with no notice. Aglio-olio belongs at the top of this list, and olive and anchovy sauces next. Many food shops now stock olive paste--finely chopped olives steeped in olive oil. A bit of this makes an excellent pasta sauce. I find that almost any kind of leftovers, with a little doctoring that might involve a sauteed onion or a few herbs or some tomato paste or stock or cheese, can be turned into a pasta sauce--not an authentic one, perhaps, but one I would serve with a trumped-up Italian name and no apologies.

That so many cooks are putting things in and over pasta which no Italian would recognize or go near with a fork should not be cause for scorn or even raised eyebrows. Many Italian chefs, too, are experimenting with pasta, and causing controversy. The difference, of course, is that they have been eating pasta all their lives and that they have long experience with appropriate ways to treat it.


Americans have taken some wrong turns on the road to making pasta the national dish. The most conspicuous error is overcooking, which began so early and has become so customary that it will probably be the last to go. One sign of hope is the decline of canned pasta, which made the softest possible version seem normal. Dried pasta becomes more and more popular every year--sales have risen by an average of four percent during each of the past ten years. Importers such as Todaro and De Luca report increasing sophistication among their customers, who want more and more variety in the shapes and colors of pasta. Perhaps most important, pasta has become popular all over America, not just on the coasts and in cities.

Given enough time, Americans might be responsible for the next classical era of pasta. They have already established serving pasta as a one-dish meal all over the world--even among middle-class Italians, who speak of it no longer as a sign of bad breeding or poverty but as an American-inspired convenience. Per capita consumption of pasta is still only 11.2 pounds a year in the United States, as opposed to sixty in Italy. But the gap could close. Maybe someday the argument over the origin of pasta will turn on the insistence of Americans that pasta as the world knows it was introduced in the United States.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1986/07/pasta/306226/?utm_source=feed
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The Tight Line Trump Has a Judge Walking

A conversation with David A. Graham about the bizarre nature of the former president's criminal trial

by Stephanie Bai




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


Donald Trump is in his third week on trial in New York, where he faces 34 counts of falsifying business records in the first degree. He's accused of covering up a $130,000 hush-money payment made in 2016 to the adult-film star Stormy Daniels, who recently testified about her encounters with the former president. I spoke with Atlantic staff writer David A. Graham about where the case stands, Trump's penchant for violating his gag order, and the bizarre nature of this trial.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The nudes internet
 	Trump's latest abortion position is more radical than it sounds.
 	"Listen to what they're chanting," Judith Shulevitz writes.




Like an Ordinary Citizen

Stephanie Bai: To start off, let's lay the groundwork for this trial. Can you briefly explain the case that the prosecutors are trying to make?

David A. Graham: People talk about this as "the hush-money case," but paying hush money is not itself illegal. What prosecutors are arguing is that Trump paid Stormy Daniels in exchange for her not talking about their alleged sexual relationship, and then falsified the business records to cover up that payment. They say that this constituted election interference because the goal was to keep knowledge of the relationship from voters during the 2016 election.

The prosecution needs to establish that Trump was deeply involved in the creation and the payment of this hush-money agreement, because the defense is trying to say that Trump may not have been aware of the situation. When the prosecution questions people who worked in accounting at the Trump Organization, for example, they are trying to show that Trump was deeply involved in payments, deeply involved in the minutiae of the business--so he obviously would have been aware of a payout as big as $130,000.

Stephanie: What is Trump's defense team's counterargument?

David: They don't deny that this money was paid, but they say that he didn't falsify the records. They're also trying to impugn the honesty of some of the witnesses. They mostly seem to be trying to pick apart aspects of the prosecution's case rather than offering some sort of counternarrative.

Stephanie: If the prosecution isn't able to successfully prove that Trump was aware of the hush-money agreement, what does that mean for their case?

David: If they can't prove that Trump was involved, or if Trump's lawyers can plausibly argue that he did this simply to protect his reputation or to protect his marriage rather than to interfere with the election, then the prosecutors will have a harder time getting the jury to convict.

Stephanie: In defending comments Trump made about the trial, his attorney Todd Blanche said that Trump had a right to complain about the "two systems of justice." In some ways, it seems like the prosecution is arguing two cases: the hush-money case, and the case for this being a legitimate, fair trial--and not the "political witch hunt" that Trump has called it. Let's say that Trump ends up getting convicted. Do you think his supporters will accept that outcome?

David: It depends on what that means. There was a poll yesterday saying that most people expect Trump to be convicted, and that includes a plurality of Republicans. So in that sense, they see what's coming. But I think there's a widespread sentiment that either he's being prosecuted by Democrats who are out to get him or that what he did wasn't wrong. If anything, the trial seems to be solidifying support within his base.

Stephanie: At the core of this case is the extramarital affair Trump allegedly had during his marriage to Melania. Have we heard anything from her during this trial?

David: We have not! Trump has brought a rotating posse with him to court, including not just his lawyers but also his aides, his campaign manager, and his son Eric. Melania has not been there. He complained that he had to be in court on her birthday, which is a little ironic given the alleged events that led to the case.

Stephanie: Headlines and pundits have called this a "historic" and "unprecedented" trial, because it's the first time a former president has gone to trial for criminal charges. Has this case set any precedents for how a criminal trial of a former president would proceed?

David: This is not a legal precedent, but it's been powerful to watch Trump have to show up in court when he clearly doesn't want to be there, listen to testimony he doesn't want to listen to, sit in this courtroom with a bad HVAC system, and endure it like an ordinary citizen. Even if he argues that he is above the rule of law, we are seeing him sit there like anyone else.

Stephanie: Does the gag order, which has been imposed on Trump and bars him from attacking people involved in the trial, set any sort of precedent for presidential trials going forward?

David: The gag order comes from Trump's habit of attacking witnesses, the family of prosecutors and judges. I don't know that you would get one of these as a standard practice with presidents. But each time you have a defendant who has that kind of history or who starts doing that, there's a good chance of the gag order. Still, Trump has been able to exploit the weirdness of this case and get away with things that other defendants would not have.

Stephanie: Can you say a bit more about how he's exploited the weirdness of the case?

David: Anytime he gets in trouble for saying something, he says, Look, I'm a politician running for office. I have to be able to make political speeches. It's unfair for me to be muzzled. That's something that the judge has had to figure out: How do you write a gag order that allows Trump to be a candidate but protects the witnesses and the sanctity of the case?

To me, it also looks like Trump is daring the judge to jail him--like he concluded that getting sent to jail for a night or a weekend would actually help him politically. So the judge has to decide how much he protects the sanctity of the system by enforcing the gag order versus giving Trump an opportunity to undermine the system in an even bigger way by claiming political persecution.

Stephanie: You wrote earlier this week that some of the best-sourced reporters in the courtroom are saying that Trump largely wants to avoid jail time. Is this a situation where Trump can spin either option in his favor?

David: I think it's very "heads I win, tails you lose." If the judge lets him get away with it, he can talk all kinds of trash about the proceeding, and that's a win for him because he wants to undermine the trial for political reasons. If he gets thrown in jail, I'm sure he would hate it, but it also gives him another political talking point.

Stephanie: It seems like a very tight line for Judge Juan Merchan to walk.

David: It's really challenging. Every judge Trump has recently come before has had to deal with this in some way or another. They're trying to figure out: How do we keep him in line without that becoming the story? They want the focus to be on the facts of the case. And that's really hard to achieve with Trump, because he doesn't want the focus to be on the facts.

Related:

	The Stormy Daniels testimony spotlights Trump's misogyny. 
 	Judge Merchan is out of good options.




Today's News

	Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III said that President Joe Biden's decision to pause weapons shipments to Israel was related to Israel's plans to move forward with a large-scale offensive operation in Rafah, a city in southern Gaza.
 	An appeals court in Georgia agreed to review the ruling that allowed Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis to stay on the election-interference case against Trump after it was revealed that she had a romantic relationship with a prosecutor on her team.
 	The New York Times reported that in a 2012 deposition, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. said that a doctor told him that his memory loss and mental fogginess could be due to a worm in his brain that "ate a portion of it and then died."




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: No one knows what universities are for, Derek Thompson writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Vartika Sharma for The Atlantic



Ozempic or Bust

By Daniel Engber

In the early spring of 2020, Barb Herrera taped a signed note to a wall of her bedroom in Orlando, Florida, just above her pillow. Notice to EMS! it said. No vent! No intubation! She'd heard that hospitals were overflowing, and that doctors were being forced to choose which COVID patients they would try to save and which to abandon. She wanted to spare them the trouble.
 Barb was nearly 60 years old, and weighed about 400 pounds. She has type 2 diabetes, chronic kidney disease, and a host of other health concerns. At the start of the pandemic, she figured she was doomed. When she sent her list of passwords to her kids, who all live far away, they couldn't help but think the same. "I was in an incredibly dark place," she told me. "I would have died."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Taxpayers are about to subsidize a lot more sports stadiums.
 	The absurdity of believing China's great at protecting kids online




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Teenie Harris Archive / Carnegie Museum of Art; Getty.



Read. "When Nan Goldin Danced in Low-Life Go-Go Bars in Paterson, N.J.," a poem by Rosa Alcala:

"While men fed her tips and she tucked them into her bikini, / a fist hit an eye in a house in Paterson, like a flash going off / in a dark kitchen. And in the corner, a girl stood watching."

Revisit an iconic photo. American Gothic: Gordon Parks and Ella Watson, a book about Gordon Parks's widely celebrated 1942 portrait of the government worker Ella Watson.

Play our daily crossword.



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 Cases Against Trump: A Guide

Fraud. Hush money. Election subversion. Mar-a-Lago documents. One place to keep track of the presidential candidate's legal troubles.

by David A. Graham




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


Not long ago, the idea that a former president--or a major-party presidential nominee--would face serious legal jeopardy was nearly unthinkable. Today, merely keeping track of the many cases against Donald Trump requires a law degree, a great deal of attention, or both.

In all, Trump faces 91 felony counts across two state courts and two different federal districts, any of which could potentially produce a prison sentence. He has already lost a civil suit in New York that could hobble his business empire, as well as a pair of large defamation judgments. Meanwhile, he is the leading Republican candidate in the race to become the next president. Though the timelines for some of the cases are up in the air, he could be in the heat of the campaign at the same time that his legal fate is being decided.

David A. Graham: The end of Trump Inc.

Here's a summary of the major legal cases against Trump, including key dates, an assessment of the gravity of the charges, and expectations about how they could turn out. This guide will be updated regularly as the cases proceed.

New York State: Fraud

In the fall of 2022, New York Attorney General Letitia James filed a civil suit against Trump, his adult sons, and his former aide Allen Weisselberg, alleging a years-long scheme in which Trump fraudulently reported the value of properties in order to either lower his tax bill or improve the terms of his loans, all with an eye toward inflating his net worth.

When?
 Justice Arthur Engoron ruled on February 16 that Trump must pay $355 million plus interest, the calculated size of his ill-gotten gains from fraud. The judge had previously ruled against Trump and his co-defendants in late September 2023, concluding that many of the defendants' claims were "clearly" fraudulent--so clearly that he didn't need a trial to hear them.

How grave is the allegation? 
 Fraud is fraud, and in this case, the sum of the fraud stretched into the hundreds of millions--but compared with some of the other legal matters in which Trump is embroiled, this is a little pedestrian. The case was also civil rather than criminal. But although the stakes are lower for the nation, they remain high for Trump: The size of the penalty appears to be larger than Trump can easily pay, and he also faces a three-year ban on operating his company.

What happens now?
 Trump has appealed the case. On March 25, the day he was supposed to post bond, an appeals court reduced the amount he must post from more than $464 million to $175 million. He must appeal by this summer.

Manhattan: Defamation and Sexual Assault

Although these other cases are all brought by government entities, Trump also faced a pair of defamation suits from the writer E. Jean Carroll, who said that Trump sexually assaulted her in a department-store dressing room in the 1990s. When he denied it, she sued him for defamation and later added a battery claim.

When? 
 In May 2023, a jury concluded that Trump had sexually assaulted and defamed Carroll, and awarded her $5 million. A second defamation case produced an $83.3 million judgment in January 2024.

How grave was the allegation? 
 Although these cases didn't directly connect to the same fundamental issues of rule of law and democratic governance that some of the criminal cases do, they were a serious matter, and a federal judge's blunt statement that Trump raped Carroll has gone underappreciated.

What happens now? 
 Trump has appealed both cases, and he posted bond for the $83.3 million in March. During the second trial, he also continued to insult Carroll, which may have courted additional defamation suits.

Manhattan: Hush Money

In March 2023, Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg became the first prosecutor to bring felony charges against Trump, alleging that the former president falsified business records as part of a scheme to pay hush money to women who said they had had sexual relationships with Trump.

When? The trial began on April 15 and is currently in process. It could last a few more weeks.

How grave is the allegation?
 Falsifying records is a crime, and crime is bad. But many people have analogized this case to Al Capone's conviction on tax evasion: It's not that he didn't deserve it, but it wasn't really why he was an infamous villain. Prosecutors contend, however, that Trump aimed to corrupt elections by hiding information from voters. This case feels more minor, in part because other cases have set a grossly high standard for what constitutes gravity.

How plausible is a guilty verdict? 
 Though some critics were dismayed that this was the first criminal charge for Trump, it has overcome questions about statute of limitations and legal basis. Prosecutors are hoping a methodical case will convince jurors.

Department of Justice: Mar-a-Lago Documents

Jack Smith, a special counsel in the U.S. Justice Department, has charged Trump with 37 felonies in connection with his removal of documents from the White House when he left office. The charges include willful retention of national-security information, obstruction of justice, withholding of documents, and false statements. Trump took boxes of documents to properties, where they were stored haphazardly, but the indictment centers on his refusal to give them back to the government despite repeated requests.

David A. Graham: This indictment is different

When? 
 Smith filed charges in June 2023. On May 8, 2024, following several prior delays, Judge Aileen Cannon announced that she was indefinitely postponing the trial until preliminary issues could be resolved. Smith had most recently proposed a July trial. Smith faces a de facto deadline of January 20, 2025, at which point Trump or any Republican president would likely shut down a case.

How grave is the allegation? 
 These are, I have written, the stupidest crimes imaginable, but they are nevertheless very serious. Protecting the nation's secrets is one of the greatest responsibilities of any public official with classified clearance, and not only did Trump put these documents at risk, but he also (allegedly) refused to comply with a subpoena, tried to hide the documents, and lied to the government through his attorneys.

How plausible is a guilty verdict?
 This may be the most open-and-shut case, and the facts and legal theory here are pretty straightforward. But Smith seems to have drawn a short straw when he was randomly assigned Cannon, a Trump appointee who has repeatedly ruled favorably for Trump on procedural matters. Some legal commentators have even accused her of "sabotaging" the case.

Fulton County: Election Subversion

In Fulton County, Georgia, which includes most of Atlanta, District Attorney Fani Willis brought a huge racketeering case against Trump and 18 others, alleging a conspiracy that spread across weeks and states with the aim of stealing the 2020 election.

When? 
 Willis obtained the indictment in August 2023. The number of people charged makes the case unwieldy and difficult to track. Several of them, including Kenneth Chesebro, Sidney Powell, and Jenna Ellis, struck plea deals in the fall. Willis has proposed a trial date of August 5, 2024, for the remaining defendants, but that may be delayed.

How grave is the allegation? 
 More than any other case, this one attempts to reckon with the full breadth of the assault on democracy following the 2020 election.

How plausible is a guilty verdict? 
 Expert views differ. This is a huge case for a local prosecutor, even in a county as large as Fulton, to bring. The racketeering law allows Willis to sweep in a great deal of material, and she has some strong evidence--such as a call in which Trump asked Georgia Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger to "find" some 11,000 votes. Three major plea deals from co-defendants may also ease Willis's path, but getting a jury to convict Trump will still be a challenge. The case has also been hurt by the revelation of a romantic relationship between Willis and an attorney she hired as a special prosecutor. On March 15, Judge Scott McAfee declined to throw out the indictment, but he sharply castigated Willis.

Department of Justice: Election Subversion

Special Counsel Smith has also charged Trump with four federal felonies in connection with his attempt to remain in power after losing the 2020 election. This case is in court in Washington, D.C.

When? 
 A grand jury indicted Trump on August 1, 2023. The trial was originally scheduled for March 4 but is now on hold pending a Supreme Court decision on whether the former president should be immune to prosecution. The window for a trial to occur before the election is narrowing quickly. As with the other DOJ case, time is of the essence for Smith, because Trump or any other Republican president could shut down a case upon taking office in January 2025.

David A. Graham: Trump attempted a brazen, dead-serious attack on American democracy

How grave is the allegation? 
 This case rivals the Fulton County one in importance. It is narrower, focusing just on Trump and a few key elements of the paperwork coup, but the symbolic weight of the U.S. Justice Department prosecuting an attempt to subvert the American election system is heavy.

How plausible is a guilty verdict? 
 It's very hard to say. Smith avoided some of the more unconventional potential charges, including aiding insurrection, and everyone watched much of the alleged crime unfold in public in real time, but no precedent exists for a case like this, with a defendant like this.



Additionally ...

In more than 30 states, cases were filed over whether Trump should be thrown off the 2024 ballot under a novel legal theory about the Fourteenth Amendment. Proponents, including J. Michael Luttig and Laurence H. Tribe in The Atlantic, argued that the former president is ineligible to serve again under a clause that disqualifies anyone who took an oath defending the Constitution and then subsequently participated in a rebellion or an insurrection. They said that Trump's attempt to steal the 2020 election and his incitement of the January 6 riot meet the criteria.

When?
 Authorities in several states ruled that Trump should be removed from the ballot, and the former president appealed to the Supreme Court. The justices ruled unanimously on March 4 that states could not remove Trump from the ballot. The conservative majority (over strenuous liberal objections) also closed the door on a post-election disqualification by Congress without specific legislation.

How grave is the allegation?
 In a sense, the claim made here was even graver than the criminal election-subversion cases filed against Trump by the U.S. Department of Justice and in Fulton County, Georgia, because neither of those cases alleges insurrection or rebellion. But the stakes were also much different--rather than criminal conviction, they concern the ability to serve as president.

What happens next?
 The question of disqualification seems to now be closed, with Trump set to appear on the ballot in every state.
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        Photos: Deadly Flooding in Southern Brazil

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 8, 2024

            	25 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            For more than a week now, torrential rainfall in Brazil's southern state of Rio Grande do Sul has swollen rivers, triggered landslides, and caused widespread flooding. More than 90 deaths have been blamed on the flooding, with another 130 people listed as missing. Rescue efforts continue across the state and in the hard-hit city of Porto Alegre. The intense rains have abated for the moment, but flooding rivers continue to rise downstream, forcing thousands to seek shelter and assistance.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Floodwater covers the courtyard of a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the flooded Mario Quintana Cultural Center, in Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, on May 5, 2024.
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                [image: Floodwater flows toward houses past street lights and signs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Floodwater from the overflowing Jacui River passes through a neighborhood in Eldorado do Sul, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: People stand on a street holding umbrellas while looking toward a flooded road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents observe a flooded street at the city center of Sao Sebastiao do Cai, Brazil, on May 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of part of a city along a river that has flooded]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of flooded areas in Encantado city, Brazil, seen on May 1, 2024
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                [image: Several people and two small dogs are helped off the back of a truck during a rainstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents remain inside an army truck after being rescued at the city center of Sao Sebastiao do Cai on May 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a soccer stadium, its field flooded, surrounded by floodwater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the flooded Beira-Rio stadium, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, on May 7, 2024
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                [image: A small boat travels down a flooded road, creating a wake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boat navigates a flooded street after heavy rain in Canoas, Brazil, on May 8, 2024.
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                [image: Black smoke rises above buildings, with a fire truck parked in a flooded street nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke rises after an explosion at a flooded petrol station in Porto Alegre on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of two people wading through floodwater, guiding a small inflatable boat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rescue-team members guide an inflatable boat through the flooded streets as rescue efforts continue at the Menino Deus neighborhood on May 7, 2024, in Porto Alegre, Brazil.
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                [image: A car sits partially submerged in floodwater alongside damaged houses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A flood-damaged house in the Sarandi neighborhood of Porto Alegre, Brazil, seen on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: Police officers escort two handcuffed people through knee-deep floodwater as a crowd gathers around them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals try to beat two men, arrested by the police, who were allegedly robbing houses, following flooding due to heavy rains in the Sarandi neighborhood of Porto Alegre, on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of people rescuing others in a flooded area using small boats and a truck]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aerial view of flooded streets during a rescue operation in the Sarandi neighborhood on May 5, 2024
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                [image: People rest on mattresses and cots set up inside a gymnasium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flood evacuees stay in a shelter set up in a state gymnasium in Porto Alegre on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Flooding covers roads along a shoreline and beneath highway overpasses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Floodwater covers part of the center of Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: Partially submerged vehicles sit in a flooded parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Partially submerged vehicles sit in a flooded parking lot in Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: People move through a flooded street on small boats or by wading in waist-deep water. One person rides a stand-up paddleboard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man paddles a board among others in a flooded neighborhood in Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooded soccer stadium]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the flooded Gremio Arena, in Porto Alegre, seen on May 5, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooded neighborhood, including an amusement park]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a flooded area, including an amusement park, in Canoas, a municipality north of Porto Alegre, taken on May 7, 2024
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                [image: A woman cradling a dog wades through a flooded street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman cradling a dog wades through a street flooded after heavy rain in Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several people and a dog row down a flooded street in a small boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals move in boats following flooding in Porto Alegre, seen on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flood-damaged neighborhood with many buildings entirely wiped away]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of houses destroyed by floods in Roca Sales, Brazil, on May 5, 2024
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                [image: A soldier evacuates a small dog from a flooded area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A soldier evacuates a dog from a flooded area in Porto Alegre on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people sit on pavement outside a store with their various mobile devices plugged into many outlets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People charge their mobile phones outside a drug store in the historic center of Porto Alegre on May 8, 2024, after torrential storms devastated areas in the southern Rio Grande do Sul State.
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                [image: Several people walk on muddy roads past flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk through a flood-damaged section of Roca Sales, Brazil, on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: A man carries an older person past a building through thigh-deep floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A volunteer rescues Carmelina Castro, 79, from a flooded area in the Cidade Baixa neighborhood of Porto Alegre, on May 8, 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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Taxpayers Are About to Subsidize a Lot More Sports Stadiums

You would think that three decades' worth of evidence would put an end to giving taxpayer money to wealthy sports owners. Unfortunately, you would be wrong.

by Dan Moore




Updated at 10:46 a.m. ET on May 8, 2024

Open a map of the United States. Select a big city at random. Chances are, it has recently approved or is on the verge of approving a lavish, taxpayer-funded stadium project for one or more of its local sports teams. This is true in Las Vegas, where the team currently known as the Oakland Athletics will soon be playing in a new ballpark up the street from the home of the NFL's Raiders, also formerly of Oakland. Combined, the two stadiums will end up receiving more than $1.1 billion in public funding, not counting tax breaks. Something similar is happening in Chicago, where Jerry Reinsdorf, owner of the White Sox, wants roughly $1 billion in public funding for a new stadium in the South Loop, while the Halas-McCaskey family, which owns the Bears, is requesting $2.4 billion for a new football stadium on the lakefront. Likewise in Cleveland, which has one of the nation's highest childhood poverty rates, as well as in Phoenix, Philadelphia, and St. Louis. In Buffalo, the Bills recently received $850 million for new digs, and in Nashville, politicians approved a record $1.26 billion subsidy for the Titans.

Economic research is unequivocal: These subsidies are a boondoggle for taxpayers, who have spent nearly $30 billion on stadiums over the past 34 years, not counting property-tax exemptions or federal revenues lost to tax-exempt municipal bonds. Stadiums do not come close to generating enough economic activity to pay back the public investment involved in building them--especially when they're coupled with lease agreements that funnel revenue back to owners or allow teams to play in the stadiums rent-free. Even as an investment in your city's stores of community spirit, stadium subsidies at this price are hard to justify. As the economist J. C. Bradbury told the Associated Press, "When you ask economists if we should fund sports stadiums, they can't say 'no' fast enough."

Read: Sports stadiums are a bad deal for cities

You would think that three decades' worth of evidence would be enough to put an end to the practice of subsidizing sports stadiums. Unfortunately, you would be wrong. America finds itself on the brink of the biggest, most expensive publicly-funded-stadium boom ever, and the results will not be any better this time around.

Until the 1980s, super-rich sports franchise owners generally did not seek or receive extravagant public subsidies. Three events changed that. First, in 1982, Al Davis, the Raiders' owner, left Oakland for Los Angeles because officials refused to fund renovations to the Oakland Coliseum, which the city had built in the '60s. (They would later cave on this; the Raiders returned to Oakland in 1995, lured by public funds.) Second, in 1984, Robert Irsay, the owner of the Baltimore Colts, moved the team to Indiana after being offered a sweetheart deal at the publicly funded Hoosier Dome. Finally, a few years later, Maryland approved hundreds of millions of dollars in public funding--along with a historically lopsided lease agreement--for a new stadium for the Orioles, who were now Baltimore's only remaining team. (The Ravens wouldn't exist until 1996.) "If you want to save the Orioles," Maryland House Speaker R. Clayton Mitchell said at the time, "you have to give them this kind of lease."

Camden Yards turned out to be beautiful--a downtown shrine of hand-laid brick and cast-iron gates that evoked the odd-angled "Golden Age" of American ballpark design. Major League Baseball, sportswriters, and obliging local politicians were also quick to credit Camden Yards with spurring a revival of Baltimore's downtown--and, with it, of inspired downtowns elsewhere. "No longer would communities across America build stadiums devoid of character," Major League Baseball mythologized in a press release celebrating the park's 30th anniversary, "but instead would build them to flow seamlessly in existing and historic neighborhoods, playing key roles in the revitalization of urban America." This turned out to be a trap; now politicians could convince themselves that capitulating to team owners was sound public policy. Never mind that, in Baltimore's case, Camden ultimately didn't do all that much reviving. (The neighborhoods surrounding Camden Yards actually shed employers in the decades after the park opened, while unemployment and crime rose, according to Bloomberg.) Owners have made the idea central to the way they sell stadium projects ever since.

In the early '90s, for example, boosters pitched Cleveland's Jacobs Field in a newspaper ad that promised "$33.7 million in public revenues every year" along with "28,000 good-paying jobs for the jobless" and "$15 million a year for schools for our children." Now, here's how Dave Kaval, president of the Oakland A's, described the benefits of the $855 million subsidy that the A's were trying to extract from Oakland, in 2021, before the team decided to relocate to Las Vegas: "Seven billion dollars in economic impact. 6,000 permanent and mostly union jobs. 3,000 construction jobs. We're building more than a ballpark here."

Read: Stadiums have gotten downright dystopian

Stadiums don't actually do these things. The jobs they create are seasonal and low-wage. They tend not to increase commercial property values or encourage much in the way of economic activity, besides a bit of increased spending in bars and restaurants surrounding the venue--which is mostly being substituted for dollars that were previously being spent elsewhere. Tax revenues attributable to stadiums fall well short of recouping the public's investment. Economically speaking, stadium subsidies mostly just transfer wealth from taxpayers to the owners of sports franchises.

This became clear to economists early into the previous subsidy boom. For a time, cities and states appeared to have wised up. Taxpayers covered 68 percent of the costs of major sports venues built or renovated between 1992 and 2008, but only 31 percent of the costs from 2009 to 2020, according to research that Victor Matheson, an economist at the College of Holy Cross, shared with The Athletic. Unfortunately, this turned out to be just a lull. Team owners tend to demand stadium upgrades at the end of their leases, which typically last 30 years. Camden Yards, which spurred the last subsidy boom, was built 32 years ago. We are merely reentering stadium-subsidy season.

This time, the costs promise to be even higher, the consequences even more depressing. As the expense of stadium construction has gone up, so has the size of the subsidies owners ask for--along with the shamelessness and determination with which they seek them out. That's one reason so many teams have threatened to relocate in just the past few months. The American major leagues are all more profitable than they've ever been--Major League Baseball alone made a record $11.6 billion in 2023, the NFL $19 billion--while individual teams are more valuable, thanks in part to subsidies. As Matheson told me in 2022, "Any time a team gets a new stadium, you immediately see its valuation rise."

The situation presents a classic collective-action problem. American cities would all be better off if stadium subsidies disappeared. But individual political leaders seem to be afraid to buck the trend unilaterally, lest they be blamed for the departure of a beloved franchise.

The obvious solution is federal legislation. A good start would be to reverse the existing, obscure statutory provision that helped make the stadium-subsidy cycle possible. Congress made interest on municipal bonds tax-exempt in 1913 in order to encourage public infrastructure spending. The intention was not to finance private construction, and in the 1986 Tax Reform Act, Congress tried to cut off that form of misappropriation. What the law should have done was simply revoke access to tax-exempt bonds for use on private projects, such as stadiums. Instead, it left a loophole. It enabled state and local governments to issue tax-exempt bonds for private projects as long as they finance at least 90 percent of the cost of the project themselves and pay no more than 10 percent of the debt service using revenues generated by the project. Essentially, a city could access the bonds only if it was willing to drain its own funds for the benefit of sports-franchise owners. The assumption was that no city would be stupid enough to accept such a bad bargain--but that assumption turned out to be deeply mistaken. Lawmakers have introduced bills seeking to correct the oversight several times over the years, but none has become law.

In the meantime, change is up to sports fans. As beloved as sports are in America, socializing stadium construction remains unpopular. Indeed, when stadium subsidies are put to voters, many of them fail, as a referendum on a sales-tax extension to pay for new stadiums for the Chiefs and Royals recently did in Kansas City. Some groups, such as the Coalition to Stop the Arena at Potomac Yard, which organized against a proposed $1.5 billion subsidy for Ted Leonsis, the owner of the Washington Wizards and Washington Capitals, have recently even managed to stop subsidized projects before that point. "Teams need a place to play, and if local governments told them to pay a fair rent or go pound sand, owners would have little choice but to go along," Neil deMause, a co-author of Field of Schemes: How the Great Stadium Swindle Turns Public Money Into Private Profit, told me.

Matt Connolly: Enjoy your awful basketball team, Virginia

Telling owners to pound sand, however, would require cities, and fans, to call a billionaire's bluff. That is no small thing. Teams don't usually relocate, but when they do, it's painful; as an Oakland sports fan, I know this from experience. I empathize with the impulse to tell politicians to do whatever it takes to keep a team. Especially when I think of all the A's games I won't be able to take my son to.

But "whatever it takes" is an untenable stance, especially when the bill from last time has not yet fully been paid, and the likelihood of a return on the investment is so demonstrably dubious. In Alameda County, where I live, taxpayers are still paying off the debt issued to renovate the Oakland Coliseum in 1995. When the tab is finally settled, the subsidy will have cost us $350 million, paid for mostly out of the general fund. In that time, Oakland has contended with several historic budget shortfalls and struggled to address its competing crises, including homelessness and rising crime. Giving $855 million to John Fisher, the A's owner, would not have solved these problems. The evidence suggests, in fact, that it would have only made things worse. One wonders how much more evidence will have accumulated 30 years from now, when the next subsidy boom threatens to begin.
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Listen to What They're Chanting

A close look at the words being shouted at protests on campuses across the country reveals why some see the pro-Palestinian cause as so threatening.

by Judith Shulevitz


Demonstrators at a protest encampment at George Washington University on May 2 (Nathan Howard / Reuters)



If you want to gauge whether a protest chant is genocidal or anti-Semitic or disagreeable in any other way, you have to pay attention to more than the words. A chant is a performance, not a text. A leader initiates a call-and-response or else yells into a bullhorn, eliciting roars from the crowd. Hands clap, feet stomp, drums are beaten. The chanting creates a rhythm that can induce a sort of hypnosis, fusing individuals into a movement. The beat should be no more sophisticated than Bum-bah bum-bah bum-bah bum-bah, as in, "There is only one solution! Intifada, revolution!" To claim that a chant means only what it says is like asserting that a theatrical production is the same as a script.

You can start with the words, though. Take the chant about intifada revolution. Etymologically, intifada denotes a shaking-off, but in contemporary Arabic, it means an uprising: For instance, a 1952 uprising in Iraq against the Hashemite monarchy is referred to in Arabic as an intifada. But in English, including in English-language dictionaries and encyclopedias, the word refers primarily to two periods of sustained Palestinian revolt, the First and Second Intifadas. The first, which ran from 1987 to 1993, involved protests and acts of civil disobedience and was relatively peaceful, at least compared with the second, from 2000 to 2005, which featured Palestinian suicide bombings and targeted reprisal killings by Israeli forces; more than a thousand Israelis died in 138 suicide attacks. These intifadas received so much international press coverage that surely everyone in the world to whom the word means anything at all thinks of them first. The more general idea of insurrection can only be a poor second.

If that's the association, then intifada is not a phrase that would indicate genocidal intent. Total casualties on both sides during these earlier periods of conflict run to somewhere between 6,000 and 7,000. At its most innocuous, though, it still implies violence. In the context of this particular chant, it might imply much more than that. Revolution doubles and intensifies intifada--an uprising is the beginning of a fight; a revolution is the wholesale destruction of a social order. "There is only one solution": This has been deemed offensive on the grounds that "solution" evokes the Final Solution, the term used to describe the German decision to kill all Jews during World War II. The more salient point, it seems to me, is that the declaration rejects the idea that there is a political path to peace. It says that diplomacy is not an option, and compromise is not a possibility.

Of course, that's just the chant on the page. The chant on college campuses is one slogan among many, taking on meaning from those that come before and after it. And, at the same time, it may be uttered by people who don't care what they're saying. At any given march or rally, some number of participants will have shown up in order to show up, to signal membership in a movement that they identify with much more than they agree with. When the protesters aren't directly affected by the matter they're protesting, the politics of identity frequently supersede the politics of ideas, as Nate Silver pointed out in his Substack newsletter last week. Participating in a political action becomes a way of fitting in, and a chant is the price of admission. As the police enter campus after campus, I'm guessing that the chants also channel rage at the authorities. "Free Palestine!," sure, but also, Free my friends!

And yet, the plain meaning of a chant has an impact, even if the chanters aren't fully aware of it. A chant is particularly effective when its message echoes and explains the overall mise-en-scene. "Globalize the Intifada!" is an ironically apt chorus for students marching through an American campus under Palestinian flags, their heads shrouded in keffiyehs, their faces covered in KN95 masks. "We don't want no Zionists here!" has the ring of truth when chanted at an encampment where students identified as Zionists have been forced out by a human chain.

The other day, I stood outside a locked gate at Columbia University, near a group of protesters who had presumably come to support the students but couldn't get inside. From the other side of the gate, a bespectacled student in a keffiyeh worked them into a rage, yelling hoarsely into a microphone and, at moments of peak excitement, jumping up and down. She had her rotation: "Intifada revolution," then "Palestine is our demand; no peace on stolen land!" Then "Free, free Palestine!" Then "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free!" Finally, "Intifada, Intifada!" No one stopping to watch could fail to get the message. The young woman wasn't calling for a cease-fire or a binational confederation of Palestine and Israel. She was calling for war. Is that anti-Semitic? It depends on whether you think that the violent eradication of the state of Israel is anti-Semitic.

Chants may feel like spontaneous outbursts of political sentiment, but they almost never are. So where do they come from? Social media, of course--most chants are rhyming couplets; repeated a few times, they're just the right length for an Instagram Story. Another source is the political-organizing manuals that are sometimes called toolkits. These function more or less as a movement's hymnals.

The "rally toolkit" of the group Within Our Lifetime, a radical pro-Palestinian organization with connections on American campuses, lists 40 chants. I've heard almost half of them at Columbia, including "Say it loud, say it clear, we don't want no Zionists here," which, I learned from the toolkit, is a translation of a chant in Arabic. A fall-2023 Palestine Solidarity Working Group toolkit contains chant sheets from the Palestine Youth Movement and the U.S. Palestinian Community Network. (This word salad of names is in no way nefarious; political organizing is the art of building coalitions.) The lists overlap, with minor differences: The Palestinian Youth Movement's sheet, for instance, includes several "Cross Movement Chants" that connect the Palestinian cause to others, such as "Stop the U.S. War machine--From Palestine to the Philippines."

Some observers believe that one toolkit in particular reflects outside influence. A lawsuit claiming that Hamas is working with the national leadership of two organizations, National Students for Justice in Palestine and American Muslims for Palestine, has just been filed in the U.S. District Court for the Eastern Division of Virginia on behalf of nine American and Israeli plaintiffs, including six victims of October 7; it specifically cites NSJP's Day of Resistance Toolkit as evidence. The chairman of AMP, Hatem Bazian, who was also one of NSJP's founders, denies the claim, and told The Washington Post that the lawsuit is a defamatory "Islamophobic text reeking in anti-Palestinian racism." The question remains to be adjudicated, but it is safe to say that the toolkit makes NSJP's ideological affinities clear. The toolkit, released immediately after October 7, advised chapters to celebrate Hamas's attack as a "historic win for the Palestinian resistance" and to lay the groundwork for October 12, "a national day of resistance" on campuses. Student groups across the country did in fact hold rallies and walkouts on October 12, two weeks before Israel invaded Gaza.

The Day of Resistance Toolkit is an extraordinary artifact, written in stilted, triumphalist prose that could have been airlifted out of a badly translated Soviet parade speech. "Fearlessly, our people struggle for complete liberation and return," the document states. "Glory to our resistance, to our martyrs, and to our steadfast people." NSJP includes graphics for easy poster-making; one of these is a now-notorious drawing of a crowd cheering a paraglider, a clear allusion to the Hamas militants who paraglided into Israel. And under "Messaging & Framing" come several bullet points; one group of these is preceded by the heading "When people are occupied, resistance is justified." Under it, one finds the entire state of Israel, a recognized member-state of the United Nations, defined as an occupation, rather than just the West Bank, and its citizens characterized as "settlers" rather than civilians "because they are military assets used to ensure continued control over stolen Palestinian land." If Israelis are not civilians, of course, then murdering them could count as a legitimate act of war. That heading, inverted ("Resistance is justified when people are occupied"), was soon being chanted by thousands of people around the country. The phrases did not originate with the toolkit, but it surely gave them a boost.

Many protest chants come across as unoriginal, but lack of originality is actually desirable. The more familiar a chant's wording and cadence, the easier it is to pick up. A chant modeled on a much older one may also subtly advance a geopolitical argument. "Hey hey, ho ho! Zionism has got to go!," which is an echo of "Hey hey, ho ho! LBJ has got to go!," suggests a link between Gaza and Vietnam, Israeli imperialism and American imperialism. I don't think that's a stretch. The 1968 analogy is everywhere. Last week, I watched a Columbia protest leader praise a crowd by saying that they're continuing what the anti-war protesters started. That night, dozens of today's protesters did exactly that by occupying Hamilton Hall, also occupied in 1968.

I'm guessing that the Houthis--another Iranian-backed terrorist group, which controls a part of Yemen--provided a template for at least one chant. Around February, Columbia's protesters were recorded chanting "There is no safe place! Death to the Zionist state!," which struck me, in this context, as a taunting reply to Jewish students' complaints about safety, followed by what sounded like a version of the actual, official Houthi slogan "God Is Great, Death to America, Death to Israel, A Curse Upon the Jews, Victory to Islam." And indeed, a month earlier, the crowd had openly chanted in support of the Houthis, who had been firing missiles at ships traveling through the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. The U.S. and Britain had just begun bombing them to stop the attacks, and the students sang, "Yemen, Yemen, make us proud, turn another ship around!"

Does support for the Houthis and alleged support for Hamas mean that the students also support the groups' sponsor, Iran? I doubt that the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and the student groups exchange messages on Signal. But at the very least, the chants raise the possibility that some of the more extreme radicals on campus align themselves with the Iranian government's geopolitical orientation more than with America's, and have somehow persuaded their followers to mouth such views.

One slogan, however, has become emblematic of the debate over the possible anti-Semitic content of pro-Palestinian chants. Its stature can be attributed, in part, to Republican Representative Elise Stefanik, who infamously insisted, during hearings on campus anti-Semitism, that it amounted to a call for genocide. The slogan, of course, is "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free." Israel's supporters hear it as eliminationist: From the Jordan to the Mediterranean, which is to say, across the land that had been under British control before it was partitioned by the United Nations in 1947, Palestine will be free of Jews. Where are they supposed to go? Many Jews find the possible answers to that question very disturbing. Palestinians and their allies, however, reject the Jewish interpretation as a form of catastrophizing. They say that the chant expresses the dream of a single, secular, democratic nation in which Palestinians and Jews would live peacefully side by side, in lieu of the existing Jewish ethno-nationalist state. (It is hard to dispute that in this scenario, Jewish Israelis would lose the power of collective self-determination.)

Before "From the river to the sea" caught on in English, it was chanted in Arabic. It is not clear when it first came into use, but Elliott Colla, a scholar of Arabic and Islamic studies at Georgetown University, believes that it emerged during the First Intifada--or rather, two versions of it did. One was nationalist: "Min al-maiyeh lel mayieh, Falasteen Arabiya": "From water to water, Palestine is Arab." The other was Islamist: "Falasteen Islamiyyeh, min al-nahr ila al-bahr": "Palestine is Islamic from the river to the sea." At some point during the Oslo peace process, Colla says, a third chant appeared: "Min al-nahr ila al-bahr, Falasteen satataharrar," or "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free." "It is this version--with its focus on freedom--that has circulated within English-language solidarity culture from at least the 1990s," Colla writes in a recent article.

Therefore, Colla writes, "Palestine will be free" should be considered a new chant expressing the ideal of a more inclusive state, not merely a translation of the older, more aggressive chants. It gives voice to a "much more capacious vision of a shared political project." The problem with Colla's benign reading of the slogan, however, is that the more nationalist or Islamist Arab-language chants are still in circulation; they share airtime with the English-language variant at American protests. In January, I started seeing videos of American students chanting "Min al-maiyeh lel mayieh, Falasteen Arabiya." The menace implicit in the Arabic chant bleeds into the English-language version.

If a chant's meaning changes according to the other ones being chanted at the same event, the signs being waved, the leader's general affect, and so on, then today's chants of "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free" are not beautiful messages of peace. A voice breaking the calm of a neoclassical quad with harsh cries of "Intifada, Intifada" is not a harbinger of harmonious coexistence. "We don't want two states! We want all of it!" seems especially uncompromising when sung next to snow that's been stained blood-red with paint. (I imagine that the red snow was meant to allude to the blood of Gazans, but sometimes a symbol means more than it is intended to mean.) Student protesters often say that all they want is for the killing to stop. That may well be true. But that is not what they're chanting, or how they're chanting it.
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Trump's Latest Abortion Position Is More Radical Than It Sounds

Trump would reenter office with broad authority to restrict abortion access. The only question is how much of it he'd use.

by Rose Horowitch




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


Donald Trump has been talking differently about abortion lately. The former president, who once promised to sign a federal ban into law, now insists that, if reelected, he would let each state chart its own course on the issue. Some states might ban all abortions, try to restrict pregnant women's out-of-state travel, or perhaps even monitor their pregnancies. Others would allow abortions for almost any reason up to viability. Trump says he would let it all happen. As he told Time magazine, "I'm leaving everything up to the states."

The phrasing suggests that a second Trump presidency would take the federal government out of the abortion debate, an approach that evokes restraint and polls pretty well. But almost no one who works on either side of the issue believes that Trump will be so passive. If elected in November, Trump would reenter office with broad executive authority to restrict abortion access. Both his loyal anti-abortion supporters and his staunch pro-abortion-rights opponents agree that he would use at least some of those powers. The only real questions are which ones, and to what extent?

"Essentially, states' rights is Trump's way of saying, 'If you don't like the GOP's position on abortion, you can ignore it when it comes to me, because my being in office is not going to make a difference,'" Mary Ziegler, a UC Davis law professor who supports abortion rights, told me. "He's been pretty explicit at various points that that's what he thinks Republicans should say to win, and that their primary goal right now, when it comes to abortion, should be winning."

From the January/February 2024 issue: A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere

Trump's position on abortion has long appeared to track his political instincts rather than any fixed personal conviction. In 1999, he described himself as "very pro-choice." During the 2016 presidential campaign, courting evangelical support, he recast himself as strictly anti-abortion. He vowed to sign a 20-week abortion ban, defund Planned Parenthood, and nominate Supreme Court justices who would overturn Roe v. Wade. Since Roe fell, he has been eager to take credit--he declared last summer that he was "proud to be the most pro-life president in American history"--while distancing himself from actual anti-abortion policies, which are broadly unpopular. Earlier this year, after criticizing Governor Ron DeSantis for signing a six-week ban into law in Florida, he toyed with endorsing a 15- or 16-week national ban, but has backed away since clinching the Republican nomination. A federal ban, Trump told Time, would "never happen" anyway, because even a Republican-controlled Congress wouldn't have the votes.

He's right about that. A national 15-week ban would have almost no chance in Congress, and Trump therefore has no reason to alienate moderate voters by supporting one--especially given that he would have the tools to set even stricter policy without congressional buy-in.

At a minimum, a second Trump administration is likely to reverse the steps that the Biden administration has taken to shore up abortion access. These include instructing hospitals in abortion-ban states that they must perform abortions in cases of medical emergencies, making it harder for law enforcement to access the medical records of women who travel out of state to receive an abortion, and, most significant, allowing abortion pills to be prescribed without an in-person doctor visit. The change was a major factor in abortion numbers going up after the Dobbs decision, in large part because women in states that have banned the procedure can still obtain abortion drugs from out of state. From July to September last year, at least one of every six abortions nationwide, about 14,000 a month, was completed via telehealth, according to research by the Society of Family Planning.

Roger Severino, who served as a Health and Human Services official during Trump's first term, told me that he expects a second Trump administration to immediately reverse these executive actions. Severino, who is not affiliated with the Trump campaign, said that the best evidence for what a second Trump term would look like is what Trump did during his first four years in office. "It was the most pro-life administration in history," he said.

If Trump stopped at rolling back Biden's abortion policies, that would arguably fit the definition of leaving the issue to the states. But it would also represent a radical change from the status quo because states that prohibit abortion would have far more power to make sure that women who live within their borders cannot access the procedure. The effect on abortion numbers would be "enormous," Greer Donley, a law professor at the University of Pittsburgh, told me. "All of a sudden, you would be back in a world where people would have to use brick-and-mortar clinics to get abortion care."

And Trump could go much further. He could appoint Food and Drug Administration officials who decide to revisit the approval of mifepristone, the first pill in a two-drug medication-abortion regimen. (The second drug is misoprostol.) Many members of the anti-abortion movement have argued that abortion pills are more dangerous than surgical abortions. (Some women have faced serious complications, though studies show the risks are far lower than those associated with most common drugs, or with giving birth.) In "Project 2025," a blueprint for a second Trump term organized by the Heritage Foundation, Severino wrote that the FDA is "ethically and legally obliged to revisit and withdraw its initial approval of abortion pills."

If the FDA reversed its approval of mifepristone, women could still get misoprostol-only abortions, which are broadly considered to be safe and effective but tend to involve worse side effects, such as vomiting and diarrhea. The Alliance Defending Freedom, an influential conservative Christian legal organization that has challenged mifepristone's approval in court, wants to go even further. Ryan Bangert, a senior vice president at ADF, told me that the group intends to limit misoprostol access as well. A victory could effectively stop all medication abortion, which currently accounts for nearly two-thirds of the country's abortions.

Trump could achieve similar results in other ways. The Comstock Act, a 19th-century statute, prohibits mailing "every article, instrument, substance, drug, medicine, or thing" intended to be used for abortion. It applies to the U.S. Postal Service and private carriers. The law sat mostly dormant for the past half-century, as Roe v. Wade rendered it a dead letter. Opinions differ as to the exact scope of its prohibitions. When the Dobbs decision came out, Biden's Department of Justice announced that Comstock would apply only to illegal abortions. But Trump's DOJ could interpret the law more expansively. "Project 2025," which was written by a group that included some of Trump's most loyal former officials, explicitly recommends enforcing the law against providers who send abortion pills through the mail. James Bopp Jr., the general counsel of the National Right to Life Committee, a prominent anti-abortion group, expects a Trump DOJ to use Comstock that way. And, he told me, the lobbyists he works with will be doing what they can to make sure that happens. Whether it does will likely come down to whom Trump appoints to key administration positions.

Some experts believe that the Comstock Act can be read to prohibit the delivery of any medical equipment used in surgical abortions. At the broadest level, that interpretation would shut down an implausibly huge swath of non-abortion-related health care. But the next administration could engage in selective enforcement with the aim of imposing a de facto nationwide abortion ban. "Everything you use to produce an abortion is somehow sent through the mail," David S. Cohen, a Drexel University law professor and abortion-rights supporter, told me. Trump's administration wouldn't need congressional approval to enforce the Comstock Act this way. "Trump might even be able to say, 'Oh, that's not what I want, but the attorney general is doing it, and who am I to stop the attorney general?'"

Trump has so far refused to clarify his stance on the Comstock Act, telling Time that he would soon be "making a statement" on it. As my colleague Elaine Godfrey has written, many of Trump's supporters in the anti-abortion movement hope he keeps quiet about the law until he's safely in office--at which point, they seem confident, he'll fulfill their hopes. "We don't need a federal ban when we have Comstock on the books," Jonathan Mitchell, a lawyer who has argued on Trump's behalf before the Supreme Court, toldThe New York Times. But, he added, "I think the pro-life groups should keep their mouths shut as much as possible until the election."

Some lawyers close to Trump aren't keeping their mouths shut. Jay Sekulow, one of Trump's lead attorneys in his first impeachment trial, wrote in a brief to the Supreme Court that mailing abortion drugs, devices, or equipment is a federal offense under the Comstock Act. "The prohibition is simple, complete, and categorical," Sekulow wrote.

Elaine Godfrey: The pro-life movement's not-so-secret plan for Trump

Where will Trump's political instincts lead him? With no reelection to worry about, he will have less to fear from any backlash. But, by the same token, he will have little reason to pander to the religious right. Severino, the former Trump official, argued that it would be impractical for law enforcement to intercept misoprostol, which has uses besides abortion, and medical tools. "The reach of Comstock has been exaggerated by the left for political purposes," he told me.

Abortion-rights advocates have heard this accusation before. They were told they were exaggerating the threat of a Trump presidency before the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, given that the justices publicly insisted it was settled law, Greer Donley told me. And the anti-abortion movement isn't hiding its wish list for a second Trump term. "Every single thing that people who support abortion rights have been worried about has been coming to pass," Donley said. "It's hard to argue that there's any sort of hyperbole anymore."
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The Woman Keeping the 'Special Relationship' Special

American partisanship turns diplomacy into a delicate dance even for the closest of allies.

by Elaine Godfrey




The guardian of the special relationship--the historical but possibly mythical bond between the United States and the United Kingdom--is a short woman with discerning blue eyes and a penchant for glittering headbands.

The role of an ambassador has always been strange. They're expected to be fun--to flit around comfortably at galas and cocktail parties, charming guests and making inroads with important people while waiters weave around with platters of deviled eggs. Still, British Ambassador Karen Pierce's real duty is to lobby for her country and offer advice on delicate matters during heated international moments. And the job of an ambassador--even one representing a close ally--has become far more complex because of the strident partisanship that has taken hold in D.C.

Part of Pierce's mission recently has been to represent the British government's firmly pro-Ukraine position on providing military aid--even when the Biden administration's matching desire became mired in Congress because of protests by a Trump-aligned faction of House Republicans.

Elaine Godfrey: Trump's VP search is different this time

Pierce had not only lobbied hard on Capitol Hill ahead of last week's long-awaited congressional vote on aid; she'd also traveled with Britain's foreign secretary, David Cameron, to Mar-a-Lago to try to get buy-in from Donald Trump. (She has been tight-lipped about their meeting, and was certainly claiming no credit, but the former president's toned-down opposition to the bill probably did help the package pass--even though more Republican lawmakers voted against it than for it.)

In an era when populist politics and rising nationalism are challenging the institutions of the international liberal order, diplomacy can seem like a quaint relic of bygone etiquette.

The more public side of an ambassador's job seems much easier. Over the past three years, Pierce has become well known for throwing lively and well-attended Pimms-fueled bashes, especially in the D.C. social season surrounding the annual White House Correspondents' Dinner. Underneath the surface frippery, though, Pierce is a serious operator. The true art of her diplomacy is the very English thing of working hard to make it all look totally effortless.

One evening last week, I watched Pierce at work. During a party two days before the WHCD, she buzzed around the lush green garden of her Washington residence, chatting with various politicos.

The 64-year-old Pierce grew up in northwest England and has worked for the U.K.'s Foreign Office for 43 years. She's held positions in Japan, in Ukraine, and in the Balkans during the conflicts in former Yugoslavia. For a year, she lived in Kabul as Britain's ambassador to Afghanistan, and she represented the U.K. at the United Nations for three years. Although she was made a dame in 2018, Pierce's working-class background makes her a relative outsider in the foreign service, which is otherwise a bastion of the upper-class elite. Being Britain's first female ambassador to the U.S. does too. She leans into it.

The day I saw her, she was wearing a vivid chartreuse dress and black tights, with her feet tucked daintily into a pair of black-and-white kitten heels. Despite being shorter than everyone else at the party, she still commanded the attention of all the people in her vicinity. Pierce has worn tangerine suits to state events, and baby-pink silk dresses with huge round sunglasses. Once, to attend a UN summit, she wrapped herself in what looked like a maroon feather boa. Such displays aren't just a sartorial choice; they're a strategy.

"When you're an ambassador, you want people to remember you," she told me. So I made note of her leaf-patterned sheath dress, shiny blue blazer, and cheetah-print headband. About that feather boa; it wasn't one. "It was a fur, but it was fake," Pierce insisted. "Though the Russians tried to say it was an exotic fur." She rolled her eyes. "The Russians will go for anything. They really have no scruples whatsoever."

Read: What a former U.S. ambassador to Russia learned from Condoleezza Rice

The wall behind the desk in Pierce's office, a cheerful, sunlit room in an otherwise sterile building, is covered in magnets collected from around the world ("The tackier the better," she told The Washington Post). Orchids decorate the tables.

Entertaining is part of the job. But don't call them parties: "We would call them receptions, because we treat them as work events," she chided me. In the days surrounding the WHCD on April 27, Pierce hosted an embassy reception that provided not only a selection of assorted British pasties, but a cigar room and Scotch bar as well. She also made appearances at half a dozen events put on by various Washington bigwigs and media outlets, and emceed a Sunday brunch in the embassy garden. Pierce's drink of choice? "I like lots and lots of cocktails, but the more pink they are, the better, I'm afraid."

Pierce's first job in D.C. was as private secretary to the then-ambassador. She arrived in 1992 with her husband, former U.K. Treasury Secretary Charles Roxburgh, and her first of two children, an infant at the time. "The fact that politics is in the air is just--and also the fact that you're in the capital of the leading nation in the world--I get a real buzz out of that," she said.

In 1995, Pierce watched as Newt Gingrich became speaker of the House, and American politics grew more polarized. When she came back to serve as ambassador in March 2020, she saw that trend intensify, culminating in the Capitol riot on January 6, 2021. "I watch all of these developments, and we spend a lot of time evaluating them and finding historical context for them," she told me.

But Pierce wasn't particularly eager to discuss current politics--or the ex- and possibly future president who has sent that polarization into overdrive. Her caution made sense: Pierce's predecessor, Kim Darroch, resigned from his position after leaks revealed that he'd criticized the Trump administration as "inept and insecure." When I asked her about the former Conservative Prime Minister Liz Truss, whose time in office famously lasted only about as long as a head of lettuce stayed fresh, and who has recently cozied up to the former Trump strategist Steve Bannon, Pierce's expression was steely. "She's a private individual, and she's welcome to pursue her politics," she said. "It's not where the British government is."

Read: America's Trumpiest ambassador

The day after we met in her embassy office, Pierce showed up early at the Hilton Hotel, in a rich-blue gown and a pair of cascading diamond earrings, greeting as many people as possible before the Correspondents' Dinner officially began. This year's dinner was probably Pierce's last spring soiree; a new British ambassador is expected to replace her by the end of 2024.

Leaving will be hard, Pierce said during a Politico podcast taping--"I'll have to be dragged out of [here] by my fingernails"--not least because this is an election year. A return to the Oval Office for the resident of Mar-a-Lago could mean a challenging new dynamic between the U.S. and the U.K. Pierce joked about being reluctant to leave America, but her concern about a possible end of aid to Ukraine seemed obvious.

That aside, her domestic assessment was surprisingly rosy--or at least highly diplomatic. "I personally do not worry about America," she told me. "I have a lot of faith in American democracy and in Americans, and I think you have very strong institutions." Pierce's faith in what an ambassador to America can achieve seemed unshaken, even amid the capital's current dysfunction. She didn't hesitate to assert that confidence when I asked her advice for her soon-to-be-announced successor: "Make the weather."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/05/british-ambassador-washington-karen-pierce/678314/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Utter Absurdity of Donald Trump and RFK Jr. Running as 'Outsiders'

Can you believe the chutzpah of these two?

by David A. Graham




Updated at 12:26 p.m. ET on May 5, 2024

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

One irony of the 2024 election is that, at a time when Americans profess exceptionally low faith in their government and institutions, their choices for president represent the most insider slate of candidates in at least a quarter century, and perhaps longer.

The Democratic nominee is Joe Biden, the sitting president, a former vice president, and a former U.S. senator of 36 years. The Republican nominee is Donald Trump, who is the most recent former president. The leading third-party candidate, the ostensible alternative, is Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who is, well, exactly who his name suggests.

This produces another irony: Trump, despite being literally the former president, and Kennedy, despite being literally a Kennedy, have both worked to depict themselves as outsiders. During his current campaign, Trump has often insisted that he's being persecuted by the criminal-justice system for standing up for the little guy. "Be totally unafraid to challenge entrenched interests and failed power structures," Trump intoned in a February campaign video. "Relish the opportunity to be an outsider and embrace that label ... It's the outsiders who change the world." Kennedy, too, has positioned himself as someone without any connection to existing power structures. "It's not somebody who's inside who's going to solve the problem," Kennedy said on NewsNation in March. "They're the ones who gave us the problem. We need somebody who can think about it in a different way." ("Accepted," replied the host, Chris Cuomo, the son and brother of former New York governors.)

Biden has not tried to distance himself from the system in the same way. That's partly an acknowledgment of the absurdity of doing so while president and partly an expression of Biden's affinity for institutions, even as his presidency has quietly undermined many aspects of the existing system.

Ronald Brownstein: Biden's electoral college challenge

For Trump to claim to be an outsider requires asking voters to forget about the four years he was president--which, to be fair, does seem to be a central aim of his campaign. Trump often criticizes Biden for issues that he himself either created or didn't solve as president. Most prominently, Trump failed to complete his paramount campaign promise of building a wall that would secure the southern border. The major rise in violent crime over the past few years--which has now dropped sharply--began during his administration. He has again promised to repeal the Affordable Care Act, having failed to do so as president.

Trump proposes different policies than Biden does, naturally, but that doesn't make him an outsider--it makes him a typical presidential candidate. In office, his signature policy move was a tax cut that benefited wealthy Americans. This time around, his most drastically anti-system proposals involve politicizing the Department of Justice and overhauling the federal bureaucracy to eliminate the civil service. These are not populist reforms in any sense of the word, but instead changes that would encourage cronyism and political corruption.

Trump had a more persuasive claim to being an outsider in 2016, when he had never held or run for office, and had to overcome the opposition of most of the Republican Party leadership; by contrast, he controls the Republican National Committee today. But even eight years ago, the claim was questionable. Despite Trump's umbrage at elites who he believes have long looked down on him, as my colleague McKay Coppins has reported, he is very much a product of an elite background. Trump is an alumnus of a private prep school and the University of Pennsylvania. He began his career with his family's existing real-estate business, prospered by exploiting a tax code designed to aid people like him, and cannily used the bankruptcy system to get out of jams. During his 2016 campaign, he laid out how he had used political donations to obtain favors, such as giving to the Clinton Foundation and then getting Hillary Clinton to attend his wedding. The story demonstrated his place as a consummate inside operator.

Russell Berman: The open plot to dismantle the federal government

In short, Trump is railing against a system that created him and that he declined to change. Much the same is true of Kennedy, who would plainly not be a presidential candidate if he weren't a member of the Kennedy family (notwithstanding the nearly uniform opposition to his candidacy among his relations). Kennedy invokes his father and his uncle, President John F. Kennedy, frequently, and a super PAC supporting him even aired an ad during the Super Bowl that mimics one of JFK's commercials. "This entire campaign is a pose, as is his outsider stance. He is a Kennedy. He is the fifth member of his family to run for president," Rebecca Traister wrote in New York last year.

Kennedy's claims to being against the system rest largely on his running as a third-party candidate, even though he became one only after he received practically no support as a Democratic candidate. His policy positions are less outsider than they are an incoherent mix of liberal and conservative: He backs a ban on abortion after 15 weeks and tight border enforcement, but he also wants single-payer health care and strong environmental regulation. Many are poorly fleshed out His most esoteric ideas--notably, his anti-vaccine obsession--are more expressive than wonkish, more anti-sense than anti-system. His largest campaign funder is the scion of the Mellons, a family even richer and more established than his own.

Weirdly, Biden has a claim to being both the most pro-system and anti-system candidate of the three. As recently as the 2020 campaign, the idea that he would seriously shake up the status quo would have seemed ridiculous. But in office, he has adopted a quietly revolutionary approach, attempting to overhaul the U.S. economy like no president since Franklin D. Roosevelt. Last year, Biden became the first president to ever walk a picket line, marching alongside United Auto Workers strikers--the most visible but also perhaps least consequential in a string of moves to weaken employers. His Federal Trade Commission is the most anti-corporate in memory, banning noncompete clauses and seeking to block dozens of mergers. He has pushed an industrial policy in which the federal government puts its muscle and money behind key industries, a major shift from the neoliberal consensus of the past half century. He has canceled billions in student debt.

We likely won't hear Biden touting himself as an outsider candidate, which produces a third irony of the 2024 presidential race: Notwithstanding his anti-system policies, Biden is running as the institutionalist candidate who will preserve American democracy, while Trump is working to destroy it--all in an effort to protect and serve the most entrenched interests around.



This article originally understated the number of years Joe Biden served as a senator. 
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Don't Both-Sides This One, Joe

Biden's speech about anti-Semitism is a test of courage as well as compassion.

by David Frum




Updated at 9:05 a.m. ET on May 3, 2024

President Joe Biden will make a speech on anti-Semitism on Tuesday, May 7, by way of observing the Holocaust remembrance in the Jewish religious calendar. If the speech is not to fail, or even backfire, the president needs to be very clear in his mind about what he has to say, and why.

The questions Biden needs to answer on Tuesday are not questions about beliefs or values. They are not questions about himself or his personal commitments. They are questions about American liberalism in general, about its ability to defend its stated commitments against challengers who plead victimhood as their justification. Biden hit a lot of the right themes in informal remarks at the White House yesterday. But there's more to say, and it should be said clearly and without any Trumpian caveats about "good people on both sides."

Anti-Semitism appears chiefly in two different forms in the United States. There is a right-wing variant based on religious dogmas or delusions of racial supremacy, which was the one on display in the "Jews will not replace us!" chants in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 2017. There is also a left-wing variant, the one on display at American college campuses this spring, in which Jews are presented as the supreme oppressors of all the world's oppressed. The first version is echoed by Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene's worry that she might be prevented from accusing Jews of killing Christ. The second is exemplified by Representative Ilhan Omar's sneer about "pro-genocide" Jews.

Most American Jews accept that mainstream U.S. liberals like Biden reject both variants of anti-Semitism. But very observably, mainstream American liberalism is a lot more comfortable standing up to the Greene version than the Omar one.

This disparity explains why the campus anti-Israel protests have so alarmed many American Jews. The schools are reverberating with slogans such as "From the river to the sea, Palestine must be free" which to many ears means "Destroy the state of Israel and kill, expel, or subjugate its Jewish inhabitants." We hear chants of "Globalize the Intifada," which translates as "Bring mass murder to Jews everywhere on Earth." We hear Jews blamed by association for every problem from police brutality to climate change--even both of those things at once. We see checkpoints on campus where Jews are quizzed on their beliefs before they are allowed to approach the university library.

Tyler Austin Harper: America's colleges are reaping what they sowed

I would assume that virtually every university president in the country (and surely the great majority of university professors and administrators) disapproves of these behaviors. But these officials have over many years demonstrated that they flinch from acting against such misconduct: Jews are subjected to harassment and intimidation in ways that, if carried out against any other similarly identifiable group of students, would instantly invite the full weight of institutional punishment. Yet those responsible for the harassment and intimidation of Jews enjoy near-total impunity.

The universities provide the most conspicuous current instances of this phenomenon in American society, but they are not unique cases. In every domain where American liberalism holds sway--public education, local politics in deep-blue cities, labor unions, literature and the arts--Jews who share the almost-universal Jewish connection to the land of Israel face insult, threat, ostracism, even outright violence.

All of this presents a tremendous political problem for Biden. Of course, he's not in charge of the art world or the literary milieu or the unions. He does not have much influence over public education, and even less over local politics. But he personifies American liberalism, and his political hopes in November are deeply intertwined with American liberalism's image and standing.

Think of a national election as a job interview. The Republican candidate needs an answer to the question "Do you have the heart to care about me?" The Democrat must have an answer for the question "Do you have the guts to protect me?"

When Democrats look too weak to stand up to anti-Israel protests on campuses and in other liberal domains, their problem is not only one of how they handle anti-Semitism. It is a problem that goes to the central risk to their political brand: the perception of weakness.

Daniel Block: Will Biden have a Gaza problem in November's poll?

The anti-Israel protesters get this: There's a method to their mayhem. They want to punish Biden in November. They don't have the votes to elect anyone they like better, nowhere near. But if they cannot hope to replace Biden, they can help to defeat him. By creating images of chaos, they support the Republican message that liberals like Biden are to blame for disorder.

Republicans audaciously tried that message during the riots that devolved from protests against the police killing of George Floyd in 2020, when Donald Trump was actually president. They're eager to repeat the message in 2024.

Biden's instinct on May 7 will be to speak sympathetically about Jewish fears while stressing his respect for the right to protest. His instinct will be to express compassion for all civilians at risk from the violence in the Middle East, both Palestinians and Israelis. If he does that and stops there, he will be delivering the right answer to the wrong question--the one for a Republican, about caring enough.

The speech he needs to give is not a speech from the heart. It's a speech about his guts. The message wanted is more than "I care." The message wanted is "I dare."

So after saying the things that are instinctive for him to say, he must keep going. He needs to say that no cause justifies violence on the streets and quads of America. He needs to affirm that universities cannot accept intimidation and unlawful disruption of educational activities. He needs to make clear that he supports those leaders who have protected their universities' academic function, including their decision to call in the police where required. He should share his firm conviction that protest is not peaceful if it forcibly interferes with the rights of others.

He needs to do all of these things--not as a special favor to Jews on campus or off, but as a basic rule of good government. As president and as a presidential candidate, Trump has played favorites among lawbreakers. With one kind of culprit, he urged the police to crack their heads on the doors of their squad cars. Another kind of culprit he hailed as "hostages" and promised to pardon. If Biden is to campaign against Trump by calling him an inciter of riots, he himself needs to be an unwavering voice against riots, whatever the ideology of the rioter.

David A. Graham: Biden's patience with campus protests runs out

The campus protesters may fantasize about a rerun of the disturbances of 1968. Mercifully, I do not see history repeating itself. But one lesson from that year bears applying to this year: Disorder hurts Democrats. When Biden speaks about anti-Semitism on Tuesday, he will be speaking not only for and about Jews; he will be speaking for and about his party and his belief system. Can Democrats enforce rules? Do they uphold equal justice, or do they indulge privileged categories of rule-breakers? Is his party strong enough to lead? Is he strong enough to lead?

In 1843, Karl Marx wrote an essay titled "On the Jewish Question" that argued for "the emancipation of mankind from Judaism." Marx was calling not for murder, exactly, but for the forced dissolution of Jewishness as a form of self-identification. In the century-plus since that essay, Marxist thinking has mutated in many ways, yet Marxist revolutionary movements have consistently resented Jewish particularity and identified it as a problem to be overcome, one way or another.

Today, Marxism has yielded to Palestinianism as the latest iteration of revolutionary idealism. But if the goal has changed, the obstacle has not. As Marx wrote, "We recognize in Judaism, therefore, a general anti-social element of the present time." Swap out Judaism for Zionism, which has become protesters' dog-whistling euphemism, and you could repeat Marx's vituperation almost word for word at any campus encampment and get applause from your audience.

Those are the people who also seek, in effect, to swap out Biden for Trump in November. When Biden speaks against them, he is speaking not only for and in defense of American Jews. He is speaking for and in defense of himself and the ideals to which he has devoted his public career.



This article originally stated that President Biden's speech would be on Sunday, May 5. In fact, it is scheduled for Tuesday, May 7.
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House Republicans Showed Up at a Campus Protest. Of Course.

Just what the college unrest needed: political theater

by Mark Leibovich




Representative Lauren Boebert had an important point to make. But it could be difficult to hear the rabble-rousing Republican from Colorado over a packed-in crowd of counter-agitators.

"So this is what the students here at GW University are facing each and every day," Boebert was trying to say into a bank of microphones in the middle of the downtown Washington, D.C., campus of George Washington University on Wednesday afternoon. She and five of her GOP colleagues from the House Oversight Committee had just toured an encampment of tents, or a "liberation camp," that protesters had put up last week in opposition to Israel's war in Gaza.

"Their learning activities are being disrupted," Boebert said of the students. "Their finals are being disrupted."

But protesters kept disrupting Boebert. Or were she and her friends from Congress the disrupters in this particular Washington-bubble showdown? Who were the rabble in this equation, and who were the rousers?

"What about you in that theater?" one woman called out at Boebert from the back of the crowd, referring to a September incident in which the congresswoman was kicked out of a musical comedy after canoodling with a date, vaping, and talking in the midst of the production.

This was not the same protester as the one who had been trailing behind Boebert holding up a cardboard sign that said, simply, Beetlejuice, referring to the play that she'd been evicted from. (Google it, and you'll find security footage of the episode--or don't.)

David A. Graham: Biden's patience with campus protests runs out

If only theaters could always incubate such frivolity. But these are bloody days in the embattled theater of the Middle East, which have in turn triggered a spate of protests on American campuses, marked by episodes of bigotry, sporadic violence, and arrests. Combine this with a group of elected performance artists who couldn't help but try to grab a cheap morsel of attention from this bitterly serious conflict, and you have the political theater that played out on Wednesday.

"Dude, are you gonna talk, or am I gonna talk?" Representative Byron Donalds, Republican of Florida, admonished a protester who interrupted his turn at the mic, after Boebert had spoken. Donalds wore dark glasses and a tight-fitting navy suit.

Like his colleagues, Donalds called for the immediate removal of the protesters from campus--something that, to this point, the D.C. police department has declined to do. "The mayor is weak in the face of foolishness," Donalds said, referring to Washington's chief executive, Muriel Bowser.

"You wouldn't allow someone to stay in your house or stay in your dorm room. You would have them removed," Donalds said. "Everybody believes in peaceful protest, but this is trespassing."

"What about January 6?" a man standing next to me called out. Yes, what about that, sir?

"Calm down. I'm talking now," Donalds said, addressing another heckler.

Tyler Austin Harper: America's colleges are reaping what they sowed

About 20 minutes earlier, Representative James Comer, the chair of the House Oversight Committee, had also urged calm as he paraded through the tent city. People shouted after Comer, mocking his committee's fizzling effort to impeach President Joe Biden, while another said something about Hunter Biden. The voices and signs all blurred together into a muggy cacophony.

"Lauren Boebert, seen any good movies lately?"

Lesbians for Palestine.

I Stand With Israel.

Comer led his delegation past a row of tables covered with donated food for the protesters--pizza, granola bars, peanuts, bags of tangerines. Everything is FREE, like Palestine will be free, advertised a poster on the food spread, which covered several yards at the edge of the quad.

"Mr. Chairman, do you think your appearance today is going to lead to police violence on campus?" a man with a British accent asked Comer.

"Probably," the congressman said, projecting zero concern.

"You want some pizza?" another onlooker asked Comer, who kept walking.

The congressman seemed eager to get on with the quick and chaotic press conference that would punctuate the lawmakers' visit. "Thank you, Mr. Chairman, thank you," an outnumbered supporter yelled out. The congressman waited for his colleagues to make their brief statements and seized the closing message for himself.

"Help is on the way for George Washington University," promised Comer, who then joined his colleagues as they struggled through a thick crowd--and a "Beetlejuice" chant--before departing this enclave of academia and heading back to their own pillared sanctum on Capitol Hill.
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Biden's Patience With Campus Protests Runs Out

Chaos in the streets--real, imagined, or exaggerated--is never to an incumbent's advantage.

by David A. Graham




For the past couple of weeks, the vortex of campus politics has threatened to suck Joe Biden in. Protesters at colleges have dubbed the president "Genocide Joe" and demanded that he act to stop Israeli actions in Gaza, while conservatives have sought to blame Biden for disorder at colleges and universities. Even as other Democrats grew nervous about the political ramifications of the protests for the upcoming election, the White House tried to stay out of it, seeing the protests as a distraction. The president has seemed, if not exactly sympathetic to the protesters, not interested in castigating them or really having anything to do with the protests at all.

Today, Biden's patience ran out. In brief remarks at the White House, he affirmed the importance of free speech but mostly seemed intent on delivering a message of law and order.

"We've all seen images, and they put to the test two fundamental American principles. The first is the right to free speech and for people to peacefully assemble and make their voices heard. The second is the rule of law. Both must be upheld. We are not an authoritarian nation where we silence people or squash dissent," Biden said. "But," he went on, pausing, "neither are we a lawless country. We're a civil society and order must prevail."

In doing so, Biden accepted the conservative framing of the protests as fundamentally a problem of discipline. Protesters and their defenders have argued that, despite the fevered tone of some coverage, the demonstrations have largely been without real violence (at least until police arrived). Biden's remarks indicate that he has become worried that the sense of disorder is catching with the public and thus becoming a liability. Chaos in the streets--real, imagined, or exaggerated--is never to an incumbent's advantage.

To see the risks, Biden needs only look back four years ago, when Donald Trump's standing was hurt by massive protests over police violence. Although Biden now finds himself in the same role, advocating for law and order, he does it in a much more conciliatory way. "Throughout our history, we've often faced moments like this, because we are a big, diverse, freethinking and freedom-loving nation," he said. He also said there is no place for anti-Semitism or racism, and said he did not support deploying the National Guard to police protests.

Even in a short speech, however, the tensions within Biden's approach were apparent. As he accused opportunists of turning up tensions, he said that "this is not a moment for politics," a Strangelovian paradox when discussing, you know, political protests. He also tried to draw a line between peaceful protest and violent protest, but ended up eliding the difference. Vandalism is violence; disrupting graduation ceremonies, another example he cited, is not.

Biden may have picked his timing well. By speaking now, he doesn't take responsibility for the sweeps by police that have already occurred. Because classes will soon end at colleges, the protests are likely to peter out, and he can try to claim credit for that. A slow release is probably Biden's best hope here.
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        Photos: Deadly Flooding in Southern Brazil
        Alan Taylor
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For more than a week now, torrential rainfall in Brazil's southern state of Rio Grande do Sul has swollen rivers, triggered landslides, and caused widespread flooding. More than 90 deaths have been blamed on the flooding, with another 130 people listed as missing. Rescue efforts continue acros...

      

      
        Ukraine Has Changed Too Much to Compromise With Russia
        Illia Ponomarenko

        Here in Ukraine, we often react very emotionally when we hear people in the West calling for peace with Russia. According to some commentators, this would be achieved by means of a "compromise," entailing Ukrainian "concessions" that would somehow satisfy the Kremlin and stop the war: major territorial giveaways, armed forces reduced to insignificance, no further integration with the West--you name it.Most of us see such views as extremely naive, given the totalitarian and militaristic nature of V...

      

      
        A Traditional Easter Rocket War in Greece
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In the Greek village of Vrontados, each year during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations, members of two rival churches hold a traditional "rocket war" by firing thousands of homemade fireworks toward each other while services are held. The goal for each side is to hit the bell in the tower of t...

      

      
        The New Propaganda War
        Anne Applebaum

        Illustrations by Tyler ComrieThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.On June 4, 1989, the Polish Communist Party held partially free elections, setting in motion a series of events that ultimately removed the Communists from power. Not long afterward, street protests calling for free speech, due process, accountability, and democracy brought about the end of the Communist regimes in East Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Romania. Within a few years, the...

      

      
        For Xi Jinping, Religion Is Power
        Judith Hertog

        Shangri-la is best-known as a fictional place--an idyllic valley first imagined by a British novelist in the 1930s--but look at a map and you'll find it. Sitting at the foot of the Himalayas in southwestern China, Shangri-la went by a more prosaic name until 2001, when the city was rebranded by Chinese officials eager to boost tourism. Their ploy worked.The star of Shangri-la is the Ganden Sumtseling Monastery. Since its destruction in 1966, during Mao's Cultural Revolution, this Tibetan Buddhist m...

      

      
        Is Venezuela Serious About Invading Guyana?
        Gisela Salim-Peyer

        President Nicolas Maduro of Venezuela is an exuberant dictator, a lover of military salutes who is being investigated for crimes against humanity, but he's not reckless enough to invade neighboring Guyana, is he? Would the leader of a country in an ever-deepening economic crisis risk starting Latin America's first interstate war this century? Well, maybe.For a century and a half, Guyana and Venezuela have quarreled over Essequibo, a stretch of the Amazon that both countries claim. Guyana has long...

      

      
        What Is Wagner Doing in Africa?
        Joshua Hammer

        The videos began appearing on Telegram in November. One showed a pair of white mercenaries raising a black flag emblazoned with a white skull over a mud-brick fort in the Malian-desert outpost of Kidal. In another, a bearded white soldier moved through the town on a motorcycle, weaving among locals who chanted, "Mali! Mali!"The troops belonged to the Wagner Group, the Russian mercenary outfit founded by Yevgeny Prigozhin a decade ago and best known for its role in Vladimir Putin's invasion of Ukr...
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Devastating floods across Kenya, a pagan fire festival in Scotland, antler gathering in Wyoming, pro-Palestinian demonstrations at many American colleges, the Olympic flame en route to France, a movie premiere in Sydney, a badminton competition in China, and much more

      

      
        Will Biden Have a Gaza Problem in November's Poll?
        Daniel Block

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Joe Biden has an Israel problem. According to recent polls, more than half and as many as two-thirds of Americans disapprove of how he's handled the conflict in Gaza. In a February primary in Michigan, more than 100,000 Democrats voted "uncommitted" after critics urged voters to protest his Israel policies. Democratic donors have warned the president that his support for the Israeli operation could cost him in November's ...
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            For more than a week now, torrential rainfall in Brazil's southern state of Rio Grande do Sul has swollen rivers, triggered landslides, and caused widespread flooding. More than 90 deaths have been blamed on the flooding, with another 130 people listed as missing. Rescue efforts continue across the state and in the hard-hit city of Porto Alegre. The intense rains have abated for the moment, but flooding rivers continue to rise downstream, forcing thousands to seek shelter and assistance.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Floodwater covers the courtyard of a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the flooded Mario Quintana Cultural Center, in Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, on May 5, 2024.
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                [image: Floodwater flows toward houses past street lights and signs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Floodwater from the overflowing Jacui River passes through a neighborhood in Eldorado do Sul, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: People stand on a street holding umbrellas while looking toward a flooded road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents observe a flooded street at the city center of Sao Sebastiao do Cai, Brazil, on May 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of part of a city along a river that has flooded]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of flooded areas in Encantado city, Brazil, seen on May 1, 2024
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                [image: Several people and two small dogs are helped off the back of a truck during a rainstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents remain inside an army truck after being rescued at the city center of Sao Sebastiao do Cai on May 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a soccer stadium, its field flooded, surrounded by floodwater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the flooded Beira-Rio stadium, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, on May 7, 2024
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                [image: A small boat travels down a flooded road, creating a wake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boat navigates a flooded street after heavy rain in Canoas, Brazil, on May 8, 2024.
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                [image: Black smoke rises above buildings, with a fire truck parked in a flooded street nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke rises after an explosion at a flooded petrol station in Porto Alegre on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of two people wading through floodwater, guiding a small inflatable boat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rescue-team members guide an inflatable boat through the flooded streets as rescue efforts continue at the Menino Deus neighborhood on May 7, 2024, in Porto Alegre, Brazil.
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                [image: A car sits partially submerged in floodwater alongside damaged houses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A flood-damaged house in the Sarandi neighborhood of Porto Alegre, Brazil, seen on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: Police officers escort two handcuffed people through knee-deep floodwater as a crowd gathers around them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals try to beat two men, arrested by the police, who were allegedly robbing houses, following flooding due to heavy rains in the Sarandi neighborhood of Porto Alegre, on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of people rescuing others in a flooded area using small boats and a truck]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aerial view of flooded streets during a rescue operation in the Sarandi neighborhood on May 5, 2024
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                [image: People rest on mattresses and cots set up inside a gymnasium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flood evacuees stay in a shelter set up in a state gymnasium in Porto Alegre on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Flooding covers roads along a shoreline and beneath highway overpasses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Floodwater covers part of the center of Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: Partially submerged vehicles sit in a flooded parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Partially submerged vehicles sit in a flooded parking lot in Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: People move through a flooded street on small boats or by wading in waist-deep water. One person rides a stand-up paddleboard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man paddles a board among others in a flooded neighborhood in Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooded soccer stadium]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the flooded Gremio Arena, in Porto Alegre, seen on May 5, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooded neighborhood, including an amusement park]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a flooded area, including an amusement park, in Canoas, a municipality north of Porto Alegre, taken on May 7, 2024
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                [image: A woman cradling a dog wades through a flooded street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman cradling a dog wades through a street flooded after heavy rain in Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several people and a dog row down a flooded street in a small boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals move in boats following flooding in Porto Alegre, seen on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flood-damaged neighborhood with many buildings entirely wiped away]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of houses destroyed by floods in Roca Sales, Brazil, on May 5, 2024
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                [image: A soldier evacuates a small dog from a flooded area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A soldier evacuates a dog from a flooded area in Porto Alegre on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people sit on pavement outside a store with their various mobile devices plugged into many outlets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People charge their mobile phones outside a drug store in the historic center of Porto Alegre on May 8, 2024, after torrential storms devastated areas in the southern Rio Grande do Sul State.
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                [image: Several people walk on muddy roads past flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk through a flood-damaged section of Roca Sales, Brazil, on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: A man carries an older person past a building through thigh-deep floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A volunteer rescues Carmelina Castro, 79, from a flooded area in the Cidade Baixa neighborhood of Porto Alegre, on May 8, 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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Ukraine Has Changed Too Much to Compromise With Russia

My generation has tasted freedom and experienced a competitive, vibrant political life. We can't be made a part of what Russia has become.

by Illia Ponomarenko




Here in Ukraine, we often react very emotionally when we hear people in the West calling for peace with Russia. According to some commentators, this would be achieved by means of a "compromise," entailing Ukrainian "concessions" that would somehow satisfy the Kremlin and stop the war: major territorial giveaways, armed forces reduced to insignificance, no further integration with the West--you name it.

Most of us see such views as extremely naive, given the totalitarian and militaristic nature of Vladimir Putin's Russia. Having built his rule on war hysteria, land grabs, imperial chauvinism, and global confrontation, Putin is hardly likely to stop even at a deal that most Ukrainians would find entirely unacceptable.

But that leads us to another problem that much of the Western media fail to fully appreciate: Ten years of confrontation with the Kremlin, and especially the past two years of Russia's full-scale invasion, have fundamentally changed Ukraine. These changes are not superficial or easily swept away.

Read: The one element keeping Ukraine from total defeat

A little more than a decade ago, many young Ukrainians--including those, like myself, from Ukraine's Russian-speaking east--were angry and restless, itching for something we saw just over the horizon. In high schools and universities, we read Montesquieu and soaked up such tantalizing concepts  as the rule of law, democracy, and human rights. Western values felt native to our generation; we were open to the world in a way that our parents had never imagined. Most of them had ventured no farther than Central Asia for their Soviet military service, or maybe Moscow for the 1980 Olympics.


This essay is adapted from I Will Show You How It Was: The Story of Wartime Kyiv.



My peers and I wanted our country to have clean streets, polite police, and government officials who would resign at the exposure of petty corruption scandals. We wanted to be able to start businesses without passing money under the table, and to trust that courts of law would render justice. What we did not want were irremovable, lifetime dictators who packed the government with cronies on the take and sent goons to beat us up in the streets.

In Kyiv's Maidan Square, starting in November 2013 and lasting into February 2014, demonstrators showed their fervor for such a future in what became known as the Revolution of Dignity. Some gave their lives to unseat Viktor Yanukovych, the kleptocratic ruler Moscow supported, and orient Ukraine unequivocally toward the West. At the site of desolation, armloads of flowers commemorated these dead. Yanukovych fled a country that despised him and had spiraled out of his control.

A new Ukraine began--and with it, a decade-long war of independence, as the Kremlin marked our revolution by seizing Crimea and infiltrating the Donbas region in the country's east. For nearly a decade, Ukraine was fighting on two fronts: a military war against Russia, and an internal struggle for its revolution's ideals, which meant stamping out corruption, obsolescence, unfreedom--everything that might drag the country back into the past.

Ukraine is still far from achieving all that my generation once dreamed of. But we do live in a country that is radically different from the Russian-influenced Ukraine of 2013--politically, mentally, and culturally. And we are starkly different from Putin's Russia.

Ukrainians have tasted freedom and experienced a competitive, vibrant political life. We elected a comedian to be our leader after he faced down an old-school political heavyweight in a debate that was held in a giant stadium in downtown Kyiv and aired live to the nation. We've reinvented Ukrainian culture, generating new music, poetry, and stand-up comedy. Starting in 2014, we had to build our country's armed forces almost from scratch; we are insanely proud of them, as they have fought heroically against one of the largest and most brutal war machines in existence.

A few weeks ago, I brought my dog to a veterinarian in Bucha, the town outside Kyiv where Russian forces committed a well-documented massacre in 2022. As the young doctor handled my dog, I noticed a large Ukrainian trident entwined with blue and yellow ribbons tattooed on her wrist under her white sleeve. For my generation of Ukrainians, such national symbols are an expression of pride in all we've made and defended.

I was with one of the first groups of journalists to enter Bucha after the Russian retreat in 2022. To describe the atmosphere is very difficult: I remember rot, stillness, a miasma of grief. The Russians had graffitied the letter V everywhere. On a fence along the main street: Those entering the no-go zone shall be executed. V. We followed the Ukrainian police as they broke through doors into premises inhabited only by the dead. Some of the bodies were charred and mutilated. I saw two males and two females lying on the ground, incompletely burned, their mouths open and hands twisted. One looked to be a teenage girl.

Outside the Church of Andrew the Apostle--a white temple that rises high over Bucha--Ukrainian coroners in white hazmat suits carefully removed layers of wet, clayish soil from a mass grave and placed 67 bodies on simple wooden doors under the cold drizzle. A tow truck hoisted the cadavers out one by one, hour by hour. Now and again, the rain would pick up, and the coroners would hastily cover the grave with plastic sheeting stained with dried gore.

"My theory is that there was a very brutal Russian commander in charge of Bucha," Andriy Nebytov, the chief of police for Kyiv Oblast, told reporters at the church that day. "And they unleashed hell in this place."

The Continent apartment complex used to be one of the finest in Bucha. I met a guy named Mykola Mosyarevych in a basketball court there. In his 30s and fit, he was a likely target for the Russians--a potential guerrilla fighter or member of the Territorial Defense--and so he'd spent the whole month in a basement. After the Russians left Bucha, on the day of my visit, he sat staring at a pair of ripped Russian fatigues marked with the orange-and-black striped ribbon of Saint George--a symbol of war and love for destruction. He wept. Over and over again, he said: "I just don't understand. I don't understand. I don't understand why they would want to do all this to us."

We all asked similar questions, and our fragmentary answers could bring little comfort to Mosyarevych or anyone else: lust for power, years of aggressive propaganda, a sense of impunity, a would-be emperor grasping at illusion. Deep down, fear.

Read: Ukraine's shock will last for generations

Later that day, I walked alone with my camera through what was left of a Russian armored column on Vokzalna Street. Bucha's defenders recalled that the Russians in this column had been moving carelessly and singing patriotic songs when Ukrainian forces struck their leading and trailing vehicles. The column stopped. The remaining Russian vehicles scrambled like bumper cars to maneuver through the wreckage, find a way out, and save themselves. But Vokzalna Street is narrow: They were trapped. A Ukrainian artillery strike left hardly any vehicle whole. The layer of ash on the ground was so thick that it crunched underfoot like snow.

What used to be a leafy green lane, part of my favorite bicycle route to Bucha and Hostomel, had become a cemetery. But within three weeks, Ukrainian workers had cleared away the rubble and repaved the road. Later, Warren Buffett's son donated funds for Ukrainian authorities to completely renovate the street and construct new, Scandinavian-style, single-family houses with lawns and picket fences. Online, people posted tens of thousands of likes and comments under images comparing Vokzalna Street during the Russian occupation and after.

Springtime soon came, too, and with it snaking lines of cars, as thousands of people who had fled poured back into their hometown days after its liberation. Young mothers returned with their strollers. Time would absorb the grief and horrors of this war, as it had of so many that had come before.

Even so, I don't want to think about what will happen to my dog's veterinarian if the Russians make it back to Bucha. Or what will happen to Ukraine. After everything that's transpired over the past decade--and especially given what Russia has become--Ukraine must not be made a Russian colony again.

Today's Russia is a neo-Stalinist dictatorship led by an aging chauvinist. In the grip of his messianic delusion, Putin initiated the biggest European war since World War II. He seeks to eliminate Ukraine not only as an independent nation, but also as an idea. No concessions or compromises are possible with such a vision--not given the kind of country Ukrainians have made and fought to defend.



This essay is adapted from I Will Show You How It Was: The Story of Wartime Kyiv, published on May 7 by Bloomsbury.
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        A Traditional Easter Rocket War in Greece

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 6, 2024

            	17 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            In the Greek village of Vrontados, each year during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations, members of two rival churches hold a traditional "rocket war" by firing thousands of homemade fireworks toward each other while services are held. The goal for each side is to hit the bell in the tower of the opposing church. The festival, called Rouketopolemos, has been celebrated by the churches of Agios Markos and Panagia Erithiani for at least 135 years. Gathered here are images of this year's battle, along with others from recent years.


To receive an email notification every time a new photo story is published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Streaks of light in the night sky above a church, evidence of several firework rockets flying past.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rockets fly over the bell tower of Agios Markos church during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations on the eastern Aegean island of Chios on April 26, 2008.
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                [image: Two people in silhouette, lighting rocket fireworks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People launch rockets during the traditional Easter rocket war in Vrontados on Holy Saturday, May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Firework rockets fly in the air above the buildings of a village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon is reflected in the sea as rockets are fired between the Agios Markos church and the Panagia Erithiani church on April 15, 2017, in Chios.
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                [image: A side view of many handmade firework rockets ready for launch. One is just igniting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A handmade rocket ignites during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations in the village of Vrontados on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: A long-exposure view of thousands of firework rockets being fired over a valley]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands of homemade rockets fly across the sky during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations in the town of Vrontados on April 19, 2014.
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                [image: Several church buildings being struck by many small firework rockets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A wide view of the rocket war in Vrontados, on the night of April 12, 2015
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                [image: Several firework rockets crash into a wall and grounds of a church.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rockets fall onto the courtyard of the Panagia Erithiani church during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations on April 11, 2015.
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                [image: Firework rockets leave streaks of light in the sky above a small valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rival congregations fire rockets toward each other in the village of Vrontados on April 12, 2015.
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                [image: A person holds a long plank of some sort on their shoulder, using it to launch a rocket, which leaves many sparks in the air behind it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers launch rockets during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations on April 19, 2014, in Vrontados.
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                [image: Several firework rockets fly past a church dome and tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rocket strikes a church tower as other fireworks fly past on April 19, 2014.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Cem Oksuz / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Sparks fly as firework rockets leave trails of light through the sky above church buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sparks fly during the rocket war on the Greek island of Chios on April 12, 2015.
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                [image: Firework rockets fall from the sky, leaving streaks of light, as at least one strikes a church building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rockets fly over Panagia Erithriani church during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations late on April 26, 2008.
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                [image: Several people prepare to launch firework rockets, while other rockets can be seen launching in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ignite handmade rockets during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations in the village of Vrontados on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Many firework rockets can be seen striking the side and roof of a church building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firework rockets target Panagia Erithiani church on April 11, 2015.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Petros Giannakouris / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several people lean over racks of firework rockets, igniting them in a series.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People in Vrontados launch firework rockets on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of firework rockets leave streaks through the sky as they are launched toward a church building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hundreds of rockets target the Agios Markos church, photographed on April 11, 2015.
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                [image: A person walks outside a church building, stepping over and past thousands of spent firework rockets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman walks past thousands of spent homemade rockets, either stuck in a protective metal screen or lying on the ground outside Panagia Erithiani church, following a traditional Easter celebration the night before in the village of Vrontados on April 20, 2014.
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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 New Propaganda War

Autocrats in China, Russia, and elsewhere are now making common cause with MAGA Republicans to discredit liberalism and freedom around the world.

by Anne Applebaum




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


On June 4, 1989, the Polish Communist Party held partially free elections, setting in motion a series of events that ultimately removed the Communists from power. Not long afterward, street protests calling for free speech, due process, accountability, and democracy brought about the end of the Communist regimes in East Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Romania. Within a few years, the Soviet Union itself would no longer exist.

Also on June 4, 1989, the Chinese Communist Party ordered the military to remove thousands of students from Tiananmen Square. The students were calling for free speech, due process, accountability, and democracy. Soldiers arrested and killed demonstrators in Beijing and around the country. Later, they systematically tracked down the leaders of the protest movement and forced them to confess and recant. Some spent years in jail. Others managed to elude their pursuers and flee the country forever.

In the aftermath of these events, the Chinese concluded that the physical elimination of dissenters was insufficient. To prevent the democratic wave then sweeping across Central Europe from reaching East Asia, the Chinese Communist Party eventually set out to eliminate not just the people but the ideas that had motivated the protests. In the years to come, this would require policing what the Chinese people could see online.

Nobody believed that this would work. In 2000, President Bill Clinton told an audience at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies that it was impossible. "In the knowledge economy," he said, "economic innovation and political empowerment, whether anyone likes it or not, will inevitably go hand in hand." The transcript records the audience reactions:

"Now, there's no question China has been trying to crack down on the internet." (Chuckles.) "Good luck!" (Laughter.) "That's sort of like trying to nail Jell-O to the wall." (Laughter.)

While we were still rhapsodizing about the many ways in which the internet could spread democracy, the Chinese were designing what's become known as the Great Firewall of China. That method of internet management--which is in effect conversation management--contains many different elements, beginning with an elaborate system of blocks and filters that prevent internet users from seeing particular words and phrases. Among them, famously, are Tiananmen, 1989, and June 4, but there are many more. In 2000, a directive called "Measures for Managing Internet Information Services" prohibited an extraordinarily wide range of content, including anything that "endangers national security, divulges state secrets, subverts the government, undermines national unification," and "is detrimental to the honor and interests of the state"--anything, in other words, that the authorities didn't like.

From the May 2022 issue: There is no liberal world order

The Chinese regime also combined online tracking methods with other tools of repression, including security cameras, police inspections, and arrests. In Xinjiang province, where China's Uyghur Muslim population is concentrated, the state has forced people to install "nanny apps" that can scan phones for forbidden phrases and pick up unusual behavior: Anyone who downloads a virtual private network, anyone who stays offline altogether, and anyone whose home uses too much electricity (which could be evidence of a secret houseguest) can arouse suspicion. Voice-recognition technology and even DNA swabs are used to monitor where Uyghurs walk, drive, and shop. With every new breakthrough, with every AI advance, China has gotten closer to its holy grail: a system that can eliminate not just the words democracy and Tiananmen from the internet, but the thinking that leads people to become democracy activists or attend public protests in real life.

If people are naturally drawn to human rights, democracy, and freedom, then those concepts have to be poisoned.

But along the way, the Chinese regime discovered a deeper problem: Surveillance, regardless of sophistication, provides no guarantees. During the coronavirus pandemic, the Chinese government imposed controls more severe than most of its citizens had ever experienced. Millions of people were locked into their homes. Untold numbers entered government quarantine camps. Yet the lockdown also produced the angriest and most energetic Chinese protests in many years. Young people who had never attended a demonstration and had no memory of Tiananmen gathered in the streets of Beijing and Shanghai in the autumn of 2022 to talk about freedom. In Xinjiang, where lockdowns were the longest and harshest, and where repression is most complete, people came out in public and sang the Chinese national anthem, emphasizing one line: "Rise up, those who refuse to be slaves!" Clips of their performance circulated widely, presumably because the spyware and filters didn't identify the national anthem as dissent.

Even in a state where surveillance is almost total, the experience of tyranny and injustice can radicalize people. Anger at arbitrary power will always lead someone to start thinking about another system, a better way to run society. The strength of these demonstrations, and the broader anger they reflected, was enough to spook the Chinese Communist Party into lifting the quarantine and allowing the virus to spread. The deaths that resulted were preferable to public anger and protest.

Like the demonstrations against President Vladimir Putin in Russia that began in 2011, the 2014 street protests in Venezuela, and the 2019 Hong Kong protests, the 2022 protests in China help explain something else: why autocratic regimes have slowly turned their repressive mechanisms outward, into the democratic world. If people are naturally drawn to the image of human rights, to the language of democracy, to the dream of freedom, then those concepts have to be poisoned. That requires more than surveillance, more than close observation of the population, more than a political system that defends against liberal ideas. It also requires an offensive plan: a narrative that damages both the idea of democracy everywhere in the world and the tools to deliver it.

On February 24, 2022, as Russia launched its invasion of Ukraine, fantastical tales of biological warfare began surging across the internet. Russian officials solemnly declared that secret U.S.-funded biolabs in Ukraine had been conducting experiments with bat viruses and claimed that U.S. officials had confessed to manipulating "dangerous pathogens." The story was unfounded, not to say ridiculous, and was repeatedly debunked.

Nevertheless, an American Twitter account with links to the QAnon conspiracy network--@WarClandestine--began tweeting about the nonexistent biolabs, racking up thousands of retweets and views. The hashtag #biolab started trending on Twitter and reached more than 9 million views. Even after the account--later revealed to belong to a veteran of the Army National Guard--was suspended, people continued to post screenshots. A version of the story appeared on the Infowars website created by Alex Jones, best known for promoting conspiracy theories about the shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School and harassing families of the victims. Tucker Carlson, then still hosting a show on Fox News, played clips of a Russian general and a Chinese spokesperson repeating the biolab fantasy and demanded that the Biden administration "stop lying and [tell] us what's going on here."

Chinese state media also leaned hard into the story. A foreign-ministry spokesperson declared that the U.S. controlled 26 biolabs in Ukraine: "Russia has found during its military operations that the U.S. uses these facilities to conduct bio-military plans." Xinhua, a Chinese state news agency, ran multiple headlines: "U.S.-Led Biolabs Pose Potential Threats to People of Ukraine and Beyond," "Russia Urges U.S. to Explain Purpose of Biological Labs in Ukraine," and so on. U.S. diplomats publicly refuted these fabrications. Nevertheless, the Chinese continued to spread them. So did the scores of Asian, African, and Latin American media outlets that have content-sharing agreements with Chinese state media. So did Telesur, the Venezuelan network; Press TV, the Iranian network; and Russia Today, in Spanish and Arabic, as well as on many Russia Today-linked websites around the world.

This joint propaganda effort worked. Globally, it helped undermine the U.S.-led effort to create solidarity with Ukraine and enforce sanctions against Russia. Inside the U.S., it helped undermine the Biden administration's effort to consolidate American public opinion in support of providing aid to Ukraine. According to one poll, a quarter of Americans believed the biolabs conspiracy theory to be true. After the invasion, Russia and China--with, again, help from Venezuela, Iran, and far-right Europeans and Americans--successfully created an international echo chamber. Anyone inside this echo chamber heard the biolab conspiracy theory many times, from different sources, each one repeating and building on the others to create the impression of veracity. They also heard false descriptions of Ukrainians as Nazis, along with claims that Ukraine is a puppet state run by the CIA, and that NATO started the war.

Outside this echo chamber, few even know it exists. At a dinner in Munich in February 2023, I found myself seated across from a European diplomat who had just returned from Africa. He had met with some students there and had been shocked to discover how little they knew about the war in Ukraine, and how much of what they did know was wrong. They had repeated the Russian claims that the Ukrainians are Nazis, blamed NATO for the invasion, and generally used the same kind of language that can be heard every night on the Russian evening news. The diplomat was mystified. He grasped for explanations: Maybe the legacy of colonialism explained the spread of these conspiracy theories, or Western neglect of the global South, or the long shadow of the Cold War.




But the story of how Africans--as well as Latin Americans, Asians, and indeed many Europeans and Americans--have come to spout Russian propaganda about Ukraine is not primarily a story of European colonial history, Western policy, or the Cold War. Rather, it involves China's systematic efforts to buy or influence both popular and elite audiences around the world; carefully curated Russian propaganda campaigns, some open, some clandestine, some amplified by the American and European far right; and other autocracies using their own networks to promote the same language.

To be fair to the European diplomat, the convergence of what had been disparate authoritarian influence projects is still new. Russian information-laundering and Chinese propaganda have long had different goals. Chinese propagandists mostly stayed out of the democratic world's politics, except to promote Chinese achievements, Chinese economic success, and Chinese narratives about Tibet or Hong Kong. Their efforts in Africa and Latin America tended to feature dull, unwatchable announcements of investments and state visits. Russian efforts were more aggressive--sometimes in conjunction with the far right or the far left in the democratic world--and aimed to distort debates and elections in the United States, the United Kingdom, Germany, France, and elsewhere. Still, they often seemed unfocused, as if computer hackers were throwing spaghetti at the wall, just to see which crazy story might stick. Venezuela and Iran were fringe players, not real sources of influence.

Slowly, though, these autocracies have come together, not around particular stories, but around a set of ideas, or rather in opposition to a set of ideas. Transparency, for example. And rule of law. And democracy. They have heard language about those ideas--which originate in the democratic world--coming from their own dissidents, and have concluded that they are dangerous to their regimes. Their own rhetoric makes this clear. In 2013, as Chinese President Xi Jinping was beginning his rise to power, an internal Chinese memo, known enigmatically as Document No. 9--or, more formally, as the Communique on the Current State of the Ideological Sphere--listed "seven perils" faced by the Chinese Communist Party. "Western constitutional democracy" led the list, followed by "universal human rights," "media independence," "judicial independence," and "civic participation." The document concluded that "Western forces hostile to China," together with dissidents inside the country, "are still constantly infiltrating the ideological sphere," and instructed party leaders to push back against these ideas wherever they found them, especially online, inside China and around the world.

From the December 2021 issue: The bad guys are winning

Since at least 2004, the Russians have been focused on the same convergence of internal and external ideological threats. That was the year Ukrainians staged a popular revolt, known as the Orange Revolution--the name came from the orange T-shirts and flags of the protesters--against a clumsy attempt to steal a presidential election. The angry intervention of the Ukrainian public into what was meant to have been a carefully orchestrated victory for Viktor Yanukovych, a pro-Russian candidate directly supported by Putin himself, profoundly unnerved the Russians. This was especially the case because a similarly unruly protest movement in Georgia had brought a pro-European politician, Mikheil Saakashvili, to power the year before.

Shaken by those two events, Putin put the bogeyman of "color revolution" at the center of Russian propaganda. Civic protest movements are now always described as color revolutions in Russia, and as the work of outsiders. Popular opposition leaders are always said to be puppets of foreign governments. Anti-corruption and prodemocracy slogans are linked to chaos and instability wherever they are used, whether in Tunisia, Syria, or the United States. In 2011, a year of mass protest against a manipulated election in Russia itself, Putin bitterly described the Orange Revolution as a "well-tested scheme for destabilizing society," and he accused the Russian opposition of "transferring this practice to Russian soil," where he feared a similar popular uprising intended to remove him from power.

Putin was wrong--no "scheme" had been "transferred." Public discontent in Russia simply had no way to express itself except through street protest, and Putin's opponents had no legal means to remove him from power. Like so many other people around the world, they talked about democracy and human rights because they recognized that these concepts represented their best hope for achieving justice, and freedom from autocratic power. The protests that led to democratic transitions in the Philippines, Taiwan, South Africa, South Korea, and Mexico; the "people's revolutions" that washed across Central and Eastern Europe in 1989; the Arab Spring in 2011; and, yes, the color revolutions in Ukraine and Georgia--all were begun by those who had suffered injustice at the hands of the state, and who seized on the language of freedom and democracy to propose an alternative.

This is the core problem for autocracies: The Russians, the Chinese, the Iranians, and others all know that the language of transparency, accountability, justice, and democracy appeals to some of their citizens, as it does to many people who live in dictatorships. Even the most sophisticated surveillance can't wholly suppress it. The very ideas of democracy and freedom must be discredited--especially in the places where they have historically flourished.

In the 20th century, Communist Party propaganda was overwhelming and inspiring, or at least it was meant to be. The future it portrayed was shiny and idealized, a vision of clean factories, abundant produce, and healthy tractor drivers with large muscles and square jaws. The architecture was designed to overpower, the music to intimidate, the public spectacles to awe. In theory, citizens were meant to feel enthusiasm, inspiration, and hope. In practice, this kind of propaganda backfired, because people could compare what they saw on posters and in movies with a far more impoverished reality.

A few autocracies still portray themselves to their citizens as model states. The North Koreans continue to hold colossal military parades with elaborate gymnastics displays and huge portraits of their leader, very much in the Stalinist style. But most modern authoritarians have learned from the mistakes of the previous century. Freedom House, a nonprofit that advocates for democracy around the world, lists 56 countries as "not free." Most don't offer their fellow citizens a vision of utopia, and don't inspire them to build a better world. Instead, they teach people to be cynical and passive, apathetic and afraid, because there is no better world to build. Their goal is to persuade their own people to stay out of politics, and above all to convince them that there is no democratic alternative: Our state may be corrupt, but everyone else is corrupt too. You may not like our leader, but the others are worse. You may not like our society, but at least we are strong. The democratic world is weak, degenerate, divided, dying.

Instead of portraying China as the perfect society, modern Chinese propaganda seeks to inculcate nationalist pride, based on China's real experience of economic development, and to promote a Beijing model of progress through dictatorship and "order" that's superior to the chaos and violence of democracy. Chinese media mocked the laxity of the American response to the pandemic with an animated film that ended with the Statue of Liberty on an intravenous drip. China's Global Times wrote that Chinese people were mocking the January 6 insurrection as "karma" and "retribution": "Seeing such scenarios," the publication's then-editor wrote in an op-ed, "many Chinese will naturally recall that Nancy Pelosi once praised the violence of Hong Kong protesters as 'a beautiful sight to behold.' " (Pelosi, of course, had praised peaceful demonstrators, not violence.) The Chinese are told that these forces of chaos are out to disrupt their own lives, and they are encouraged to fight against them in a "people's war" against foreign influence.

Read: I watched Russian TV so you don't have to

Russians, although they hear very little about what happens in their own towns and cities, receive similar messages about the decline of places they don't know and have mostly never visited: America, France, Britain, Sweden, Poland--countries apparently filled with degeneracy, hypocrisy, and Russophobia. A study of Russian television from 2014 to 2017 found that negative news about Europe appeared on the three main Russian channels, all state-controlled, an average of 18 times a day. Some of the stories were obviously invented (European governments are stealing children from straight families and giving them to gay couples! ), but even the true ones were cherry-picked to support the idea that daily life in Europe is frightening and chaotic, that Europeans are weak and immoral, and that the European Union is aggressive and interventionist. If anything, the portrayal of America has been more dramatic. Putin himself has displayed a surprisingly intimate acquaintance with American culture wars about transgender rights, and mockingly sympathized with people who he says have been "canceled."

Fear, cynicism, nihilism, and apathy, coupled with disgust and disdain for democracy: This is what modern autocrats sell to their citizens and to foreigners, all with the aim of destroying what they call "American hegemony."

The goal is clear: to prevent Russians from identifying with Europe the way they once did, and to build alliances between Putin's domestic audience and his supporters in Europe and North America, where some naive conservatives (or perhaps cynical, well-paid conservatives) seek to convince their followers that Russia is a "white Christian state." In reality, Russia has very low church attendance, legal abortion, and a multiethnic population containing millions of Muslim citizens and migrants. The autonomous region of Chechnya, which is part of the Russian Federation, is governed, in practice, by elements of Sharia law. The Russian state harasses and represses many forms of religion outside the state-sanctioned Russian Orthodox Church, including evangelical Protestantism. Nevertheless, among the slogans shouted by white nationalists marching in the infamous Charlottesville, Virginia, demonstration in 2017 was "Russia is our friend." Putin sends periodic messages to this constituency: "I uphold the traditional approach that a woman is a woman, a man is a man, a mother is a mother, and a father is a father," he told a press conference in December 2021, almost as if this "traditional approach" would be justification for invading Ukraine.

Michael Carpenter: Russia is co-opting angry young men

This manipulation of the strong emotions around gay rights and feminism has been widely copied throughout the autocratic world, often as a means of defending against criticism of the regime. Yoweri Museveni, who has been the president of Uganda for more than three decades, passed an "anti-homosexuality" bill in 2014, instituting a life sentence for gay people who have sex or marry and criminalizing the "promotion" of a homosexual lifestyle. By picking a fight over gay rights, he was able to consolidate his supporters at home while neutralizing foreign criticisms of his regime, describing them as "social imperialism": "Outsiders cannot dictate to us; this is our country," he declared. Viktor Orban, the prime minister of Hungary, also ducks discussion of Hungarian corruption by hiding behind a culture war. He pretends that ongoing tension between his government and the U.S. ambassador to Hungary concerns religion and gender: During Tucker Carlson's recent visit to Hungary, Carlson declared that the Biden administration "hates" Hungary because "it's a Christian country," when in fact it is Orban's deep financial and political ties to Russia and China that have badly damaged American-Hungarian relations.

The new authoritarians also have a different attitude toward reality. When Soviet leaders lied, they tried to make their falsehoods seem real. They became angry when anyone accused them of lying. But in Putin's Russia, Bashar al-Assad's Syria, and Nicolas Maduro's Venezuela, politicians and television personalities play a different game. They lie constantly, blatantly, obviously. But they don't bother to offer counterarguments when their lies are exposed. After Russian-controlled forces shot down Malaysia Airlines Flight MH17 over Ukraine in 2014, the Russian government reacted not only with a denial, but with multiple stories, plausible and implausible: It blamed the Ukrainian army, and the CIA, and a nefarious plot in which dead people were placed on a plane in order to fake a crash and discredit Russia. This tactic--the so-called fire hose of falsehoods--ultimately produces not outrage but nihilism. Given so many explanations, how can you know what actually happened? What if you just can't know? If you don't know what happened, you're not likely to join a great movement for democracy, or to listen when anyone speaks about positive political change. Instead, you are not going to participate in any politics at all.

Anne Applebaum: The American face of authoritarian propaganda

Fear, cynicism, nihilism, and apathy, coupled with disgust and disdain for democracy: This is the formula that modern autocrats, with some variations, sell to their citizens and to foreigners, all with the aim of destroying what they call "American hegemony." In service of this idea, Russia, a colonial power, paints itself as a leader of the non-Western civilizations in what the analyst Ivan Klyszcz calls their struggle for "messianic multipolarity," a battle against "the West's imposition of 'decadent,' 'globalist' values." In September 2022, when Putin held a ceremony to mark his illegal annexation of southern and eastern Ukraine, he claimed that he was protecting Russia from the "satanic" West and "perversions that lead to degradation and extinction." He did not speak of the people he had tortured or the Ukrainian children he had kidnapped. A year later, Putin told a gathering in Sochi: "We are now fighting not just for Russia's freedom but for the freedom of the whole world. We can frankly say that the dictatorship of one hegemon is becoming decrepit. We see it, and everyone sees it now. It is getting out of control and is simply dangerous for others." The language of "hegemony" and "multipolarity" is now part of Chinese, Iranian, and Venezuelan narratives too.

In truth, Russia is a genuine danger to its neighbors, which is why most of them are re-arming and preparing to fight against a new colonial occupation. The irony is even greater in African countries like Mali, where Russian mercenaries from the Wagner Group have helped keep a military dictatorship in power, reportedly by conducting summary executions, committing atrocities against civilians, and looting property. In Mali, as in Ukraine, the battle against Western decadence means that white Russian thugs brutally terrorize people with impunity.

And yet Mali Actu, a pro-Russian website in Mali, solemnly explains to its readers that "in a world that is more and more multipolar, Africa will play a more and more important role." Mali Actu is not alone; it's just a small part of a propaganda network, created by the autocracies, that is now visible all over the world.

The infrastructure of antidemocratic propaganda takes many forms, some overt and some covert, some aimed at the public and some aimed at elites. The United Front, the fulcrum of the Chinese Communist Party's most important influence strategy, seeks to shape perceptions of China around the world by creating educational and exchange programs, controlling Chinese exile communities, building Chinese chambers of commerce, and courting anyone willing to be a de facto spokesperson for China. The Confucius Institutes are probably the best-known elite Chinese influence project. Originally perceived as benign cultural bodies not unlike the Goethe-Institut, run by the German government, and the Alliance Francaise, they were welcomed by many universities because they provided cheap or even free Chinese-language classes and professors. Over time, the institutes aroused suspicion, policing Chinese students at American universities by restricting open discussions of Tibet and Taiwan, and in some cases altering the teaching of Chinese history and politics to suit Chinese narratives. They have now been mostly disbanded in the United States. But they are flourishing in many other places, including Africa, where there are several dozen.

These subtler operations are augmented by China's enormous investment in international media. The Xinhua wire service, the China Global Television Network, China Radio International, and China Daily all receive significant state financing, have social-media accounts in multiple languages and regions, and sell, share, or otherwise promote their content. These Chinese outlets cover the entire world, and provide feeds of slickly produced news and video segments to their partners at low prices, sometimes for free, which makes them more than competitive with reputable Western newswires, such as Reuters and the Associated Press. Scores of news organizations in Europe and Asia use Chinese content, as do many in Africa, from Kenya and Nigeria to Egypt and Zambia. Chinese media maintain a regional hub in Nairobi, where they hire prominent local journalists and produce content in African languages. Building this media empire has been estimated to cost billions of dollars a year.




For the moment, viewership of many of these Chinese-owned channels remains low; their output can be predictable, even boring. But more popular forms of Chinese television are gradually becoming available. StarTimes, a satellite-television company that is tightly linked to the Chinese government, launched in Africa in 2008 and now has 13 million television subscribers in more than 30 African countries. StarTimes is cheap for consumers, costing just a few dollars a month. It prioritizes Chinese content--not just news but kung-fu movies, soap operas, and Chinese Super League football, with the dialogue and commentary all translated into Hausa, Swahili, and other African languages. In this way, even entertainment can carry China-positive messages.

This subtler shift is the real goal: to have the Chinese point of view appear in the local press, with local bylines. Chinese propagandists call this strategy "borrowing boats to reach the sea," and it can be achieved in many ways. Unlike Western governments, China doesn't think of propaganda, censorship, diplomacy, and media as separate activities. Legal pressure on news organizations, online trolling operations aimed at journalists, cyberattacks--all of these can be deployed as part of a single operation designed to promulgate or undermine a given narrative. China also offers training courses or stipends for local journalists across Asia, Africa, and Latin America, sometimes providing phones and laptops in exchange for what the regime hopes will be favorable coverage.

The Chinese also cooperate, both openly and discreetly, with the media outlets of other autocracies. Telesur, a Hugo Chavez project launched in 2005, is headquartered in Caracas and led by Venezuela in partnership with Cuba and Nicaragua. Selectively culled bits of foreign news make it onto Telesur from its partners, including headlines that presumably have limited appeal in Latin America: "US-Armenia Joint Military Drills Undermine Regional Stability," for example, and "Russia Has No Expansionist Plans in Europe." Both of these stories, from 2023, were lifted directly from the Xinhua wire.

Iran, for its part, offers HispanTV, the Spanish-language version of Press TV, the Iranian international service. HispanTV leans heavily into open anti-Semitism and Holocaust denial: One March 2020 headline declared that the "New Coronavirus Is the Result of a Zionist Plot." Spain banned HispanTV and Google blocked it from its YouTube and Gmail accounts, but the service is easily available across Latin America, just as Al-Alam, the Arabic version of Press TV, is widely available in the Middle East. After the October 7 Hamas attack on Israel, the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, an international group dedicated to fighting disinformation, found that Iran was creating additional hacking groups to target digital, physical, and electoral infrastructure in Israel (where it went after electoral rolls) and the United States. In the future, these hacking operations may be combined with propaganda campaigns.

RT--Russia Today--has a bigger profile than either Telesur or Press TV; in Africa, it has close links to China. Following the invasion of Ukraine, some satellite networks dropped RT. But China's StarTimes satellite picked it up, and RT immediately began building offices and relationships across Africa, especially in countries run by autocrats who echo its anti-Western, anti-LGBTQ messages, and who appreciate its lack of critical or investigative reporting.

RT--like Press TV, Telesur, and even CGTN--also functions as a production facility, a source of video clips that can be spread online, repurposed and reused in targeted campaigns. Americans got a firsthand view of how the clandestine versions work in 2016, when the Internet Research Agency--now disbanded but based then in St. Petersburg and led by the late Yevgeny Prigozhin, more famous as the mercenary boss of the Wagner Group who staged an aborted march on Moscow--pumped out fake material via fake Facebook and Twitter accounts, designed to confuse American voters. Examples ranged from virulently anti-immigration accounts aimed at benefiting Donald Trump to fake Black Lives Matter accounts that attacked Hillary Clinton from the left.

Since 2016, these tactics have been applied across the globe. The Xinhua and RT offices in Africa and around the world--along with Telesur and HispanTV--create stories, slogans, memes, and narratives promoting the worldview of the autocracies; these, in turn, are repeated and amplified in many countries, translated into many languages, and reshaped for many local markets. The material produced is mostly unsophisticated, but it is inexpensive and can change quickly, according to the needs of the moment. After the October 7 Hamas attack, for example, official and unofficial Russian sources immediately began putting out both anti-Israel and anti-Semitic material, and messages calling American and Western support for Ukraine hypocritical in light of the Gaza conflict. The data-analytics company Alto Intelligence found posts smearing both Ukrainians and Israelis as "Nazis," part of what appears to be a campaign to bring far-left and far-right communities closer together in opposition to U.S.-allied democracies. Anti-Semitic and pro-Hamas messages also increased inside China, as well as on Chinese-linked accounts around the world. Joshua Eisenman, a professor at Notre Dame and the author of a new book on China's relations with Africa, told me that during a recent trip to Beijing, he was astonished by how quickly the previous Chinese line on the Middle East--"China-Israel relations are stronger than ever"--changed. "It was a complete 180 in just a few days."

Not that everyone hearing these messages will necessarily know where they come from, because they often appear in forums that conceal their origins. Most people probably did not hear the American-biolabs conspiracy theory on a television news program, for example. Instead, they heard it thanks to organizations like Pressenza and Yala News. Pressenza, a website founded in Milan and relocated to Ecuador in 2014, publishes in eight languages, describes itself as "an international news agency dedicated to news about peace and nonviolence," and featured an article on biolabs in Ukraine. According to the U.S. State Department, Pressenza is part of a project, run by three Russian companies, that planned to create articles in Moscow and then translate them for these "native" sites, following Chinese practice, to make them seem "local." Pressenza denied the allegations; one of its journalists, Oleg Yasinsky, who says he is of Ukrainian origin, responded by denouncing America's "planetary propaganda machine" and quoting Che Guevara.

Like Pressenza, Yala News also markets itself as independent. This U.K.-registered, Arabic-language news operation provides slickly produced videos, including celebrity interviews, to its 3 million followers every day. In March 2022, as the biolabs allegation was being promoted by other outlets, the site posted a video that echoed one of the most sensational versions: Ukraine was planning to use migratory birds as a delivery vehicle for bioweapons, infecting the birds and then sending them into Russia to spread disease.

Yala did not invent this ludicrous tale: Russian state media, such as the Sputnik news agency, published it in Russian first, followed by Sputnik's Arabic website and RT Arabic. Russia's United Nations ambassador addressed the UN Security Council about the biobird scandal, warning of the "real biological danger to the people in European countries, which can result from an uncontrolled spread of bioagents from Ukraine." In an April 2022 interview in Kyiv, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky told The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, and me that the biobirds story reminded him of a Monty Python sketch. If Yala were truly an "independent" publication, as it describes itself, it would have fact-checked this story, which, like the other biolab conspiracies, was widely debunked.

Read: Anne Applebaum and Jeffrey Goldberg interview Volodymyr Zelensky

But Yala News is not a news organization at all. As the BBC has reported, it's an information laundromat, a site that exists to spread and propagate material produced by RT and other Russian facilities. Yala News has posted claims that the Russian massacre of Ukrainian civilians at Bucha was staged, that Zelensky appeared drunk on television, and that Ukrainian soldiers were running away from the front lines. Although the company is registered to an address in London--a mail drop shared by 65,000 other companies--its "news team" is based in a suburb of Damascus. The company's CEO is a Syrian businessman based in Dubai who, when asked by the BBC, insisted on the organization's "impartiality."

Another strange actor in this field is RRN--the company's name is an acronym, originally for Reliable Russian News, later changed to Reliable Recent News. Created in the aftermath of Russia's invasion of Ukraine, RRN, part of a bigger information-laundering operation known to investigators as Doppelganger, is primarily a "typosquatter": a company that registers domain names that look similar to real media domain names--Reuters.cfd instead of Reuters.com, for example--as well as websites with names that sound authentic (like Notre Pays, or "Our Country") but are created to deceive. RRN is prolific. During its short existence, it has created more than 300 sites targeting Europe, the Middle East, and Latin America. Links to these sites are then used to make Facebook, Twitter, and other social-media posts appear credible. When someone is quickly scrolling, they might not notice that a headline links to a fake Spiegel.pro website, say, rather than to the authentic German-magazine website Spiegel.de.

Doppelganger's efforts, run by a clutch of companies in Russia, have varied widely, and seem to have included fake NATO press releases, with the same fonts and design as the genuine releases, "revealing" that NATO leaders were planning to deploy Ukrainian paramilitary troops to France to quell pension protests. In November, operatives who the French government believes are linked to Doppelganger spray-painted Stars of David around Paris and posted them on social media, hoping to amplify French divisions over the Gaza war. Russian operatives built a social-media network to spread the false stories and the photographs of anti-Semitic graffiti. The goal is to make sure that the people encountering this content have little clue as to who created it, or where or why.

Russia and China are not the only parties in this space. Both real and automated social-media accounts geolocated to Venezuela played a small role in the 2018 Mexican presidential election, for example, boosting the campaign of Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador. Notable were two kinds of messages: those that promoted images of Mexican violence and chaos--images that might make people feel they need an autocrat to restore order--and those that were angrily opposed to NAFTA and the U.S. more broadly. This tiny social-media investment must have been deemed successful. After he became president, Lopez Obrador engaged in the same kinds of smear campaigns as unelected politicians in autocracies, empowered and corrupted the military, undermined the independence of the judiciary, and otherwise degraded Mexican democracy. In office, he has promoted Russian narratives about the war in Ukraine along with Chinese narratives about the repression of the Uyghurs. Mexico's relationship with the United States has become more difficult--and that, surely, was part of the point.

None of these efforts would succeed without local actors who share the autocratic world's goals. Russia, China, and Venezuela did not invent anti-Americanism in Mexico. They did not invent Catalan separatism, to name another movement that both Russian and Venezuelan social-media accounts supported, or the German far right, or France's Marine Le Pen. All they do is amplify existing people and movements--whether anti-LGBTQ, anti-Semitic, anti-Muslim, anti-immigrant, anti-Ukrainian, or, above all, antidemocratic. Sometimes they provide a social-media echo. Sometimes they employ reporters and spokespeople. Sometimes they use the media networks they built for this purpose. And sometimes, they just rely on Americans to do it for them.

Here is a difficult truth: A part of the American political spectrum is not merely a passive recipient of the combined authoritarian narratives that come from Russia, China, and their ilk, but an active participant in creating and spreading them. Like the leaders of those countries, the American MAGA right also wants Americans to believe that their democracy is degenerate, their elections illegitimate, their civilization dying. The MAGA movement's leaders also have an interest in pumping nihilism and cynicism into the brains of their fellow citizens, and in convincing them that nothing they see is true. Their goals are so similar that it is hard to distinguish between the online American alt-right and its foreign amplifiers, who have multiplied since the days when this was solely a Russian project. Tucker Carlson has even promoted the fear of a color revolution in America, lifting the phrase directly from Russian propaganda. The Chinese have joined in too: Earlier this year, a group of Chinese accounts that had previously been posting pro-Chinese material in Mandarin began posting in English, using MAGA symbols and attacking President Joe Biden. They showed fake images of Biden in prison garb, made fun of his age, and called him a satanist pedophile. One Chinese-linked account reposted an RT video repeating the lie that Biden had sent a neo-Nazi criminal to fight in Ukraine. Alex Jones's reposting of the lie on social media reached some 400,000 people.

Given that both Russian and Chinese actors now blend in so easily with the MAGA messaging operation, it is hardly surprising that the American government has difficulty responding to the newly interlinked autocratic propaganda network. American-government-backed foreign broadcasters--Voice of America, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Radio Farda, Radio Marti--still exist, but neither their mandate nor their funding has changed much in recent years. The intelligence agencies continue to observe what happens--there is a Foreign Malign Influence Center under the Office of the Director of National Intelligence--but they are by definition not part of the public debate. The only relatively new government institution fighting antidemocratic propaganda is the Global Engagement Center, but it is in the State Department, and its mandate is to focus on authoritarian propaganda outside the United States. Established in 2016, it replaced the Center for Strategic Counterterrorism Communications, which sought to foil the Islamic State and other jihadist groups that were recruiting young people online. In 2014-15, as the scale of Russian disinformation campaigns in Europe were becoming better known, Congress designated the GEC to deal with Russian as well as Chinese, Iranian, and other propaganda campaigns around the world--although not, again, inside the United States. Throughout the Trump administration, the organization languished under the direction of a president who himself repeated Russian propaganda lines during the 2016 campaign--"Obama founded ISIS," for example, and "Hillary will start World War III."

Today the GEC is run by James Rubin, a former State Department spokesperson from the Bill Clinton era. It employs 125 people and has a budget of $61 million--hardly a match for the many billions that China and Russia spend building their media networks. But it is beginning to find its footing, handing out small grants to international groups that track and reveal foreign disinformation operations. It's now specializing in identifying covert propaganda campaigns before they begin, with the help of U.S. intelligence agencies. Rubin calls this "prebunking" and describes it as a kind of "inoculation": "If journalists and governments know that this is coming, then when it comes, they will recognize it."

"Lo and behold, the entity that becomes the most persistent in alleging that American elections are fraudulent, fake, rigged, and everything else turns out to be the president of the United States."

The revelation in November of the Russian ties to seemingly native left-wing websites in Latin America, including Pressenza, was one such effort. More recently, the GEC published a report on the African Initiative, an agency that had planned a huge campaign to discredit Western health philanthropy, starting with rumors about a new virus supposedly spread by mosquitoes. The idea was to smear Western doctors, clinics, and philanthropists, and to build a climate of distrust around Western medicine, much as Russian efforts helped build a climate of distrust around Western vaccines during the pandemic. The GEC identified the Russian leader of the project, Artem Sergeyevich Kureyev; noted that several employees had come to the African Initiative from the Wagner Group; and located two of its offices, in Mali and Burkina Faso. Rubin and others subsequently spent a lot of time talking with regional reporters about the African Initiative's plans so that "people will recognize them" when they launch. Dozens of articles in English, Spanish, and other languages have described these operations, as have thousands of social-media posts. Eventually, the goal is to create an alliance of other nations who also want to share information about planned and ongoing information operations so that everyone knows they are coming.

It's a great idea, but no equivalent agency functions inside the United States. Some social-media companies have made purely voluntary efforts to remove foreign-government propaganda, sometimes after being tipped off by the U.S. government but mostly on their own. In the U.S., Facebook created a security-policy unit that still regularly announces when it discovers "coordinated inauthentic behavior"--meaning accounts that are automated and/or evidently part of a planned operation from (usually) Russian, Iranian, or Chinese sources--and then takes down the posts. It is difficult for outsiders to monitor this activity, because the company restricts access to its data, and even controls the tools that can be used to examine the data. In March, Meta announced that by August, it would phase out CrowdTangle, a tool used to analyze Facebook data, and replace it with a tool that analysts fear will be harder to use.

X (formerly Twitter) also used to look for foreign propaganda activity, but under the ownership of Elon Musk, that voluntary effort has been badly weakened. The new blue-check "verification" process allows users--including anonymous, pro-Russian users--to pay to have their posts amplified; the old "safety team" no longer exists. The result: After the collapse of the Kakhovka dam in Ukraine last summer, a major environmental and humanitarian disaster caused by Russian bombing over many weeks, the false narrative that Ukraine had destroyed it appeared hundreds of thousands of times on X. After the ISIS terrorist attack on a concert hall in Moscow in March, David Sacks, the former PayPal entrepreneur and a close associate of Musk's, posted on X, with no evidence, that "if the Ukrainian government was behind the terrorist attack, as looks increasingly likely, the U.S. must renounce it." His completely unfounded post was viewed 2.5 million times. This spring, some Republican congressional leaders finally began speaking about the Russian propaganda that had "infected" their base and their colleagues. Most of that "Russian propaganda" is not coming from inside Russia.

Over the past several years, universities and think tanks have used their own data analytics to try to identify inauthentic networks on the largest websites--but they are also now meeting resistance from MAGA-affiliated Republican politicians. In 2020, teams at Stanford University and the University of Washington, together with the Digital Forensic Research Lab at the Atlantic Council and Graphika, a company that specializes in social-media analytics, decided to join forces to monitor false election information. Renee DiResta, one of the leaders of what became the Election Integrity Partnership, told me that an early concern was Russian and Chinese campaigns. DiResta assumed that these foreign interventions wouldn't matter much, but she thought it would be useful and academically interesting to understand their scope. "Lo and behold," she said, "the entity that becomes the most persistent in alleging that American elections are fraudulent, fake, rigged, and everything else turns out to be the president of the United States." The Election Integrity Partnership tracked election rumors coming from across the political spectrum, but observed that the MAGA right was far more prolific and significant than any other source.

The Election Integrity Partnership was not organized or directed by the U.S. government. It occasionally reached out to platforms, but had no power to compel them to act, DiResta told me. Nevertheless, the project became the focus of a complicated MAGA-world conspiracy theory about alleged government suppression of free speech, and it led to legal and personal attacks on many of those involved. The project has been smeared and mischaracterized by some of the journalists attached to Musk's "Twitter Files" investigation, and by Representative Jim Jordan's Select Subcommittee on the Weaponization of the Federal Government. A series of lawsuits alleging that the U.S. government sought to suppress conservative speech, including one launched by Missouri and Louisiana that has now reached the Supreme Court, has effectively tried to silence organizations that investigate both domestic and foreign disinformation campaigns, overt and covert. To state baldly what is happening: The Republican Party's right wing is actively harassing legitimate, good-faith efforts to track the production and dissemination of autocratic disinformation here in the United States.

Over time, the attack on the Election Integrity Partnership has itself acquired some of the characteristics of a classic information-laundering operation. The most notorious example concerns a reference, on page 183 of the project's final post-2020-election report, to the 21,897,364 tweets gathered after the election, in an effort to catalog the most viral false rumors. That simple statement of the size of the database has been twisted into another false and yet constantly repeated rumor: the spurious claim that the Department of Homeland Security somehow conspired with the Election Integrity Partnership to censor 22 million tweets. This never happened, and yet DiResta said that "this nonsense about the 22 million tweets pops up constantly as evidence of the sheer volume of our duplicity"; it has even appeared in the Congressional Record.

The same tactics have been used against the Global Engagement Center. In 2021, the GEC gave a grant to another organization, the Global Disinformation Index, which helped develop a technical tool to track online campaigns in East Asia and Europe. For a completely unrelated, separately funded project, the Global Disinformation Index also conducted a study, aimed at advertisers, that identified websites at risk for publishing false stories. Two conservative organizations, finding their names on that latter list, sued the GEC, although it had nothing to do with creating the list. Musk posted, again without any evidence, "The worst offender in US government censorship & media manipulation is an obscure agency called GEC," and that organization also became caught up in the endless whirlwind of conspiracy and congressional investigations.

As it happens, I was caught up in it too, because I was listed online as an "adviser" to the Global Disinformation Index, even though I had not spoken with anyone at the organization for several years and was not aware that it even had a website. A predictable, and wearisome, pattern followed: false accusations (no, I was not advising anyone to censor anyone) and the obligatory death threats. Of course, my experience was mild compared with the experience of DiResta, who has been accused of being, as she put it, "the head of a censorship-industrial complex that does not exist."

These stories are symptomatic of a larger problem: Because the American extreme right and (more rarely) the extreme left benefit from the spread of antidemocratic narratives, they have an interest in silencing or hobbling any group that wants to stop, or even identify, foreign campaigns. Senator Mark Warner, the chair of the Senate Intelligence Committee, told me that "we are actually less prepared today than we were four years ago" for foreign attempts to influence the 2024 election. This is not only because authoritarian propaganda campaigns have become more sophisticated as they begin to use AI, or because "you obviously have a political environment here where there's a lot more Americans who are more distrustful of all institutions." It's also because the lawsuits, threats, and smear tactics have chilled government, academic, and tech-company responses.

One could call this a secret authoritarian "plot" to preserve the ability to spread antidemocratic conspiracy theories, except that it's not a secret. It's all visible, right on the surface. Russia, China, and sometimes other state actors--Venezuela, Iran, Hungary--work with Americans to discredit democracy, to undermine the credibility of democratic leaders, to mock the rule of law. They do so with the goal of electing Trump, whose second presidency would damage the image of democracy around the world, as well as the stability of democracy in America, even further.



This article appears in the June 2024 print edition with the headline "Democracy Is Losing the Propaganda War." Anne Applebaum's new book, Autocracy, Inc.: The Dictators Who Want to Run the World, will be published in July.
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For Xi Jinping, Religion Is Power

As Tibetan Buddhism spreads through China, Xi sees an opportunity to consolidate his rule.

by Judith Hertog


Monks chat in the sun at the Ganden Sumtseling Monastery in Shangri-la. (Johannes Eisele / AFP / Getty)



Shangri-la is best-known as a fictional place--an idyllic valley first imagined by a British novelist in the 1930s--but look at a map and you'll find it. Sitting at the foot of the Himalayas in southwestern China, Shangri-la went by a more prosaic name until 2001, when the city was rebranded by Chinese officials eager to boost tourism. Their ploy worked.

The star of Shangri-la is the Ganden Sumtseling Monastery. Since its destruction in 1966, during Mao's Cultural Revolution, this Tibetan Buddhist monastery has been rebuilt into a sprawling complex crowned by golden rooftops and home to more than 700 monks. It was humming with construction when I visited in October--and filled with Chinese tourists.

Like many monasteries, Sumtseling is thriving thanks to Tibetan Buddhism's growing popularity in China. When the government loosened restrictions on religious worship in the 1990s, the practice took off, especially among urban elites unsatisfied with the Chinese Communist Party's materialist worldview. It's an open secret that even high-ranking party officials follow Tibetan lamas.

Tibetan Buddhism's recent spread presents both a threat and an opportunity for President Xi Jinping. He wants to make China politically and culturally homogenous, a goal that could be jeopardized by a tradition steeped in Tibetan language and history. But Xi is enacting a program that seeks to turn the rising popularity of Tibetan Buddhism to his advantage--to transform the tradition from a hotbed of dissent into an instrument of assimilation and party propaganda. If it works, it could smooth his path to lifelong power and help him remake China according to his nationalist vision.

Read: Xi Jinping is fighting a culture war at home

Tibetan Buddhism isn't only a spiritual practice; it's an expression of Tibet's cultural identity and resistance to Chinese rule. The CCP annexed Tibet in 1951, claiming that the then-independent country belonged to historical China and had to be liberated from the Dalai Lama's Buddhist theocracy. The Dalai Lama fled to India to establish a Tibetan government-in-exile, and Tibet has been a source of opposition to Beijing ever since.

According to the Tibetan scholar Dhondup Rekjong, Xi's ultimate goal is to erase Tibet's language and cultural identity entirely. In a campaign similar to the CCP's oppression of China's Uyghur Muslims, Tibetan teachers and writers have been arrested as "separatists" for promoting the Tibetan language, and more than 1 million Tibetan children have been sent to boarding schools to be assimilated into Chinese culture. Xi's effort to control Tibetan Buddhism is just one piece of this long-standing effort to suppress Tibetan identity, but it has taken on an additional valence as the practice expands in China.

To co-opt Tibetan Buddhism's popularity, the CCP recruits religious leaders willing to implement what it calls Sinicized Buddhism--a combination of state-sanctioned religious teachings and socialist propaganda taught by party-approved clergy--and rewards their monasteries with money and status. The well-funded Sumtseling monastery, for example, has been officially designated by the CCP as a "forerunner in implementing the Sinification of Buddhism." To detach Buddhism from Tibetan culture, monks are pressured to replace traditional Tibetan-language scriptures with Chinese translations. According to Rekjong, they will soon be expected to practice in Mandarin.

The approach is part of a broader campaign to influence all religions in China. As of January 1, every religious group is legally required to "carry out patriotic education and enhance the national awareness and patriotic sentiments of clergy and believers." Failure to pledge loyalty to Xi, display the Chinese flag, and preach "patriotic sentiments" is now punishable by law. If Mao wanted to eliminate religion, Xi wants to nationalize it.

Co-opting Tibetan Buddhism will bring Xi one step closer to achieving what he and the CCP call the "Chinese dream," a vision that seeks to unite China's ethnic groups--its Han majority, Tibetans, Uyghurs, Mongolians, and dozens more--in their dedication to the motherland and party. Xi has already consolidated more political power than just about any other modern leader, but realizing the Chinese dream will require something arguably more difficult: winning the hearts and minds of his subjects. As communist ideology loses its allure, Xi is enlisting religion to sell his program to the people.

But it may not be that easy. Joshua Esler, a researcher who studies Tibetan culture at the Sheridan Institute of Higher Education, in Australia, told me that Tibetan Buddhism has grown so popular precisely because it offers the Chinese something their government can't. Many Han Chinese, he said, "believe that Tibetan Buddhism has retained a spiritual authenticity that is lost in China." They see Tibet as an alternative to the corruption, materialism, and environmental degradation that characterize life under the CCP. Any government interference in Tibetan Buddhism might alienate its followers, pushing them toward Buddhist leaders who secretly support the exiled Dalai Lama.

Arthur C. Brooks: Five teachings of the Dalai Lama I try to live by

As for Tibetans themselves, Sinicized Buddhism is unlikely to become popular anytime soon. Many of them consider monasteries that have too eagerly embraced Xi's program to be sellouts. But as the government ramps up its campaign--and as a new generation of assimilated Tibetans comes of age--that might begin to change.

After visiting Shangri-la, I went to the remote Tibetan town of Daocheng, where a young monk named Phuntsok showed me around his monastery. "Without the Communist Party, we would not have freedom of religion," Phuntsok told me as we walked through ornate chapels. He extolled the CCP's support for Tibetan Buddhism, and no wonder: Locals told me that the monastery, Yangteng Gonpa, had received substantial government funding. A freshly paved road snaked up the mountainside on which the monastery was perched, ending at a parking lot built to accommodate hundreds of visitors. A new welcome gate was being erected, and the tourism office promoted Yangteng as one of the area's main attractions.

I followed Phuntsok up to the second floor of a chapel, where he showed me an exhibit celebrating the monastery's "liberation" by the Red Army in 1950. The space doubled as a classroom; a whiteboard showed the faint outlines of a lesson on how monks can "actively guide religion to adapt to socialist society." Though the monastery belongs to the Buddhist tradition of the Dalai Lama, Phuntsok didn't mention the exiled spiritual leader, whose name and image are censored in Tibet.


Mural at the Yangteng Gonpa monastery celebrating its "liberation" by the Red Army (Photograph by Judith Hertog)



Instead, Phuntsok praised Gyaltsen Norbu, a Buddhist leader who was handpicked by the CCP as a child to be the Panchen Lama, a position second only to the Dalai Lama. (Many Tibetans don't recognize Norbu as legitimate; in 1995, the Dalai Lama identified another child as the Panchen Lama, whom Chinese authorities promptly detained, and whose whereabouts remain unknown.) When the 88-year-old Dalai Lama dies, Norbu will likely be tasked by the CCP to select his replacement, who will be raised under CCP supervision and expected to promote Sinicized Buddhism. Westerners tend to imagine the Dalai Lama as a force for peace and human rights, but the position can just as easily be put into the service of totalitarianism.

Gray Tuttle, a Tibetan-studies professor at Columbia University, told me that the CCP is wary of any religious movement that isn't under its control. In 2017, the government issued orders to tear down Larung Gar, Tibet's most popular Buddhist monastery. Thousands of residents, including many Han Chinese, were displaced from the remote valley where they had come to study. The official reason for the evictions was that the monastery didn't comply with safety regulations; the likelier explanation is that, despite the government's initial support for the monastery, the CCP felt threatened by its success and the influence of its teachers. "The CCP definitely wants to limit the charismatic power of any particular lama," Tuttle told me.

The challenge Xi has set for himself, then, is to reshape Tibetan Buddhism without undermining its allure. Judging by the large crowds at Sumtseling, he's succeeding--at least among some Han Chinese. "Tibetan lamas possess the deepest knowledge," a Han woman named Jin Yi, who had traveled 400 miles to the monastery to meet her guru, told me. But devotees like her were considerably outnumbered by tourists, many of them dressed up as Tibetan pilgrims and modeling for photos--striking lotus poses, spinning prayer wheels, or staring in feigned rapture at Buddhist murals. Few entered the chapels, where photography was prohibited. Government-sponsored monasteries like Sumtseling might attract tourists looking for a photo op, but lavish temples won't win over true believers.
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Is Venezuela Serious About Invading Guyana?

A war between two Latin American states is nearly unimaginable. Then again, so was Russia's invasion of Ukraine.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer




President Nicolas Maduro of Venezuela is an exuberant dictator, a lover of military salutes who is being investigated for crimes against humanity, but he's not reckless enough to invade neighboring Guyana, is he? Would the leader of a country in an ever-deepening economic crisis risk starting Latin America's first interstate war this century? Well, maybe.

For a century and a half, Guyana and Venezuela have quarreled over Essequibo, a stretch of the Amazon that both countries claim. Guyana has long governed the territory, but Venezuela also claims sovereignty over it, citing maps drawn in colonial times. Last year, Maduro expressed a sudden enthusiasm for seizing Essequibo that took many Venezuelans by surprise. International conglomerates had discovered lots of oil there, but that was in 2015, and in any case, Venezuela, too, has plenty of oil.

Whatever the reason, the slogan "Essequibo is ours" began appearing all over Venezuela--on posters and bumper stickers, as well as on promotional materials for a state-sponsored music festival in Caracas called Essequibo Fest. The ministry of ecosocialism produced a song with the slogan as its title. Then, in December, Venezuelans were called to vote in a referendum. Did they agree to establish a Venezuelan state in Essequibo and extend Venezuelan citizenship to the territory's residents? Yes, 90 percent of Venezuelans answered, according to state media. Yes, we do.

Read: Is Venezuela 'fixed'?

The referendum sparked international outrage, and Maduro seemed to back off his plans for conquering Essequibo. But not completely: In late December, he sent thousands of troops to the border for military exercises, and in February, satellite imagery showed that Venezuela had begun construction to improve the roads that would be needed for an invasion. Now Parliament has approved the "Essequibo defense" law, asserting Venezuela's right to appoint a governor of the territory and forbidding the circulation of maps that fail to include Essequibo as part of Venezuela.

Guyana has called this legislation an "egregious violation of the most fundamental principles of international law." Latin American presidents issued concerned statements; international organizations echoed them. Now, in what policy makers have dubbed "the most peaceful region in the world," the Organization of American States fears for "regional peace." If the border dispute between Venezuela and Guyana is a sleepy volcano, inactive for decades, these may be the first timid signs that it could erupt.

Many a territorial dispute can be traced to the hubris of politicians and their competing dreams of expansion. The story of Essequibo begins with a mediator's simple vanity.

In Paris, in 1899, in the baroque halls of a foreign ministry where the borders of remote places have often been drawn and negotiated, Fyodor Martens, a Russian diplomat, served as arbiter to settle the borders between Venezuela and Guyana. He led a committee of two Americans, representing Venezuela, and two Englishmen, representing Britain, which was then Guyana's colonial master.

Both parties had a case. Venezuela had, in its 1777 foundational document, a paper entitling Spain, and hence itself, to Essequibo; but the English had bought Guyana from the Dutch, and even if the borders were poorly defined, England had long controlled the area. Judging by his diary, Martens found the gig tedious and hated the night trains to Paris. He was preoccupied by another project of his, the Brussels Declaration, a convention to codify rules of war. Martens had championed this agreement for decades and even contributed an important clause to it. Hence, he was outraged that the counts of bashi-bazouks, in their "absolutely unlimited" ignorance, had omitted to honor him now that great powers had finally ratified the treaty.

One aspect of the Venezuela-Guyana arbitration did motivate Martens. Usually in a border dispute, one party votes in favor of a proposed solution, the other party votes against, and the mediator breaks the tie. But what if Martens could be the first arbiter to get all the parties to vote in favor? This was his opportunity to achieve unseen levels of international cooperation. He didn't care who got the better deal but realized the British were implacable. Hence, he told the Americans that he was planning to side with the British, so even if they voted against the borders he was drawing, they would lose 3 to 2. If, however, the Americans voted in favor of his proposed arrangement, Martens would suggest a map that gave a little bit more land to Venezuela.

Read: Venezuela's train to nowhere

"Thanks God, the Anglo-American arbitration tribunal is finally over," Martens wrote when the borders were set to the benefit of the British--who, he lamented, negotiated like "zhids," an anti-Semitic slur, and got "the lion's share and are still dissatisfied." He also was tired of the Americans, who refused to thank him and walked out upset. But Martens got the unanimity he wanted and went on to have the kind of career that would earn him a Nobel Peace Prize nomination. "Hooray!" he wrote in his diary. "This is a great triumph!"

For decades, that was the end of the border issue, and politicians in Caracas forgot all about the fight. People in Essequibo, who already thought themselves more Guyanese than Venezuelan, continued speaking English and playing cricket.

Then, in 1962, Venezuela complained to the United Nations about the unfairness of the arbitrage. Martens, the Venezuelans argued on the basis of a contemporaneous American account, had colluded with the British. The timing of this complaint puzzled observers. "Venezuela's proclivity for silence," one scholar noted a few years later, created "a credibility gap on the real reasons for such lengthy spasms of muteness." Why now?

The Cold War may have had something to do with it. As Guyana neared the year of its independence from Britain, a communist party seemed poised to take power, and the United States feared another Cuba. In a memo to President John F. Kennedy, Secretary of State Dean Rusk listed the options to prevent this. One of them: "Encourage Venezuela and possibly Brazil to pursue their territorial claims."

And so in 1966, a few months before Guyana gained independence, its borders became once again subject to dispute. Diplomats representing both parties met again, this time in Switzerland. The resulting Geneva Agreement stipulated that Venezuela and Guyana had to negotiate borders by 1970, which they didn't do. The countries can't even agree on the origin of the word Essequibo: Guyanans think it's Indigenous, and Venezuelans say it derives from the name of a Spanish explorer.

The disagreements have remained unresolved, but in most minds, Essequibo is and has long been Guyana's. Most maps, even the CIA's, say it is. Venezuela's government has no presence there. Whenever the dispute resurfaced over the following decades, the international media would almost invariably note that Essequibo accounts for two-thirds of the territory of Guyana, suggesting that, yes, it is part of Guyana.

In the Venezuela where I grew up, however, the maps looked different. Since the 1970s, textbooks have emphasized that Essequibo, however remote and foreign it may seem, is the property of Venezuela, that indeed the Venezuelan sun is born in Essequibo, our easternmost region, and that the British cheated us out of it through Martens. On our maps, Essequibo is often colored in a distinct pattern of red and white diagonal stripes and labeled zona en reclamacion, a phrase that conveys that the process is ongoing. When I first learned about all of this in school in the 2000s, I remember that my teacher at one point clarified that "people do live there," and I felt dumb because I'd never thought of the zona en reclamacion as a place where people could live. Those red and white diagonal stripes looked so hostile.

The idea of empire, in Venezuela, exerts a mighty power over the national psyche. Simon Bolivar is the most revered and recognizable of all statesmen because he liberated us from the Spanish empire. (He also tried to unify a handful of former colonies under his rule, which was very Napoleonic of him.) Part of the reason that Essequibo matters so much to Venezuelans is that we've been told it was robbed from us by the British empire. (Never mind that any claim Venezuela had to the land was inherited from Spain, another empire.)

Hugo Chavez, the rambunctious left-wing authoritarian who ruled Venezuela from 1998 until his death in 2013, is perhaps the politician who most exploited the concept of empire, comparing himself to Bolivar often and explicitly, using his sword as a prop during speeches. Chavez promised to free nations from the influence of the U.S. empire. In the 2000s, he appeared to realize the contradiction between professing anti-imperialism and fighting over land with a smaller, weaker neighbor. Cuba's Fidel Castro, his mentor, had always sided with Guyana in the dispute. In a press conference in Georgetown, Guyana, Chavez said that Venezuela would not be an obstacle to any projects its neighbor wanted to authorize in Essequibo--not quite the same thing as formally giving up the territorial claim, but his words still undermined Venezuela's legal position. His opponents, and many of his supporters, never forgave him.

Gisela Salim-Peyer: Why I left Venezuela

Nicolas Maduro, Chavez's handpicked successor, is less bothered by any possible contradiction between anti-imperialist rhetoric and expansionist ambitions. In 2015, ExxonMobil discovered that Essequibo sits on enough oil to change Guyana's destiny--and since then, Maduro has made his territorial views clear. The threatening tone he has taken has made international firms uneasy and slowed down the oil boom.

In 2018, Guyana, backed by ExxonMobil, asked the International Court of Justice to settle the dispute with Venezuela. Guyanese President Irfaan Ali has behaved like a model international citizen, talking a lot about peaceful resolution. Now, over Maduro's objections, Guyana v. Venezuela is on the docket.

International pundits have interpreted Maduro's recent antics--the December referendum, the troops by the border--as a ploy to appropriate Guyana's newfound riches amid Venezuela's own economic crisis. (Per the headline of a Wall Street Journal column: "Venezuela Covets Guyana's Oil Fields.") But Venezuela's claim to Essequibo, which the legal process in The Hague threatens to end for good, is as much about national pride as about resources. Venezuela's once-extravagant oil industry seems to have vanished, and Guyana--the world's fastest-growing economy--looks poised to become the prosperous nation that Venezuela has lost its chance to be. Bad enough for Guyana to exercise control over the area as it long has been doing; far worse to make this control official.

"I don't know that Maduro cares about Essequibo," Victor Amaya, a journalist based in Caracas, told me. "But he definitely doesn't want to be the president that loses Essequibo."

Maduro also cares about staying in power. This year's election, not Guyana's oil, is likely his motivation for the recent "Essequibo is ours" campaign. He announced the referendum around the time of the opposition primary, which got an impressive turnout. The referendum not only provided a good distraction but also had strategic value. As an article in Caracas Chronicles argued, the ruling party wanted to assess how many voters it could mobilize. (The answer was "not a lot"; the AP noted that polling sites were desolate despite the millions of votes reported in state media.)

The referendum also serves as a hedge. One of the questions smartly asked if voters rejected the ICJ's authority (they do), so whatever the court decides, Maduro can tell his voters it doesn't matter. The ICJ is imperialistic anyway. So is Guyana, and ExxonMobil. ("Venezuela's truth will prevail before imperial spoils" is the new party line. "We will take back Essequibo.") And if, as the July election approaches, Maduro fears a dismal outcome, he can always cancel the vote and declare a state of emergency due to a standoff with Guyana.

Should the international community be worried? Russia's 2022 invasion of Ukraine reminded the world that every so often, the unimaginable does happen. That's what an interstate war in South America is: unimaginable. The region's nations are anomalously peaceful despite their domestic troubles and strong militaries.

In the first days of the Ukraine war, Maduro was one of a few leaders in the Western Hemisphere who sided with Vladimir Putin. Russia and Venezuela share a lively trade of warplanes and weapons, and Maduro is apparently planning a visit to the Kremlin. And yet, many Guyanese and Venezuelan academics I interviewed feel fairly confident that war won't break out. Ivelaw Griffith, a Guyanese expert on national security in the Caribbean region, told me that Maduro wouldn't risk it. Other than Russia, Venezuela has no friends. (China has investments in both countries and encouraged the two nations to work it out.) Guyana, by contrast, has the full support of the United States, and the United Kingdom even sent a warship in December. The best roads to Guyana pass through Brazil, and President Lula da Silva has warned Venezuela to keep out. "When Brazil made clear whose side it was on, Maduro did seem to tone it down," Ali Daniels, a Venezuelan lawyer who directs a human-rights group, told me.

Read: Not a world war but a world at war

Andrei Serbin Pont, the Venezuelan head of CRIES, a Latin American and Caribbean think tank, told me that he fears his colleagues are underestimating the risk of war. Serbin Pont lives in Argentina, where the memory of the Falklands War lingers, and he sees many parallels. "Authoritarian regime, internal crisis, sovereignty claim," he told me; "a military keen to divert attention from the internal crisis by creating an external enemy." If Maduro senses that his electoral prospects look dire, in other words, he might go ahead and order an invasion, just as Argentina's General Jorge Videla did. And Brazil's control of the roads might not even be that big of an obstacle, as Venezuela could invade by sea.

Maduro can gain a lot from creating the impression that the Venezuelan army is getting ready to go to war, whether or not it really is. Henry Ziemer, an analyst at the Center for Strategic International Studies in Washington, D.C, told me he thinks that this might be what's going on. The uncertainty Venezuela has created has succeeded in paralyzing many aspects of Guyana's oil industry, and Maduro might hope to get territorial concessions or money in return for staying still. Ziemer suggested that the best analogy might be neither Ukraine-Russia nor the Falklands but something more like the Cuban missile crisis: The Venezuelans could be trying to make their threats as credible as possible without actually proceeding. Hopefully, no rogue soldier will get carried away.

In Essequibo, life has gone on pretty much as before. I asked Euliene Watson, who is in her 50s and lives in an Amerindian reserve in Essequibo, what she thought about the drama between the two countries, and she replied that she doesn't think about it all. Fitzgerald Yaw, a development-economics professor at the University of Guyana, in Georgetown, told me that only international investors and government officials worry about Venezuela's territorial claims. The Guyanese have just learned to live with the situation.

And yet, the specter of conflict has manifested in sneaky ways in Essequibo. Many villages use generators, a reminder that the World Bank's president once walked back from financing a giant hydroelectric project in Essequibo after receiving an ominous letter from Venezuela. In the 1970s, the American cult leader Jim Jones presided over the biggest mass suicide in world history in the jungles of Essequibo. One reason the Guyanese prime minister allowed Jones's commune to grow so large was that he believed the presence of Americans would deter a Venezuelan military invasion.

The dispute over Essequibo has had the effect not of changing the territory but of making change there difficult. Maybe that's why many residents I spoke with seemed to feel less angry than resigned. "They're just there. It's like my neighbors," Euliene Watson said of Venezuela. "If they're good neighbors, you're happy. If they're not good neighbors, there's nothing much you can do about them. How do you live with them?"
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What Is Wagner Doing in Africa?

Russian mercenaries are wringing wealth and political leverage out of the Sahel.

by Joshua Hammer




The videos began appearing on Telegram in November. One showed a pair of white mercenaries raising a black flag emblazoned with a white skull over a mud-brick fort in the Malian-desert outpost of Kidal. In another, a bearded white soldier moved through the town on a motorcycle, weaving among locals who chanted, "Mali! Mali!"

The troops belonged to the Wagner Group, the Russian mercenary outfit founded by Yevgeny Prigozhin a decade ago and best known for its role in Vladimir Putin's invasion of Ukraine. Now reportedly under the control of a Russian military-intelligence unit, Wagner troops are showing up in impoverished countries within and just south of the Sahel region of Central Africa.

Read: Russia's favorite mercenaries

Most of Wagner's clients in the Sahel are former French colonies, and all have been struggling for years against Islamist terrorists and other insurgent groups. For a decade, the French, with some support from the United Nations and the United States, took the lead in battling jihadists in the Sahel. But one by one, the military juntas that run these countries have booted out the French and the multilateral peacekeepers and hired Wagner, or, as its Sahel branch has renamed itself, Africa Corps.

Some of the Russian fighters got their start protecting commercial vessels from Somali pirates in the Gulf of Aden and battling the Islamic State in Syria a decade ago. Now they are tools in a great geopolitical realignment: Onetime client states of Western liberal democracies have repudiated their former colonizers and embraced Wagner, giving Russia political leverage across Africa--as well as new sources of wealth, including gold mines, as it pursues its war in Ukraine.

White mercenaries have propped up--or brought down--beleaguered African regimes in the past, but Wagner is different. It has direct ties to a national government with expansive geopolitical ambitions. And as Wagner grows its presence in Africa, it is forcing imperiled governments to make a Faustian bargain: The regimes get help in putting down the insurgencies that threaten their existence, but in return, they're compelled to surrender a measure of their sovereignty and resources to a foreign army that heeds no laws except its own.

Prigozhin's soldiers first showed up in Africa in 2017. They trained troops for the Sudanese dictator Omar al-Bashir, who was overthrown two years later. In Libya, they backed the rebel commander Khalifa Haftar, whose Libyan National Army is struggling for power and territory against the internationally recognized government in Tripoli. The Central African Republic, an impoverished former French colony just south of the Sahel, invited about 1,000 Wagner fighters to help stanch a rebellion in 2018. Within three years, they had taken back a good deal of territory and stopped a rebel advance on the capital. In the process, Wagner troops seized a Canadian-owned gold mine, Ndassima. The U.S. Treasury Department valued the gold deposits there at more than $1 billion, and John Lechner, the author of the forthcoming Death Is Our Business: Russian Mercenaries in the New Era of Private Warfare, says the mine is ramping up operations and could soon generate "about $100 million a year" for the mercenaries.

Then came Mali. Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, a jihadist group operating in the Sahara and the Sahel, had allied with a faction of Tuareg separatists and taken over two-thirds of the country in April 2012. French troops set about dislodging the militants in January 2013, driving the jihadists from Timbuktu, Gao, Kidal, and other northern population centers into the surrounding desert and killing hundreds in a week-long battle that February. For the next decade, a French counterinsurgency force based in Chad precision-bombed al-Qaeda encampments deep in the Sahara.

But the French could never fully eradicate the jihadists. Many Islamist fighters fled to villages in the south. The French focused on aerial bombardments in the north, leaving poorly trained Malian troops to raid villages and take hundreds of casualties. The Malians resented this division of labor, and the ground operation made little progress.

Meanwhile, the Tuareg separatists, most of them secular insurgents, had moved back into Kidal with the tacit acceptance of the French. They sometimes assisted the French with intelligence to target the jihadists, and the Malians believed that the French were therefore protecting them. Kamissa Camara, Mali's foreign minister from 2018 to 2020, told me that the dispute was one reason, by 2020, "the relationship between the French and the government was at an all-time low."

Mali's democratically elected government was toppled by a coup in August 2020, and old allegiances fell by the wayside. Few members of the junta that came to power had studied in France or identified with Mali's former colonizer. Several, including a minister of defense and an important legislator, had attended military-training school in Russia. They paid attention when Wagner, flush with success in the Central African Republic, made its initial approach.


Andy Spyra / laif / Redux



"Wagner said, 'There is a military solution to the return of Kidal and the north, and we'll help you get there,'" Lechner told me. "They were going to go after both the terrorists and Tuareg separatists. That was their major selling point."

For years, Kidal had served as a sanctuary for both rebel groups. The Malian army had withdrawn in 2014, leaving the insurgents to carry out uprisings and atrocities--among them the kidnapping and murder of two French radio journalists by jihadists, and the execution of six civil servants by Tuareg separatists during an attack on the regional governor's headquarters. I flew into Kidal on a UN plane a decade ago and was allowed to stay for just 24 hours. I couldn't leave the UN compound without an escort of two armored personnel carriers full of Togolese peacekeepers.

Early last November, a joint force of Wagner mercenaries and Malian troops approached Kidal from an army base about 60 miles to the south. They deployed armed drones, fought various ragtag rebel units on the outskirts of the town, and then stormed Kidal as the rebels retreated into the desert. Hundreds of jubilant people greeted the Russians. But others were wary.

"The army is moving through the town with white soldiers--we don't know who they are," an elderly resident told the Agence France Presse as Wagner seized the old French fort in mid-November. "People are afraid of them, so there's nothing left in the town except people like me, who can't afford to leave."

The Russians had won the Malian government over not only with the prospect of retaking Kidal but also with the promise of delivering the weapons and other equipment that Mali needed to fight its wars. For instance, Mali wanted to purchase a Spanish-made Airbus to transport troops to bases in jihadist-dominated areas. The Spanish couldn't sell the Airbus without installing a U.S.-manufactured military transponder, used to relay communications. But the Biden administration, citing the Leahy Law, which prohibits direct military assistance to coup states, blocked the transponder deal and "essentially killed the entire sale," Peter Pham, the Trump administration's special envoy to the Sahel and now a distinguished fellow at the Atlantic Council, told me. Another obstacle to the transponder sale, according to Corinne Dufka, who covered the Sahel for Human Rights Watch from 2012 to 2022, was the presence of a small number of child soldiers in a progovernment militia. She called the U.S. decision in that regard a victory for "human-rights-based moral diplomacy over realpolitik." But it was also a tipping point for the Malian government as it decided to embrace the Russians.

According to Pham, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov invited a Malian delegation to Moscow, and "they got transponders and everything else." France began withdrawing its troops from Mali in February 2022; the last soldier was gone by August. The UN peacekeeping force, whose primary mission was to safeguard the French army, was booted out in December 2023.

Today, just about the only trace of the French presence in Mali is the colonial architecture in riverside towns such as Segou, once the site of the Festival on the Niger, an annual three-day concert held on a river barge that was canceled in 2015 and has never resumed. Segou, friends told me, is now a favored R & R spot for Russian paramilitaries, who strut through the streets and gather in bars after carrying out incursions on jihadist-held villages and bush encampments.

For the time being, most Malians appear to welcome the estimated 1,500 to 2,000 Wagner fighters spread across their country. An American friend who has lived in Bamako for decades told me that thanks to the Russians, "we've been able to regain our territory and our dignity." The mercenaries had done "horrible things," but "war is ugly, and France and the UN were useless. Everybody in Bamako is happy about the situation."

Lechner recalled a similar response in the Central African Republic. "I went by road through the CAR after the 2021 counteroffensive and listened to people saying that they were really happy with the stability," he told me. "If you go from not being able to travel to the next village without being robbed and killed to being able to move freely, that's great."

But this stability comes at a price. "The Russian counterinsurgency doctrine is brutal," Lechner added. "The logic is, 'We create so much pain that it stifles any support for the insurgents, and it ends the conflict.'" According to a U.S. investigator I spoke with, on more than one occasion, the mercenaries entered villages in the Central African Republic and executed 15 to 20 members of the Fulani ethnic group "because two principal armed groups were Fulani."

Wagner has been even more savage in Mali. One of its first documented atrocities occurred in Moura, near Mopti, over five days in March 2022. According to Dufka, who investigated the case for Human Rights Watch, Wagner soldiers along with the Malian army raided a market and, after a brief firefight, "picked up, tortured, and killed 300 people"--all of them men from the dominant Peul ethnic group, one of the country's poorest. It was unclear, Dufka said, whether the men were directly involved with the Islamists or whether they'd been rounded up and executed solely because they belonged to an ethnic group that has served as a major source of recruitment. The UN later put the death toll at more than 500.

Wagner "has been effective, if you don't mind [the fact that they're] shooting down everyone in sight," Pham said. "They don't make the distinctions that Western armies make between combatants and civilians." According to the U.S. State Department, Wagner soldiers have destroyed villages and murdered civilians in the CAR, "participated in the unlawful execution of people in Mali, raided artisanal gold mines in Sudan, and undermined democratic institutions in every country where they have worked."

Three weeks after Wagner's victory in Kidal last November, I received a WhatsApp message from Azima Ag Ali, a guide and translator in Timbuktu, 600 miles across the desert. I had worked with Ag Ali, a member of the ethnic Tuareg minority, for years, most recently in 2013, after the city's traumatic eight-month occupation by al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb.

Wagner had set up a base in Timbuktu in 2022 to facilitate its war against the jihadists. But when the mercenaries got to town, Ag Ali told me, they also began pursuing Tuaregs suspected of separatist sympathies, carrying out acts of "extortion and murder" against them. Tuareg separatists have been quiet in recent years, holding Kidal but otherwise doing little to provoke the Malian government and military. But their very presence in the country was considered an affront to the military regime. Masked Russian fighters, Ag Ali told me, had just raided a health center in a village called Hassan Dina, 30 miles north of Timbuktu, and decapitated the director. In Timbuktu, they were seizing mobile phones of Tuareg males on the streets and searching their messages for signs of pro-separatist sentiment. If they find anything suspicious, Ag Ali wrote to me, "you will be taken to their base at the airport, and your fate will be uncertain." Most of his family had fled to a refugee camp in Mauritania, "and I am thinking of joining them," he wrote. He asked me to send him a few hundred dollars to help him escape. I had no way to verify Ag Ali's claim about Hassan Dina, but Dufka, who has visited the region frequently, told me that his account of this attack and of the arrests and intimidation of Tuareg men in Timbuktu sounded plausible. A Human Rights Watch report published in March 2024 documented summary executions by Wagner in villages throughout northern and central Mali, including three villages near Timbuktu.

Besides engaging in extrajudicial killings, the Russians have provided an illiberal, antidemocratic model for their African clients to follow. The Malian junta has tightened press censorship and largely sealed itself off from the outside world. Mali was once one of the easiest countries in Africa in which to operate as a foreign correspondent; even after an earlier military coup, in 2012, foreign reporters were generally free to enter the country without being questioned. But these days, I've been warned, foreign journalists are likely to be arrested at the airport, jailed, or immediately expelled. Dufka and other observers believe that Russian influence is largely responsible for the crackdown.

And yet, across the Sahel, Wagner's successes in northern Mali have attracted more interest than its abuses. After refusing to deal with the mercenaries for several years, Burkina Faso, which faces a rising jihadist threat, signed a contract this year with the newly named Africa Corps. One hundred fighters are already in the country; another 200 are expected to arrive soon. Russia's defense ministry is reportedly negotiating with Niger to send an Africa Corps contingent there. Niger's military junta, which seized power in July 2023, ordered French forces to leave immediately (the last departed in December), expelled the French ambassador, and threatened to shut down a U.S. drone base near Agadez. The regime accused the Americans--who have nearly 1,000 troops in Niger--of violating the country's sovereignty. In recent months, according to African political sources, Wagner has been talking with a rebel group in Chad about helping the insurgents dislodge the government led by President Mahamat Idriss Deby.

For Putin, Wagner's expansion across Africa has provided an opportunity to stick it to his Western foes. "The Russians are good chess players," Pham said, "and for an investment of next to nothing, they have dealt France a bitter blow and have gotten us distracted to no end." But David Ottaway, a former Washington Post foreign correspondent and now a fellow at the Woodrow Wilson Center in Washington, D.C., told me that Russia may come to regret its growing presence in the Sahel. The latest Western-Russian showdown, he said, smacks of the proxy wars that he covered in Ethiopia, Angola, and other Cold War battlegrounds. Those conflicts were destructive but in the end failed to bring either superpower a definitive advantage in the jockeying for geostrategic superiority. He says that beneath public expressions of dismay, U.S. officials may be watching the growing Russian entanglement with equanimity--or even a degree of satisfaction. "Good luck to the Russians," he told me. "If they want to take on al-Qaeda in Africa, I suspect that's fine with us."

After a month-long silence, I asked my former translator, Azima Ag Ali, whether he had decided to flee Timbuktu. He was still there, he answered. The governor had begged the Russian mercenaries "to be more cooperative with the residents," he texted me, and as a result, "the city is calmer now." Some of those who had fled to Mauritania had even begun trickling back home. But the Russians still appeared to be operating with impunity in the remote villages of the Sahara, he wrote, and "people are afraid."
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        Photos of the Week: May Day, Campus Protests, Snake Festival
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            Devastating floods across Kenya, a pagan fire festival in Scotland, antler gathering in Wyoming, pro-Palestinian demonstrations at many American colleges, the Olympic flame en route to France, a movie premiere in Sydney, a badminton competition in China, and much more

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A space telescope image showing part of a cloud-like nebula with stars and galaxies visible in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Horsehead Nebula, imaged by the NIRCam instrument on NASA's James Webb Space Telescope, featuring a portion of the "horse's mane" about 0.8 light-years wide. The ethereal clouds that appear blue at the bottom of the image are dominated by cold, molecular hydrogen. Red-colored wisps extending above the main nebula represent mainly atomic hydrogen gas. In this area, known as a photodissociation region, ultraviolet light from nearby young, massive stars creates a mostly neutral, warm area of gas and dust between the fully ionized gas above and the colder nebula below. As with many Webb images, distant galaxies are sprinkled in the background.
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                [image: A performer plays guitar onstage, beneath streams of light.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hozier performs in concert during the Unreal Unearth tour at Moody Center on April 30, 2024, in Austin, Texas.
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                [image: The performer Anya Taylor-Joy poses while wearing a head covering adorned with long ornamental spikes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Anya Taylor-Joy attends the Australian premiere of Furiosa: A Mad Max Saga on May 2, 2024, in Sydney, Australia.
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                [image: A ground view, looking up, of a team huddled into a circle before a match]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                China's women's team huddles before their match against Team India during day four of the Thomas & Uber Cup Badminton Finals at Chengdu High-Tech Sports Center on April 30, 2024, in Chengdu, China.
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                [image: A three-masted sailing ship passes through a narrow canal with tall, steep cliff walls on both sides.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A three-masted sailing ship named the Belem carries the Olympic flame from Greece to Marseille, France, passing through the Corinth Canal following the handover ceremony for the Paris 2024 Olympics, in Corinth, Greece, on April 28, 2024.
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                [image: Workers dismantle a large granite group sculpture, lifting away the upper section of one figure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In Kyiv, Ukraine, beneath the Arch of Freedom of the Ukrainian People (formerly known as the People's Friendship Arch), municipal service workers dismantle a Soviet-era granite monument dedicated to a 17th-century reunification of Ukraine and Russia, on April 30, 2024.
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                [image: A view, looking past a statue, of many tents and people spread around a square on a college campus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Student demonstrators occupy the pro-Palestinian "Gaza Solidarity Encampment" on the South Lawn of Columbia University on April 29, 2024, in New York City. Student demonstrators at Columbia University, the epicenter of pro-Palestinian protests that have erupted at U.S. colleges, said on Monday they would not budge until the school met their demands, defying an ultimatum to disperse or face suspension.
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                [image: A man holds up a Palestinian flag, while standing atop a pile of toppled barrier fences, as a crowd surrounding him cheers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man holds up a Palestinian flag as pro-Palestinian activists and students chant, surrounding piled barricades at an encampment at University Yard at George Washington University on April 29, 2024, in Washington, D.C. Late Sunday evening, more than 100 activists and students flooded into the encampment after barricades fell as the protest continued through its fourth day, in solidarity with college campuses across the United States that have started encampments to call on their universities to withdraw financial ties with Israel.
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                [image: Several riot police officers are seen crowding against a large group of protesters, as at least two officers spray pepper spray into the crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A state trooper pepper-sprays pro-Palestinian protesters after police vehicles were blocked at the University of Texas at Austin on April 29, 2024.
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                [image: Several protesters are seen sitting on the ground, amid tents, pizza boxes, and blankets, behind police officers in riot gear.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pro-Palestinian protesters sit behind a line of Texas state troopers at the University of Texas in Austin, Texas, on April 29, 2024.
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                [image: Protesters wear masks and head coverings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A demonstrator wears a protective mask as protesters gather at the gates of Columbia University in support of student protesters who barricaded themselves in Hamilton Hall, despite orders from university officials to disband or face suspension, in New York City on April 30, 2024.
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                [image: A masked person swings a hammer, smashing one of several window panes in a door.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators supporting Palestinians in Gaza barricade themselves inside Columbia University's Hamilton Hall, an academic building that has been occupied in past student movements, on April 30, 2024, in New York City.
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                [image: A long line of police officers in riot gear climb stairs onto the top of a tall vehicle parked in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police officers use a vehicle named "The Bear" to enter an upper-floor window of Hamilton Hall, which was occupied by pro-Palestinian protesters, as other officers enter the campus of Columbia University, in New York City, on April 30, 2024.
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                [image: Police in riot gear push forward into a crowd of protesters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police advance on pro-Palestinian demonstrators on the UCLA campus in Los Angeles on May 2, 2024.
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                [image: A pair of police officers move a protester, half-carrying them across a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police arrest protesters during pro-Palestinian demonstrations at the City College Of New York on April 30, 2024, in New York City.
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                [image: A cat sits in a window, looking on as protesters wave a Palestinian flag.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cat sits at the window of an office as students from the Lebanese American University chant slogans against Israel and wave Lebanese and Palestinian flags during a protest on their university campus to demand a cease-fire and show support for Palestinians in the Gaza Strip, in Beirut, Lebanon, on April 30, 2024.
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                [image: A statue of a lion stands on a plinth atop a tall conical hill covered in grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Lion's Mound, a memorial to the Battle of Waterloo, is seen from the fields below it on April 29, 2024, in Braine-l'Alleud, Belgium.
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                [image: Several cows run across a broad grassy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cattle herds graze on Benli Plateau, located at the foot of Mahya Hill, among grassy fields, wetlands, and meandering rivers in the Camlidere district of Ankara, Turkey, on April 26, 2024.
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                [image: A couple looks toward a gothic-style building, burning and damaged as a result of a missile attack.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple looks toward a burning building damaged by a Russian missile attack in Odesa, Ukraine, on April 29, 2024. The attack killed at least two people, wounded eight, and set fire to a building known locally as the "Harry Potter castle," the residence of former MP Serhii Kivalov.
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                [image: A crowd of protesters in a street hold up boards as shields against a water cannon directed at them from behind a gate.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators block the Georgian Parliament building entrance amid efforts by riot police to disperse the crowd using tear gas and water cannons on May 1, 2024, in Tbilisi, Georgia. Clashes erupted between police and demonstrators protesting a "Foreign Agent" bill as it was being considered by Parliament, which mandates that organizations receiving 20 percent or more of their funding from abroad register as foreign agents. Nongovernmental organizations affected by the law organized demonstrations, continuing large-scale protests that have seen tens of thousands gather over the past two weeks. The legislation is seen by protesters as a shift toward authoritarian control.
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                [image: A large crowd marches in a progovernment parade in Venezuela.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro's government participate in a march during a May Day (Labor Day) rally to mark the international day of the workers, in Caracas on May 1, 2024.
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                [image: A protester plays a sousaphone, walking on a deserted road, through a cloud of tear gas.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A protester plays a sousaphone, surrounded by tear gas, during a May Day (Labor Day) rally, marking International Workers' Day, in Lyon, France, on May 1, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands in front of a large outdoor art installation made up of many mirror-finish spikes radiating out from a cluster.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The British artist Marc Quinn poses in front of a sculpture called Event Horizon (Sabal), part of "Light into Life," a new exhibition of sculptures by Quinn, at Kew Gardens in London, England, on May 1, 2024.
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                [image: Three people unload many antlers they had gathered from a pack on a horse's back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shed hunters unpack their haul on the opening day of the Wyoming shed-hunt season, May 1, 2024, near Jackson Hole, Wyoming. This year's shed hunt is different from previous years in that only Wyoming residents are permitted to collect sheds for the first week of the season. After May 7, out-of-state residents are allowed to gather the antlers as well.
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                [image: A line of Swiss Guard trainees wearing traditional armored helmets, seen from the side]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Swiss Guards attend a training session ahead of their swearing-in ceremony, at the Vatican, on April 30, 2024.
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                [image: Live snakes cover the statue of a saint, during a procession.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Live snakes cover the statue of Saint Dominic during a procession in the village of Cocullo, Italy, on May 1, 2024, as part of the traditional festival of the Serpari (snake catchers). All of the snakes found days before the festival are identified with a microchip, measured, weighed, and subjected to laboratory tests by biologists as part of a study on the sensitivity of snakes to seismic movements--then later released.
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                [image: A golfer stands with a dog-shaped headcover on his golf club (looking like a hand puppet of a dog).]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Joost Luiten of the Netherlands, with a dog-shaped headcover on his club, reacts after teeing off on the 15th hole during day one of the Volvo China Open 2024 at Shenzhen Yinxiu Golf Club on May 2, 2024, in Shenzhen, China.
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                [image: A corgi dog wears a Darth Vader mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A corgi dog takes part in a costume parade during a Star Wars-themed event in Moscow, Russia, on April 28, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooded residential area, with some streetlights illuminating floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows flooded areas in Encantado, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, on May 1, 2024. At least 10 people have died in floods caused by torrential rains in Brazil's south, authorities said on May 1, as rescuers searched for nearly two dozen individuals reported missing.
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                [image: A person stands beside grain falling into a pile.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A laborer works at a grain wholesale market in Jalandhar, India, on May 1, 2024.
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                [image: A half-dozen people sit around a campfire beside a tall rock in the desert at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asylum-seeking migrants from India and Colombia sit around a fire to keep warm while waiting to be picked up by U.S. Border Patrol agents after crossing the border from Mexico into the U.S. in Jacumba Hot Springs, California, on April 27, 2024.
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                [image: Ancient ruins are lit up by modern lighting at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the ancient city of Ephesus, with new lighting installed to allow tourists to visit in the evening, in the Selcuk district of Izmir, Turkey, whose first settlement dates back to the Neolithic Age, on May 1, 2024.
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                [image: People in traditional pagan costumes walk in a procession beneath an arch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers take part in the Beltane Fire Festival on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, Scotland, on April 30, 2024. The festival, a modern annual participatory arts event, celebrates the Gaelic May Day festival and marks the beginning of summer.
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                [image: A crowd of people gather in a church set in a natural amphitheater inside the mouth of a large mountain cave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People celebrate Palm Sunday at the Monastery of Saint Simon in El Mokattam Mountain Cave in Cairo, Egypt, on April 28, 2024.
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                [image: A girl stands, hands on hips, beside a wrecked car half-submerged in mud and dense flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl looks on, next to a damaged car buried in mud, in an area heavily affected by torrential rains and flash floods in the village of Kamuchiri, near Mai Mahiu, Kenya, on April 29, 2024. At least 45 people died when a dam burst its banks near a town in Kenya's Rift Valley, police said on April 29, 2024, as torrential rains and floods battered the country. The disaster raised the total deaths over the March-May wet season in Kenya to more than 120 as heavier-than-usual rainfall continued to batter East Africa, compounded by the El Nino weather pattern.
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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 Biden Have a Gaza Problem in November's Poll?

Foreign policy does not usually swing national elections, but this time could be different.

by Daniel Block




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


Joe Biden has an Israel problem. According to recent polls, more than half and as many as two-thirds of Americans disapprove of how he's handled the conflict in Gaza. In a February primary in Michigan, more than 100,000 Democrats voted "uncommitted" after critics urged voters to protest his Israel policies. Democratic donors have warned the president that his support for the Israeli operation could cost him in November's election.

Will it? Most academics and pollsters tend to be skeptical that foreign policy can swing elections. Americans almost always care more about domestic issues than international ones. Their views on foreign events tend to be weakly held and malleable: Voters will typically align them to match those of their party or favorite candidate. Their opinions may be more solid when American lives are at stake, but that's not the case in Gaza.

This year, however, may be different. Or maybe Israel is different. Because even the academics and pollsters are saying that the war in Gaza could be electorally significant in 2024, in a way that other international issues--including the conflict in Ukraine--will probably not be.

"I think Gaza could matter for a number of reasons," Michael Tesler, a political scientist at UC Irvine, told me. The war, he explained, had produced a powerful brew of political forces--all of which bode ill for Democrats.

It is a divisive issue within the party, which is home to both dedicated pro-Palestine constituencies and committed pro-Israel ones. It is prominent enough, across news platforms and social media, that people are thinking about the conflict when they focus on current affairs and politics. For many younger progressives, protesting against Israel has become part of a fight for social justice: To them, the Palestinian cause is tied up with such domestic issues as racial discrimination.

Conor Friedersdorf: Columbia University's impossible position

The war in Gaza has also helped create a perception that Biden is hapless. The conflict is a humanitarian catastrophe that the White House has been unable to stop, leaving millions of American voters frustrated with the president. It compounds perceptions that the United States is losing its international position. A majority of American voters now have a poor estimation of Washington's global standing under Biden's leadership.

These electoral hazards are amplified by the fact that the contest is likely to be close. In 2016, Donald Trump's winning margin was so tight that the combined 77,744 additional voters from Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin who chose him could fit in MetLife Stadium. In 2020, Joe Biden eked out his Electoral College advantage by wins in three swing states that totaled fewer than 45,000 votes. Most national polls now have Biden and Trump effectively tied. In this context, one can easily imagine Gaza moving enough ballots to determine the 2024 election--even if it shifts only a percentage point or two of the vote.

"There's enough there to cause the White House to be worried," Andrew Payne, a political scientist at City, University of London, told me.

The conventional wisdom is that voters care more about pocketbook issues at home than about what's happening overseas, a view largely confirmed by the findings of major pollsters such as Pew and Gallup. According to those who study this field, foreign policy is likely to have even less influence in an era of hyper-partisan polarization because voters tend not to cast ballots for candidates from a different party even if they dislike some of their own candidate's positions.

"Elections matter much more to foreign policy than foreign policy matters to elections," Payne said, describing the default.

But the supremacy of domestic issues is not an iron law. A meta-analysis published in the 2006 Annual Review of Political Science concluded that voters held "reasonably sensible and nuanced views" on international topics and that their opinions "help shape their political behaviors." More recent research supports that conclusion. In 2019, a group of political scientists recruited thousands of Americans and asked them to choose between hypothetical presidential candidates with a mix of international, economic, and religious positions, as well as with different partisan affiliations. The researchers found that participants were just as likely to select the candidate they agreed with most on international policies as they were the candidate they agreed with most on domestic matters. Perhaps more telling, the researchers found as well that "Democrats and Republicans were also willing to cross party lines on the basis of foreign policy."

Ronald Brownstein: Gaza is dividing Democrats

Not all international issues carry equal weight, of course. But when an issue is prominent enough that Americans tune in and have a defined opinion, it can make a difference. The Iran-hostage crisis bedeviled President Jimmy Carter's 1980 reelection bid, and Ronald Reagan got significant mileage out of casting Carter as soft on communism. Foreign policy can certainly hobble parties if it divides them. In 1968, a split between Democratic progressives and centrists over the Vietnam War harmed their nominee, Herbert Humphrey, in what was a narrowly decided contest for the White House. In 2016, Trump made trade a major campaign issue, driving a wedge between many working-class, anti-free-trade Democrats and the party's pro-globalization elite.

Candidates can lose despite foreign-policy triumphs. Voters in 1992 did not reward George H. W. Bush with a second term even though he had overseen the resounding defeat of Saddam Hussein by U.S.-led coalition forces in the Gulf War. By the same token, candidates can win despite international blunders. President George W. Bush's invasion of Iraq was a morass by the time of his 2004 reelection bid, and he nonetheless prevailed. But the war still exacted an electoral cost. According to a 2007 study by two professors at UC Berkeley, the losses taken by U.S. forces deprived Bush of roughly 2 percent of the vote. Without that bloodshed, the authors wrote, "Bush would have swept to a decisive victory," instead of a narrow win.

As the 2008 election loomed, about one in three voters told Gallup that they rated the Iraq War as "extremely important"--and the explicitly anti-war Senator Barack Obama won both his party's nomination and the presidential election in that cycle. His victory helped show that, although very few people vote on international topics alone, foreign problems can acquire a domestic quasi-significance.

Gaza could be another moment when a foreign conflict has major domestic repercussions. Several academics have told me that, in their view, liberals who disapprove of Biden's approach to the conflict will still ultimately turn out for him: Americans do not typically vote according to a single issue, and stopping Trump is a powerful motivator for even strong critics of Israel. But plenty of more left-leaning Americans were disenchanted with Biden before the war in Gaza broke out. For these voters, the conflict could be a tipping point. "They might not show [up]," Adam Berinsky, a political scientist at MIT and the author of In Time of War: Understanding American Public Opinion From World War II to Iraq, told me.

Biden might be able to increase his support among such voters by taking a harder line against Israel. The Democratic Party appears to be growing rapidly more pro-Palestine than pro-Israel. According to a Quinnipiac poll last month, 48 percent of Democrats sympathized more with the Palestinians, while 21 percent sympathized more with the Israelis. This represents an almost perfect reversal from October 17, shortly after the bloody Hamas attack on Israel, when 48 percent sympathized more with Israelis and 22 percent sympathized more with Palestinians.

The trend suggests a logic for Biden to make such a pivot. "Biden will need to cobble together every vote of the last coalition to win," Dina Smeltz, a senior fellow on public opinion and foreign policy at the Chicago Council, told me.

But the president's party is still starkly divided over the war in a way that the Republican Party isn't. The issue may not have reached the level of divisiveness that Vietnam had for the Democratic Party in 1968, but as the momentum of controversial campus protests picks up, the parallel grows stronger. "It's a great wedge issue for Republicans," Tesler told me.

David Frum: The plot to wreck the Democratic convention

Party divisions are not the only way that Gaza could undermine Biden. According to research by Jeffrey Friedman, a political scientist at Dartmouth College, presidential candidates benefit from looking muscular on international issues. In 1960, the then-candidate John F. Kennedy proposed an enormous military buildup, even though polls showed that just 22 percent of voters thought defense spending was too low. Afterward, he steadily gained ground with voters concerned with issues of war and peace.

Weaker-seeming candidates can try to shift conversations away from international issues, but unfortunately for Biden, the war in Gaza will make that hard. And as unpopular as Biden's approach is, he appears reluctant to gamble on a major shift and is unlikely to do so. He might benefit politically if the United States was able to press successfully for an Israeli withdrawal from Gaza, getting the conflict out of public discourse and showing that the U.S. has some leverage and authority. But if U.S. pressure failed, Biden might come off as even more ineffectual.

Although Trump has some isolationist instincts, he is adept at projecting strength in a way that voters associate with American power. Meanwhile, poll after poll suggests that voters see Biden as weak--his job approval on foreign policy is some 10 points lower than Trump's during his presidency--and the specter of wider conflict in the Middle East is unlikely to change that.

"It reinforces perceptions that the world is in crisis," Friedman told me. "And generally speaking, when voters feel that there is a crisis, they are much more inclined to vote for candidates they see as strong."
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Watch Apple Trash-Compact Human Culture

What was the company thinking?

by Damon Beres, Charlie Warzel




Here is a nonexhaustive list of objects Apple recently pulverized with a menacing hydraulic crusher: a trumpet, a piano, a turntable, a sculpted bust, lots and lots of paint, video-game controllers.

These are all shown being demolished in the company's new iPad commercial, a minute-long spot titled "Crush!" The items are arranged on a platform beneath a slowly descending enormous metal block, then trash-compactored out of existence in a violent symphony of crunching. Once the destruction is complete, the press lifts back up to reveal that the items have been replaced by a slender, shimmering iPad.

The notion behind the commercial is fairly obvious. Apple wants to show you that the bulk of human ingenuity and history can be compressed into an iPad, and thereby wants you to believe that the device is a desirable entry point to both the consumption of culture and the creation of it. (The ad is for the latest "Pro" model of the iPad, the price of which starts at $999 and goes as high as $2,299, depending on its configuration.) Most important, it wants you to know that the iPad is powerful and quite thin.

But good Lord, Apple, read the room. In its swing for spectacle, the ad lacks so much self-awareness, it's cringey, even depressing. This is May 2024: Humanity is in the early stages of a standoff with generative AI, which offers methods through which visual art, writing, music, and computer code can be created by a machine in seconds with the simplest of prompts. Apple is reportedly building its own large language model for its devices, and its CEO, Tim Cook, explicitly invoked AI in his comments about the new tablet--the iPad Pro features, he said, an "outrageously powerful chip for AI." Most of us are still in the sizing-up phase for generative AI, staring warily at a technology that's been hyped as world-changing and job-disrupting (even, some proponents argue, potentially civilization-ending), and been foisted on the public in a very short period of time. It's a weird, exhausting, exciting, even tense moment. Enter: THE CRUSHER.

Apple is very good at defining the zeitgeist as it relates to how humans use technology to interact with the world. Announced with a Super Bowl commercial in 1984, the Macintosh ushered in the era of personal computing by presenting streamlined hardware and a pleasant graphical interface; iTunes and the iPod augured a world of limitless media; the iPhone delivered on its promise to fit the entire universe in our pocket. There is about a zero percent chance that the company did not understand the optics of releasing this ad at this moment. Apple is among the most sophisticated and moneyed corporations in all the world. (The company did not respond to a request for comment.)

But this time, it's hard to like what the company is showing us. People are angry. One commenter on X called the ad "heartbreaking." Three reasons could explain why. First: Although watching things explode might be fun, it's less fun when a multitrillion-dollar tech corporation is the one destroying tools, instruments, and other objects of human expression and creativity. Second, of course, is that this is a moment of great technological upheaval and angst, especially among artists, as tech companies build models trained on creative work with an ultimate goal of simulating those very people's skilled output. It is easy to be offended at the ad's implication, and it is easy to be aghast at the idea that AI will wipe out human creativity with cheap synthetic waste.

Read: These 183,000 books are fueling the biggest fight in publishing and tech

The third-order annoyance is in the genre. Apple has essentially aped a popular format of "crushing" videos on TikTok, wherein hydraulic presses are employed to obliterate everyday objects for the pleasure of idle scrollers. Arguably, the company thought that copying this specific motif would be fun, but something is grim about Apple trying to draft off a viral-video format to sell units. It's unclear whether some of the ad might have been created with CGI, but Apple could easily round up tens of thousands of dollars of expensive equipment and destroy it all on a whim. However small, the ad is a symbol of the company's dominance.

The ad remains, in some sense, great marketing. Everyone is talking about the iPad, a mainstay in Apple's lineup that nevertheless gets far less attention than the iPhone. But this sudden interest offers room for a genuine appraisal of the device 14 years after its release. The iPad was one of Steve Jobs's final products, one he believed could become as popular and perhaps as transformative as cars. That vision hasn't panned out. The iPad hasn't killed books, televisions, or even the iPhone. The commercial hails the new Pro model as "the most powerful iPad ever," but its bravado is mostly unearned. The iPad is, potentially, a creative tool. It's also an expensive luxury device whose cheaper iterations, at least, are vessels for letting your kid watch Cocomelon so they don't melt down in public, reading self-help books on a plane, or opting for more pixels and better resolution whilst consuming content on the toilet.

In the day and a half since the ad was released, people have only gotten angrier. Cook's post on X featuring the commercial has been viewed more than 29 million times, and the unhappy responses are piling up. Odds are, people aren't really furious at Apple on behalf of the trumpeters--they're mad because the ad says something about the balance of power. Apple is a great technology company, but it is a legendary marketer. Its ads, its slickly produced keynotes, and even its retail stores succeed because they offer a vision of the company's products as tools that give us, the consumers, power. The fundamental flaw of Apple's commercial is that it is a display of force that reminds us about this sleight of hand. We are not the powerful entity in this relationship. The creative potential we feel when we pick up one of their shiny devices is actually on loan. At the end of the day, it belongs to Apple, the destroyer.
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The Absurdity of Believing China's Great at Protecting Kids Online

Lawmakers have argued that the Chinese internet is better for kids. They're wrong.

by Louise Matsakis




Over the past week, I've spent several hours scrolling through Douyin, the Chinese version of TikTok also owned by ByteDance. Both apps are governed by a central algorithm that recommends videos to users based on their interests and behavior. Here is what I saw one morning in the order it was fed to me: a video of an influencer wearing glittery thigh-high stockings posing for a photo shoot, a livestream broadcast of a girl who appeared to be using editing software that made her breasts look comically enormous, a clip from a samurai-themed video game, a day in the life vlog of a single woman living in Tokyo, and a video of a boxing match between two attractive women wearing sports bras.



The content I watched on Douyin was often maximized for shock value, but it was also frequently funny or insightful. In other words, it largely mirrored what can be found on the American version of TikTok, although notably, I didn't see political videos or criticism of the Chinese government. What was readily apparent is that Douyin is not the sanitized utopia that some commentators have described. "In China, TikTok has a comparable product that promotes educational videos on math & science to kids. In America, they're promoting videos on eating Tide Pods," Republican Senator Ted Cruz wrote on X in March. "China's version of TikTok celebrates academic achievements, athletic achievements, it's all science projects," Joe Rogan said on his podcast in 2022. The venture capitalist Vinod Khosla called TikTok "programmable fentanyl," while Douyin, he said, amounted to "spinach for Chinese kids."



These comparisons are grossly exaggerated, and the truth is that kids in China regularly view content on Douyin that may be dangerous or harmful, just as kids around the world do on TikTok and every other large internet platform. But there's something more perplexing--and, frankly, alarming--about this line of thinking, and the extent to which people have begun to imply that Americans can learn lessons from how the internet is regulated in China, where an oppressive regime regularly blocks foreign-owned apps and censors what information citizens can access on the internet.



"China is much more thoughtful and protective of its young people" when it comes to social media, Democratic Senator Chris Murphy said at an event earlier this year. "The fact that China has been far more effective in protecting its children from the excesses of technology should make western legislators think," the British journalist Camilla Cavendish wrote in the Financial Times around the same time, adding, "We are hardly going to win the battle with China over artificial intelligence, or anything else, if we raise a generation of zombies."



What rarely gets mentioned in these discussions, however, is the fact that the Chinese government has built the most comprehensive digital surveillance system in the world, which it primarily uses not to protect children, but to squash any form of dissent that may threaten the power of the Chinese Communist Party. "Everybody exists in a censored environment, and so what gets censored for kids is just one step on top of what gets censored for adults," Jeremy Daum, a senior research scholar at Yale Law School's Paul Tsai China Center and the founder of the site China Law Translate, told me.

Read: America lost the plot with TikTok

It should set off warning bells for Americans that many states have explored legislation limiting internet access for minors in ways that mirror what China has done. Last week, the Supreme Court refused to block a controversial law in Texas that would require pornography sites to verify a user's age with a government-issued ID or other means before they access sexually explicit content. At least half a dozen states have passed similar age-verification laws recently. Related bills--governing not just pornography, but also basic access to social media--are pending in some 30 different states and Puerto Rico, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures.



Although creating obstacles to prevent children from stumbling upon sexual material or signing up for TikTok without their parents' consent may seem justifiable, the courts have held for decades that forcing adults to verify their age puts an undue burden on the right to access constitutionally protected speech online. Before, we might have expected the Supreme Court to recognize the First Amendment issues at hand and "affirm its previous position that the speech rights of adults outweigh the potential harms to minors," the journalist Casey Newton recently wrote. "But it's not clear that we can do so any longer."



China, however, doesn't have free-speech concerns, and has spent the past 20 years building and iterating on an elaborate system for confirming the name and age of every internet user, slowly chipping away at the ability to remain anonymous online. The real-name-registration system in the country requires companies to verify the identity of each person who signs up to use a social-media platform or discussion forum. People also need to show a form of identification to purchase a new SIM card, which allows the Chinese government to try to keep track of who is connected to every phone number. Unlike in the U.S., you can't just walk into a Walgreens in China and pick up an anonymous burner phone. "There is a structural way to verify age that has been embedded in the system for a long time," Kendra Schaefer, a partner at the research firm Trivium China, told me. "That technical foundation doesn't exist here."



The urge to figure out how to protect young people online is, of course, understandable. Many experts worry that children are experiencing profoundly negative side effects from social media, and much of what China has done in this area is part of a sincere attempt to address the same concerns shared by parents everywhere. In this light, it's tempting to argue that America could also reasonably trade everyone's digital privacy in exchange for keeping kids safe. But we can look at what has happened in China and see the obvious problem with that logic: It would trap the U.S. in a never-ending game of whack-a-mole.



Four years ago, Beijing started cracking down on video-game companies, and it now prohibits kids from gaming for more than just three hours most weeks--one hour each on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. But roughly a year after the rules were put in place, nearly a third of youth gamers in China readily admitted that they were still playing for more than three hours each week, including outside the approved time slots, according to a survey by the market-research firm Niko Partners. The findings reflect what any parent already knows to be true: Teenagers figure out how to break the rules.

Read: Welcome to the TikTok meltdown

One work-around they relied on is buying SIM cards on the illegal black market that were already linked to the identity of an adult, or they simply got their parents or older siblings to sign in for them. These loopholes prompted major game publishers like Tencent to build stringent facial-recognition systems that could be used to root out underage users. In 2022, Tencent announced that people 55 and older would need to scan their face before playing popular mobile games at night to ensure that their grandchildren weren't using their phones. Why would the U.S. want to go down a path that has resulted in the need for grandmas to pass a facial-recognition test before they can play Candy Crush?



But critics of TikTok are probably right in saying that educational content is more popular on the Chinese version of the app, though not necessarily because of anything ByteDance has done. Rui Ma, the founder of the technology-investment consulting firm Tech Buzz China, told me that Western commentators often fail to appreciate how intense the culture around academic achievement is in China and the ways that is reflected on social media. Kids who are put under enormous pressure to get good grades, in other words, might be more interested in videos related to studying than their American peers.



"The entire system is already set up to support studying over play, and yet, it is still a very difficult problem for parents to get their kids to stop playing video games and wasting time on the phone," Ma said. On that count, at least, China and the U.S. see eye to eye.
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This Is Helicopter Protesting

Faculty are involving themselves in student demonstrations, and sometimes getting injured or arrested. Are they helping?

by Ian Bogost




"I am a professor! I am a professor of economics!" said Caroline Fohlin, face down, pinned to the ground by police at Emory University, in Atlanta, during campus demonstrations in late April. Her glasses had been thrown from her face, her head knocked against the concrete. While Fohlin's words might be taken to suggest entitlement--a belief that her faculty status should confer immunity--I heard something else: an appeal to neutrality. It seemed to me that Fohlin was not in the quad to join the students in their protest of the war in Gaza: She was just trying to look out for them.

Other faculty members have been roughed up too. Video showing the arrest of Emory's philosophy-department chair, Noelle McAfee, went viral. So did a clip of the Dartmouth historian Annelise Orleck getting knocked over and zip-tied. At Washington University in St. Louis, where I am on faculty, Steve Tamari, a history professor at nearby Southern Illinois University at Edwardsville, was filmed being tackled and dragged by police; Tamari says he was hospitalized with broken ribs and a broken hand. During a protest at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, the sociology professor Samer Alatout was detained; he says police inflicted the head gash that was visible in images circulated on social media.

Though sometimes called "student protests," students are only some of those participating in the campus demonstrations and occupations of the past three weeks. My university reported that 100 people were arrested on April 27, of which 23 were students and at least four were employees. Various roles are represented at the protests, and those roles bear different meanings. The faculty members whose images have been shared most widely aren't among the protesters so much as beside them; they've been watching over students as their guardians, instead of marching as their peers. This is helicopter protesting, fit for the helicopter-parent generation.

Following her arrest at Emory, Fohlin's attorney told The Atlanta Journal-Constitution that she "was not a protester," but had just come down from her office out of concern for students on the quad. In so doing, she saw authorities wrestling an individual to the ground and approached to intervene: "What are you doing?" she asked the police, appearing to tap one on the back before another officer grabbed her. McAfee told a similar story in a local-television interview: "I saw something going on ... A bunch of police had tackled a young person, and threw them on the ground, and were just pummeling them," she said. McAfee, whose scholarship connects feminist theory to political life, acknowledged the gendered role of protector that she felt she was playing. "The mother in me said, Stop, stop," she told reporters.

The role of protector isn't limited to women, of course. Before his detention, Tamari can be seen filming the protesters around him, perhaps as a means of documentation. In a statement issued later, Tamari positioned himself as a participant, but also a peacekeeper: "I joined the student-led protests on Saturday to stop the genocide and support and protect the students." Alatout, the University of Wisconsin professor, expressed a similar ambition: "My and other faculty and staff's position is that we are defending the students' rights," he said. "To demonstrate and to protest, and that we are defending them."

Protection has been a theme of the protests. Members of Congress have pressured university presidents to demonstrate that they have done enough to protect Jewish students from anti-Semitism. Disputes about the intention and etymology of campus chants and calls for Intifada, mixed with political motivations quite separate from the real operation of campus life, are also set against a years-long trend to cast safety as a matter of sensation, and sensation as equal to harm.

One timely example: After the Columbia University protests, some law students reportedly called for exams to be canceled, because the events of the week had left them "irrevocably shaken." To feel unsafe is to be unsafe in the contemporary campus scene, and one's perception of a slight, or even an act of violence, has become akin to its reality. Professors have played a role in advancing that ethos in their classrooms and offices, in part out of political empathy, in part because they truly care about students and their well-being, and in part because their institutions now demand it.

That situation has now circled back on itself. At UCLA last week, the Jewish Federation of Los Angeles and other organizations organized a rally on campus--a counterprotest, really, to the pro-Palestinian encampments--to "advocate for the protection of Jewish students," as David N. Myers, one of the school's history professors, put it. According to Myers, another, more agitated group of counterprotesters was also present, and came close to instigating a brawl with the anti-war activists. Myers wrote that he and other faculty "inserted ourselves between the two groups to serve as a buffer." A few days later, the situation did turn violent, and some among the original student protesters were beaten by a mob, as the police stood aside. At first, police action was creating danger, then its absence did the same. Amid the confusion of today's campus protests, it can be hard to predict who will be vulnerable to whom at any given time, and when protection can or should be provided.

Clearly students there and then badly needed help, of a sort that faculty could not reasonably provide. In the current college climate, concern for safety is a constant, but rarely modulates above a steady background noise. At the protests, as during the school year, teachers mostly offer their protection as a means of staving off much lesser harms than those delivered by stick-wielding thugs. At Columbia, one professor urged news cameramen not to film students inside the encampment, according to The New York Times, seemingly to guard the students' reputations.

Columbia professors have been involved in student protests in the past, but they didn't position themselves like this, as purveyors of moral support. Instead, they played the role of mediators. In 1968, when students occupied several buildings across campus, faculty at one point physically positioned themselves between the protesters and the police--in the interest of bringing the matter to a close. A faculty statement from the time read, in part, "As members of the faculty, we are determined to do everything within our power rapidly to resume the full life of this institution in the firm expectation that our proposals will permit a climate to prevail that will once again allow reason, judgment and order to reign." That sentiment bears far more resemblance to the goals of today's administrators and politicians--the restoration of order and resumption of business as usual on campus--than it does to the goals of professors who have intervened in recent weeks to keep students safe.

Today's protests might look similar to those previous ones when viewed in pictures, but their context is transformed. Students and parents have spent years demanding more and better services on campus, including services to help students feel and be safe and comfortable. Universities have swelled into giant bureaucracies in response to regulatory demands and competition. College life itself, especially at elite private universities, is now consumed by professionalization more than self-discovery, thanks in part to the astronomical cost of attendance. Campuses have become more diverse, making today's faculty motivations different and more varied than those driving the (whiter, maler) Columbia faculty of '68, who yearned for reason's victory. And politics has become more identitarian, giving selfhood greater sway.

In this new context, professors and students have developed a relationship of protection above all others. Faculty have been converted from instructors into personal coaches. Much is gained in this change, including its expression at campus protests; professors such as McAfee and Myers have shown bravery on behalf of students. And yet, something is also lost: By inserting ourselves into students' lives as guardians of their welfare, we risk failing to protect an important aspect of their intellectual, political, and personal development--namely, their independence.

Recounting the intervention that had led to her arrest at Dartmouth, Annelise Orleck reported saying to the police, "Leave our students alone. They're students. They're not criminals." Like some other faculty, Orleck drew a line at calling in law enforcement, a choice she said was unprecedented in her 34 years at the college. But since Columbia set the precedent to do so, policing itself has become a subject of campus demonstrations. Participants may well be risking arrest by design. At the same time, students seem ambivalent about the degree to which they really are at odds with authority, rather than reliant upon it. At Columbia, one was mocked after demanding "humanitarian aid" in the form of food and water after taking over Hamilton Hall. "I guess it's ultimately a question of what kind of community and obligation Columbia feels it has to its students," she said.

What, exactly, is the nature of that obligation? Attending college is an American coming-of-age ritual, and a means of giving students room to figure out how to live and act in the world. Orleck's reminder that students are just students undercuts that mission, in a way. It's both protective and infantilizing. It strips students of their power before they've even had a chance to test it out. None of us wants our students or our colleagues to be harmed. But there's value in learning how it feels to take risks, and to reap their rewards.
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ElevenLabs Is Building an Army of Voice Clones

A tiny start-up has made some of the most convincing AI voices. Are its creators ready for the chaos they're unleashing?

by Charlie Warzel




Updated at 3:05 p.m. ET on May 4, 2024

My voice was ready. I'd been waiting, compulsively checking my inbox. I opened the email and scrolled until I saw a button that said, plainly, "Use voice." I considered saying something aloud to mark the occasion, but that felt wrong. The computer would now speak for me.

I had thought it'd be fun, and uncanny, to clone my voice. I'd sought out the AI start-up ElevenLabs, paid $22 for a "creator" account, and uploaded some recordings of myself. A few hours later, I typed some words into a text box, hit "Enter," and there I was: all the nasal lilts, hesitations, pauses, and mid-Atlantic-by-way-of-Ohio vowels that make my voice mine.

It was me, only more pompous. My voice clone speaks with the cadence of a pundit, no matter the subject. I type I like to eat pickles, and the voice spits it out as if I'm on Meet the Press. That's not my voice's fault; it is trained on just a few hours of me speaking into a microphone for various podcast appearances. The model likes to insert ums and ahs: In the recordings I gave it, I'm thinking through answers in real time and choosing my words carefully. It's uncanny, yes, but also quite convincing--a part of my essence that's been stripped, decoded, and reassembled by a little algorithmic model so as to no longer need my pesky brain and body.

Listen to the author's AI voice:
 



Using ElevenLabs, you can clone your voice like I did, or type in some words and hear them spoken by "Freya," "Giovanni," "Domi," or hundreds of other fake voices, each with a different accent or intonation. Or you can dub a clip into any one of 29 languages while preserving the speaker's voice. In each case, the technology is unnervingly good. The voice bots don't just sound far more human than voice assistants such as Siri; they also sound better than any other widely available AI audio software right now. What's different about the best ElevenLabs voices, trained on far more audio than what I fed into the machine, isn't so much the quality of the voice but the way the software uses context clues to modulate delivery. If you feed it a news report, it speaks in a serious, declarative tone. Paste in a few paragraphs of Hamlet, and an ElevenLabs voice reads it with a dramatic storybook flare.

Listen to ElevenLabs read Hamlet:
 

ElevenLabs launched an early version of its product a little over a year ago, but you might have listened to one of its voices without even knowing it. Nike used the software to create a clone of the NBA star Luka Doncic's voice for a recent shoe campaign. New York City Mayor Eric Adams's office cloned the politician's voice so that it could deliver robocall messages in Spanish, Yiddish, Mandarin, Cantonese, and Haitian Creole. The technology has been used to re-create the voices of children killed in the Parkland school shooting, to lobby for gun reform. An ElevenLabs voice might be reading this article to you: The Atlantic uses the software to auto-generate audio versions of some stories, as does The Washington Post.

It's easy, when you play around with the ElevenLabs software, to envision a world in which you can listen to all the text on the internet in voices as rich as those in any audiobook. But it's just as easy to imagine the potential carnage: scammers targeting parents by using their children's voice to ask for money, a nefarious October surprise from a dirty political trickster. I tested the tool to see how convincingly it could replicate my voice saying outrageous things. Soon, I had high-quality audio of my voice clone urging people not to vote, blaming "the globalists" for COVID, and confessing to all kinds of journalistic malpractice. It was enough to make me check with my bank to make sure any potential voice-authentication features were disabled.

I went to visit the ElevenLabs office and meet the people responsible for bringing this technology into the world. I wanted to better understand the AI revolution as it's currently unfolding. But the more time I spent--with the company and the product--the less I found myself in the present. Perhaps more than any other AI company, ElevenLabs offers a window into the near future of this disruptive technology. The threat of deepfakes is real, but what ElevenLabs heralds may be far weirder. And nobody, not even its creators, seems ready for it.

In mid-November, I buzzed into a brick building on a side street and walked up to the second floor. The London office of ElevenLabs--a $1 billion company--is a single room with a few tables. No ping-pong or beanbag chairs--just a sad mini fridge and the din of dutiful typing from seven employees packed shoulder to shoulder. (Many of the company's staff are remote, scattered around the world.) Mati Staniszewski, ElevenLabs' 29-year-old CEO, got up from his seat in the corner to greet me. He beckoned for me to follow him back down the stairs to a windowless conference room ElevenLabs shares with a company that, I presume, is not worth $1 billion.

Staniszewski is tall, with a well-coiffed head of blond hair, and he speaks quickly in a Polish accent. Talking with him sometimes feels like trying to engage in conversation with an earnest chatbot trained on press releases. I started our conversation with a few broad questions: What is it like to work on AI during this moment of breathless hype, investor interest, and genuine technological progress? What's it like to come in each day and try to manipulate such nascent technology? He said that it's exciting.

We moved on to Staniszewski's background. He and the company's co-founder, Piotr Dabkowski, grew up together in Poland watching foreign movies that were all clumsily dubbed into a flat Polish voice. Man, woman, child--whoever was speaking, all of the dialogue was voiced in the same droning, affectless tone by male actors known as lektors.

They both left Poland for university in the U.K. and then settled into tech jobs (Staniszewski at Palantir and Dabkowski at Google). Then, in 2021, Dabkowski was watching a film with his girlfriend and realized that Polish films were still dubbed in the same monotone lektor style. He and Staniszewski did some research and discovered that markets outside Poland were also relying on lektor-esque dubbing.


Mati Staniszewski's story as CEO of ElevenLabs begins in Poland, where he grew up watching foreign films clumsily dubbed into a flat voice. (Daniel Stier for The Atlantic)



The next year, they founded ElevenLabs. AI voices were everywhere--think Alexa, or a car's GPS--but actually good AI voices, they thought, would finally put an end to lektors. The tech giants have hundreds or thousands of employees working on AI, yet ElevenLabs, with a research team of just seven people, built a voice tool that's arguably better than anything its competitors have released. The company poached researchers from top AI companies, yes, but it also hired a college dropout who'd won coding competitions, and another "who worked in call centers while exploring audio research as a side gig," Staniszewski told me. "The audio space is still in its breakthrough stage," Alex Holt, the company's vice president of engineering, told me. "Having more people doesn't necessarily help. You need those few people that are incredible."

ElevenLabs knew its model was special when it started spitting out audio that accurately represented the relationships between words, Staniszewski told me--pronunciation that changed based on the context (minute, the unit of time, instead of minute, the description of size) and emotion (an exclamatory phrase spoken with excitement or anger).

Much of what the model produces is unexpected--sometimes delightfully so. Early on, ElevenLabs' model began randomly inserting applause breaks after pauses in its speech: It had been training on audio clips from people giving presentations in front of live audiences. Quickly, the model began to improve, becoming capable of ums and ahs. "We started seeing some of those human elements being replicated," Staniszewski said. The big leap was when the model began to laugh like a person. (My voice clone, I should note, struggles to laugh, offering a machine-gun burst of "haha"s that sound jarringly inhuman.)

Compared with OpenAI and other major companies, which are trying to wrap their large language models around the entire world and ultimately build an artificial human intelligence, ElevenLabs has ambitions that are easier to grasp: a future in which ALS patients can still communicate in their voice after they lose their speech. Audiobooks that are ginned up in seconds by self-published authors, video games in which every character is capable of carrying on a dynamic conversation, movies and videos instantly dubbed into any language. A sort of Spotify of voices, where anyone can license clones of their voice for others to use--to the dismay of professional voice actors. The gig-ification of our vocal cords.

What Staniszewski also described when talking about ElevenLabs is a company that wants to eliminate language barriers entirely. The dubbing tool, he argued, is its first step toward that goal. A user can upload a video, and the model will translate the speaker's voice into a different language. When we spoke, Staniszewski twice referred to the Babel fish from the science-fiction book The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy--he described making a tool that immediately translates every sound around a person into a language they can understand.

Every ElevenLabs employee I spoke with perked up at the mention of this moonshot idea. Although ElevenLabs' current product might be exciting, the people building it view current dubbing and voice cloning as a prelude to something much bigger. I struggled to separate the scope of Staniszewski's ambition from the modesty of our surroundings: a shared conference room one floor beneath the company's sparse office space. ElevenLabs may not achieve its lofty goals, but I was still left unmoored by the reality that such a small collection of people could build something so genuinely powerful and release it into the world, where the rest of us have to make sense of it.

ElevenLabs' voice bots launched in beta in late January 2023. It took very little time for people to start abusing them. Trolls on 4chan used the tool to make deepfakes of celebrities saying awful things. They had Emma Watson reading Mein Kampf and the right-wing podcaster Ben Shapiro making racist comments about Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. In the tool's first days, there appeared to be virtually no guardrails. "Crazy weekend," the company tweeted, promising to crack down on misuse.

ElevenLabs added a verification process for cloning; when I uploaded recordings of my voice, I had to complete multiple voice CAPTCHAs, speaking phrases into my computer in a short window of time to confirm that the voice I was duplicating was my own. The company also decided to limit its voice cloning strictly to paid accounts and announced a tool that lets people upload audio to see if it is AI generated. But the safeguards from ElevenLabs were "half-assed," Hany Farid, a deepfake expert at UC Berkeley, told me--an attempt to retroactively focus on safety only after the harm was done. And they left glaring holes. Over the past year, the deepfakes have not been rampant, but they also haven't stopped.

I first started reporting on deepfakes in 2017, after a researcher came to me with a warning of a terrifying future where AI-generated audio and video would bring about an "infocalypse" of impersonation, spam, nonconsensual sexual imagery, and political chaos, where we would all fall into what he called "reality apathy." Voice cloning already existed, but it was crude: I used an AI voice tool to try to fool my mom, and it worked only because I had the halting, robotic voice pretend I was losing cell service. Since then, fears of an infocalypse have lagged behind the technology's ability to distort reality. But ElevenLabs has closed the gap.

The best deepfake I've seen was from the filmmaker Kenneth Lurt, who used ElevenLabs to clone Jill Biden's voice for a fake advertisement where she's made to look as if she's criticizing her husband over his handling of the Israel-Gaza conflict. The footage, which deftly stitches video of the first lady giving a speech with an ElevenLabs voice-over, is incredibly convincing and has been viewed hundreds of thousands of times. The ElevenLabs technology on its own isn't perfect. "It's the creative filmmaking that actually makes it feel believable," Lurt said in an interview in October, noting that it took him a week to make the clip.

"It will totally change how everyone interacts with the internet, and what is possible," Nathan Lambert, a researcher at the Allen Institute for AI, told me in January. "It's super easy to see how this will be used for nefarious purposes." When I asked him if he was worried about the 2024 elections, he offered a warning: "People aren't ready for how good this stuff is and what it could mean." When I pressed him for hypothetical scenarios, he demurred, not wanting to give anyone ideas.




A few days after Lambert and I spoke, his intuitions became reality. The Sunday before the New Hampshire presidential primary, a deepfaked, AI-generated robocall went out to registered Democrats in the state. "What a bunch of malarkey," the robocall began. The voice was grainy, its cadence stilted, but it was still immediately recognizable as Joe Biden's drawl. "Voting this Tuesday only enables the Republicans in their quest to elect Donald Trump again," it said, telling voters to stay home. In terms of political sabotage, this particular deepfake was relatively low stakes, with limited potential to disrupt electoral outcomes (Biden still won in a landslide). But it was a trial run for an election season that could be flooded with reality-blurring synthetic information.

Researchers and government officials scrambled to locate the origin of the call. Weeks later, a New Orleans-based magician confessed that he'd been paid by a Democratic operative to create the robocall. Using ElevenLabs, he claimed, it took him less than 20 minutes and cost $1.

Afterward, ElevenLabs introduced a "no go"-voices policy, preventing users from uploading or cloning the voice of certain celebrities and politicians. But this safeguard, too, had holes. In March, a reporter for 404 Media managed to bypass the system and clone both Donald Trump's and Joe Biden's voices simply by adding a minute of silence to the beginning of the upload file. Last month, I tried to clone Biden's voice, with varying results. ElevenLabs didn't catch my first attempt, for which I uploaded low-quality sound files from YouTube videos of the president speaking. But the cloned voice sounded nothing like the president's--more like a hoarse teenager's. On my second attempt, ElevenLabs blocked the upload, suggesting that I was about to violate the company's terms of service.

For Farid, the UC Berkeley researcher, ElevenLabs' inability to control how people might abuse its technology is proof that voice cloning causes more harm than good. "They were reckless in the way they deployed the technology," Farid said, "and I think they could have done it much safer, but I think it would have been less effective for them."

The core problem of ElevenLabs--and the generative-AI revolution writ large--is that there is no way for this technology to exist and not be misused. Meta and OpenAI have built synthetic voice tools, too, but have so far declined to make them broadly available. Their rationale: They aren't yet sure how to unleash their products responsibly. As a start-up, though, ElevenLabs doesn't have the luxury of time. "The time that we have to get ahead of the big players is short," Staniszewski said, referring to the company's research efforts. "If we don't do it in the next two to three years, it's going to be very hard to compete." Despite the new safeguards, ElevenLabs' name is probably going to show up in the news again as the election season wears on. There are simply too many motivated people constantly searching for ways to use these tools in strange, unexpected, even dangerous ways.

In the basement of a Sri Lankan restaurant on a soggy afternoon in London, I pressed Staniszewski about what I'd been obliquely referring to as "the bad stuff." He didn't avert his gaze as I rattled off the ways ElevenLabs' technology could be and has been abused. When it was his time to speak, he did so thoughtfully, not dismissively; he appears to understand the risks of his products and other open-source AI tools. "It's going to be a cat-and-mouse game," he said. "We need to be quick."

Later, over email, he cited the "no go"-voices initiative and told me that ElevenLabs is "testing new ways to counteract the creation of political content," adding more human moderation and upgrading its detection software. The most important thing ElevenLabs is working on, Staniszewski said--what he called "the true solution"--is digitally watermarking synthetic voices at the point of creation so civilians can identify them. That will require cooperation across dozens of companies: ElevenLabs recently signed an accord with other AI companies, including Anthropic and OpenAI, to combat deepfakes in the upcoming elections, but so far, the partnership is mostly theoretical.

The uncomfortable reality is that there aren't a lot of options to ensure bad actors don't hijack these tools. "We need to brace the general public that the technology for this exists," Staniszewski said. He's right, yet my stomach sinks when I hear him say it. Mentioning media literacy, at a time when trolls on Telegram channels can flood social media with deepfakes, is a bit like showing up to an armed conflict in 2024 with only a musket.

The conversation went on like this for a half hour, followed by another session a few weeks later over the phone. A hard question, a genuine answer, my own palpable feeling of dissatisfaction. I can't look at ElevenLabs and see beyond the risk: How can you build toward this future? Staniszewski seems unable to see beyond the opportunities: How can't you build toward this future? I left our conversations with a distinct sense that the people behind ElevenLabs don't want to watch the world burn. The question is whether, in an industry where everyone is racing to build AI tools with similar potential for harm, intentions matter at all.

To focus only on deepfakes elides how ElevenLabs and synthetic audio might reshape the internet in unpredictable ways. A few weeks before my visit, ElevenLabs held a hackathon, where programmers fused the company's tech with hardware and other generative-AI tools. Staniszewski said that one team took an image-recognition AI model and connected it to both an Android device with a camera and ElevenLabs' text-to-speech model. The result was a camera that could narrate what it was looking at. "If you're a tourist, if you're a blind person and want to see the world, you just find a camera," Staniszewski said. "They deployed that in a weekend."

Repeatedly during my visit, ElevenLabs employees described these types of hybrid projects--enough that I began to see them as a helpful way to imagine the next few years of technology. Products that all hook into one another herald a future that's a lot less recognizable. More machines talking to machines; an internet that writes itself; an exhausting, boundless comingling of human art and human speech with AI art and AI speech until, perhaps, the provenance ceases to matter.

I came to London to try to wrap my mind around the AI revolution. By staring at one piece of it, I thought, I would get at least a sliver of certainty about what we're barreling toward. Turns out, you can travel across the world, meet the people building the future, find them to be kind and introspective, ask them all of your questions, and still experience a profound sense of disorientation about this new technological frontier. Disorientation. That's the main sense of this era--that something is looming just over the horizon, but you can't see it. You can only feel the pit in your stomach. People build because they can. The rest of us are forced to adapt.



This article previously misquoted Staniszewski as calling his background an "investor story."
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What Will Biden's Stance on Israel Mean for His Campaign?

"The actual war is in Gaza, but you wouldn't know it from news coverage this week of American campuses."

by The Editors




This week, President Joe Biden contended with navigating the overlapping domestic and global challenges of the war in Gaza. At home, the president addressed the pro-Palestinian protests that have spread across college campuses. And abroad, the Biden administration continues to work toward a deal with Saudi Arabia that would allow for a bilateral defense agreement with the United States. Such plans, however, are contingent on how the conflict in Israel continues to unfold.

Meanwhile, both Biden and former President Donald Trump are grappling with how their approach to the war in Gaza will play out in their campaigns for the presidency. As Biden balances his stance on Israel with appeals to younger voters, Trump aims to keep his focus on student unrest in an attempt to fracture the Democratic coalition to his advantage, especially in swing states.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic and moderator, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Eric Cortellessa, a staff writer for Time; Franklin Foer, a staff writer for The Atlantic; Asma Khalid, a White House correspondent for NPR; and Nancy Youssef,   a national security correspondent for The Wall Street Journal.

Watch the full episode here.
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            On May 4, 1970, 54 years ago today, members of the Ohio National Guard opened fire on a crowd of student protesters gathered on the campus of Ohio's Kent State University, killing four students and injuring another nine. Several hundred students had been protesting against the Nixon administration's expansion of the Vietnam War into Cambodia, and the mayor of the city of Kent asked the governor of Ohio to bring in members of the National Guard. News coverage of the shooting of unarmed protesters dominated headlines around the world and spurred hundreds of protests across the country. Gathered below are images from that pivotal day in American history.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A row of about nine members of the National Guard, each wearing a helmet and a gas mask and holding a rifle or a tear-gas launcher]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                View of a line of Ohio National Guardsmen, with rifles and gas masks, on the Kent State University campus as they prepare to disperse student protesters in Kent, Ohio, on May 4, 1970. The protests, initially over the U.S. invasion of Cambodia, resulted in the deaths of four protesters (and the injuries of nine others) after the National Guard opened fire on students.
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                [image: A crowd of student protesters gathers at the top of a gentle hill near campus buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators gather on Blanket Hill, on the Commons of Kent State University, for a student anti-war protest in Kent, Ohio, on May 4, 1970. In the background, students distribute sheets to protect themselves from tear gas. The building behind them is Johnson Hall.
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                [image: A crowd of student protesters sits on a hillside, facing a line of National Guard members.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                National guardsmen form a line in front of protesting students on the campus of Kent State University in this May 4, 1970, photo. In the foreground are the charred remains of the ROTC building, which had been set on fire on May 2, 1970.
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                [image: National Guardsmen drive a jeep on a grassy area, past protesters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                National Guardsmen drive a jeep past protesters at Kent State University, ordering them to disperse.
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                [image: A police officer and three National Guardsmen drive a jeep on a lawn, with many onlookers in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kent State University patrolman Harold Rice, sitting in the passenger seat, uses a bullhorn to urge protesters to disperse.
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                [image: Looking past four National Guardsmen toward a group of protesters on a hillside, with some clouds of tear gas. Most protesters are retreating.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: View, from behind, as Ohio National Guardsmen in gas masks and with rifles as they prepare to advance up Blanket Hill, through clouds of tear gas, to drive back Kent State University students during an antiwar demonstration on the university's campus, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970.
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                [image: A person throws a tear-gas canister back toward National Guardsmen.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: Kent State University student hurls tear gas canister back towards National Guardsmen as the military is called out May 4th to put down massive anti-war protest.
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                [image: A crowd of student protesters stand at the base of a hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: View of students, at the base of Blanket Hill, during an anti-war demonstration at Kent State University, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970. Shortly after this shot was taken, four students were shot and killed by guardsmen, who opened fire at some 600 demonstrators during the incident. Among the casualties was Jeffrey Miller, seen here at center, dressed in a cowboy shirt and headband, with his thumbs in his pockets. Also visible is Mary Ann Vecchio, in dark, v-neck blouse and patterned jeans (at center right, behind the man in the t-shirt at center fore); Vecchio was later photographed crying over Miller's body in the Pulitzer prize-winning photograph that came to define the event.
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                [image: A line of armed National Guardsmen wearing gas masks marches up a hill past civilians.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: An Ohio National Guard skirmish line advances up a hill on the campus of Kent State University, May 4, just before they turned and fired upon students participating in antiwar demonstrations.
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                [image: A couple dozen National Guardsmen stop and brandish their weapons. About half appear to be firing or preparing to fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: National Guard opening fire on Kent State University demonstrators, Ohio, USA, 1970.
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                [image: A young woman kneels over the body of a demonstrator who has been shot, as others nearby try to get help.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: As others call for help, teenager Mary Ann Vecchio (center) kneels beside the body of Kent State University student Jeffrey Miller who had been shot during an anti-war demonstration on the university campus, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970.
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                [image: A half-dozen people kneel down to help a bleeding person lying on a patch of grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fellow protesters tend to a student injured in the shooting.
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                [image: Several people tend to an injured person lying on their back beside a pathway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: Kent State University student Joe Cullum (center, with beard) and others kneel on the grass beside wounded fellow student John Clearly after the latter had been shot when the Ohio National Guard opened fire on antiwar protestors, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970.
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                [image: Several people stand nearby as a young woman kneels beside the body of a demonstrator who has been shot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mary Ann Vecchio stays with the body of Kent State University student Jeffrey Miller.
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                [image: A group of protesters stand on a hillside, looking on, some with their hand over their mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: On Blanket Hill, Kent State University students, several with hands over their mouths, stare in the aftermath of the Ohio National Guard having opened fire on their antiwar demonstration, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970.
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                [image: An injured student on a stretcher is wheeled to a waiting ambulance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An injured student on a stretcher is wheeled to a waiting ambulance.
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                [image: A group of armed National Guardsmen marches across a grassy area past watching civilians.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: National Guardsmen are seen here on May 4, 1970, moving across the common on the Kent State campus, where four anti-war protesters were shot and killed earlier.
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                [image: Several people stand with a bullhorn, addressing a seated crowd in front of them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: On Blanket Hill, Kent State University faculty use a microphone to try and convince antiwar demonstrators and students to disperse after the Ohio National Guard opened fire on them, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970. Among those pictured are Professor Glenn Frank (center, with flattop haircut) and Professor Jerry Lewis (seated at lower right side, facing camera).
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                [image: Protesters spread out and leave, walking up a hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: Kent State University students disperse after an antiwar demonstration that ended when the Ohio National Guard opened fire on protesters, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970.
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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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Who Really Has Brain Worms?

A scientific inquiry

by Katherine J. Wu




Earlier today, The New York Times broke some startling news about a presidential candidate. According to a 2012 deposition, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once suffered from, in his own words, "a worm that got into my brain and ate a portion of it and then died." The vague yet alarming description could apply to any number of parasitic ailments, among them angiostrongyliasis, baylisascariasis, toxocariasis, strongyloidiasis, and trichinosis. But some experts immediately suspected a condition called neurocysticercosis (NCC), in which the larvae of the pork tapeworm Taenia solium post up in the brain.

The condition might sound terrifying--and, to some observers, darkly hilarious. Literal brain worms! But it does not actually involve any brain-munching, or even your standard-issue worm. The brain-invading culprit is instead a tapeworm (a kind of helminth) that typically makes its home in pigs. As far as parasitic infections go, this is "the most common one in the brain," Laila Woc-Colburn, an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told me. And globally, it's one of the most common causes of epilepsy in adults.

NCC typically begins after people have been exposed to feces that contain the eggs of a pork tapeworm, say while on a pig farm or handling uncooked, contaminated food. After the eggs are swallowed, they hatch into larvae in the gut. Because people aren't the appropriate host for the young tapeworms, they end up on a fruitless journey, meandering through the body in a desperate attempt to find pig muscle. A common final destination for the larvae is the brain, where they enclose themselves into cysts in the hopes of maturing; eventually, unable to complete their life cycle, they die, leaving behind little more than a calcified nub.

Read: Flatworms are metal

This is, to put it scientifically, some pretty gnarly stuff. But many cases are "completely asymptomatic," Boghuma Kabisen Titanji, also an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told me. In other people, though--especially those with a lot of larval cysts--the presence of the foreign invaders can spark a wave of inflammation, which in turn triggers swelling and tissue destruction. Individuals with cysts in their brain may develop headaches or seizures, though those problems can take years or even decades to manifest, Titanji said.

Experts estimate that millions of people may be afflicted with NCC worldwide, most of them concentrated in Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, East Asia, and India. In the U.S., though, NCC is rather rare, with just a few thousand diagnoses made each year, many of them related to travel or immigration. "This is a disease of poverty," Woc-Colburn told me. Which would make the multimillionaire Kennedy--if he had the infection at all--"an atypical patient."

There is, at least, some comforting news. NCC is pretty easily preventable with solid hand-washing habits. And in the U.S., where CT scans are fairly accessible, "it can be diagnosed very easily," Woc-Colburn said, particularly once doctors have a good sense of a patient's exposure history. Doctors generally know to look for it in patients who come in with headaches and seizures. (Kennedy first sought help after experiencing memory loss and mental fogginess, though he recently told the Times that those symptoms have since resolved and that he hadn't received treatment for the parasite.) The infection is also treatable with standard antiparasitics. And caught early, it isn't expected to leave lingering damage. In more serious cases, though, years of severe, unmanaged seizures can lead to certain cognitive defects.

Read: America's never-ending battle against flesh-eating worms

None of this is to say that Kennedy definitely had NCC. All the public knows is that, in 2010, he said that he was battling neurological symptoms, and that an unusual blemish appeared on a brain scan. (The memory loss and mental fogginess may very well have been attributable to mercury poisoning from Kennedy's diet at the time, which was high in tuna and perch, according to the same 2012 deposition.) Even if a parasite was definitely to blame, "at least six or seven" others could have ended up in his brain, Titanji told me. Like the pork-tapeworm larvae, several of them would have ended up there accidentally, only to die a quick death without gulping down any brain tissue.

The most comforting news about NCC is that--again--it is uncommon in the United States. Still, now that this news has broken, Woc-Colburn worries that her clinic is going to fill up with people who think they're afflicted. Given the odds, many of them will be wrong. If anyone's really worried about their gray matter becoming lunch, they shouldn't fear worms, but Naegleria fowleri, a rare amoeba that camps out in warm bodies of water. That one, I regret to report, really does eat your brain.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/05/robert-kennedy-brain-worms-neurocysticercosis/678331/?utm_source=feed
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Ozempic or Bust

America has been trying to address the obesity epidemic for four decades now. So far, each new "solution" has failed to live up to its early promise.

by Daniel Engber




1

In the early spring of 2020, Barb Herrera taped a signed note to a wall of her bedroom in Orlando, Florida, just above her pillow. NOTICE TO EMS! it said. No Vent! No Intubation! She'd heard that hospitals were overflowing, and that doctors were being forced to choose which COVID patients they would try to save and which to abandon. She wanted to spare them the trouble.

Barb was nearly 60 years old, and weighed about 400 pounds. She has type 2 diabetes, chronic kidney disease, and a host of other health concerns. At the start of the pandemic, she figured she was doomed. When she sent her list of passwords to her kids, who all live far away, they couldn't help but think the same. "I was in an incredibly dark place," she told me. "I would have died."

Until recently, Barb could barely walk--at least not without putting herself at risk of getting yet another fracture in her feet. Moving around the house exhausted her; she showered only every other week. She couldn't make it to the mailbox on her own. Barb had spent a lifetime dealing with the inconveniences of being, as she puts it, "huge." But what really scared her--and what embarrassed her, because dread and shame have a way of getting tangled up--were the moments when her little room, about 10 feet wide and not much longer, was less a hideout than a trap. At one point in 2021, she says, she tripped and fell on the way to the toilet. Her housemate and landlord--a high-school friend--was not at home to help, so Barb had to call the paramedics. "It took four guys to get me up," she said.

Later that year, when Barb finally did get COVID, her case was fairly mild. But she didn't feel quite right after she recovered: She was having trouble breathing, and there was something off about her heart. Finally, in April 2022, she went to the hospital and her vital signs were taken.

The average body mass index for American adults is 30. Barb's BMI was around 75. A blood-sugar test showed that her diabetes was not under control--her blood sugar was in the range where she might be at risk of blindness or stroke. And an EKG confirmed that her heart was skipping beats. A cardiac electrophysiologist, Shravan Ambati, came in for a consultation. He said the missed beats could be treated with medication, but he made a mental note of her severe obesity--he'd seen only one or two patients of Barb's size in his 14-year career. Before he left, he paused to give her some advice. If she didn't lose weight, he said, "the Barb of five years from now is not going to like you very much at all." As she remembers it, he crossed his arms and added: "You will either change your life, or you'll end up in a nursing home."

"That was it. That was it," Barb told me. Imagining herself getting old inside a home, "in a row of old people who are fat as hell, just sitting there waiting to die," she vowed to do everything she could to get well. She would try to change her life. Eventually, like millions of Americans, she would try the new miracle cure. Again.

2

In a way, Barb has never stopped trying to change her life. At 10 years old, she was prescribed amphetamines; at 12, she went to WeightWatchers. Later she would go on liquid diets, and nearly every form of solid diet. She's been vegan and gluten-free, avoided fat, cut back on carbs, and sworn off processed foods. She's taken drugs that changed her neurochemistry and gotten surgery to shrink her stomach to the size of a shot glass. She's gone to food-addiction groups. She's eaten Lean Cuisines. She's been an avid swimmer at the Y.


Barb Herrera weighed about 300 pounds by the time she was 30. (Courtesy of Barb Herrera)



Through it all, she's lost a lot of weight. Really an extraordinary quantity--well more than a quarter ton, if you add it up across her life. But every miracle so far has come with hidden costs: anemia, drug-induced depression, damage to her heart. Always, in the end, the weight has come back. Always, in the end, "success" has left her feeling worse.

In the United States, an estimated 189 million adults are classified as having obesity or being overweight; certainly many millions have, like Barb, spent decades running on a treadmill of solutions, never getting anywhere. The ordinary fixes--the kind that draw on people's will, and require eating less and moving more--rarely have a large or lasting effect. Indeed, America itself has suffered through a long, maddening history of failed attempts to change its habits on a national scale: a yo-yo diet of well-intentioned treatments, policies, and other social interventions that only ever lead us back to where we started. New rules for eating have been rolled out and then rolled back. Pills have been invented and abandoned. Laws have been rewritten to improve the quality of people's diets and curb caloric intake--to make society less "obesogenic" on the whole. Efforts have been made to reduce discrimination over body size in employment settings and in health care. Through it all, obesity rates keep going up; the diabetes epidemic keeps worsening.

The most recent miracle, for Barb as well as for the nation, has come in the form of injectable drugs. In early 2021, the Danish pharmaceutical company Novo Nordisk published a clinical trial showing remarkable results for semaglutide, now sold under the trade names Wegovy and Ozempic. Thomas Wadden, a clinical psychologist and obesity researcher at the University of Pennsylvania who has studied weight-loss interventions for more than 40 years (and who has received both research grants and fees from Novo Nordisk), remembers when he first learned about those findings, at an internal meeting at the company the year before. "My jaw just dropped," he told me. "I really could not believe what we were seeing." Patients in the study who'd had injections of the drug lost, on average, close to 15 percent of their body weight--more than had ever been achieved with any other drug in a study of that size. Wadden knew immediately that this would be "an incredible revolution in the treatment of obesity."

Radio Atlantic: Could Ozempic derail the body-positivity movement?

Semaglutide is in the class of GLP-1 receptor agonists, chemicals derived from lizard venom that mimic gut hormones and appear to reshape our metabolism and eating behavior for as long as the drugs are taken. Earlier versions were already being used to treat diabetes; then, in 2022, a newer one from Eli Lilly--tirzepatide, sold as Zepbound or Mounjaro--produced an average weight loss of 20 percent in a clinical trial. Many more drugs are now racing through development: survodutide, pemvidutide, retatrutide. (Among specialists, that last one has produced the most excitement: An early trial found an average weight loss of 24 percent in one group of participants.)

The past four decades of American history underline just how much is riding on these drugs--and serve as a sobering reminder that it is impossible to know, in the first few years of any novel intervention, whether its success will last.

The drugs don't work for everyone. Their major side effects--nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea--can be too intense for many patients. Others don't end up losing any weight. That's not to mention all the people who might benefit from treatment but don't have access to it: For the time being, just 25 percent of private insurers offer the relevant coverage, and the cost of treatment--about $1,000 a month--has been prohibitive for many Americans.

But there's growing pressure for GLP-1 drugs to be covered without restrictions by Medicare, and subject to price negotiation. Eventually they will start to come off patent. When that happens, usage is likely to explode. The drugs have already been approved not just for people with diabetes or obesity, but for anyone who has a BMI of more than 27 and an associated health condition, such as high blood pressure or cholesterol. By those criteria, more than 140 million American adults already qualify--and if this story goes the way it's gone for other "risk factor" drugs such as statins and antihypertensives, then the threshold for prescriptions will be lowered over time, inching further toward the weight range we now describe as "normal."

How you view that prospect will depend on your attitudes about obesity, and your tolerance for risk. The first GLP-1 drug to receive FDA approval, exenatide, has been used as a diabetes treatment for more than 20 years. No long-term harms have been identified--but then again, that drug's long-term effects have been studied carefully only across a span of seven years. Today, adolescents are injecting newer versions of these drugs, and may continue to do so every week for 50 years or more. What might happen over all that time? Could the drugs produce lasting damage, or end up losing some of their benefit?

Athena Philis-Tsimikas, an endocrinologist who works at Scripps Health in San Diego and whose research has received ample funding from Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly, says the data so far look very good. "These are now being used, literally, in hundreds of thousands of people across the world," she told me, and although some studies have suggested that GLP-1 drugs may cause inflammation of the pancreas, or even tumor growth, these concerns have not borne out. Exenatide, at least, keeps working over many years, and its side effects don't appear to worsen. Still, we have less to go on with the newer drugs, Philis-Tsimikas said. "All of us, in the back of our minds, always wonder, Will something show up?  " Although no serious problems have yet emerged, she said, "you wonder, and you worry."

The GLP-1 drugs may well represent a shocking breakthrough for the field of public health, on the order of vaccines and sanitation. They could also fizzle out, or end in a surge of tragic, unforeseen results. But in light of what we've been through, it's hard to see what other choices still remain. For 40 years, we've tried to curb the spread of obesity and its related ailments, and for 40 years, we've failed. We don't know how to fix the problem. We don't even understand what's really causing it. Now, again, we have a new approach. This time around, the fix had better work.
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Barb's first weight-loss miracle, and America's, came during a moment of profound despair. In 1995, while working in a birthing center, she'd tripped on a scale--"the irony of all ironies," she told me--and cracked her ankle. When she showed up for the surgery that followed, Barb, then 34 and weighing 330 pounds, learned that she had type 2 diabetes. In a way, this felt like her inheritance: Both grandparents on Barb's father's side had obesity and diabetes, as did her dad, his brother, and two sisters. Her mother, too, had obesity. Now, despite Barb's own years of efforts to maintain her health, that legacy had her in its grip.

The doctors threatened Barb (as doctors often have): If she didn't find a way to eat in moderation, she might not make it through the end of 1997. Then she got some new advice: Yes, Barb should eat better food and exercise, but also maybe she should try a pair of drugs, dexfenfluramine and phentermine, together known as "fen-phen." The former had just received approval from the FDA, and research showed that a combination of the two, taken several times a day, was highly effective at reducing weight.

Read: The weight-loss-drug revolution is a miracle--and a menace

The treatment was a revelation. Even when she talks about it now, Barb begins to cry. She'd tried so many diets in the past, and made so little progress, but as soon as she started on the weight-loss medication, something changed. A low and steady hum that she'd experienced ever since she was a kid--Where can I eat? How can I eat? When can I eat?--disappeared, leaving her in a strange new state of quiet. "The fen-phen turned that off just within a day. It was gone," she told me, struggling to get out the words. "What it did was tell me that I'm not crazy, that it really wasn't me."

At the time, Wadden, the obesity researcher and clinician, was hearing similar reports from his patients, who started telling him that their relationship with food had been transformed, that suddenly they were free of constant cravings. Over the course of a small, year-long study of the drugs that Wadden ran with a colleague at Penn, Robert Berkowitz, participants lost about 14 percent of their body weight on average. That's the same level of success that would be seen for semaglutide several decades later. "Bob and I really were high-fiving each other," Wadden told me. "We were feeling like, God, we've got a cure for obesity."

The fen-phen revolution arrived at a crucial turning point for Wadden's field, and indeed for his career. By then he'd spent almost 15 years at the leading edge of research into dietary interventions, seeing how much weight a person might lose through careful cutting of their calories. But that sort of diet science--and the diet culture that it helped support--had lately come into a state of ruin. Americans were fatter than they'd ever been, and they were giving up on losing weight. According to one industry group, the total number of dieters in the country declined by more than 25 percent from 1986 to 1991.


In 1988, Oprah Winfrey brought a wagon of fat on air to represent the 67 pounds she'd lost using a liquid diet. (Associated Press)



"I'll never diet again," Oprah Winfrey had announced on her TV show at the end of 1990. Not long before, she'd kicked off a major trend by talking up her own success with a brand of weight-loss shakes called Optifast. But Winfrey's slimmer figure had been fleeting, and now the $33 billion diet industry was under scrutiny for making bogus scientific claims.

Rejecting diet culture became something of a feminist cause. "A growing number of women are joining in an anti-diet movement," The New York Times reported in 1992. "They are forming support groups and ceasing to diet with a resolve similar to that of secretaries who 20 years ago stopped getting coffee for their bosses. Others have smashed their bathroom scales with the abandon that some women in the 1960's burned their bras."

That same Times story included a quote from Wadden, who cautioned that these changing attitudes might end up being "dangerous." But Wadden's own views of dieting were also changing. His prior research showed that patients could lose up to one-fifth of their body weight by going on very strict diets that allowed for no more than 800 calories a day. But he'd found that it was difficult for his patients to maintain that loss for long, once the formal program was over. Now Wadden and other obesity researchers were reaching a consensus that behavioral interventions might produce in the very best scenario an average lasting weight loss of just 5 to 10 percent.

National surveys completed in 1994 showed that the adult obesity rate had surged by more than half since 1980, while the proportion of children classified as overweight had doubled. The need for weight control in America had never seemed so great, even as the chances of achieving it were never perceived to be so small.

Then a bolt of science landed in this muddle and despair. In December 1994, the Times ran an editorial on what was understood to be a pivotal discovery: A genetic basis for obesity had finally been found. Researchers at Rockefeller University were investigating a molecule, later named leptin, that gets secreted from fat cells and travels to the brain, and that causes feelings of satiety. Lab mice with mutations in the leptin gene--importantly, a gene also found in humans--overeat until they're three times the size of other mice. "The finding holds out the dazzling hope," the editorial explained, "that scientists may, eventually, come up with a drug treatment to help overweight Americans shed unwanted, unhealthy pounds."

Leptin-based treatments for obesity were in the works, according to the researchers, and might be ready for the public in five years, maybe 10. In the meantime, the suggestion that obesity was a biochemical disease, more a function of a person's genes than of their faulty habits or lack of will, dovetailed with the nation's shift away from dieting. If there was any hope of solving the problem of obesity, maybe this was it.

Wadden was ready to switch gears. "I realized that we had sort of reached our limits on what we could do with diet and physical activity," he said. Now, instead, he started looking into pharmaceuticals. He'd already run one weight-loss study using sertraline, better known as Zoloft, and found that it had no effect. In 1995, he turned to fen-phen.

Fen-phen wasn't new, exactly--versions of its component drugs had been prescribed for decades. But when those pills were taken separately, their side effects were difficult to handle: "Fen" would make you drowsy and might give you diarrhea; "phen" could be agitating and lead to constipation. By the 1990s, though, doctors had begun to give the two together, such that their side effects would cancel each other out. And then a new and better version of "fen"--not fenfluramine but dexfenfluramine--came under FDA review.

Some regulators worried that this better "fen" posed a risk of brain damage. And there were signs that "fen" in any form might lead to pulmonary hypertension, a heart-related ailment. But Americans had been prescribed regular fenfluramine since 1973, and the newer drug, dexfenfluramine, had been available in France since 1985. Experts took comfort in this history. Using language that is familiar from today's assurances regarding semaglutide and other GLP-1 drugs, they pointed out that millions were already on the medication. "It is highly unlikely that there is anything significant in toxicity to the drug that hasn't been picked up with this kind of experience," an FDA official named James Bilstad would later say in a Time cover story headlined "The Hot New Diet Pill." To prevent Americans with obesity from getting dexfenfluramine, supporters said, would be to surrender to a deadly epidemic. Judith Stern, an obesity expert and nutritionist at UC Davis, was clear about the stakes: "If they recommend no," she said of the FDA-committee members, "these doctors ought to be shot."

In April 1996, the doctors recommended yes: Dexfenfluramine was approved--and became an instant blockbuster. Patients received prescriptions by the hundreds of thousands every month. Sketchy wellness clinics--call toll-free, 1-888-4FEN-FEN--helped meet demand. Then, as now, experts voiced concerns about access. Then, as now, they worried that people who didn't really need the drugs were lining up to take them. By the end of the year, sales of "fen" alone had surpassed $300 million. "What we have here is probably the fastest launch of any drug in the history of the pharmaceutical industry," one financial analyst told reporters.

This wasn't just a drug launch. It was nothing less than an awakening, for doctors and their patients alike. Now a patient could be treated for excess weight in the same way they might be treated for diabetes or hypertension--with a drug they'd have to take for the rest of their life. That paradigm, Time explained, reflected a deeper shift in medicine. In a formulation that prefigures the nearly identical claims being made about Ozempic and its ilk today, the article heralded a "new understanding of obesity as a chronic disease rather than a failure of willpower."

Barb started on fen-phen two weeks after it was approved. "I had never in my life felt normal until after about a week or two on the medications," she'd later say. "My life before was hell." She was losing weight, her blood sugar was improving, and she was getting to the pool, swimming 100 lengths five or six days a week. A few months later, when she read in her local newspaper that the Florida Board of Medicine was considering putting limits on the use of fen-phen, she was disturbed enough to send a letter to the editor. "I thank the creators of fen/phen for helping to save my life," she wrote. "I don't want to see the medications regulated so intensely that people like me are left out."
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For another year, Barb kept taking fen-phen, and for another year she kept losing weight. By July of 1997, she'd lost 111 pounds.

Thomas Wadden and his colleague's fen-phen study had by then completed its second year. The data showed that their patients' shocking weight loss had mostly been maintained, as long as they stayed on the drugs. But before Wadden had the chance to write up the results, he got a call from Susan Yanovski, then a program officer at the National Institutes of Health and now a co-director of the NIH's Office of Obesity Research. We've got a problem, Yanovski told him.

News had just come out that, at the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota, two dozen women taking fen-phen--including six who were, like Barb, in their 30s--had developed cardiac conditions. A few had needed surgery, and on the operating table, doctors discovered that their heart valves were covered with a waxy plaque. They had "a glistening white appearance," the doctors said, suggestive of disease. Now Yanovski wanted Wadden to look more closely at the women in his study.

Wadden wasn't terribly concerned, because no one in his study had reported any heart symptoms. But ultrasounds revealed that nearly one-third of them had some degree of leakage in their heart valves. His "cure for obesity" was in fact a source of harm. "That just felt like a crushing blow," he told me. Several weeks later, a larger data set from the FDA confirmed the issue. Wadden worried to reporters that the whole fiasco would end up setting back obesity treatment by many years.

Read: The Ozempic revolution is stuck

The news put Barb in a panic. Not about her heart: The drug hadn't caused her any problems, as far as she could tell; it had only solved them. But now they were taking it away. What then? She'd already spoken out about her new and better life to local outlets; now she did so again, on national TV. On September 16, the day after fenfluramine in both of its forms was pulled from the market, Barb appeared on CBS This Morning. She explained then, as she later would to me, that fen-phen had flipped a switch inside her brain. There was desperation in her voice.

A few days later, she was in a limousine in New York City, invited to be on The Montel Williams Show. She wore a crisp floral dress; a chyron would identify her as "BARBARA: Will continue taking diet drug despite FDA recall." "I know I can't get any more," she told Williams. "I have to use up what I have. And then I don't know what I'm going to do after that. That's the problem--and that is what scares me to death." Telling people to lose weight the "natural way," she told another guest, who was suggesting that people with obesity need only go on low-carb diets, is like "asking a person with a thyroid condition to just stop their medication."

"I did all this stuff to shout it from the rooftops that I was doing so well on fen-phen," Barb told me. Still, all the warnings she'd been hearing on the news, and from her fellow Montel guests, started building up inside her head. When she got back to Orlando, she went to see her doctor, just in case. His testing showed that she did indeed have damage to her mitral valve, and that fen-phen seemed to be the cause.



 Barb swimming in 2003 (Courtesy of Barb Herrera)



Five months later, she was back on CBS to talk about her tragic turnabout. The newscast showed Doppler footage of the backwards flow of blood into her heart. She'd gone off the fen-phen and had rapidly regained weight. "The voices returned and came back in a furor I'd never heard before," Barb later wrote on her blog. "It was as if they were so angry at being silenced for so long, they were going to tell me 19 months' worth of what they wanted me to hear. I was forced to listen. And I ate. And I ate. And ate."
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The Publix supermarket chain has, since its founding more than 90 years ago in central Florida, offered "people weighers," free for use by all. They're big, old-fashioned things, shaped like lollipops, with a dial readout at the top and handlebars of stainless steel. By the time I visited Barb last fall, in a subdivision of Orlando, she was determined to go and use one.

She'd taken heed of what Ambati, the cardiologist, had told her when she went into the hospital in April 2022. She cut back on salt and stopped ordering from Uber Eats. That alone was enough to bring her weight down 40 pounds. Then she started on Trulicity, the brand name for a GLP-1 drug called dulaglutide that is prescribed to people with diabetes. (The drug was covered for her use by Medicaid.) In clinical trials, patients on dulaglutide tend to lose about 10 pounds, on average, in a year. For Barb, the effects were far more dramatic. When we first met in person, she'd been on Trulicity for 14 months--and had lost more than one-third of her body weight. "It's not even like I'm skinny, but compared to 405, I feel like an Olympic runner," she told me.

We arrived at the supermarket in tandem with another middle-aged woman who was also there to check her weight. "Okay, you first, jump on!" Barb said. "My dream weight. I love it!" she said, when the pointer tipped to 230 pounds. "Not mine," the other woman grumbled. Then Barb got on the scale and watched it spin to a little past 250. She was very pleased. The last number of the dial was 300. Even registering within its bounds was new.

Some people with obesity describe a sense of being trapped inside another person's body, such that their outward shape doesn't really match their inner one. For Barb, rapid weight loss has brought on a different metaphysical confusion. When she looks in the mirror, she sometimes sees her shape as it was two years ago. In certain corners of the internet, this is known as "phantom fat syndrome," but Barb dislikes that term. She thinks it should be called "body integration syndrome," stemming from a disconnect between your "larger-body memory" and "smaller-body reality."

She has experienced this phenomenon before. After learning that she had heart-valve damage from fen-phen, Barb joined a class-action lawsuit against the maker of dexfenfluramine, and eventually received a substantial payout. In 2001, she put that money toward what would be her second weight-loss miracle--bariatric surgery. The effects were jarring, she remembers. Within just three months, she'd lost 100 pounds; within a year, she'd lost 190. She could ride a bike now, and do a cartwheel. "It was freakin' wild," she told me. "I didn't have an idea of my body size." She found herself still worried over whether chairs would break when she sat down. Turnstiles were confusing. For most of her adult life, she'd had to rotate sideways to go through them if she couldn't find a gate, so that's what she continued doing. Then one day her partner said, "No, just walk through straight," and that's what she did.

Weight-loss surgery was somewhat unusual at the time, despite its record of success. About 60,000 such procedures were performed in 2001, by one estimate; compare that with the millions of Americans who had been taking fen-phen just a few years earlier. Bariatric surgeons and obesity physicians have debated why this treatment has been so grossly "underutilized." (Even now, fewer than 1 percent of eligible patients with obesity have the procedure.) Surely some are dissuaded by the scalpel: As with any surgery, this one carries risks. It's also clear that many doctors have refrained from recommending it. But the fen-phen fiasco of the late 1990s cast its shadow on the field as well. The very idea of "treating" excess weight, whether with a pill or with a knife, had been discredited. It seemed ill-advised, if not old-fashioned.

Read: The science behind Ozempic was wrong

By the turn of the millennium, a newer way to think about America's rising rates of obesity was starting to take hold. The push was led by Thomas Wadden's close friend and colleague Kelly Brownell. In the 1970s, the two had played together in a bluegrass band--Wadden on upright bass, Brownell on guitar--and they later worked together at the University of Pennsylvania. But when their field lost faith in low-calorie diets as a source of lasting weight loss, the two friends went in opposite directions. Wadden looked for ways to fix a person's chemistry, so he turned to pharmaceuticals. Brownell had come to see obesity as a product of our toxic food environment: He meant to fix the world to which a person's chemistry responded, so he started getting into policy.

Inspired by successful efforts to reduce tobacco use, Brownell laid out a raft of new proposals in the '90s to counter the effects of junk-food culture: a tax on non-nutritious snacks; a crackdown on deceptive health claims; regulation of what gets sold to kids inside school buildings. Those ideas didn't find much traction while the nation was obsessed with fen-phen, but they caught on quickly in the years that followed, amid new and scary claims that obesity was indirectly hurting all Americans, not just the people with a lot of excess weight.

In 2003, the U.S. surgeon general declared obesity "the terror within, a threat that is every bit as real to America as the weapons of mass destruction"; a few months later, Eric Finkelstein, an economist who studies the social costs of obesity, put out an influential paper finding that excess weight was associated with up to $79 billion in health-care spending in 1998, of which roughly half was paid by Medicare and Medicaid. (Later he'd conclude that the number had nearly doubled in a decade.) In 2004, Finkelstein attended an Action on Obesity summit hosted by the Mayo Clinic, at which numerous social interventions were proposed, including calorie labeling in workplace cafeterias and mandatory gym class for children of all grades.

As the environmental theory gained currency, public-health officials took notice. In 2006, for example, the New York City Board of Health moved to require that calorie counts be posted on many chain restaurants' menus, so customers would know how much they were eating. The city also banned trans fats.


While first lady, Michelle Obama planted an organic garden at the White House as part of her effort to promote healthy eating. (Aude Guerrucci / Getty)



Soon, the federal government took up many of the ideas that Brownell had helped popularize. Barack Obama had promised while campaigning for president that if America's obesity trends could be reversed, the Medicare system alone would save "a trillion dollars." By fighting fat, he implied, his ambitious plan for health-care reform would pay for itself. Once he was in office, his administration pulled every policy lever it could. The nation's school-lunch program was overhauled. Nutrition labels got an update from the FDA, with more prominent displays of calories and a line for "added sugars." Food benefits for families in poverty were adjusted to allow the purchase of more fruits and vegetables. The Affordable Care Act brought calorie labeling to chain restaurants nationwide and pushed for weight-loss programs through employer-based insurance plans.

Michelle Obama helped guide these efforts, working with marketing experts to develop ways of nudging kids toward better diets and pledging to eliminate "food deserts," or neighborhoods that lacked convenient access to healthy, affordable food. She was relentless in her public messaging; she planted an organic garden at the White House and promoted her signature "Let's Move!" campaign around the country. The first lady also led a separate, private-sector push for change within Big Food. In 2010, the beverage giants agreed to add calorie labels to the front of their bottles and cans; PepsiCo pledged major cuts in fat, sodium, and added sugars across its entire product line within a decade.

An all-out war on soda would come to stand in for these broad efforts. Nutrition studies found that half of all Americans were drinking sugar-sweetened beverages every day, and that consumption of these accounted for one-third of the added sugar in adults' diets. Studies turned up links between people's soft-drink consumption and their risks for type 2 diabetes and obesity. A new strand of research hinted that "liquid calories" in particular were dangerous to health.

Brownell led the growing calls for an excise tax on soft drinks, like the one in place for cigarettes, as a way of limiting their sales. Few such measures were passed--the beverage industry did everything it could to shut them down--but the message at their core, that soda was a form of poison like tobacco, spread. In San Francisco and New York, public-service campaigns showed images of soda bottles pouring out a stream of glistening, blood-streaked fat. Michelle Obama led an effort to depict water--plain old water--as something "cool" to drink.

The social engineering worked. Slowly but surely, Americans' lamented lifestyle began to shift. From 2001 to 2018, added-sugar intake dropped by about one-fifth among children, teens, and young adults. From the late 1970s through the early 2000s, the obesity rate among American children had roughly tripled; then, suddenly, it flattened out. And although the obesity rate among adults was still increasing, its climb seemed slower than before. Americans' long-standing tendency to eat ever-bigger portions also seemed to be abating.

But sugary drinks--liquid candy, pretty much--were always going to be a soft target for the nanny state. Fixing the food environment in deeper ways proved much harder. "The tobacco playbook pretty much only works for soda, because that's the closest analogy we have as a food item," Dariush Mozaffarian, a cardiologist and the director of the Food Is Medicine Institute at Tufts University, told me. But that tobacco playbook doesn't work to increase consumption of fruits and vegetables, he said. It doesn't work to increase consumption of beans. It doesn't work to make people eat more nuts or seeds or extra-virgin olive oil.

Read: What happens when you've been on Ozempic for 20 years?

Careful research in the past decade has shown that many of the Obama-era social fixes did little to alter behavior or improve our health. Putting calorie labels on menus seemed to prompt at most a small decline in the amount of food people ate. Employer-based wellness programs (which are still offered by 80 percent of large companies) were shown to have zero tangible effects. Health-care spending, in general, kept going up.

And obesity rates resumed their ascent. Today, 20 percent of American children have obesity. For all the policy nudges and the sensible revisions to nutrition standards, food companies remain as unfettered as they were in the 1990s, Kelly Brownell told me. "Is there anything the industry can't do now that it was doing then?" he asked. "The answer really is no. And so we have a very predictable set of outcomes."

"Our public-health efforts to address obesity have failed," Eric Finkelstein, the economist, told me.
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The success of Barb's gastric-bypass surgery was also limited. "Most people reach their lowest weight about a year post-surgery," Gretchen White, an epidemiologist at the University of Pittsburgh, told me. "We call it their weight nadir."

Barb's weight nadir came 14 months after surgery; she remembers exactly when things began to turn around. She was in a store buying jeans, and realized she could fit into a size 8. By then she'd lost 210 pounds; her BMI was down to 27--lower than the average for a woman her age. Her body had changed so much that she was scared. "It was just too freaky to be that small," she told me. "I wasn't me. I wasn't substantial." She was used to feeling unseen, but now, in this new state, she felt like she was disappearing in a different way. "It's really weird when you're really, really fat," she said. "People look at you, but they also look through you. You're just, like, invisible. And then when you're really small you're invisible too, because you're one of the herd. You're one of everybody."

At that point, she started to rebound. The openings into her gastric pouch--the section of her stomach that wasn't bypassed--stretched back to something like their former size. And Barb found ways to "eat around" the surgery, as doctors say, by taking food throughout the day in smaller portions. Her experience was not unusual. Bariatric surgeries can be highly effective for some people and nearly useless for others. Long-term studies have found that 30 percent of those who receive the same procedure Barb did regain at least one-quarter of what they lost within two years of reaching their weight nadir; more than half regain that much within five years.


New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg tried to implement a ban on oversize sugary drinks. (Allison Joyce / Getty)



But if the effects of Barb's surgery were quickly wearing off, its side effects were not: She now had iron, calcium, and B12 deficiencies resulting from the changes to her gut. She looked into getting a revision of the surgery--a redo, more or less--but insurance wouldn't cover it, and by then the money from her fen-phen settlement had run out. The pounds kept coming back.

Barb's relationship to medicine had long been complicated by her size. She found the health-care system ill-equipped--or just unwilling--to give her even basic care. During one hospital visit in 1993, she remembers, a nurse struggled to wrap a blood-pressure cuff around her upper arm. When it didn't fit, he tried to strap it on with tape, but even then, the cuff kept splitting open. "It just grabs your skin and gives you bruises. It's really painful," she said. Later she'd find out that the measurement can also be taken by putting the cuff around a person's forearm. But at the time, she could only cry.

"That was the moment that I was like, This is fucked up. This is just wrong, that I have to sit here and cry in the emergency room because someone is incompetent with my body." She found that every health concern she brought to doctors might be taken as a referendum, in some way, on her body size. "If I stubbed my toe or whatever, they'd just say 'Lose weight.' " She began to notice all the times she'd be in a waiting room and find that every chair had arms. She realized that if she was having a surgical procedure, she'd need to buy herself a plus-size gown--or else submit to being covered with a bedsheet when the nurses realized that nothing else would fit. At one appointment, for the removal of a cancerous skin lesion on her back, Barb's health-care team tried rolling her onto her side while she was under anesthesia, and accidentally let her slip. When she woke, she found a laceration to her breast and bruises on her arm.

Barb grew angrier and more direct about her needs--You'll have to find me a different chair, she started saying to receptionists. Many others shared her rage. Activists had long decried the cruel treatment of people with obesity: The National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance had existed, for example, in one form or another, since 1969; the Council on Size & Weight Discrimination had been incorporated in 1991. But in the early 2000s, the ideas behind this movement began to wend their way deeper into academia, and they soon gained some purchase with the public.

In 1999, when Rebecca Puhl arrived at Yale to work with Kelly Brownell toward her Ph.D. in clinical psychology, she'd given little thought to weight-based discrimination. But Brownell had received a grant to research the topic, and he put Puhl on the project. "She basically created a field," Brownell said. While he focused on the dark seductions of our food environment, Puhl studied size discrimination, and how it could be treated as a health condition of its own. From the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s, the proportion of adults who said they'd experienced discrimination on account of their height or weight increased by two-thirds, going up to 12 percent. Puhl and others started citing evidence that this form of discrimination wasn't merely a source of psychic harm, but also of obesity itself. Studies found that the experience of weight discrimination is associated with overeating, and with the risk of weight gain over time.

Puhl's approach took for granted that being very fat could make you sick. Others attacked the very premise of a "healthy weight": People do not have any fundamental need, they argued, morally or medically, to strive for smaller bodies as an end in itself. They called for resistance to the ideology of anti-fatness, with its profit-making arms in health care and consumer goods. The Association for Size Diversity and Health formed in 2003; a year later, dozens of scholars working on weight-related topics joined together to create the academic field of fat studies.

Read: Why scientists can't agree on whether it's unhealthy to be overweight

Some experts were rethinking their advice on food and diet. At UC Davis, a physiologist named Lindo Bacon who had struggled to overcome an eating disorder had been studying the effects of "intuitive eating," which aims to promote healthy, sustainable behavior without fixating on what you weigh or how you look. Bacon's mentor at the time was Judith Stern--the obesity expert who in 1995 proposed that any FDA adviser who voted against approving dexfenfluramine "ought to be shot." By 2001, Bacon, who uses they/them pronouns, had received their Ph.D. and finished a rough draft of a book, Health at Every Size, which drew inspiration from a broader movement by that name among health-care practitioners. Bacon struggled to find a publisher. "I have a stack of well over 100 rejections," they told me.

But something shifted in the ensuing years. In 2007, Bacon got a different response, and the book was published. Health at Every Size became a point of entry for a generation of young activists and, for a time, helped shape Americans' understanding of obesity.

As the size-diversity movement grew, its values were taken up--or co-opted--by Big Business. Dove had recently launched its "Campaign for Real Beauty," which included plus-size women. (Ad Age later named it the best ad campaign of the 21st century.) People started talking about "fat shaming" as something to avoid. The heightened sensitivity started showing up in survey data, too. In 2010, fewer than half of U.S. adults expressed support for giving people with obesity the same legal protections from discrimination offered to people with disabilities. In 2015, that rate had risen to three-quarters.

In Bacon's view, the 2000s and 2010s were glory years. "People came together and they realized that they're not alone, and they can start to be critical of the ideas that they've been taught," Bacon told me. "We were on this marvelous path of gaining more credibility for the whole Health at Every Size movement, and more awareness."

But that sense of unity proved short-lived; the movement soon began to splinter. Black women have the highest rates of obesity, and disproportionately high rates of associated health conditions. Yet according to Fatima Cody Stanford, an obesity-medicine physician at Harvard Medical School, Black patients with obesity get lower-quality care than white patients with obesity. "Even amongst Medicaid beneficiaries, we see differences in who is getting access to therapies," she told me. "I think this is built into the system."

That system was exactly what Bacon and the Health at Every Size movement had set out to reform. The problem, as they saw it, was not so much that Black people lacked access to obesity medicine, but that, as Bacon and the Black sociologist Sabrina Strings argued in a 2020 article, Black women have been "specifically targeted" for weight loss, which Bacon and Strings saw as a form of racism. But members of the fat-acceptance movement pointed out that their own most visible leaders, including Bacon, were overwhelmingly white. "White female dietitians have helped steal and monetize the body positive movement," Marquisele Mercedes, a Black activist and public-health Ph.D. student, wrote in September 2020. "And I'm sick of it."

Tensions over who had the standing to speak, and on which topics, boiled over. In 2022, following allegations that Bacon had been exploitative and condescending toward Black colleagues, the Association for Size Diversity and Health expelled them from its ranks and barred them from attending its events. ("They were accusing me of taking center stage and not appropriately deferring to marginalized people," Bacon told me. "That's never been true.")

As the movement succumbed to in-fighting, its momentum with the public stalled. If attitudes about fatness among the general public had changed during the 2000s and 2010s, it was only to a point. The idea that some people can indeed be "fit but fat," though backed up by research, has always been a tough sell. Although Americans had become less inclined to say they valued thinness, measures of their implicit attitudes seemed fairly stable. Outside of a few cities such as San Francisco and Madison, Wisconsin, new body-size-discrimination laws were never passed. (Puhl has been testifying regularly in support of the same proposed bill in Massachusetts since 2007, to no avail.) And, as always, obesity rates themselves kept going up.

In the meantime, thinness was coming back into fashion. In the spring of 2022, Kim Kardashian--whose "curvy" physique has been a media and popular obsession--boasted about crash-dieting in advance of the Met Gala. A year later, the model and influencer Felicity Hayward warned Vogue Business that "plus-size representation has gone backwards." In March of this year, the singer Lizzo, whose body pride has long been central to her public persona, told The New York Times that she's been trying to lose weight. "I'm not going to lie and say I love my body every day," she said.

Among the many other dramatic effects of the GLP-1 drugs, they may well have released a store of pent-up social pressure to lose weight. If ever there was a time to debate that impulse, and to question its origins and effects, it would be now. But Puhl told me that no one can even agree on which words are inoffensive. The medical field still uses obesity, as a description of a diagnosable disease. But many activists despise that phrase--some spell it with an asterisk in place of the e--and propose instead to reclaim fat. Everyone seems to agree on the most important, central fact: that we should be doing everything we can to limit weight stigma. But that hasn't been enough to stop the arguing.
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Not long before my visit to Orlando in October, Barb had asked her endocrinologist to switch her from Trulicity to Mounjaro, because she'd heard it was more effective. (This, too, was covered under Medicaid.) A few weeks later, Barb blogged about the feeling of being stuck--physically stuck--inside her body. "Anyone who has been immobilized by fat and then freed, understands my sense of amazement that I can walk without a walker and not ride the scooter in the store," she wrote. "Two years ago, all I could do was wait to die. I never thought I would be released from my prison of fat."


Barb has been a frequent visitor to Disney World, but until recently she needed an electric scooter to navigate the park. (Courtesy of Barb Herrera)



In all that time when she could barely move, of all the places that she couldn't really go, Disney World stood out. Barb is the sort of person who holds many fascinations--meditation, 1980s lesbian politics, the rock band Queen--but Disney may be chief among them. She has a Tinker Bell tattoo on her calf, and a trio of Mickey Mouse balloons on her shoulder. Her wallet shows the plus-size villain Ursula, from The Little Mermaid. "It's just a place where you can go and be treated beautifully," she said. "No matter who you are, no matter what country you're from, no matter what language you speak. It's just wonderful and beautiful."

She'd been raised in the theme park, more or less: Her mother got a job there in the 1970s, and that meant Barb could go for free--which she did as often as she could, almost from the time that it first opened, and for decades after. She was at Disney when Epcot opened in 1982, just weeks before she gave birth to her first child. Later on she helped produce a book about where to eat at Disney if you're vegetarian, and published tips for how to get around the parks--and navigate the seating for their rides--whether you're "Pooh-size" or "Baloo-size." She worked at Disney, too, first as an independent tour guide and photographer, then as a phone operator for the resorts. "They used to pull me off of the telephones to go test new rides to see how large people could do on them," she told me.

But lately she'd only watched the park's events on livestream. The last time she'd gone in person, in 2021, she was using a scooter for mobility. "I dream of one day walking at Disney World once again," she'd written on her blog. So we called a car and headed over.

Barb was exhilarated--so was I--when we strolled into the multistory lobby of the Animal Kingdom Lodge, with its shiny floors, vaulted ceilings, indoor suspension bridge, and 16-foot, multicolored Igbo Ijele mask. Barb bought a pair of Minnie Mouse ears at the gift shop, and kibitzed for a while with the cashier. Before, she would have had to ask me to go and get the ears on her behalf, she said, so she wouldn't have to maneuver through the store on wheels. We walked down the stairs--we walked down the stairs, Barb observed with wonderment--to get breakfast at a restaurant called Boma. "Welcome, welcome, welcome! Have a Boma-tastic breakfast!" the host said.

Barb relished being in the lodge again, and had lots to say, to me and everyone. "My mom was a cast member for 42 years," she informed our server at one point. Even just that fact was a reminder of how much Disney World, and the people in it, had evolved during her lifetime. When her mom started to gain weight, Barb remembered, her manager demanded that she go on a diet. "They didn't even make a costume bigger than a 16," Barb said. As Americans got bigger, that policy had to be abandoned. "They needed people to work," she said, with a glance around the restaurant, where kids and parents alike were squeezing into seats, not all of which looked entirely sufficient. It was easy to imagine what the crowd at Boma might have looked like 20 years ago, when the restaurant first opened, and when the adult obesity rate was just half of what it is today.

"I feel smaller than a lot of these people, which is really interesting," Barb said. "I don't even know if I am, but I feel like it. And that is surreal."

Things feel surreal these days to just about anyone who has spent years thinking about obesity. At 71, after more than four decades in the field, Thomas Wadden now works part-time, seeing patients just a few days a week. But the arrival of the GLP-1 drugs has kept him hanging on for a few more years, he said. "It's too much of an exciting period to leave obesity research right now."

Read: How obesity became a disease

His bluegrass buddy, Kelly Brownell, stepped down from his teaching and administrative responsibilities last July. "I see the drugs as having great benefit," Brownell told me, even as he quickly cited the unknowns: whether the drugs' cost will be overwhelming, or if they'll be unsafe or ineffective after long-term use. "There's also the risk that attention will be drawn away from certain changes that need to be made to address the problem," he said. When everyone is on semaglutide or tirzepatide, will the soft-drink companies--Brownell's nemeses for so many years--feel as if a burden has been lifted? "My guess is the food industry is probably really happy to see these drugs come along," he said. They'll find a way to reach the people who are taking GLP-1s, with foods and beverages in smaller portions, maybe. At the same time, the pressures to cut back on where and how they sell their products will abate.

For Dariush Mozaffarian, the nutritionist and cardiologist at Tufts, the triumph in obesity treatment only highlights the abiding mystery of why Americans are still getting fatter, even now. Perhaps one can lay the blame on "ultraprocessed" foods, he said. Maybe it's a related problem with our microbiomes. Or it could be that obesity, once it takes hold within a population, tends to reproduce itself through interactions between a mother and a fetus. Others have pointed to increasing screen time, how much sleep we get, which chemicals are in the products that we use, and which pills we happen to take for our many other maladies. "The GLP-1s are just a perfect example of how poorly we understand obesity," Mozaffarian told me. "Any explanation of why they cause weight loss is all post-hoc hand-waving now, because we have no idea. We have no idea why they really work and people are losing weight."

The new drugs--and the "new understanding of obesity" that they have supposedly occasioned--could end up changing people's attitudes toward body size. But in what ways? When the American Medical Association declared obesity a disease in 2013, Rebecca Puhl told me, some thought "it might reduce stigma, because it was putting more emphasis on the uncontrollable factors that contribute to obesity." Others guessed that it would do the opposite, because no one likes to be "diseased." Already people on these drugs are getting stigmatized twice over: first for the weight at which they started, and then again for how they chose to lose it.

Barb herself has been evangelizing for her current medications with as much fervor as she showed for fen-phen. She has a blog devoted to her experience with GLP-1 drugs, called Health at Any Cost. As we stood up from our breakfast in the Animal Kingdom Lodge, Barb checked her phone and saw a text from her daughter Meghann, who had started on tirzepatide a couple of months before Barb did. " 'Thirty-five pounds down,' " Barb read aloud. " 'Medium top. Extra-large leggings, down from 4X' ... She looks like the child I knew. When she was so big, she looked so different."

In November, Barb's son, Tristan, started on tirzepatide too. She attributes his and Meghann's struggles to their genes. Later that month, when she was out at Meghann's house in San Antonio for Thanksgiving, she sent me a photo of the three of them together--"the Tirzepatide triplets."

She'd always worried that her kids might be doomed to experience the same chronic conditions that she has. All she could do before was tell them to "stay active." Now she imagines that this chain might finally be broken. "Is the future for my progeny filled with light and the joy of not being fat?" she wrote in a blog post last fall.


Barb at home in Orlando in April. Since starting on GLP-1 drugs two years ago, she has lost more than 200 pounds. (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



Barb's energy was still limited, and on the day we visited Disney World, she didn't yet feel ready to venture out much past the lodge. Before we went back to her house, I pressed her on the limits of this fantasy about her kids' and grandkids' lives. How could she muster so much optimism, given all the false miracles that she'd experienced before? She'd gone on fen-phen and ended up with heart damage. She'd had a gastric bypass and ended up anemic. And we hadn't even had the chance to talk about her brief affair with topiramate, another drug prescribed for weight loss that had quieted the voices in her head for a stretch in 2007--until it made her feel depressed. (Topiramate is "the new fen/phen and I am blessed to have it in my life/head/mind," she'd written on her blog back then. Ten years later she would pledge, in boldface: "I will never diet or take diet drugs again. Ever.")

After all of these disappointments, why wasn't there another kind of nagging voice that wouldn't stop--a sense of worry over what the future holds? And if she wasn't worried for herself, then what about for Meghann or for Tristan, who are barely in their 40s? Wouldn't they be on these drugs for another 40 years, or even longer? But Barb said she wasn't worried--not at all. "The technology is so much better now." If any problems come up, the scientists will find solutions.

Still, she'd been a bit more circumspect just a few months earlier, the first time that we spoke by phone. "There's a part of me that thinks I should be worried," she told me then. "But I don't even care. What I care about is today, how do I feel today." She was making travel plans to see her grandkids over Labor Day, after not having been on an airplane for 15 years because of her size. "I'm so excited, I can hardly stand it," she said. Since then she's gone to see them twice, including Thanksgiving; the last time she went, she didn't even need to buy two seats on the plane. She's also been back to Disney since our visit. This time, she had more energy. "When I walked out the back door of the Beach Club and headed towards EPCOT," she wrote on her blog, "I felt like I was flying."



This article appears in the June 2024 print edition with the headline "Ozempic or Bust."
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The Conjoined Twins Who Refused to Be 'Fixed'

George and Lori Schappell didn't seem to care whether others understood them. But America is still struggling to accommodate bodies like theirs.

by S. I. Rosenbaum




When George Schappell came out as transgender in 2007, he joined a population at the center of medical and ethical controversy. Schappell was used to this. He had been born in West Reading, Pennsylvania, in 1961 with the left side of his face, some of his skull, and a portion of his brain conjoined with those of his sister, Lori. Following doctors' advice, their parents put them in an institution for children with intellectual disabilities.

At the time, children with "birth defects" were routinely consigned to what the activist Harriet McBryde Johnson termed the "disability gulag," a network of facilities designed in part to care for such children and in part to keep them out of the public view. Conditions could be abysmal, but even better-maintained facilities cut residents off from society and deprived them of autonomy. In their early 20s, the twins fought their way out by enlisting the help of Pennsylvania's first lady, whose stepson was disabled.

From the September 2023 issue: The ones we sent away

As George and Lori Schappell navigated independence, the growing disability-rights movement began to allow many other people with disabilities to do the same. Their physical bodies did not fit easily into the structures of a world that was not designed to receive them. George and Lori, who died last month at 62, spent their adult lives finding their way through that world. But American society is still struggling to determine whether to accommodate bodies like theirs--bodies that fail to conform to standards of gender, ability, and even individuality.

In the 1980s and early '90s, while the Schappells were establishing their independent lives, the American public was enthralled by a procession of sensationalized operations to separate conjoined twins. These experimental procedures could be brutal. Many conjoined twins did not come apart easily; in many cases they have an odd number of limbs or organs shared between them. Patrick and Benjamin Binder, whose 1987 separation at six months made a young Ben Carson a star, both sustained profound neurological damage from the surgery and never spoke. In 1994, surgeons sacrificed newborn Amy Lakeberg to save her twin, but Angela died less than a year later, never having left the hospital. Lin and Win Htut shared a single pair of genitals; in 1984 doctors designated the more "aggressive" of the 2-year-old boys to retain their penis, while the other was given a surgically constructed vagina and reassigned as a girl. By the time he was 10, he had reasserted his identity as a boy.

Other twins' separation surgeries were the subject of occasional controversy from the 1980s into the early 2000s. Doctors justified them as giving children a chance at a "normal" life, and usually portrayed them as well-intentioned even if they failed. But many were not clearly medically necessary. Ethicists such as Alice Dreger, the author One of Us: Conjoined Twins and the Future of Normal, argued against a risky medical "cure" performed on children who could not consent to it. Meanwhile, the Schappells were living in their own apartment. George's spina bifida had impeded his growth, so he was much smaller than his twin; they got around with George perched on a barstool-height wheelchair so he could roll along beside Lori as she walked. Lori got a job at a hospital, and they pursued hobbies (George: country music; Lori: bowling) and made friends (Lori also dated). They kept pets, including a Chihuahua and a fish whom they named George years before George chose that name as his own. They went to bars, where a bartender once refused service to George because he looked underage, but agreed to pour drinks for Lori. They did not live "normal" lives: They lived their lives.

Read: Why is it so hard to find jobs for disabled workers?

But as the public became familiar with the model of separation for conjoined twins, the Schappells found themselves asked, repeatedly, to explain their continued conjoined existence. In 1992, they gave what seem to be their first interviews, to The Philadelphia Inquirer and the Philadelphia Daily News; the news hook was local doctors' decision not to separate another pair of twins who were joined, like the Schappells, at the head. The Schappells initially explained to reporters that medical science hadn't been advanced enough for separation when they'd been born. But later they would stress that they wouldn't have wanted to be separated even if they had been given the choice. "I don't believe in separation," Lori told the Los Angeles Times in 2002. "I think you are messing with God's work."

Not long after those first articles were published, the twins began appearing more frequently in the media. They did the rounds of the great 1990s freak shows--Maury, Jerry Springer, Sally, Howard Stern. They became the most visible non-separated conjoined twins of the era. Observers, journalists, and talk-show audiences tended to overwrite the Schappells with their own perceptions. The twins were inspirational, or pitiable; they epitomized cooperation, or individualism. I can't imagine your lives, people would say, even as they proceeded to do just that. The Virginia Quarterly Review once published a poem written in Lori's voice, in which the poet took it upon herself to warn an imagined observer: "You don't know the forest / of two minds bound by weeds / grown from one to the other, / the synapses like bees / cross-pollinating / our honeyed brain."

The twins, though, did not seem overly concerned about whether others understood them, and they did not go out of their way to change the world. They were not activists. George pursued a career as a country singer; they traveled; they grew older. When their Chihuahua lost the use of its hind legs, George made it a tiny wheelchair. The world slowly changed around them. Institutionalization for disabled people is less common today, though it still happens.

From the March 2023 issue: Society tells me to celebrate my disability. What if I don't want to?

Conjoined twins now occupy far less space in the public imagination. The pair currently most famous are Abby and Brittany Hensel, who have constructed their public image as so aggressively unexceptional that a reality show about their lives was, in at least one viewer's words, "super boring." (Their public performance of ordinariness is not always successful; earlier this year, when Today reported that Abby had gotten married, the reaction was predictable, mingling pity and prurience.)

Separation surgeries are still performed today, but they are no longer the subject of intense public debate. Instead, one of the most visible medical controversies of our era, gender transition for young people, is related to another aspect of George's identity. Although children who identify as trans aren't eligible for medical interventions before the onset of puberty and only some choose hormones or surgery in their late teens, the idea of little kids receiving those treatments has helped inflame panic over whether they should be allowed at all, even for adults.

In the case of 2-year-old Win Htut, surgical transition was seen as restoring "normality." But today, medical transition is often seen as creating difference. When you consider that history, a devotion to "normality" seems to be the primary motivator behind a recent raft of state laws outlawing transition care for transgender youth. After all, most of these laws carve out exceptions for children born with ambiguous genitalia. "Corrective" genital operations are still a routine practice for intersex infants, despite the protests of intersex adults, who say they would not have chosen to be surgically altered.

Read: Young trans children know who they are

George didn't say much publicly about being trans, and never mentioned running up against any anti-trans bigotry. But when the twins' obituaries ran on the website of a local funeral home last month, they were described as their parents' "daughters," and George was listed under his birth name. Whatever the intent in doing so, the obituary posthumously obscured his identity by correcting his "abnormality"--despite the fact that, in life, the twins had never apologized for being different.
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A Fundamental Stage of Human Reproduction Is Shifting

Can humans ever break free of menopause?

by Katherine J. Wu




For a long time, having children has been a young person's game. Although ancient records are sparse, researchers estimate that, for most of human history, women most typically conceived their first child in their late teens or early 20s and stopped having kids shortly thereafter.

But in recent decades, people around the world, especially in wealthy, developed countries, have been starting their families later and later. Since the 1970s, American women have on average delayed the beginning of parenthood from age 21 to 27; Korean women have nudged the number past 32. As more women have kids in their 40s, the average age at which women give birth to any of their kids is now above 30, or fast approaching it, in most high-income nations.

Rama Singh, an evolutionary biologist at McMaster University, in Canada, thinks that if women keep having babies later in life, another fundamental reproductive stage could change: Women might start to enter menopause later too. That age currently sits around 50, a figure that some researchers believe has held since the genesis of our species. But to Singh's mind, no ironclad biological law is stopping women's reproductive years from stretching far past that threshold. If women decide to keep having kids at older ages, he told me, one day, hundreds of thousands of years from now, menopause could--theoretically--entirely disappear.

Singh's viewpoint is not mainstream in his field. But shifts in human childbearing behavior aren't the only reason that menopause may be on the move. Humans are, on the whole, living longer now, and are in several ways healthier than our ancient ancestors. And in the past few decades, especially, researchers have made technological leaps that enable them to tinker like never before with how people's bodies function and age. All of these factors might well combine to alter menopause's timeline. It's a grand experiment in human reproduction, and scientists don't yet know what the result might be.

So far, scientists have only scant evidence that the age of onset for menopause has begun to drift. Just a few studies, mostly tracking trends from recent decades, have noted a shift on the order of a year or two among women in certain Western countries, including the U.S. and Finland. Singh, though, thinks that could be just the start. Menopause can come on anywhere from a person's 30s to their 60s, and the timing appears to be heavily influenced by genetics. That variation suggests some evolutionary wiggle room. If healthy kids keep being born to older and older parents, "I could see the age of menopause getting later," Megan Arnot, an anthropologist at University College London, told me.



Singh's idea assumes that menopause is not necessary for humans--or any animal, for that matter--to survive. And if a species' primary directive is to perpetuate itself, a lifespan that substantially exceeds fertility does seem paradoxical. Researchers have found lengthy post-reproductive lifespans in only a handful of other creatures--among them, five species of toothed whales, plus a single population of wild chimpanzees. But women consistently spend a third to half of their life in menopause, the most documented in any mammal.

In humans, menopause occurs around the time when ovaries contain fewer than about 1,000 eggs, at which point ovulation halts and bodywide levels of hormones such as estrogen plummet. But there's no biological imperative for female reproductive capacity to flame out after five decades of life. Each human woman is born with some 1 to 2 million eggs--comparable to what researchers have estimated in elephants, which remain fertile well into their 60s and 70s. Nor do animal eggs appear to have a built-in expiration date: Certain whales, for instance, have been documented bearing offspring past the age of 100.

Read: Why killer whales (and humans) go through menopause

This disconnect has led some researchers to conclude that menopause is an unfortunate evolutionary accident. Maybe, as some have argued, menopause is a by-product of long lifespans evolving so quickly that the ovaries didn't catch up. But many women have survived well past menopause for the bulk of human history. Singh contends that menopause is a side effect of men preferring to mate with younger women, allowing fertility-compromising mutations to accumulate in aged females. (Had women been the ones to seek out only younger men, he told me, men would have evolved their own version of menopause.) Others disagree: Arnot told me that, if anything, many of today's men may prefer younger women because fertility declines with age, rather than the other way around.

But the preponderance of evidence supports menopause being beneficial to the species it's evolved in, including us, Francisco Ubeda de Torres, a mathematical biologist at Royal Holloway, University of London, told me. Certainly, menopause was important enough that it appears to have arisen multiple times--at least four separate times among whales alone, Samuel Ellis, a biologist at the University of Exeter, told me.

One of the most prominent and well-backed ideas about why revolves around grandmothering. Maybe menopause evolved to rid older women of the burden of fertility, freeing up their time and energy to allow them to help their offspring raise their own needy kids. In human populations around the world, grandmother input has clearly boosted the survival of younger generations; the same appears to be true among orcas and other toothed whales. Kristen Hawkes, an anthropologist at the University of Utah, argues that the influence of menopausal grandmothering was so immense that it helped us grow bigger brains and shaped the family structures that still govern modern societies; it is, she told me, sufficient to explain menopause in humans, and what has made us the people we are today.

From the October 2019 issue: The secret power of menopause

Some researchers suspect that menopause may have other perks. Kevin Langergraber, an ecologist at Arizona State University, points out that certain populations of chimpanzees can also live well past menopause, even though their species doesn't really grandmother at all. In chimpanzees and some other animals, he told me, menopause might help reduce the competition for resources between mothers and their children as they simultaneously try to raise young offspring.

Regardless of the precise reasons, menopause may be deeply ingrained in our lineage--so much so that it could be difficult to adjust or undo. After all this time of living with an early end to ovulation, there is probably "no single master time-giver" switch that could be flipped to simply extend human female fertility, Michael Cant, an evolutionary biologist at the University of Exeter, told me.



Perhaps, though, menopause's timeline could still change--not on scales of hundreds of thousands of years, but within generations. Malnutrition and smoking, for instance, are linked to an early sunsetting of menses, while contraceptive use may push the age of menopause onset back--potentially because of the ways in which these factors can affect hormones. Menopause also tends to occur earlier among women of lower socioeconomic status and with less education. Accordingly, interventions as simple as improving childhood nutrition might be enough to raise the average start of menopause in certain parts of the world, Lynnette Sievert, an anthropologist at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, told me.

Read: Why so many accidental pregnancies happen in your 40s

Changes such as those would likely operate mostly on the margins--perhaps closing some of the gaps between poorer and richer nations, which can span about five years. Bigger shifts, experts told me, would probably require medical innovation that can slow, halt, or even reverse the premature aging of the ovaries, and maintain a person's prior levels of estrogen and other reproductive hormones. Kara Goldman, an obstetrician-gynecologist and a reproductive scientist at Northwestern University, told me that one key to the ovarian fountain of youth might be finding drugs to preserve the structures that house immature eggs in a kind of dormant early state. Other researchers see promise in rejuvenating the tissues that maintain eggs in a healthy state. Still others are generating cells and hormones in the lab in an attempt to supplement what the aging female body naturally loses. Deena Emera, an evolutionary geneticist at the Buck Institute for Research on Aging, in California, thinks some of the best inspiration could come from species that stay fertile very late into life. Bowhead whales, for instance, can reproduce past the age of 100--and don't seem to succumb to cancer. Maybe, Emera told me, they're especially good at repairing DNA damage in reproductive and nonreproductive cells alike.

Some women may welcome an extended interval in which to consider having kids, but Goldman and Emera are most focused on minimizing menopause's health costs. Studies have repeatedly linked the menopause-related drop in hormones to declines in bone health; some research has pointed to cardiovascular and cognitive issues as well. Entering menopause can entail years of symptoms such as hot flashes, urinary incontinence, vaginal dryness, insomnia, and low libido. Putting all of that off, perhaps indefinitely, could extend the period in which women live healthfully, buoyed by their reproductive hormones.

Read: Women in menopause are getting short shrift

Extending the ovaries' shelf life won't necessarily reverse or even mitigate menopause's unwanted effects, Stephanie Faubion, the director of Mayo Clinic's Center for Women's Health, told me. Plus, it may come with additional risks related to later-in-life pregnancies. It could also raise a woman's chances of breast or uterine cancer, blood clots, and stroke, Jerilynn Prior, an endocrinologist at the University of British Columbia, told me. And putting off menopause may also mean more years of menstruation and contraception, a prospect that will likely give many women pause, says Nanette Santoro, an obstetrician-gynecologist and a reproductive scientist at the University of Colorado School of Medicine.

But several researchers think some tweaking is worth a shot. Even if menopause once helped our species survive, Goldman said, "it's hard to imagine" that's still the case. Evolution may have saddled us with an odd misalignment in the lifespans of the ovaries and the other organs they live alongside. But it has also equipped us with the smarts to potentially break free of those limits.
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Hypochondria Never Dies

The diagnosis is officially gone, but health anxiety is everywhere.

by Meghan O'Rourke




At breakfast the other week, I noticed a bulging lump on my son's neck. Within minutes of anxious Googling, I'd convinced myself that he had a serious undiagnosed medical condition--and the more I looked, the more apprehensive I got. Was it internal jugular phlebectasia, which might require surgery? Or a sign of lymphoma, which my father had been diagnosed with before he died? A few hours and a visit to the pediatrician later, I returned home with my tired child in tow, embarrassed but also relieved: The "problem" was just a benignly protuberant jugular vein.

My experience was hardly unique. We live in an era of mounting health worries. The ease of online medical self-diagnosis has given rise to what's called cyberchondria: concern, fueled by consulting "Dr. Google," that escalates into full-blown anxiety. Our medical system features ever more powerful technologies and proliferating routine preventive exams--scans that peer inside us, promising to help prolong our lives; blood tests that spot destructive inflammation; genetic screenings that assess our chances of developing disease. Intensive vigilance about our health has become the norm, simultaneously unsettling and reassuring. Many of us have experienced periods of worry before or after a mammogram or colonoscopy, or bouts of panic like mine about my son's neck. For some, such interludes become consuming and destabilizing. Today, at least 4 percent of Americans are known to be affected by what is now labeled "health anxiety," and some estimates suggest that the prevalence is more like 12 percent.

And yet hypochondria, you may be surprised to learn, officially no longer exists. In 2013, the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, the so-called bible of psychiatric conditions, eliminated hypochondriasis. The change reflected an overdue need to reconceive a diagnosis that people found stigmatizing because it implied that hypochondriacs are neurotic malingerers whose symptoms aren't "real." The DSM introduced two distinct new diagnoses, illness anxiety disorder and somatic symptom disorder, both of which aim to be neutrally clinical descriptions of people with "extensive worries about health." What differentiates them is the presence or absence of physical symptoms accompanying those fears.

The symptoms and meanings of hypochondria have shifted continually, always in step with changing conceptions of wellness and disease.

But the efforts to delineate the spectrum of health anxiety, however, fall short of clarifying the murky nature of hypochondria. The ostensibly helpful terms are actually anything but that. Although we know more than ever before about the diseases and mental illnesses that afflict us, the body's most obdurate mysteries remain. Doctors and patients must navigate them together. The only way to do so is by setting aside any impulse to moralize and by embracing uncertainty--the very thing that modern medicine is least equipped to do. The abyss between patients' subjective experience of symptoms and medicine's desire for objectivity is hard to bridge, as the scholar Catherine Belling notes in A Condition of Doubt. This is the space where hypochondria still lives.

The timing of the writer Caroline Crampton's new book, A Body Made of Glass: A Cultural History of Hypochondria, couldn't be better. What her belletristic account of hypochondria's long and twisting lineage sometimes lacks in authoritative rigor, it makes up for in vivid evocations of being a patient. Her youthful experience with cancer and the anxiety she has suffered ever since propel her undertaking: a tour that includes a sampling of evolving medical science about the condition, as well as literary reflections (from, among others, John Donne, Moliere, Marcel Proust, Virginia Woolf, and Philip Larkin) on the doubt and fear that are inseparable from life in a body that gets sick.

Read: The psychology of irrational fear

Hypochondria, as Crampton highlights, is not just a lay term for a tendency to worry about illness that isn't there. It's a diagnosis that has existed for hundreds of years. The attendant symptoms and meanings have shifted continually, always in step with changing conceptions of wellness and disease. In that sense, the history of hypochondria reflects one constant: Each era's ideas track its limited understanding of health, and demonstrate a desire for clarity about the body and illness that again and again proves elusive. Knowing this doesn't stop Crampton from dreaming of a "definitive test for everything, including health anxiety itself."

Hippocrates, known as the father of medicine, used the term hypochondrium in the fifth century B.C.E. to identify a physical location--the area beneath the ribs, where the spleen was known to lie. Hippocratic medicine held that health depended on a balance among four humors--blood, black bile, yellow bile, and phlegm--that affected both body and mind. An excess of black bile, thought to collect in the organs of the hypochondrium, where many people experienced unpleasant digestive symptoms, could also cause responses such as moodiness and sadness. The term hypochondria thus came to be associated, as the humoral theory persisted into the Renaissance, not only with symptoms like an upset stomach but also with sluggishness, anxiety, and melancholy--a convergence of "two seemingly unrelated processes within the body: digestive function and emotional disorder," as Crampton notes.

By the 17th century, the notion of hypochondria as a fundamentally physical condition that also had mental symptoms had been firmly established. In The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), the English writer and scholar Robert Burton described it as a subset of melancholia, noting a "splenetic hypochondriacal wind" accompanied by "sharp belchings" and "rumbling in the guts," along with feeling "fearful, sad, suspicious"--an illness that, as he put it, "crucifies the body and mind." Physicians in the 18th century began to investigate hypochondria as a disorder of the recently discovered nervous system, accounting for symptoms not just in the gut but in other parts of the body as well. According to this view, the cause wasn't imbalanced humors but fatigue and debility of the nerves themselves.

The story of Charles Darwin, which Crampton tells in her book, illustrates the transition between the period when hypochondria was still seen primarily as a physical disease and the period when it began to look like a primarily psychological condition. Darwin, who was born in 1809, suffered from intense headaches, nausea, and gastric distress, as well as fatigue and anxiety, all of which he chronicled in a journal he called "The Diary of Health." Although various posthumous diagnoses of organic diseases have been proposed--including systemic lactose intolerance--Crampton observes that Darwin's need to follow strict health regimens and work routines could be interpreted as a manifestation of undue worry. This blurred line between intense (and possibly useful) self-scrutiny and mental disorder became a challenge for doctors and patients to address.

A fundamental shift had taken place by the late 19th century, thanks to the emergence of views that went on to shape modern psychology, including the idea that, as Crampton puts it, "the mind ... controlled the body's experiences and sensations, not the other way around." Distinguished by what the neurologist George Beard, in the 1880s, called "delusions," hypochondria was reconceived as a mental illness: It was a psychological state of unwarranted concern with one's health.

In the 20th century, the prototypical hypochondriac became the kind of neurotic whom Woody Allen plays in Hannah and Her Sisters: someone who obsessively thinks they are sick when they're not. Freud's view that unexplained physical symptoms can be the body's expression of inner conflict--meaning that those symptoms could be entirely psychological in origin--played an influential role. The idea that stress or anguish could manifest as bodily distress, in a process that came to be called "somatization," spread. So did 20th-century medicine's new capacity to test for and rule out specific conditions. Consider Allen's character in that film, fretting about a brain tumor, only to have his worries assuaged by a brain scan. This newly psychologized anxiety, juxtaposed with medical science's objective findings, helped solidify the modern image of the hypochondriac as a comedic figure, easily caricatured as a neurotic who could, and should, just "snap out of it."

Unlike some other forms of anxiety, health worries are a problem that neither better labels nor improved treatments can hope to completely banish. Hypochondria, the writer Brian Dillon pointedly notes in his The Hypochondriacs: Nine Tormented Lives, ultimately "makes dupes of us all, because life, or rather death, will have the last laugh." In the meantime, we doubt, wait, anticipate, and try to identify: Is that stabbing headache a passing discomfort, or a sign of disease? Our bodies are subject to fluctuations, as the medical science of different eras has understood--and as today's doctors underscore. The trick is to pay enough attention to those changes to catch problems without being devoured by the anxiety born of paying too much attention.

In retrospect, Crampton, as a high-school student in England, wasn't anxious enough, overlooking for months a tennis-ball-size lump above her collarbone that turned out to be the result of Hodgkin's lymphoma, a blood cancer. Her doctor told her she had a significant chance that treatment would leave her cancer-free. After chemo, radiation, one relapse, and a stem-cell transplant, she got better. But the experience left her hypervigilant about her body, anxious that she might miss a recurrence. As she reflects, "it took being cured of a life-threatening illness for me to become fixated on the idea that I might be sick." Her conscientious self-monitoring gave way to panicked visits to urgent care and doctors' offices, seeking relief from the thought that she was experiencing a telltale symptom--a behavior that she feels guilty about as a user of England's overstretched National Health Service. "At some point," she writes, "my responsible cancer survivor behavior had morphed into something else."

From the January/February 2014 issue: Scott Stossel on surviving anxiety

What Crampton was suffering from--the "something else"--seems to be what the DSM now labels "illness anxiety disorder," an "excessive" preoccupation with health that is not marked by intense physical symptoms. It applies both to people who are anxious without apparent cause or symptoms and to people like Crampton, who have survived a serious disease that might recur and are understandably, but debilitatingly, apprehensive.

It can be hard to distinguish this term, Crampton finds, from the DSM 's other one, somatic symptom disorder, which describes a disproportionate preoccupation that is accompanied by persistent physical symptoms. It applies to people who catastrophize--the person with heartburn who grows convinced that she has heart disease--as well as those with a serious disease who fixate, to their detriment, on their condition. The definition makes a point of endorsing the validity of a patient's symptoms, whatever the cause may be; in this, it embodies a 21st-century spirit of nonjudgmental acceptance. Yet because it is a diagnosis of a mental "disorder," it inevitably involves assessments--of, among other things, what counts as "excessive" anxiety; evaluations like these can be anything but clear-cut. Medicine's distant and not so distant past--when multiple sclerosis was often misdiagnosed as hysteria, and cases of long COVID were dismissed as instances of pandemic anxiety--offers a caution against confidently differentiating between psychological pathology and poorly understood illness.

In Crampton's view, the DSM 's revision has turned out to be "an extensive exercise in obfuscation." Some physicians and researchers agree that the categories neither lump nor split groups of patients reliably or helpfully. A 2013 critique argued that somatic symptom disorder would pick up patients with "chronic pain conditions [and] patients worrying about the prognosis of a serious medical condition (e.g., diabetes, cancer)," not to mention people with undiagnosed diseases. A 2016 study failed to provide "empirical evidence for the validity of the new diagnoses," concluding that the use of the labels won't improve the clinical care of patients suffering from "high levels of health anxiety."

"Hypochondria only has questions, never answers, and that makes us perpetually uneasy," Crampton writes. Still, she finds that she almost mourns the old term. Its imperfections fit her messy experience of anxiety--and help her describe it to herself and doctors, giving "edges to a feeling of uncertainty" that she finds overwhelming. But her position, she acknowledges, is a privileged one: As a former adolescent cancer patient, she gets care when she seeks it, and doesn't really have to worry about being stigmatized by doctors or friends.

Crampton's concerns and her experience, that is, are legible to the medical system--to all of us. But that is not true for the millions of patients (many of them young women) suffering from fatigue or brain fog who struggle to get doctors to take their symptoms seriously, and turn out to have a condition such as myalgic encephalomyelitis/chronic fatigue syndrome or an autoimmune disease. They, too, are pulled into the story of hypochondria--yet the DSM 's labels largely fail to solve the problem these patients encounter: In the long shadow of Freud, we are still given to assuming that what clinicians call "medically unexplained symptoms" are psychological in origin. Fifteen-minute appointments in which doctors often reflexively dismiss such symptoms as indicators of anxiety don't help. How can doctors usefully listen without time--or medical training that emphasizes the bounds of their own knowledge?

This omission is the real problem with the DSM 's revision: It pretends to have clarity we still don't have, decisively categorizing patients rather than scrutinizing medicine's limitations. The challenge remains: Even as evidence-based medicine laudably strives to nail down definitions and make ever-finer classifications, patients and practitioners alike need to recognize the existential uncertainty at the core of health anxiety. Only then will everyone who suffers from it be taken seriously. After all, in an era of pandemics and Dr. Google, what used to be called hypochondria is more understandable than ever.

Someday we might have the longed-for "definitive test" or a better set of labels, but right now we must acknowledge all that we still don't know--a condition that literature, rather than medicine, diagnoses best. As John Donne memorably wrote, in the throes of an unknown illness, now suspected to have been typhus, "Variable, and therefore miserable condition of man! This minute I was well, and am ill, this minute."



This article appears in the June 2024 print edition with the headline "Hypochondria Never Dies." 
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Medieval Pets Had One of Humanity's Most Cursed Diseases

Medieval people had a lot of leprosy. So did their pet squirrels.

by Katherine J. Wu




When Kathleen Walker-Meikle, a historian at the University of Basel, in Switzerland, ponders the Middle Ages, her mind tends to drift not to religious conquest or Viking raids, but to squirrels. Tawny-backed, white-bellied, tufted-eared red squirrels, to be exact. For hundreds of years, society's elites stitched red-squirrel pelts into luxurious floor-length capes and made the animals pets, cradling them in their lap and commissioning gold collars festooned with pearls. Human lives were so intertwined with those of red squirrels that one of history's most cursed diseases likely passed repeatedly between our species and theirs, according to new research that Walker-Meikle contributed to.



Uncomfortable questions about medieval squirrels first came up about a decade ago, after another group of researchers stumbled upon three populations of red squirrels--one in Scotland, two on different English islands--with odd-looking features: swollen lips, warty noses, skin on their ears that had grown thick and crusty. A search for microbial DNA in some of those squirrels' tissues revealed that they had leprosy. "What's it doing in red squirrels?" John Spencer, a microbiologist at Colorado State University, recalled thinking at the time. Scientists had long thought that leprosy affected only humans, until the 1970s, when they began to find the bacterium that causes it in armadillos too, Daniel Romero-Alvarez, an infectious-disease ecologist and epidemiologist at Universidad Internacional SEK, in Ecuador, told me. But that was in the Americas; in Europe, dogma held that leprosy had essentially vanished by about the 16th century. The most plausible explanation for the pathogen's presence in modern squirrels, Spencer told me, was that strains of it had been percolating in the rodents unnoticed for hundreds of years.



Bacterial genomes extracted from several of the infected British squirrels suggested that this was the case: Those sequences bore a strong resemblance to others previously pulled out of medieval human remains. The next step was proving that medieval squirrels carried the bacterium too, Verena Schunemann, a paleogeneticist at the University of Zurich, in Switzerland, and one of the new study's authors, told me. If those microbes were also genetically similar to ones found in medieval people, they'd show that leprosy had probably regularly jumped between rodents and humans.



Read: Tuberculosis got to South America through ... seals?



Schunemann teamed up with Sarah Inskip, an archaeologist at the University of Leicester, in the U.K., and set out to find an archaeological site in Britain with both human and squirrel remains. They zeroed in on the medieval city of Winchester, once famous for its fur-obsessed market patrons, as well as a large leprosarium. After analyzing dozens of samples from around Winchester, the team was able to extract just four leprosy genomes--three from humans, one from the tiny foot bone of a squirrel. But those turned out to be enough. All four samples dated to about the High Middle Ages--the oldest detection so far of leprosy in a nonhuman animal, Inskip told me. The genomes also all budded from the same branch of the leprosy family tree, sharing enough genetic similarities that they strongly indicated that medieval humans and squirrels were swapping the disease-causing bugs, Schunemann told me.



Still, Schunemann wasn't sure exactly how that would have happened, given that transmitting a leprosy infection generally requires prolonged and close contact. So, hoping to fill in the blanks, she reached out to Walker-Meikle, who has extensively studied medieval pets.



Walker-Meikle already had the exact type of evidence that Schunemann and her colleagues were looking for: medieval artwork depicting people cradling the animals, documents describing women taking them out for walks, financial accounts detailing purchases of flashy, rodent-size accessories and enclosures of the sort people today might buy for pet dogs, Walker-Meikle told me. Squirrels were so popular at the time that she found written references to the woes of a 13th-century archbishop who, despite years of pleading, couldn't get the nuns in his district to stop doting on the creatures. They were essentially akin, she said, to tiny lapdogs. Fur processing, too, would have provided ample opportunity for spread. In the High and Late Middle Ages, squirrel fur was the most popular fur used to trim and line garments, and clothes made with it were considered as high fashion as a Prada bag now, Schunemann told me. In a single year in the 14th century, the English royal household purchased nearly 80,000 squirrel-belly skins. Contact between squirrels and humans was so intimate that, throughout much of the Middle Ages, leprosy likely ping-ponged back and forth between the two species, Inskip told me.



Read: Admit it, squirrels are just tree rats



But the team's work doesn't say anything about the origins of leprosy, which entered humans at least thousands of years ago. It also can't prove whether leprosy infiltrated humans or red squirrels first. It does further dispel the notion that leprosy is a problem only for humans, Romero-Alvarez told me. Armadillos may have picked up leprosy from humans relatively recently, after Europeans imported the pathogen to South America. The scaly mammals are now "giving it back to humans," Spencer told me, especially, it seems, in parts of South America and the southern United States, where some communities hunt and eat the animals or keep them as pets.



Human-to-human transmission still accounts for the majority of leprosy spread, which remains uncommon overall. But Romero-Alvarez pointed out that the mere existence of the bacterium in another species, from which we and other creatures can catch it, makes the disease that much more difficult to control. "Everybody believes that leprosy is gone," Claudio Guedes Salgado, an immunologist at Para Federal University, in Brazil, told me. "But we have more leprosy than the world believes." The barriers between species are porous. And once a pathogen crosses over, that jump is impossible to fully undo.
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Marijuana's Health Effects Are About to Get a Whole Lot Clearer

Rescheduling weed will clear the way for scientists to study it more directly.

by Jeremy Berke




Earlier this week, news leaked of the biggest change in federal drug policy in more than half a century. The Associated Press reported--and the Department of Justice later confirmed--that the Drug Enforcement Administration plans to recategorize marijuana under the Controlled Substances Act. Since the 1970s, it's been placed in Schedule I, a highly controlled group that includes drugs like heroin, with a high potential for abuse and no medical use. But cannabis will soon be moved to the much less restrictive Schedule III, which includes prescription drugs such as ketamine and Tylenol with codeine that have a moderate-to-low risk of addiction.

Currently, recreational cannabis is legal for adults over the age of 21 in 24 states, which are home to more than half of the U.S. population. According to a recent Harris poll, about 40 percent of Americans use cannabis, and a quarter do so on at least a weekly basis. And yet, researchers and physicians told me, scientific consensus on the drug's precise effects--especially on the heart and lungs, mental health, and developing adolescent brains--is still lacking. Rescheduling marijuana will broaden access further still, which makes finding better answers to those questions even more crucial.

Conveniently, rescheduling marijuana is also likely to spur in-depth study, in part by expanding research opportunities that were previously limited or nonexistent. Easing restrictions will ultimately mean learning a lot more about the potential harms and benefits of a drug that for decades has been both popular and demonized.

Historically, the scope of cannabis research has been fairly limited. The National Institute on Drug Abuse, a major federal research funder, has a directive to study the harms of cannabis use rather than any potential benefits, says Amanda Reiman, the chief knowledge officer of New Frontier Data. (New Frontier is an analytics firm focused on the legal cannabis industry.) In 2018, research on the potential harms of cannabis use received more than double the funding that research on its medicinal or therapeutic use did in the U.S., U.K., and Canada. In 2020, a spokesperson for NIDA told Science that although the agency's traditional focus was on marijuana addiction, it has started exploring the therapeutic potential of compounds in cannabis to treat addiction to other substances.

U.S. policy has also made marijuana research of any sort very difficult. Until recently, scientists had to obtain their supply from NIDA's high-security Mississippi facility. (Six more sources were approved last year.) Researchers regularly complained that the marijuana was moldy, and far from the quality that regular consumers could purchase legally at their local dispensary, with less THC and CBD.

Read: The government's weed is terrible

Most existing research on how cannabis affects our hearts, our brains, and our society at large is based on self-reported survey data, Peter Grinspoon, a physician at Massachusetts General Hospital and a medical-cannabis expert, told me. Such data are "notoriously inaccurate," he said. But researchers have been forced to rely on these methods because cannabis is a Schedule I drug, so no studies that receive federal funding can simply give marijuana from state-approved dispensaries to people and record what happens.

As a result, the field lacks the number of high-quality studies necessary for researchers to agree on their implications, says Nick Cioe, an associate professor at Assumption University in Massachusetts who has studied the effects of marijuana on traumatic brain injuries. Randomized controlled trials are the gold standard of determining a given drug's harms and benefits, but for weed, they've been nearly impossible. The FDA has approved a handful of cannabis-derived products to treat conditions such as seizures and chemotherapy-induced nausea, but that's not the same as understanding the effects of recreational weed.

After marijuana is officially rescheduled, researchers will have a far easier time studying the drug's effects. Researching any federally controlled substance is difficult, but obtaining the proper licenses for using Schedule III drugs in the lab is much less arduous than for Schedule I. Scientists will also have far more opportunities to obtain federal grant funding from all sorts of governmental bodies--the National Institutes of Health, the EPA, even the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration--as policy makers rush to understand the implications of legalization.

Human trials won't start the second that the DEA makes marijuana's new status official. Researchers will have to wait for guidance from federal agencies like the FDA and the NIH, says R. Lorraine Collins, the director of the University at Buffalo's Center for Cannabis and Cannabinoid Research. And given the limitations around Schedule III drugs, scientists still won't be able to simply purchase the same cannabis that millions of Americans are consuming from their local dispensary.

Read: Almost no one is happy with legal weed

Schedule III won't "magically alleviate the bureaucratic headaches" associated with researching cannabis, Grinspoon said. But "it's going to be a lot easier to say, 'Let's give this person cannabis and see what happens to their blood pressure.'"
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Milk Has Lost Its Magic

The bird-flu panic is getting out of hand.

by Yasmin Tayag




Milk is defined by its percentages: nonfat, 2 percent, whole. Now there is a different kind of milk percentage to keep in mind. Last week, the FDA reported that 20 percent of the milk it had sampled from retailers across the country contained fragments of bird flu, raising concerns that the virus, which is spreading among animals, might be on its way to sickening humans too. The agency reassured the public that milk is still safe to drink because the pasteurization process inactivates the bird-flu virus. Still, the mere association with bird flu has left some people uneasy and led others to avoid milk altogether.



That is, if they weren't already avoiding it. Milk can't seem to catch a break: For more than 70 years, consumption of the white liquid has steadily declined. It is no longer a staple of balanced breakfasts and bedtime routines, and milk alternatives offer the same creaminess in a latte or an iced coffee as the original stuff does. Milk was once seen as so integral to health that Americans viewed it as "almost sacred," but much of that mythos is gone, Melanie Dupuis, an environmental-studies professor at Pace University and the author of Nature's Perfect Food, a history of milk, told me. In 2022, the previous time the Department of Agriculture measured average milk consumption, it had reached an all-time low of 15 gallons a person.



If concerns around bird flu persist, milk's relevance may continue to slide. Even the slightest bit of consumer apprehension could cause already-struggling dairy farms to shut down. "An additional contributing factor really doesn't bode well," Leonard Polzin, a dairy expert at the University of Wisconsin at Madison's Division of Extension, told me. For the rest of us, there is now yet another reason to avoid milk--and even less left to the belief that milk is special.



The risks of bird flu in milk can be simplified to this: Thank God for pasteurization. Straight from the udder, in its raw form, milk is "a substance that's very much open to contamination if not managed well," Dupuis said. Milk is like a petri dish of microorganisms, and before pasteurization became the norm, milk regularly caused deadly diseases such as tuberculosis, scarlet fever, and typhoid fever. The pasteurization process, which involves blasting milk with high temperatures and then rapidly cooling it, is "intended to kill just about anything a cow could have," Meghan Schaeffer, an epidemiologist and a bird-flu expert who now works at the analytics firm SAS, told me.



That includes the bird flu. Yesterday, the FDA reported new results from ongoing studies reaffirming that the bird-flu fragments it found in milk and other dairy products aren't active, meaning they can't spread disease. The agency confirmed this using a gold-standard test that involved injecting samples into chicken eggs to see if any active virus would grow. None was detected afterward. "That process really saves us," Schaeffer said.



There is never a good time to drink unpasteurized milk, but now is an especially bad one. A number of states have legalized the sale of raw milk in recent years, part of a right-wing embrace of the beverage. Raw milk from sick cows contains bird-flu virus in high concentrations, and the FDA has warned against drinking it. There are no reports of people getting bird flu from drinking unpasteurized milk, but "it is possible" to become infected from it, Schaeffer said. Already, this has been shown in animals: This week, researchers reported that cats who drank raw milk from sick cows got bird flu and died within days.



But much about bird flu and milk is unknown, because the virus has never been found in cattle before now. That one in five milk samples tested by the FDA had remnants of bird flu doesn't mean one in five cows tested positive; milk sold in stores is pooled from many different animals. Rather, it suggests that many cows may be infected beyond those currently accounted for. It may also mean that asymptomatic cows, which are not being tested, shed virus in their milk. (Milk from symptomatic cows, which can be yellow and viscous, is routinely discarded.) Although it isn't clear how the virus is circulating among cows, a leading explanation is that it's transmitted via contact with surfaces that have touched raw milk, including milking equipment, vehicles, and other animals.



Bird flu is widespread among poultry, but it isn't clear how long it will keep circulating among cattle. The USDA is doing only limited testing of cows and has not shared all of its data publicly, making the full extent of the outbreak impossible to know. Even if milk is still safe to drink, the thought of bird-flu fragments swimming around in it is unappetizing for a country that has already turned away from milk.



Just how much milk Americans used to drink can be hard to grasp. Consumption peaked in 1945 at 45 gallons a person annually, enough to overfill a standard-size bathtub. Americans believed that "more milk makes us healthier" and drank accordingly, DuPuis said. Government marketing pushed milk as a necessary, perfect food that could solve virtually all nutrition problems, especially in children; milk-derived healthiness eventually became associated with strength, affluence, and patriotism. Holes in the health narrative have since appeared: Consuming too much milk and other dairy products is now considered unhealthy because of the fat content. And long-standing myths about milk, such as that its calcium is required for strengthening bones and growing taller, have largely been debunked.



Today, drinking milk can get you "milk-shamed" by people who think it's disgusting. It's particularly unpopular with younger people, who are grossed out by the milk served in schools. Where dairy once reigned supreme, milk alternatives made of oats, almonds, soy, peas, and countless other things have found a foothold. The FDA even lets plant-based milk call itself "milk," as I wrote last year.



Less demand for milk would have consequences. "I suspect the dairy industry is on the edge of their seat," DuPuis said. Outbreaks are expected to take a financial toll on farmers, who will not only sell less milk but also have to care for sick animals, and the costs may be passed on to consumers. In rural areas that once thrived on milk production, such as upstate New York, abandoned small farms are now overgrown with trees, DuPuis observed. "Are we going to end up with fewer farms and more trees because of this latest problem? I can imagine so," she said.



The myth of milk has been eroded from many fronts: nutrition research, shifting societal norms, an abundance of new beverages. With bird flu, it has never seemed less like the magic health elixir it was once thought to be. But the turn against milk might have gone too far. Pasteurization was invented in the 19th century, yet it works to kill modern-day pathogens. Dairy has a great track record when it comes to safety, Polzin said. And it is still a decently healthy choice, with some significant advantages over plant-based alternatives, such as having more vitamins and minerals, less sugar, and more protein. Even during the bird-flu outbreak, milk may still have some magic to it.
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Cancer Supertests Are Here

But are they really such a good idea?

by Benjamin Mazer




It takes a certain amount of confidence to call your biotech company Grail. According to its website, the Menlo Park-based firm got its name because its "co-founders believed a simple blood test could be the 'holy GRAIL' of cancer detection." Now the company claims that its "first-of-its-kind" screening tool, called Galleri, "redefines what's possible." At the cost of a needle stick and $949, the company can check your blood for more than 50 forms of cancer all at once.

The Galleri test, as well as many others of its type that are in development, is meant to sniff out malignant DNA floating in a person's veins, including bits of tumors that otherwise might not be identified until they've spread. But the rapid introduction of this new technology, which is now available through major U.S. health systems, isn't really guaranteed to help patients. Indeed, a contentious debate about its potential benefits has been playing out in the scientific literature for the past few years. Multi-cancer-screening tools--or "cancer-finding supertests," as Galleri has been called--aren't yet endorsed by the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force, or formally approved by the Food and Drug Administration. For the moment, health-care providers can offer Galleri only through a commonly used regulatory loophole that the government is desperately trying to close. Being able to distribute the company's "prescription-only, well-validated test" in advance of full FDA approval is a good thing, Kristen Davis, a Grail spokesperson told me, because it gives patients "timely access to an important tool in the detection of unscreened cancers and allows for important real-world evidence collection." That's one way to look at it. Here's another: The rush to get Galleri and related products into doctors' offices skips right over the most important step in clinical development: proving that they really work.

"The status quo for cancer screening remains unacceptable," Davis said. She's right. Even traditional early-detection tests are controversial within the medical community. As a hospital pathologist who diagnoses cancer daily, I've seen firsthand how mammograms and Pap smears, among other traditional procedures, save some people's lives--and also how they cause a lot of overtreatment. (They miss many lethal cancers, too.) Blood-based cancer screening, in particular, had an ignominious start. Most men middle-aged and older in the U.S. get PSA tests, which look for abnormal levels of a protein secreted from the prostate gland that may indicate malignancy. But many of the tumors those tests identify are slow-growing, harmless ones; their discovery leads to an epidemic of unnecessary surgery and radiation--and a subsequent epidemic of incontinence and impotence. Recognizing this harm, the scientist who first identified PSA more than half a century ago expressed his regret in 2010, calling widespread screening "a profit-driven public health disaster."

Modern blood-based cancer tests (or "liquid biopsies"), which look for a tumor's genetic material, have been more promising. The first was approved by the FDA in 2016. It allows patients who already know that they have lung cancer to avoid an invasive tissue-collection process while still receiving the right, targeted therapy for their particular disease. Today, liquid biopsies exist for other kinds of cancer, too, and are used to tailor treatment for people who are aware of being sick.

Unleashing the same technique on the general population, in an effort to find hidden cancers in healthy-seeming people, is in principle a reasonable idea. But in 2020, when Grail started trying its technology on thousands of adults without cancer symptoms, the company found that a majority of positive signals--the signs of potential tumors that it identified--weren't real. Dozens of healthy participants were flagged as possibly having cancer; most suffered through unnecessary laboratory and imaging follow-up. One unlucky subject described in the published study even had a testicle removed in the hunt for a malignancy that didn't exist. Another blood-based supertest called CancerSeek--which forms the basis of a multi-cancer test now under commercial development--had shown the same problem when an early iteration of it was studied in some 10,000 women: Registered blood "abnormalities" led to confirmed cancer diagnoses less than half of the time. False positives with CancerSeek caused some patients to have operations on their ovaries, colon, or appendix.

No form of cancer screening will be perfect, and Davis pointed out that "when used as recommended, in addition to current single-cancer screenings, the Galleri test can help screen for some of the deadliest cancers that often come with no warning today." For cancers of the pancreas, ovaries, esophagus, and liver, she suggested, any form of screening will be better than what we currently have: nothing. Grail researchers have also noted that its technology "compares favourably" to other, more familiar single-cancer tests in the sense that a smaller proportion of patients end up with spurious results. (One in 200 people will experience a false positive with Galleri, while the same is true for about one in 10 women who get a mammogram.)

But an imperfect screening tool is not always better than no screening tool at all. We already have reasonably accurate early-detection tests for pancreatic and ovarian cancer, for example, but experts recommend against their widespread use because--counterintuitively--screening healthy patients does little to extend their lives and comes with its own harms. And although it is true that Galleri's false-positive rate is quite good in comparison to those of mammograms, PSA tests, and Pap smears, that's only half the story. A glitchy answer from a cancer supertest like Grail's may well be worse than the equivalent mistake in, say, a breast exam. The latter would only lead to further hunting for a tumor in the breast--perhaps with an ultrasound or MRI. In contrast, the follow-up for a suspect finding from a screen for 50 different cancers could be body-wide, producing yet more ambiguous results--such as the discovery of kidney cysts or lung nodules--that generate their own tests and surgeries.

When Galleri finds a potential tumor, it does provide doctors with some hints as to where that tumor might be located. In practice, though, doctors will likely err on the side of running lots of tests. Positive signals are often followed by a PET-CT scan, for example, which costs about $2,500 and exposes people to 62 times the radiation of a mammogram. In Grail's own research, participants who received a false-positive result were generally subjected to multiple additional lab and imaging tests--sometimes as many as 16 laboratory studies and 10 clinic visits.

Read: When cancer screening stopped

More thorough and extensive testing takes longer, too. An errant mammogram might be resolved fairly quickly, with conclusive follow-up testing done a few weeks later. The equivalent delay after an abnormal Pap smear is less than two months, generally speaking. In the aftermath of multi-cancer blood-test screenings, though, worried patients may have to bide their time for almost half a year before a doctor reassures them that they do not, in fact, have cancer. Subjects in Grail's study who received a false-positive result spent an average of 162 days in suspense before being cleared.

When I asked Grail about potential harms of the test, including this delay, the spokesperson told me that Galleri offers diagnostic guidance for doctors and patients who test positive through "a suite of services, including direct support from our medical science liaisons." Grail has also presented data suggesting that the distress of patients who receive false positives tends to go away over time. Some people, however, may never feel completely at ease knowing that cancer-related genetic code is circulating in their veins. The medical system is very good at puncturing patients' confidence in their own health.

Some anxiety may be worth experiencing for the opportunity to catch an actual cancer before it turns fatal. But that exchange would only work if curable cancers could be consistently picked up in our blood. Galleri is much better at detecting advanced malignancies--which shed more genetic material, and many of which are incurable--than small ones that are worth finding sooner. Galleri is billed as an early-detection test, but just one out of five cancers it finds is identified at Stage 1, which is the earliest stage. At this point, the same is true for other blood-based screening strategies, as well.

Read: Theranos and COVID-19 testing are mirror-image cautionary tales

The only way to know for sure whether cancer-finding supertests truly save lives is to evaluate them in a large randomized, controlled trial. The U.K.'s National Health Service has enrolled 140,000 participants in such a study of Galleri; the main results, on whether the test can find cancers before they spread, are expected in a year or two. Then researchers will keep track of whether participants have their lives extended in the years that follow. In the meantime, U.S. efforts are running far behind. The National Cancer Institute is planning for a 24,000-person pilot study of multi-cancer screening, but any bigger and more useful randomized trial won't begin for a long time.

The fact that all of this research is ongoing hasn't stopped Grail from offering its wares to the public. The company recently sponsored a PGA Champions Tour event in California, where players and fans were offered cancer-screening blood tests on the golf course at a $100 discount; more than 100,000 Galleri tests have been performed in the U.S. since they first became commercially available. Meanwhile, hundreds of advocacy groups are lobbying the government to pay for multi-cancer-screening tests through Medicare. By one estimate, widespread adoption could cost Americans more than $100 billion annually--dwarfing the $7.8 billion spent on mammograms as of 2010, or the $6.6 billion spent on Pap smears.

It's hard to miss the scientific challenge that still remains. In what might be a bit of corporate retconning, when Barron's spoke with one of Grail's co-founders about the story behind the company's name in 2021, he wasn't quoted saying that the company thought its blood test could be the holy grail of cancer screening. Rather, he said the name was chosen "out of humility," because "the Holy Grail was never found." That humility isn't in the pitch to patients, though. Most people who use the product today will have no idea that they are generating "real-world evidence" for a technology that may yet be found unable to extend their lives. They'll assume that if cancer-finding supertests are available in clinics, then we must already know that they're worth using. We don't.
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We're All Reading Wrong

To access the full benefits of literature, you have to share it out loud.

by Alexandra Moe




Updated at 4:32 p.m. ET on May 3, 2024

Reading, while not technically medicine, is a fundamentally wholesome activity. It can prevent cognitive decline, improve sleep, and lower blood pressure. In one study, book readers outlived their nonreading peers by nearly two years. People have intuitively understood reading's benefits for thousands of years: The earliest known library, in ancient Egypt, bore an inscription that read The house of healing for the soul.

But the ancients read differently than we do today. Until approximately the tenth century, when the practice of silent reading expanded thanks to the invention of punctuation, reading was synonymous with reading aloud. Silent reading was terribly strange, and, frankly, missed the point of sharing words to entertain, educate, and bond. Even in the 20th century, before radio and TV and smartphones and streaming entered American living rooms, couples once approached the evening hours by reading aloud to each other.

But what those earlier readers didn't yet know was that all of that verbal reading offered additional benefits: It can boost the reader's mood and ability to recall. It can lower parents' stress and increase their warmth and sensitivity toward their children. To reap the full benefits of reading, we should be doing it out loud, all the time, with everyone we know.

Reading aloud is a distinctive cognitive process, more complex than simply reading silently, speaking, or listening. Noah Forrin, who researched memory and reading at the University of Waterloo, in Canada, told me that it involves several operations--motor control, hearing, and self-reference (the fact that you said it)--all of which activate the hippocampus, a brain region associated with episodic memory. Compared with reading silently, the hippocampus is more active while reading aloud, which might help explain why the latter is such an effective memory tool. In a small 2012 study, students who studied a word list remembered 90 percent of the words they'd read aloud immediately afterward, compared with 71 percent of those they'd read silently. (One week later, participants remembered 59 percent of the spoken words and 48 percent of the words read silently.)

So although you might enjoy an audiobook narrated by Meryl Streep, you would remember it better if you read parts of it out loud--especially if you did so in small chunks, just a short passage at a time, Forrin said. The same goes for a few lines of a presentation that you really want to nail. Those memory benefits hold true whether or not anyone is around to hear your performance.

Verbal reading without an audience is, in fact, surprisingly common. While studying how modern British people read aloud, Sam Duncan, a professor of adult literacies at University College London, found that they read aloud--and alone--for a variety of reasons. One woman recited Welsh poetry to remember her mother, with whom she spoke Welsh as a girl. One young man read the Quran out loud before work to better understand its meaning. Repeating words aloud isn't just key to memorization, Duncan told me--it can be key to identity formation too.

From the August 1904 issue: On reading aloud

Plenty of solitary vocal reading no doubt consists of deciphering recipes and proofreading work emails, but if you want to reap the full perks, the best selections are poetry and literature. These genres provide access to facets of human experience that can be otherwise unreachable, which helps us process our own emotions and memories, says Philip Davis, an emeritus professor of literature and psychology at the University of Liverpool. Poetry, for example, can induce peak emotional responses, a strong reaction that might include goose bumps or chills. It can help you locate an emotion within yourself, which is important to health as a form of emotional processing.

Poetry also contains complex, unexpected elements, like when Shakespeare uses god as a verb in Coriolanus: "This last old man ... godded me." In an fMRI study that Davis co-authored in 2015, such literary surprise was shown to be stimulating to the brain. Davis told me that literature, with its "mixture of memory and imagination," can cause us to recall our most complex experiences and derive meaning from them. A poem or story read aloud is particularly enthralling, he said, because it becomes a live presence in the room, with a more direct and penetrative quality, akin to live music. Davis likens the role of literature and live reading to a spark or renewal, "a bringing of things back to life."

Discussing the literature that you read aloud can be particularly valuable. Davis told me doing so helps penetrate rigid thinking and can dislodge dysfunctional thought patterns. A qualitative 2017 study led by Josie Billington at the University of Liverpool found that, for those who have chronic pain and the depression that tends to come with it, such discussion expands emotional vocabulary--a key tenet of psychological well-being--perhaps even more so than cognitive behavioral therapy. (The allure of an audience has one notable exception: If you're anxious, reading aloud can actually reduce memory and comprehension. To understand this effect, one need only harken back to fifth grade when it was your turn to read a paragraph on Mesopotamia in class.)

Read: How to keep your book club from becoming a wine club

The health benefits of reading aloud are so profound that some doctors in England now refer their chronic-pain patients to read-aloud groups. Helen Cook, a 45-year-old former teacher in England, joined one of these groups in 2013. Cook had a pelvic tumor that had sent anguish ricocheting through her hip and back for a decade, and medication never seemed to help. Before she joined the reading group, Cook had trouble sleeping, lost her job, and "had completely lost myself," she told me. Then, she and nine other adults began working their way through some 300 pages of Hard Times, by Charles Dickens.

Cook told me she recognized her experience in the characters' travails, and within months, she "rediscovered a love for life," even returning to college for a master's degree in literature. She's not the only one who found relief: In Billington's 2017 study, everyone who read aloud in a group felt emotionally better and reported less pain for two days afterward.

Hearing words read aloud to you also has unique advantages, especially for kids. Storytelling has been shown to increase hospitalized children's levels of oxytocin while decreasing cortisol and pain. Julie Hunter, who for more than 20 years has taught preschool kids (including my daughter), told me that interactive reading increases young children's comprehension, builds trust, and enhances social-emotional skills. A recent study by researchers at the Brookings Institution found that children smiled and laughed more when being read to by a parent than when listening to an automatically narrated book alone.

Read: An ode to being read to

Anecdotal evidence suggests that adults, too, can benefit from such listening. For 25 years, Hedrick and Susan Smith, ages 90 and 84, respectively, have read more than 170 books aloud. They started by reading in the car, to pass the time, but it was so much fun that they started reading every night before they turned out the light, Hedrick told me. Together, they tried to comprehend One Hundred Years of Solitude, narrated Angela's Ashes in four different Irish accents, and deduced clues in John le Carre thrillers. They felt more connected, and went to sleep in brighter moods. If they liked the book, they couldn't wait for the other to read the next chapter aloud--even, and perhaps especially, when the sound of the other's voice sent them off to sleep.



Due to an editing error, this article originally misidentified the author of a 2017 study.
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        Who Really Has Brain Worms?
        Katherine J. Wu

        Earlier today, The New York Times broke some startling news about a presidential candidate. According to a 2012 deposition, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once suffered from, in his own words, "a worm that got into my brain and ate a portion of it and then died." The vague yet alarming description could apply to any number of parasitic ailments, among them angiostrongyliasis, baylisascariasis, toxocariasis, strongyloidiasis, and trichinosis. But some experts immediately suspected a condition called neuroc...

      

      
        Ozempic or Bust
        Daniel Engber

        1In the early spring of 2020, Barb Herrera taped a signed note to a wall of her bedroom in Orlando, Florida, just above her pillow. NOTICE TO EMS! it said. No Vent! No Intubation! She'd heard that hospitals were overflowing, and that doctors were being forced to choose which COVID patients they would try to save and which to abandon. She wanted to spare them the trouble.Barb was nearly 60 years old, and weighed about 400 pounds. She has type 2 diabetes, chronic kidney disease, and a host of other...

      

      
        A Fundamental Stage of Human Reproduction Is Shifting
        Katherine J. Wu

        For a long time, having children has been a young person's game. Although ancient records are sparse, researchers estimate that, for most of human history, women most typically conceived their first child in their late teens or early 20s and stopped having kids shortly thereafter.But in recent decades, people around the world, especially in wealthy, developed countries, have been starting their families later and later. Since the 1970s, American women have on average delayed the beginning of parenthood from age 21 to 27;...

      

      
        Hypochondria Never Dies
        Meghan O'Rourke

        At breakfast the other week, I noticed a bulging lump on my son's neck. Within minutes of anxious Googling, I'd convinced myself that he had a serious undiagnosed medical condition--and the more I looked, the more apprehensive I got. Was it internal jugular phlebectasia, which might require surgery? Or a sign of lymphoma, which my father had been diagnosed with before he died? A few hours and a visit to the pediatrician later, I returned home with my tired child in tow, embarrassed but also reliev...

      

      
        Oh Great, Spiders Can Swim
        Amber Dance

        This article was originally published in Knowable Magazine.Shrubbery, toolsheds, basements--these are places one might expect to find spiders. But what about the beach? Or in a stream? Some spiders make their homes near or, more rarely, in water: tucking into the base of kelp stalks, spinning watertight cocoons in ponds or lakes, hiding under pebbles at the seaside or along a creek bank."Spiders are surprisingly adaptable, which is one of the reasons they can inhabit this environment," says Ximena...

      

      
        Racehorses Have No Idea What's Going On
        Haley Weiss

        This weekend, more than 150,000 pastel-wrapped spectators and bettors will descend upon Louisville's Churchill Downs complex to watch one of America's greatest competitive spectacles. The 150th running of the Kentucky Derby, headlined by animals whose names (Resilience, Stronghold, Catching Freedom) sound more like Taylor Swift bonus tracks than living creatures, is expected to bring more revenue to the city and venue than ever, with resale tickets reportedly at record highs. If you count TV spec...

      

      
        Medieval Pets Had One of Humanity's Most Cursed Diseases
        Katherine J. Wu

        When Kathleen Walker-Meikle, a historian at the University of Basel, in Switzerland, ponders the Middle Ages, her mind tends to drift not to religious conquest or Viking raids, but to squirrels. Tawny-backed, white-bellied, tufted-eared red squirrels, to be exact. For hundreds of years, society's elites stitched red-squirrel pelts into luxurious floor-length capes and made the animals pets, cradling them in their lap and commissioning gold collars festooned with pearls. Human lives were so intert...
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Who Really Has Brain Worms?

A scientific inquiry

by Katherine J. Wu




Earlier today, The New York Times broke some startling news about a presidential candidate. According to a 2012 deposition, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once suffered from, in his own words, "a worm that got into my brain and ate a portion of it and then died." The vague yet alarming description could apply to any number of parasitic ailments, among them angiostrongyliasis, baylisascariasis, toxocariasis, strongyloidiasis, and trichinosis. But some experts immediately suspected a condition called neurocysticercosis (NCC), in which the larvae of the pork tapeworm Taenia solium post up in the brain.

The condition might sound terrifying--and, to some observers, darkly hilarious. Literal brain worms! But it does not actually involve any brain-munching, or even your standard-issue worm. The brain-invading culprit is instead a tapeworm (a kind of helminth) that typically makes its home in pigs. As far as parasitic infections go, this is "the most common one in the brain," Laila Woc-Colburn, an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told me. And globally, it's one of the most common causes of epilepsy in adults.

NCC typically begins after people have been exposed to feces that contain the eggs of a pork tapeworm, say while on a pig farm or handling uncooked, contaminated food. After the eggs are swallowed, they hatch into larvae in the gut. Because people aren't the appropriate host for the young tapeworms, they end up on a fruitless journey, meandering through the body in a desperate attempt to find pig muscle. A common final destination for the larvae is the brain, where they enclose themselves into cysts in the hopes of maturing; eventually, unable to complete their life cycle, they die, leaving behind little more than a calcified nub.

Read: Flatworms are metal

This is, to put it scientifically, some pretty gnarly stuff. But many cases are "completely asymptomatic," Boghuma Kabisen Titanji, also an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told me. In other people, though--especially those with a lot of larval cysts--the presence of the foreign invaders can spark a wave of inflammation, which in turn triggers swelling and tissue destruction. Individuals with cysts in their brain may develop headaches or seizures, though those problems can take years or even decades to manifest, Titanji said.

Experts estimate that millions of people may be afflicted with NCC worldwide, most of them concentrated in Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, East Asia, and India. In the U.S., though, NCC is rather rare, with just a few thousand diagnoses made each year, many of them related to travel or immigration. "This is a disease of poverty," Woc-Colburn told me. Which would make the multimillionaire Kennedy--if he had the infection at all--"an atypical patient."

There is, at least, some comforting news. NCC is pretty easily preventable with solid hand-washing habits. And in the U.S., where CT scans are fairly accessible, "it can be diagnosed very easily," Woc-Colburn said, particularly once doctors have a good sense of a patient's exposure history. Doctors generally know to look for it in patients who come in with headaches and seizures. (Kennedy first sought help after experiencing memory loss and mental fogginess, though he recently told the Times that those symptoms have since resolved and that he hadn't received treatment for the parasite.) The infection is also treatable with standard antiparasitics. And caught early, it isn't expected to leave lingering damage. In more serious cases, though, years of severe, unmanaged seizures can lead to certain cognitive defects.

Read: America's never-ending battle against flesh-eating worms

None of this is to say that Kennedy definitely had NCC. All the public knows is that, in 2010, he said that he was battling neurological symptoms, and that an unusual blemish appeared on a brain scan. (The memory loss and mental fogginess may very well have been attributable to mercury poisoning from Kennedy's diet at the time, which was high in tuna and perch, according to the same 2012 deposition.) Even if a parasite was definitely to blame, "at least six or seven" others could have ended up in his brain, Titanji told me. Like the pork-tapeworm larvae, several of them would have ended up there accidentally, only to die a quick death without gulping down any brain tissue.

The most comforting news about NCC is that--again--it is uncommon in the United States. Still, now that this news has broken, Woc-Colburn worries that her clinic is going to fill up with people who think they're afflicted. Given the odds, many of them will be wrong. If anyone's really worried about their gray matter becoming lunch, they shouldn't fear worms, but Naegleria fowleri, a rare amoeba that camps out in warm bodies of water. That one, I regret to report, really does eat your brain.
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Ozempic or Bust

America has been trying to address the obesity epidemic for four decades now. So far, each new "solution" has failed to live up to its early promise.

by Daniel Engber
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In the early spring of 2020, Barb Herrera taped a signed note to a wall of her bedroom in Orlando, Florida, just above her pillow. NOTICE TO EMS! it said. No Vent! No Intubation! She'd heard that hospitals were overflowing, and that doctors were being forced to choose which COVID patients they would try to save and which to abandon. She wanted to spare them the trouble.

Barb was nearly 60 years old, and weighed about 400 pounds. She has type 2 diabetes, chronic kidney disease, and a host of other health concerns. At the start of the pandemic, she figured she was doomed. When she sent her list of passwords to her kids, who all live far away, they couldn't help but think the same. "I was in an incredibly dark place," she told me. "I would have died."

Until recently, Barb could barely walk--at least not without putting herself at risk of getting yet another fracture in her feet. Moving around the house exhausted her; she showered only every other week. She couldn't make it to the mailbox on her own. Barb had spent a lifetime dealing with the inconveniences of being, as she puts it, "huge." But what really scared her--and what embarrassed her, because dread and shame have a way of getting tangled up--were the moments when her little room, about 10 feet wide and not much longer, was less a hideout than a trap. At one point in 2021, she says, she tripped and fell on the way to the toilet. Her housemate and landlord--a high-school friend--was not at home to help, so Barb had to call the paramedics. "It took four guys to get me up," she said.

Later that year, when Barb finally did get COVID, her case was fairly mild. But she didn't feel quite right after she recovered: She was having trouble breathing, and there was something off about her heart. Finally, in April 2022, she went to the hospital and her vital signs were taken.

The average body mass index for American adults is 30. Barb's BMI was around 75. A blood-sugar test showed that her diabetes was not under control--her blood sugar was in the range where she might be at risk of blindness or stroke. And an EKG confirmed that her heart was skipping beats. A cardiac electrophysiologist, Shravan Ambati, came in for a consultation. He said the missed beats could be treated with medication, but he made a mental note of her severe obesity--he'd seen only one or two patients of Barb's size in his 14-year career. Before he left, he paused to give her some advice. If she didn't lose weight, he said, "the Barb of five years from now is not going to like you very much at all." As she remembers it, he crossed his arms and added: "You will either change your life, or you'll end up in a nursing home."

"That was it. That was it," Barb told me. Imagining herself getting old inside a home, "in a row of old people who are fat as hell, just sitting there waiting to die," she vowed to do everything she could to get well. She would try to change her life. Eventually, like millions of Americans, she would try the new miracle cure. Again.

2

In a way, Barb has never stopped trying to change her life. At 10 years old, she was prescribed amphetamines; at 12, she went to WeightWatchers. Later she would go on liquid diets, and nearly every form of solid diet. She's been vegan and gluten-free, avoided fat, cut back on carbs, and sworn off processed foods. She's taken drugs that changed her neurochemistry and gotten surgery to shrink her stomach to the size of a shot glass. She's gone to food-addiction groups. She's eaten Lean Cuisines. She's been an avid swimmer at the Y.


Barb Herrera weighed about 300 pounds by the time she was 30. (Courtesy of Barb Herrera)



Through it all, she's lost a lot of weight. Really an extraordinary quantity--well more than a quarter ton, if you add it up across her life. But every miracle so far has come with hidden costs: anemia, drug-induced depression, damage to her heart. Always, in the end, the weight has come back. Always, in the end, "success" has left her feeling worse.

In the United States, an estimated 189 million adults are classified as having obesity or being overweight; certainly many millions have, like Barb, spent decades running on a treadmill of solutions, never getting anywhere. The ordinary fixes--the kind that draw on people's will, and require eating less and moving more--rarely have a large or lasting effect. Indeed, America itself has suffered through a long, maddening history of failed attempts to change its habits on a national scale: a yo-yo diet of well-intentioned treatments, policies, and other social interventions that only ever lead us back to where we started. New rules for eating have been rolled out and then rolled back. Pills have been invented and abandoned. Laws have been rewritten to improve the quality of people's diets and curb caloric intake--to make society less "obesogenic" on the whole. Efforts have been made to reduce discrimination over body size in employment settings and in health care. Through it all, obesity rates keep going up; the diabetes epidemic keeps worsening.

The most recent miracle, for Barb as well as for the nation, has come in the form of injectable drugs. In early 2021, the Danish pharmaceutical company Novo Nordisk published a clinical trial showing remarkable results for semaglutide, now sold under the trade names Wegovy and Ozempic. Thomas Wadden, a clinical psychologist and obesity researcher at the University of Pennsylvania who has studied weight-loss interventions for more than 40 years (and who has received both research grants and fees from Novo Nordisk), remembers when he first learned about those findings, at an internal meeting at the company the year before. "My jaw just dropped," he told me. "I really could not believe what we were seeing." Patients in the study who'd had injections of the drug lost, on average, close to 15 percent of their body weight--more than had ever been achieved with any other drug in a study of that size. Wadden knew immediately that this would be "an incredible revolution in the treatment of obesity."

Radio Atlantic: Could Ozempic derail the body-positivity movement?

Semaglutide is in the class of GLP-1 receptor agonists, chemicals derived from lizard venom that mimic gut hormones and appear to reshape our metabolism and eating behavior for as long as the drugs are taken. Earlier versions were already being used to treat diabetes; then, in 2022, a newer one from Eli Lilly--tirzepatide, sold as Zepbound or Mounjaro--produced an average weight loss of 20 percent in a clinical trial. Many more drugs are now racing through development: survodutide, pemvidutide, retatrutide. (Among specialists, that last one has produced the most excitement: An early trial found an average weight loss of 24 percent in one group of participants.)

The past four decades of American history underline just how much is riding on these drugs--and serve as a sobering reminder that it is impossible to know, in the first few years of any novel intervention, whether its success will last.

The drugs don't work for everyone. Their major side effects--nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea--can be too intense for many patients. Others don't end up losing any weight. That's not to mention all the people who might benefit from treatment but don't have access to it: For the time being, just 25 percent of private insurers offer the relevant coverage, and the cost of treatment--about $1,000 a month--has been prohibitive for many Americans.

But there's growing pressure for GLP-1 drugs to be covered without restrictions by Medicare, and subject to price negotiation. Eventually they will start to come off patent. When that happens, usage is likely to explode. The drugs have already been approved not just for people with diabetes or obesity, but for anyone who has a BMI of more than 27 and an associated health condition, such as high blood pressure or cholesterol. By those criteria, more than 140 million American adults already qualify--and if this story goes the way it's gone for other "risk factor" drugs such as statins and antihypertensives, then the threshold for prescriptions will be lowered over time, inching further toward the weight range we now describe as "normal."

How you view that prospect will depend on your attitudes about obesity, and your tolerance for risk. The first GLP-1 drug to receive FDA approval, exenatide, has been used as a diabetes treatment for more than 20 years. No long-term harms have been identified--but then again, that drug's long-term effects have been studied carefully only across a span of seven years. Today, adolescents are injecting newer versions of these drugs, and may continue to do so every week for 50 years or more. What might happen over all that time? Could the drugs produce lasting damage, or end up losing some of their benefit?

Athena Philis-Tsimikas, an endocrinologist who works at Scripps Health in San Diego and whose research has received ample funding from Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly, says the data so far look very good. "These are now being used, literally, in hundreds of thousands of people across the world," she told me, and although some studies have suggested that GLP-1 drugs may cause inflammation of the pancreas, or even tumor growth, these concerns have not borne out. Exenatide, at least, keeps working over many years, and its side effects don't appear to worsen. Still, we have less to go on with the newer drugs, Philis-Tsimikas said. "All of us, in the back of our minds, always wonder, Will something show up?  " Although no serious problems have yet emerged, she said, "you wonder, and you worry."

The GLP-1 drugs may well represent a shocking breakthrough for the field of public health, on the order of vaccines and sanitation. They could also fizzle out, or end in a surge of tragic, unforeseen results. But in light of what we've been through, it's hard to see what other choices still remain. For 40 years, we've tried to curb the spread of obesity and its related ailments, and for 40 years, we've failed. We don't know how to fix the problem. We don't even understand what's really causing it. Now, again, we have a new approach. This time around, the fix had better work.
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Barb's first weight-loss miracle, and America's, came during a moment of profound despair. In 1995, while working in a birthing center, she'd tripped on a scale--"the irony of all ironies," she told me--and cracked her ankle. When she showed up for the surgery that followed, Barb, then 34 and weighing 330 pounds, learned that she had type 2 diabetes. In a way, this felt like her inheritance: Both grandparents on Barb's father's side had obesity and diabetes, as did her dad, his brother, and two sisters. Her mother, too, had obesity. Now, despite Barb's own years of efforts to maintain her health, that legacy had her in its grip.

The doctors threatened Barb (as doctors often have): If she didn't find a way to eat in moderation, she might not make it through the end of 1997. Then she got some new advice: Yes, Barb should eat better food and exercise, but also maybe she should try a pair of drugs, dexfenfluramine and phentermine, together known as "fen-phen." The former had just received approval from the FDA, and research showed that a combination of the two, taken several times a day, was highly effective at reducing weight.

Read: The weight-loss-drug revolution is a miracle--and a menace

The treatment was a revelation. Even when she talks about it now, Barb begins to cry. She'd tried so many diets in the past, and made so little progress, but as soon as she started on the weight-loss medication, something changed. A low and steady hum that she'd experienced ever since she was a kid--Where can I eat? How can I eat? When can I eat?--disappeared, leaving her in a strange new state of quiet. "The fen-phen turned that off just within a day. It was gone," she told me, struggling to get out the words. "What it did was tell me that I'm not crazy, that it really wasn't me."

At the time, Wadden, the obesity researcher and clinician, was hearing similar reports from his patients, who started telling him that their relationship with food had been transformed, that suddenly they were free of constant cravings. Over the course of a small, year-long study of the drugs that Wadden ran with a colleague at Penn, Robert Berkowitz, participants lost about 14 percent of their body weight on average. That's the same level of success that would be seen for semaglutide several decades later. "Bob and I really were high-fiving each other," Wadden told me. "We were feeling like, God, we've got a cure for obesity."

The fen-phen revolution arrived at a crucial turning point for Wadden's field, and indeed for his career. By then he'd spent almost 15 years at the leading edge of research into dietary interventions, seeing how much weight a person might lose through careful cutting of their calories. But that sort of diet science--and the diet culture that it helped support--had lately come into a state of ruin. Americans were fatter than they'd ever been, and they were giving up on losing weight. According to one industry group, the total number of dieters in the country declined by more than 25 percent from 1986 to 1991.


In 1988, Oprah Winfrey brought a wagon of fat on air to represent the 67 pounds she'd lost using a liquid diet. (Associated Press)



"I'll never diet again," Oprah Winfrey had announced on her TV show at the end of 1990. Not long before, she'd kicked off a major trend by talking up her own success with a brand of weight-loss shakes called Optifast. But Winfrey's slimmer figure had been fleeting, and now the $33 billion diet industry was under scrutiny for making bogus scientific claims.

Rejecting diet culture became something of a feminist cause. "A growing number of women are joining in an anti-diet movement," The New York Times reported in 1992. "They are forming support groups and ceasing to diet with a resolve similar to that of secretaries who 20 years ago stopped getting coffee for their bosses. Others have smashed their bathroom scales with the abandon that some women in the 1960's burned their bras."

That same Times story included a quote from Wadden, who cautioned that these changing attitudes might end up being "dangerous." But Wadden's own views of dieting were also changing. His prior research showed that patients could lose up to one-fifth of their body weight by going on very strict diets that allowed for no more than 800 calories a day. But he'd found that it was difficult for his patients to maintain that loss for long, once the formal program was over. Now Wadden and other obesity researchers were reaching a consensus that behavioral interventions might produce in the very best scenario an average lasting weight loss of just 5 to 10 percent.

National surveys completed in 1994 showed that the adult obesity rate had surged by more than half since 1980, while the proportion of children classified as overweight had doubled. The need for weight control in America had never seemed so great, even as the chances of achieving it were never perceived to be so small.

Then a bolt of science landed in this muddle and despair. In December 1994, the Times ran an editorial on what was understood to be a pivotal discovery: A genetic basis for obesity had finally been found. Researchers at Rockefeller University were investigating a molecule, later named leptin, that gets secreted from fat cells and travels to the brain, and that causes feelings of satiety. Lab mice with mutations in the leptin gene--importantly, a gene also found in humans--overeat until they're three times the size of other mice. "The finding holds out the dazzling hope," the editorial explained, "that scientists may, eventually, come up with a drug treatment to help overweight Americans shed unwanted, unhealthy pounds."

Leptin-based treatments for obesity were in the works, according to the researchers, and might be ready for the public in five years, maybe 10. In the meantime, the suggestion that obesity was a biochemical disease, more a function of a person's genes than of their faulty habits or lack of will, dovetailed with the nation's shift away from dieting. If there was any hope of solving the problem of obesity, maybe this was it.

Wadden was ready to switch gears. "I realized that we had sort of reached our limits on what we could do with diet and physical activity," he said. Now, instead, he started looking into pharmaceuticals. He'd already run one weight-loss study using sertraline, better known as Zoloft, and found that it had no effect. In 1995, he turned to fen-phen.

Fen-phen wasn't new, exactly--versions of its component drugs had been prescribed for decades. But when those pills were taken separately, their side effects were difficult to handle: "Fen" would make you drowsy and might give you diarrhea; "phen" could be agitating and lead to constipation. By the 1990s, though, doctors had begun to give the two together, such that their side effects would cancel each other out. And then a new and better version of "fen"--not fenfluramine but dexfenfluramine--came under FDA review.

Some regulators worried that this better "fen" posed a risk of brain damage. And there were signs that "fen" in any form might lead to pulmonary hypertension, a heart-related ailment. But Americans had been prescribed regular fenfluramine since 1973, and the newer drug, dexfenfluramine, had been available in France since 1985. Experts took comfort in this history. Using language that is familiar from today's assurances regarding semaglutide and other GLP-1 drugs, they pointed out that millions were already on the medication. "It is highly unlikely that there is anything significant in toxicity to the drug that hasn't been picked up with this kind of experience," an FDA official named James Bilstad would later say in a Time cover story headlined "The Hot New Diet Pill." To prevent Americans with obesity from getting dexfenfluramine, supporters said, would be to surrender to a deadly epidemic. Judith Stern, an obesity expert and nutritionist at UC Davis, was clear about the stakes: "If they recommend no," she said of the FDA-committee members, "these doctors ought to be shot."

In April 1996, the doctors recommended yes: Dexfenfluramine was approved--and became an instant blockbuster. Patients received prescriptions by the hundreds of thousands every month. Sketchy wellness clinics--call toll-free, 1-888-4FEN-FEN--helped meet demand. Then, as now, experts voiced concerns about access. Then, as now, they worried that people who didn't really need the drugs were lining up to take them. By the end of the year, sales of "fen" alone had surpassed $300 million. "What we have here is probably the fastest launch of any drug in the history of the pharmaceutical industry," one financial analyst told reporters.

This wasn't just a drug launch. It was nothing less than an awakening, for doctors and their patients alike. Now a patient could be treated for excess weight in the same way they might be treated for diabetes or hypertension--with a drug they'd have to take for the rest of their life. That paradigm, Time explained, reflected a deeper shift in medicine. In a formulation that prefigures the nearly identical claims being made about Ozempic and its ilk today, the article heralded a "new understanding of obesity as a chronic disease rather than a failure of willpower."

Barb started on fen-phen two weeks after it was approved. "I had never in my life felt normal until after about a week or two on the medications," she'd later say. "My life before was hell." She was losing weight, her blood sugar was improving, and she was getting to the pool, swimming 100 lengths five or six days a week. A few months later, when she read in her local newspaper that the Florida Board of Medicine was considering putting limits on the use of fen-phen, she was disturbed enough to send a letter to the editor. "I thank the creators of fen/phen for helping to save my life," she wrote. "I don't want to see the medications regulated so intensely that people like me are left out."
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For another year, Barb kept taking fen-phen, and for another year she kept losing weight. By July of 1997, she'd lost 111 pounds.

Thomas Wadden and his colleague's fen-phen study had by then completed its second year. The data showed that their patients' shocking weight loss had mostly been maintained, as long as they stayed on the drugs. But before Wadden had the chance to write up the results, he got a call from Susan Yanovski, then a program officer at the National Institutes of Health and now a co-director of the NIH's Office of Obesity Research. We've got a problem, Yanovski told him.

News had just come out that, at the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota, two dozen women taking fen-phen--including six who were, like Barb, in their 30s--had developed cardiac conditions. A few had needed surgery, and on the operating table, doctors discovered that their heart valves were covered with a waxy plaque. They had "a glistening white appearance," the doctors said, suggestive of disease. Now Yanovski wanted Wadden to look more closely at the women in his study.

Wadden wasn't terribly concerned, because no one in his study had reported any heart symptoms. But ultrasounds revealed that nearly one-third of them had some degree of leakage in their heart valves. His "cure for obesity" was in fact a source of harm. "That just felt like a crushing blow," he told me. Several weeks later, a larger data set from the FDA confirmed the issue. Wadden worried to reporters that the whole fiasco would end up setting back obesity treatment by many years.

Read: The Ozempic revolution is stuck

The news put Barb in a panic. Not about her heart: The drug hadn't caused her any problems, as far as she could tell; it had only solved them. But now they were taking it away. What then? She'd already spoken out about her new and better life to local outlets; now she did so again, on national TV. On September 16, the day after fenfluramine in both of its forms was pulled from the market, Barb appeared on CBS This Morning. She explained then, as she later would to me, that fen-phen had flipped a switch inside her brain. There was desperation in her voice.

A few days later, she was in a limousine in New York City, invited to be on The Montel Williams Show. She wore a crisp floral dress; a chyron would identify her as "BARBARA: Will continue taking diet drug despite FDA recall." "I know I can't get any more," she told Williams. "I have to use up what I have. And then I don't know what I'm going to do after that. That's the problem--and that is what scares me to death." Telling people to lose weight the "natural way," she told another guest, who was suggesting that people with obesity need only go on low-carb diets, is like "asking a person with a thyroid condition to just stop their medication."

"I did all this stuff to shout it from the rooftops that I was doing so well on fen-phen," Barb told me. Still, all the warnings she'd been hearing on the news, and from her fellow Montel guests, started building up inside her head. When she got back to Orlando, she went to see her doctor, just in case. His testing showed that she did indeed have damage to her mitral valve, and that fen-phen seemed to be the cause.



 Barb swimming in 2003 (Courtesy of Barb Herrera)



Five months later, she was back on CBS to talk about her tragic turnabout. The newscast showed Doppler footage of the backwards flow of blood into her heart. She'd gone off the fen-phen and had rapidly regained weight. "The voices returned and came back in a furor I'd never heard before," Barb later wrote on her blog. "It was as if they were so angry at being silenced for so long, they were going to tell me 19 months' worth of what they wanted me to hear. I was forced to listen. And I ate. And I ate. And ate."
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The Publix supermarket chain has, since its founding more than 90 years ago in central Florida, offered "people weighers," free for use by all. They're big, old-fashioned things, shaped like lollipops, with a dial readout at the top and handlebars of stainless steel. By the time I visited Barb last fall, in a subdivision of Orlando, she was determined to go and use one.

She'd taken heed of what Ambati, the cardiologist, had told her when she went into the hospital in April 2022. She cut back on salt and stopped ordering from Uber Eats. That alone was enough to bring her weight down 40 pounds. Then she started on Trulicity, the brand name for a GLP-1 drug called dulaglutide that is prescribed to people with diabetes. (The drug was covered for her use by Medicaid.) In clinical trials, patients on dulaglutide tend to lose about 10 pounds, on average, in a year. For Barb, the effects were far more dramatic. When we first met in person, she'd been on Trulicity for 14 months--and had lost more than one-third of her body weight. "It's not even like I'm skinny, but compared to 405, I feel like an Olympic runner," she told me.

We arrived at the supermarket in tandem with another middle-aged woman who was also there to check her weight. "Okay, you first, jump on!" Barb said. "My dream weight. I love it!" she said, when the pointer tipped to 230 pounds. "Not mine," the other woman grumbled. Then Barb got on the scale and watched it spin to a little past 250. She was very pleased. The last number of the dial was 300. Even registering within its bounds was new.

Some people with obesity describe a sense of being trapped inside another person's body, such that their outward shape doesn't really match their inner one. For Barb, rapid weight loss has brought on a different metaphysical confusion. When she looks in the mirror, she sometimes sees her shape as it was two years ago. In certain corners of the internet, this is known as "phantom fat syndrome," but Barb dislikes that term. She thinks it should be called "body integration syndrome," stemming from a disconnect between your "larger-body memory" and "smaller-body reality."

She has experienced this phenomenon before. After learning that she had heart-valve damage from fen-phen, Barb joined a class-action lawsuit against the maker of dexfenfluramine, and eventually received a substantial payout. In 2001, she put that money toward what would be her second weight-loss miracle--bariatric surgery. The effects were jarring, she remembers. Within just three months, she'd lost 100 pounds; within a year, she'd lost 190. She could ride a bike now, and do a cartwheel. "It was freakin' wild," she told me. "I didn't have an idea of my body size." She found herself still worried over whether chairs would break when she sat down. Turnstiles were confusing. For most of her adult life, she'd had to rotate sideways to go through them if she couldn't find a gate, so that's what she continued doing. Then one day her partner said, "No, just walk through straight," and that's what she did.

Weight-loss surgery was somewhat unusual at the time, despite its record of success. About 60,000 such procedures were performed in 2001, by one estimate; compare that with the millions of Americans who had been taking fen-phen just a few years earlier. Bariatric surgeons and obesity physicians have debated why this treatment has been so grossly "underutilized." (Even now, fewer than 1 percent of eligible patients with obesity have the procedure.) Surely some are dissuaded by the scalpel: As with any surgery, this one carries risks. It's also clear that many doctors have refrained from recommending it. But the fen-phen fiasco of the late 1990s cast its shadow on the field as well. The very idea of "treating" excess weight, whether with a pill or with a knife, had been discredited. It seemed ill-advised, if not old-fashioned.

Read: The science behind Ozempic was wrong

By the turn of the millennium, a newer way to think about America's rising rates of obesity was starting to take hold. The push was led by Thomas Wadden's close friend and colleague Kelly Brownell. In the 1970s, the two had played together in a bluegrass band--Wadden on upright bass, Brownell on guitar--and they later worked together at the University of Pennsylvania. But when their field lost faith in low-calorie diets as a source of lasting weight loss, the two friends went in opposite directions. Wadden looked for ways to fix a person's chemistry, so he turned to pharmaceuticals. Brownell had come to see obesity as a product of our toxic food environment: He meant to fix the world to which a person's chemistry responded, so he started getting into policy.

Inspired by successful efforts to reduce tobacco use, Brownell laid out a raft of new proposals in the '90s to counter the effects of junk-food culture: a tax on non-nutritious snacks; a crackdown on deceptive health claims; regulation of what gets sold to kids inside school buildings. Those ideas didn't find much traction while the nation was obsessed with fen-phen, but they caught on quickly in the years that followed, amid new and scary claims that obesity was indirectly hurting all Americans, not just the people with a lot of excess weight.

In 2003, the U.S. surgeon general declared obesity "the terror within, a threat that is every bit as real to America as the weapons of mass destruction"; a few months later, Eric Finkelstein, an economist who studies the social costs of obesity, put out an influential paper finding that excess weight was associated with up to $79 billion in health-care spending in 1998, of which roughly half was paid by Medicare and Medicaid. (Later he'd conclude that the number had nearly doubled in a decade.) In 2004, Finkelstein attended an Action on Obesity summit hosted by the Mayo Clinic, at which numerous social interventions were proposed, including calorie labeling in workplace cafeterias and mandatory gym class for children of all grades.

As the environmental theory gained currency, public-health officials took notice. In 2006, for example, the New York City Board of Health moved to require that calorie counts be posted on many chain restaurants' menus, so customers would know how much they were eating. The city also banned trans fats.


While first lady, Michelle Obama planted an organic garden at the White House as part of her effort to promote healthy eating. (Aude Guerrucci / Getty)



Soon, the federal government took up many of the ideas that Brownell had helped popularize. Barack Obama had promised while campaigning for president that if America's obesity trends could be reversed, the Medicare system alone would save "a trillion dollars." By fighting fat, he implied, his ambitious plan for health-care reform would pay for itself. Once he was in office, his administration pulled every policy lever it could. The nation's school-lunch program was overhauled. Nutrition labels got an update from the FDA, with more prominent displays of calories and a line for "added sugars." Food benefits for families in poverty were adjusted to allow the purchase of more fruits and vegetables. The Affordable Care Act brought calorie labeling to chain restaurants nationwide and pushed for weight-loss programs through employer-based insurance plans.

Michelle Obama helped guide these efforts, working with marketing experts to develop ways of nudging kids toward better diets and pledging to eliminate "food deserts," or neighborhoods that lacked convenient access to healthy, affordable food. She was relentless in her public messaging; she planted an organic garden at the White House and promoted her signature "Let's Move!" campaign around the country. The first lady also led a separate, private-sector push for change within Big Food. In 2010, the beverage giants agreed to add calorie labels to the front of their bottles and cans; PepsiCo pledged major cuts in fat, sodium, and added sugars across its entire product line within a decade.

An all-out war on soda would come to stand in for these broad efforts. Nutrition studies found that half of all Americans were drinking sugar-sweetened beverages every day, and that consumption of these accounted for one-third of the added sugar in adults' diets. Studies turned up links between people's soft-drink consumption and their risks for type 2 diabetes and obesity. A new strand of research hinted that "liquid calories" in particular were dangerous to health.

Brownell led the growing calls for an excise tax on soft drinks, like the one in place for cigarettes, as a way of limiting their sales. Few such measures were passed--the beverage industry did everything it could to shut them down--but the message at their core, that soda was a form of poison like tobacco, spread. In San Francisco and New York, public-service campaigns showed images of soda bottles pouring out a stream of glistening, blood-streaked fat. Michelle Obama led an effort to depict water--plain old water--as something "cool" to drink.

The social engineering worked. Slowly but surely, Americans' lamented lifestyle began to shift. From 2001 to 2018, added-sugar intake dropped by about one-fifth among children, teens, and young adults. From the late 1970s through the early 2000s, the obesity rate among American children had roughly tripled; then, suddenly, it flattened out. And although the obesity rate among adults was still increasing, its climb seemed slower than before. Americans' long-standing tendency to eat ever-bigger portions also seemed to be abating.

But sugary drinks--liquid candy, pretty much--were always going to be a soft target for the nanny state. Fixing the food environment in deeper ways proved much harder. "The tobacco playbook pretty much only works for soda, because that's the closest analogy we have as a food item," Dariush Mozaffarian, a cardiologist and the director of the Food Is Medicine Institute at Tufts University, told me. But that tobacco playbook doesn't work to increase consumption of fruits and vegetables, he said. It doesn't work to increase consumption of beans. It doesn't work to make people eat more nuts or seeds or extra-virgin olive oil.

Read: What happens when you've been on Ozempic for 20 years?

Careful research in the past decade has shown that many of the Obama-era social fixes did little to alter behavior or improve our health. Putting calorie labels on menus seemed to prompt at most a small decline in the amount of food people ate. Employer-based wellness programs (which are still offered by 80 percent of large companies) were shown to have zero tangible effects. Health-care spending, in general, kept going up.

And obesity rates resumed their ascent. Today, 20 percent of American children have obesity. For all the policy nudges and the sensible revisions to nutrition standards, food companies remain as unfettered as they were in the 1990s, Kelly Brownell told me. "Is there anything the industry can't do now that it was doing then?" he asked. "The answer really is no. And so we have a very predictable set of outcomes."

"Our public-health efforts to address obesity have failed," Eric Finkelstein, the economist, told me.
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The success of Barb's gastric-bypass surgery was also limited. "Most people reach their lowest weight about a year post-surgery," Gretchen White, an epidemiologist at the University of Pittsburgh, told me. "We call it their weight nadir."

Barb's weight nadir came 14 months after surgery; she remembers exactly when things began to turn around. She was in a store buying jeans, and realized she could fit into a size 8. By then she'd lost 210 pounds; her BMI was down to 27--lower than the average for a woman her age. Her body had changed so much that she was scared. "It was just too freaky to be that small," she told me. "I wasn't me. I wasn't substantial." She was used to feeling unseen, but now, in this new state, she felt like she was disappearing in a different way. "It's really weird when you're really, really fat," she said. "People look at you, but they also look through you. You're just, like, invisible. And then when you're really small you're invisible too, because you're one of the herd. You're one of everybody."

At that point, she started to rebound. The openings into her gastric pouch--the section of her stomach that wasn't bypassed--stretched back to something like their former size. And Barb found ways to "eat around" the surgery, as doctors say, by taking food throughout the day in smaller portions. Her experience was not unusual. Bariatric surgeries can be highly effective for some people and nearly useless for others. Long-term studies have found that 30 percent of those who receive the same procedure Barb did regain at least one-quarter of what they lost within two years of reaching their weight nadir; more than half regain that much within five years.


New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg tried to implement a ban on oversize sugary drinks. (Allison Joyce / Getty)



But if the effects of Barb's surgery were quickly wearing off, its side effects were not: She now had iron, calcium, and B12 deficiencies resulting from the changes to her gut. She looked into getting a revision of the surgery--a redo, more or less--but insurance wouldn't cover it, and by then the money from her fen-phen settlement had run out. The pounds kept coming back.

Barb's relationship to medicine had long been complicated by her size. She found the health-care system ill-equipped--or just unwilling--to give her even basic care. During one hospital visit in 1993, she remembers, a nurse struggled to wrap a blood-pressure cuff around her upper arm. When it didn't fit, he tried to strap it on with tape, but even then, the cuff kept splitting open. "It just grabs your skin and gives you bruises. It's really painful," she said. Later she'd find out that the measurement can also be taken by putting the cuff around a person's forearm. But at the time, she could only cry.

"That was the moment that I was like, This is fucked up. This is just wrong, that I have to sit here and cry in the emergency room because someone is incompetent with my body." She found that every health concern she brought to doctors might be taken as a referendum, in some way, on her body size. "If I stubbed my toe or whatever, they'd just say 'Lose weight.' " She began to notice all the times she'd be in a waiting room and find that every chair had arms. She realized that if she was having a surgical procedure, she'd need to buy herself a plus-size gown--or else submit to being covered with a bedsheet when the nurses realized that nothing else would fit. At one appointment, for the removal of a cancerous skin lesion on her back, Barb's health-care team tried rolling her onto her side while she was under anesthesia, and accidentally let her slip. When she woke, she found a laceration to her breast and bruises on her arm.

Barb grew angrier and more direct about her needs--You'll have to find me a different chair, she started saying to receptionists. Many others shared her rage. Activists had long decried the cruel treatment of people with obesity: The National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance had existed, for example, in one form or another, since 1969; the Council on Size & Weight Discrimination had been incorporated in 1991. But in the early 2000s, the ideas behind this movement began to wend their way deeper into academia, and they soon gained some purchase with the public.

In 1999, when Rebecca Puhl arrived at Yale to work with Kelly Brownell toward her Ph.D. in clinical psychology, she'd given little thought to weight-based discrimination. But Brownell had received a grant to research the topic, and he put Puhl on the project. "She basically created a field," Brownell said. While he focused on the dark seductions of our food environment, Puhl studied size discrimination, and how it could be treated as a health condition of its own. From the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s, the proportion of adults who said they'd experienced discrimination on account of their height or weight increased by two-thirds, going up to 12 percent. Puhl and others started citing evidence that this form of discrimination wasn't merely a source of psychic harm, but also of obesity itself. Studies found that the experience of weight discrimination is associated with overeating, and with the risk of weight gain over time.

Puhl's approach took for granted that being very fat could make you sick. Others attacked the very premise of a "healthy weight": People do not have any fundamental need, they argued, morally or medically, to strive for smaller bodies as an end in itself. They called for resistance to the ideology of anti-fatness, with its profit-making arms in health care and consumer goods. The Association for Size Diversity and Health formed in 2003; a year later, dozens of scholars working on weight-related topics joined together to create the academic field of fat studies.

Read: Why scientists can't agree on whether it's unhealthy to be overweight

Some experts were rethinking their advice on food and diet. At UC Davis, a physiologist named Lindo Bacon who had struggled to overcome an eating disorder had been studying the effects of "intuitive eating," which aims to promote healthy, sustainable behavior without fixating on what you weigh or how you look. Bacon's mentor at the time was Judith Stern--the obesity expert who in 1995 proposed that any FDA adviser who voted against approving dexfenfluramine "ought to be shot." By 2001, Bacon, who uses they/them pronouns, had received their Ph.D. and finished a rough draft of a book, Health at Every Size, which drew inspiration from a broader movement by that name among health-care practitioners. Bacon struggled to find a publisher. "I have a stack of well over 100 rejections," they told me.

But something shifted in the ensuing years. In 2007, Bacon got a different response, and the book was published. Health at Every Size became a point of entry for a generation of young activists and, for a time, helped shape Americans' understanding of obesity.

As the size-diversity movement grew, its values were taken up--or co-opted--by Big Business. Dove had recently launched its "Campaign for Real Beauty," which included plus-size women. (Ad Age later named it the best ad campaign of the 21st century.) People started talking about "fat shaming" as something to avoid. The heightened sensitivity started showing up in survey data, too. In 2010, fewer than half of U.S. adults expressed support for giving people with obesity the same legal protections from discrimination offered to people with disabilities. In 2015, that rate had risen to three-quarters.

In Bacon's view, the 2000s and 2010s were glory years. "People came together and they realized that they're not alone, and they can start to be critical of the ideas that they've been taught," Bacon told me. "We were on this marvelous path of gaining more credibility for the whole Health at Every Size movement, and more awareness."

But that sense of unity proved short-lived; the movement soon began to splinter. Black women have the highest rates of obesity, and disproportionately high rates of associated health conditions. Yet according to Fatima Cody Stanford, an obesity-medicine physician at Harvard Medical School, Black patients with obesity get lower-quality care than white patients with obesity. "Even amongst Medicaid beneficiaries, we see differences in who is getting access to therapies," she told me. "I think this is built into the system."

That system was exactly what Bacon and the Health at Every Size movement had set out to reform. The problem, as they saw it, was not so much that Black people lacked access to obesity medicine, but that, as Bacon and the Black sociologist Sabrina Strings argued in a 2020 article, Black women have been "specifically targeted" for weight loss, which Bacon and Strings saw as a form of racism. But members of the fat-acceptance movement pointed out that their own most visible leaders, including Bacon, were overwhelmingly white. "White female dietitians have helped steal and monetize the body positive movement," Marquisele Mercedes, a Black activist and public-health Ph.D. student, wrote in September 2020. "And I'm sick of it."

Tensions over who had the standing to speak, and on which topics, boiled over. In 2022, following allegations that Bacon had been exploitative and condescending toward Black colleagues, the Association for Size Diversity and Health expelled them from its ranks and barred them from attending its events. ("They were accusing me of taking center stage and not appropriately deferring to marginalized people," Bacon told me. "That's never been true.")

As the movement succumbed to in-fighting, its momentum with the public stalled. If attitudes about fatness among the general public had changed during the 2000s and 2010s, it was only to a point. The idea that some people can indeed be "fit but fat," though backed up by research, has always been a tough sell. Although Americans had become less inclined to say they valued thinness, measures of their implicit attitudes seemed fairly stable. Outside of a few cities such as San Francisco and Madison, Wisconsin, new body-size-discrimination laws were never passed. (Puhl has been testifying regularly in support of the same proposed bill in Massachusetts since 2007, to no avail.) And, as always, obesity rates themselves kept going up.

In the meantime, thinness was coming back into fashion. In the spring of 2022, Kim Kardashian--whose "curvy" physique has been a media and popular obsession--boasted about crash-dieting in advance of the Met Gala. A year later, the model and influencer Felicity Hayward warned Vogue Business that "plus-size representation has gone backwards." In March of this year, the singer Lizzo, whose body pride has long been central to her public persona, told The New York Times that she's been trying to lose weight. "I'm not going to lie and say I love my body every day," she said.

Among the many other dramatic effects of the GLP-1 drugs, they may well have released a store of pent-up social pressure to lose weight. If ever there was a time to debate that impulse, and to question its origins and effects, it would be now. But Puhl told me that no one can even agree on which words are inoffensive. The medical field still uses obesity, as a description of a diagnosable disease. But many activists despise that phrase--some spell it with an asterisk in place of the e--and propose instead to reclaim fat. Everyone seems to agree on the most important, central fact: that we should be doing everything we can to limit weight stigma. But that hasn't been enough to stop the arguing.
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Not long before my visit to Orlando in October, Barb had asked her endocrinologist to switch her from Trulicity to Mounjaro, because she'd heard it was more effective. (This, too, was covered under Medicaid.) A few weeks later, Barb blogged about the feeling of being stuck--physically stuck--inside her body. "Anyone who has been immobilized by fat and then freed, understands my sense of amazement that I can walk without a walker and not ride the scooter in the store," she wrote. "Two years ago, all I could do was wait to die. I never thought I would be released from my prison of fat."


Barb has been a frequent visitor to Disney World, but until recently she needed an electric scooter to navigate the park. (Courtesy of Barb Herrera)



In all that time when she could barely move, of all the places that she couldn't really go, Disney World stood out. Barb is the sort of person who holds many fascinations--meditation, 1980s lesbian politics, the rock band Queen--but Disney may be chief among them. She has a Tinker Bell tattoo on her calf, and a trio of Mickey Mouse balloons on her shoulder. Her wallet shows the plus-size villain Ursula, from The Little Mermaid. "It's just a place where you can go and be treated beautifully," she said. "No matter who you are, no matter what country you're from, no matter what language you speak. It's just wonderful and beautiful."

She'd been raised in the theme park, more or less: Her mother got a job there in the 1970s, and that meant Barb could go for free--which she did as often as she could, almost from the time that it first opened, and for decades after. She was at Disney when Epcot opened in 1982, just weeks before she gave birth to her first child. Later on she helped produce a book about where to eat at Disney if you're vegetarian, and published tips for how to get around the parks--and navigate the seating for their rides--whether you're "Pooh-size" or "Baloo-size." She worked at Disney, too, first as an independent tour guide and photographer, then as a phone operator for the resorts. "They used to pull me off of the telephones to go test new rides to see how large people could do on them," she told me.

But lately she'd only watched the park's events on livestream. The last time she'd gone in person, in 2021, she was using a scooter for mobility. "I dream of one day walking at Disney World once again," she'd written on her blog. So we called a car and headed over.

Barb was exhilarated--so was I--when we strolled into the multistory lobby of the Animal Kingdom Lodge, with its shiny floors, vaulted ceilings, indoor suspension bridge, and 16-foot, multicolored Igbo Ijele mask. Barb bought a pair of Minnie Mouse ears at the gift shop, and kibitzed for a while with the cashier. Before, she would have had to ask me to go and get the ears on her behalf, she said, so she wouldn't have to maneuver through the store on wheels. We walked down the stairs--we walked down the stairs, Barb observed with wonderment--to get breakfast at a restaurant called Boma. "Welcome, welcome, welcome! Have a Boma-tastic breakfast!" the host said.

Barb relished being in the lodge again, and had lots to say, to me and everyone. "My mom was a cast member for 42 years," she informed our server at one point. Even just that fact was a reminder of how much Disney World, and the people in it, had evolved during her lifetime. When her mom started to gain weight, Barb remembered, her manager demanded that she go on a diet. "They didn't even make a costume bigger than a 16," Barb said. As Americans got bigger, that policy had to be abandoned. "They needed people to work," she said, with a glance around the restaurant, where kids and parents alike were squeezing into seats, not all of which looked entirely sufficient. It was easy to imagine what the crowd at Boma might have looked like 20 years ago, when the restaurant first opened, and when the adult obesity rate was just half of what it is today.

"I feel smaller than a lot of these people, which is really interesting," Barb said. "I don't even know if I am, but I feel like it. And that is surreal."

Things feel surreal these days to just about anyone who has spent years thinking about obesity. At 71, after more than four decades in the field, Thomas Wadden now works part-time, seeing patients just a few days a week. But the arrival of the GLP-1 drugs has kept him hanging on for a few more years, he said. "It's too much of an exciting period to leave obesity research right now."

Read: How obesity became a disease

His bluegrass buddy, Kelly Brownell, stepped down from his teaching and administrative responsibilities last July. "I see the drugs as having great benefit," Brownell told me, even as he quickly cited the unknowns: whether the drugs' cost will be overwhelming, or if they'll be unsafe or ineffective after long-term use. "There's also the risk that attention will be drawn away from certain changes that need to be made to address the problem," he said. When everyone is on semaglutide or tirzepatide, will the soft-drink companies--Brownell's nemeses for so many years--feel as if a burden has been lifted? "My guess is the food industry is probably really happy to see these drugs come along," he said. They'll find a way to reach the people who are taking GLP-1s, with foods and beverages in smaller portions, maybe. At the same time, the pressures to cut back on where and how they sell their products will abate.

For Dariush Mozaffarian, the nutritionist and cardiologist at Tufts, the triumph in obesity treatment only highlights the abiding mystery of why Americans are still getting fatter, even now. Perhaps one can lay the blame on "ultraprocessed" foods, he said. Maybe it's a related problem with our microbiomes. Or it could be that obesity, once it takes hold within a population, tends to reproduce itself through interactions between a mother and a fetus. Others have pointed to increasing screen time, how much sleep we get, which chemicals are in the products that we use, and which pills we happen to take for our many other maladies. "The GLP-1s are just a perfect example of how poorly we understand obesity," Mozaffarian told me. "Any explanation of why they cause weight loss is all post-hoc hand-waving now, because we have no idea. We have no idea why they really work and people are losing weight."

The new drugs--and the "new understanding of obesity" that they have supposedly occasioned--could end up changing people's attitudes toward body size. But in what ways? When the American Medical Association declared obesity a disease in 2013, Rebecca Puhl told me, some thought "it might reduce stigma, because it was putting more emphasis on the uncontrollable factors that contribute to obesity." Others guessed that it would do the opposite, because no one likes to be "diseased." Already people on these drugs are getting stigmatized twice over: first for the weight at which they started, and then again for how they chose to lose it.

Barb herself has been evangelizing for her current medications with as much fervor as she showed for fen-phen. She has a blog devoted to her experience with GLP-1 drugs, called Health at Any Cost. As we stood up from our breakfast in the Animal Kingdom Lodge, Barb checked her phone and saw a text from her daughter Meghann, who had started on tirzepatide a couple of months before Barb did. " 'Thirty-five pounds down,' " Barb read aloud. " 'Medium top. Extra-large leggings, down from 4X' ... She looks like the child I knew. When she was so big, she looked so different."

In November, Barb's son, Tristan, started on tirzepatide too. She attributes his and Meghann's struggles to their genes. Later that month, when she was out at Meghann's house in San Antonio for Thanksgiving, she sent me a photo of the three of them together--"the Tirzepatide triplets."

She'd always worried that her kids might be doomed to experience the same chronic conditions that she has. All she could do before was tell them to "stay active." Now she imagines that this chain might finally be broken. "Is the future for my progeny filled with light and the joy of not being fat?" she wrote in a blog post last fall.


Barb at home in Orlando in April. Since starting on GLP-1 drugs two years ago, she has lost more than 200 pounds. (Stacy Kranitz for The Atlantic)



Barb's energy was still limited, and on the day we visited Disney World, she didn't yet feel ready to venture out much past the lodge. Before we went back to her house, I pressed her on the limits of this fantasy about her kids' and grandkids' lives. How could she muster so much optimism, given all the false miracles that she'd experienced before? She'd gone on fen-phen and ended up with heart damage. She'd had a gastric bypass and ended up anemic. And we hadn't even had the chance to talk about her brief affair with topiramate, another drug prescribed for weight loss that had quieted the voices in her head for a stretch in 2007--until it made her feel depressed. (Topiramate is "the new fen/phen and I am blessed to have it in my life/head/mind," she'd written on her blog back then. Ten years later she would pledge, in boldface: "I will never diet or take diet drugs again. Ever.")

After all of these disappointments, why wasn't there another kind of nagging voice that wouldn't stop--a sense of worry over what the future holds? And if she wasn't worried for herself, then what about for Meghann or for Tristan, who are barely in their 40s? Wouldn't they be on these drugs for another 40 years, or even longer? But Barb said she wasn't worried--not at all. "The technology is so much better now." If any problems come up, the scientists will find solutions.

Still, she'd been a bit more circumspect just a few months earlier, the first time that we spoke by phone. "There's a part of me that thinks I should be worried," she told me then. "But I don't even care. What I care about is today, how do I feel today." She was making travel plans to see her grandkids over Labor Day, after not having been on an airplane for 15 years because of her size. "I'm so excited, I can hardly stand it," she said. Since then she's gone to see them twice, including Thanksgiving; the last time she went, she didn't even need to buy two seats on the plane. She's also been back to Disney since our visit. This time, she had more energy. "When I walked out the back door of the Beach Club and headed towards EPCOT," she wrote on her blog, "I felt like I was flying."



This article appears in the June 2024 print edition with the headline "Ozempic or Bust."
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A Fundamental Stage of Human Reproduction Is Shifting

Can humans ever break free of menopause?

by Katherine J. Wu




For a long time, having children has been a young person's game. Although ancient records are sparse, researchers estimate that, for most of human history, women most typically conceived their first child in their late teens or early 20s and stopped having kids shortly thereafter.

But in recent decades, people around the world, especially in wealthy, developed countries, have been starting their families later and later. Since the 1970s, American women have on average delayed the beginning of parenthood from age 21 to 27; Korean women have nudged the number past 32. As more women have kids in their 40s, the average age at which women give birth to any of their kids is now above 30, or fast approaching it, in most high-income nations.

Rama Singh, an evolutionary biologist at McMaster University, in Canada, thinks that if women keep having babies later in life, another fundamental reproductive stage could change: Women might start to enter menopause later too. That age currently sits around 50, a figure that some researchers believe has held since the genesis of our species. But to Singh's mind, no ironclad biological law is stopping women's reproductive years from stretching far past that threshold. If women decide to keep having kids at older ages, he told me, one day, hundreds of thousands of years from now, menopause could--theoretically--entirely disappear.

Singh's viewpoint is not mainstream in his field. But shifts in human childbearing behavior aren't the only reason that menopause may be on the move. Humans are, on the whole, living longer now, and are in several ways healthier than our ancient ancestors. And in the past few decades, especially, researchers have made technological leaps that enable them to tinker like never before with how people's bodies function and age. All of these factors might well combine to alter menopause's timeline. It's a grand experiment in human reproduction, and scientists don't yet know what the result might be.

So far, scientists have only scant evidence that the age of onset for menopause has begun to drift. Just a few studies, mostly tracking trends from recent decades, have noted a shift on the order of a year or two among women in certain Western countries, including the U.S. and Finland. Singh, though, thinks that could be just the start. Menopause can come on anywhere from a person's 30s to their 60s, and the timing appears to be heavily influenced by genetics. That variation suggests some evolutionary wiggle room. If healthy kids keep being born to older and older parents, "I could see the age of menopause getting later," Megan Arnot, an anthropologist at University College London, told me.



Singh's idea assumes that menopause is not necessary for humans--or any animal, for that matter--to survive. And if a species' primary directive is to perpetuate itself, a lifespan that substantially exceeds fertility does seem paradoxical. Researchers have found lengthy post-reproductive lifespans in only a handful of other creatures--among them, five species of toothed whales, plus a single population of wild chimpanzees. But women consistently spend a third to half of their life in menopause, the most documented in any mammal.

In humans, menopause occurs around the time when ovaries contain fewer than about 1,000 eggs, at which point ovulation halts and bodywide levels of hormones such as estrogen plummet. But there's no biological imperative for female reproductive capacity to flame out after five decades of life. Each human woman is born with some 1 to 2 million eggs--comparable to what researchers have estimated in elephants, which remain fertile well into their 60s and 70s. Nor do animal eggs appear to have a built-in expiration date: Certain whales, for instance, have been documented bearing offspring past the age of 100.

Read: Why killer whales (and humans) go through menopause

This disconnect has led some researchers to conclude that menopause is an unfortunate evolutionary accident. Maybe, as some have argued, menopause is a by-product of long lifespans evolving so quickly that the ovaries didn't catch up. But many women have survived well past menopause for the bulk of human history. Singh contends that menopause is a side effect of men preferring to mate with younger women, allowing fertility-compromising mutations to accumulate in aged females. (Had women been the ones to seek out only younger men, he told me, men would have evolved their own version of menopause.) Others disagree: Arnot told me that, if anything, many of today's men may prefer younger women because fertility declines with age, rather than the other way around.

But the preponderance of evidence supports menopause being beneficial to the species it's evolved in, including us, Francisco Ubeda de Torres, a mathematical biologist at Royal Holloway, University of London, told me. Certainly, menopause was important enough that it appears to have arisen multiple times--at least four separate times among whales alone, Samuel Ellis, a biologist at the University of Exeter, told me.

One of the most prominent and well-backed ideas about why revolves around grandmothering. Maybe menopause evolved to rid older women of the burden of fertility, freeing up their time and energy to allow them to help their offspring raise their own needy kids. In human populations around the world, grandmother input has clearly boosted the survival of younger generations; the same appears to be true among orcas and other toothed whales. Kristen Hawkes, an anthropologist at the University of Utah, argues that the influence of menopausal grandmothering was so immense that it helped us grow bigger brains and shaped the family structures that still govern modern societies; it is, she told me, sufficient to explain menopause in humans, and what has made us the people we are today.

From the October 2019 issue: The secret power of menopause

Some researchers suspect that menopause may have other perks. Kevin Langergraber, an ecologist at Arizona State University, points out that certain populations of chimpanzees can also live well past menopause, even though their species doesn't really grandmother at all. In chimpanzees and some other animals, he told me, menopause might help reduce the competition for resources between mothers and their children as they simultaneously try to raise young offspring.

Regardless of the precise reasons, menopause may be deeply ingrained in our lineage--so much so that it could be difficult to adjust or undo. After all this time of living with an early end to ovulation, there is probably "no single master time-giver" switch that could be flipped to simply extend human female fertility, Michael Cant, an evolutionary biologist at the University of Exeter, told me.



Perhaps, though, menopause's timeline could still change--not on scales of hundreds of thousands of years, but within generations. Malnutrition and smoking, for instance, are linked to an early sunsetting of menses, while contraceptive use may push the age of menopause onset back--potentially because of the ways in which these factors can affect hormones. Menopause also tends to occur earlier among women of lower socioeconomic status and with less education. Accordingly, interventions as simple as improving childhood nutrition might be enough to raise the average start of menopause in certain parts of the world, Lynnette Sievert, an anthropologist at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, told me.

Read: Why so many accidental pregnancies happen in your 40s

Changes such as those would likely operate mostly on the margins--perhaps closing some of the gaps between poorer and richer nations, which can span about five years. Bigger shifts, experts told me, would probably require medical innovation that can slow, halt, or even reverse the premature aging of the ovaries, and maintain a person's prior levels of estrogen and other reproductive hormones. Kara Goldman, an obstetrician-gynecologist and a reproductive scientist at Northwestern University, told me that one key to the ovarian fountain of youth might be finding drugs to preserve the structures that house immature eggs in a kind of dormant early state. Other researchers see promise in rejuvenating the tissues that maintain eggs in a healthy state. Still others are generating cells and hormones in the lab in an attempt to supplement what the aging female body naturally loses. Deena Emera, an evolutionary geneticist at the Buck Institute for Research on Aging, in California, thinks some of the best inspiration could come from species that stay fertile very late into life. Bowhead whales, for instance, can reproduce past the age of 100--and don't seem to succumb to cancer. Maybe, Emera told me, they're especially good at repairing DNA damage in reproductive and nonreproductive cells alike.

Some women may welcome an extended interval in which to consider having kids, but Goldman and Emera are most focused on minimizing menopause's health costs. Studies have repeatedly linked the menopause-related drop in hormones to declines in bone health; some research has pointed to cardiovascular and cognitive issues as well. Entering menopause can entail years of symptoms such as hot flashes, urinary incontinence, vaginal dryness, insomnia, and low libido. Putting all of that off, perhaps indefinitely, could extend the period in which women live healthfully, buoyed by their reproductive hormones.

Read: Women in menopause are getting short shrift

Extending the ovaries' shelf life won't necessarily reverse or even mitigate menopause's unwanted effects, Stephanie Faubion, the director of Mayo Clinic's Center for Women's Health, told me. Plus, it may come with additional risks related to later-in-life pregnancies. It could also raise a woman's chances of breast or uterine cancer, blood clots, and stroke, Jerilynn Prior, an endocrinologist at the University of British Columbia, told me. And putting off menopause may also mean more years of menstruation and contraception, a prospect that will likely give many women pause, says Nanette Santoro, an obstetrician-gynecologist and a reproductive scientist at the University of Colorado School of Medicine.

But several researchers think some tweaking is worth a shot. Even if menopause once helped our species survive, Goldman said, "it's hard to imagine" that's still the case. Evolution may have saddled us with an odd misalignment in the lifespans of the ovaries and the other organs they live alongside. But it has also equipped us with the smarts to potentially break free of those limits.
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Hypochondria Never Dies

The diagnosis is officially gone, but health anxiety is everywhere.

by Meghan O'Rourke




At breakfast the other week, I noticed a bulging lump on my son's neck. Within minutes of anxious Googling, I'd convinced myself that he had a serious undiagnosed medical condition--and the more I looked, the more apprehensive I got. Was it internal jugular phlebectasia, which might require surgery? Or a sign of lymphoma, which my father had been diagnosed with before he died? A few hours and a visit to the pediatrician later, I returned home with my tired child in tow, embarrassed but also relieved: The "problem" was just a benignly protuberant jugular vein.

My experience was hardly unique. We live in an era of mounting health worries. The ease of online medical self-diagnosis has given rise to what's called cyberchondria: concern, fueled by consulting "Dr. Google," that escalates into full-blown anxiety. Our medical system features ever more powerful technologies and proliferating routine preventive exams--scans that peer inside us, promising to help prolong our lives; blood tests that spot destructive inflammation; genetic screenings that assess our chances of developing disease. Intensive vigilance about our health has become the norm, simultaneously unsettling and reassuring. Many of us have experienced periods of worry before or after a mammogram or colonoscopy, or bouts of panic like mine about my son's neck. For some, such interludes become consuming and destabilizing. Today, at least 4 percent of Americans are known to be affected by what is now labeled "health anxiety," and some estimates suggest that the prevalence is more like 12 percent.

And yet hypochondria, you may be surprised to learn, officially no longer exists. In 2013, the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, the so-called bible of psychiatric conditions, eliminated hypochondriasis. The change reflected an overdue need to reconceive a diagnosis that people found stigmatizing because it implied that hypochondriacs are neurotic malingerers whose symptoms aren't "real." The DSM introduced two distinct new diagnoses, illness anxiety disorder and somatic symptom disorder, both of which aim to be neutrally clinical descriptions of people with "extensive worries about health." What differentiates them is the presence or absence of physical symptoms accompanying those fears.

The symptoms and meanings of hypochondria have shifted continually, always in step with changing conceptions of wellness and disease.

But the efforts to delineate the spectrum of health anxiety, however, fall short of clarifying the murky nature of hypochondria. The ostensibly helpful terms are actually anything but that. Although we know more than ever before about the diseases and mental illnesses that afflict us, the body's most obdurate mysteries remain. Doctors and patients must navigate them together. The only way to do so is by setting aside any impulse to moralize and by embracing uncertainty--the very thing that modern medicine is least equipped to do. The abyss between patients' subjective experience of symptoms and medicine's desire for objectivity is hard to bridge, as the scholar Catherine Belling notes in A Condition of Doubt. This is the space where hypochondria still lives.

The timing of the writer Caroline Crampton's new book, A Body Made of Glass: A Cultural History of Hypochondria, couldn't be better. What her belletristic account of hypochondria's long and twisting lineage sometimes lacks in authoritative rigor, it makes up for in vivid evocations of being a patient. Her youthful experience with cancer and the anxiety she has suffered ever since propel her undertaking: a tour that includes a sampling of evolving medical science about the condition, as well as literary reflections (from, among others, John Donne, Moliere, Marcel Proust, Virginia Woolf, and Philip Larkin) on the doubt and fear that are inseparable from life in a body that gets sick.

Read: The psychology of irrational fear

Hypochondria, as Crampton highlights, is not just a lay term for a tendency to worry about illness that isn't there. It's a diagnosis that has existed for hundreds of years. The attendant symptoms and meanings have shifted continually, always in step with changing conceptions of wellness and disease. In that sense, the history of hypochondria reflects one constant: Each era's ideas track its limited understanding of health, and demonstrate a desire for clarity about the body and illness that again and again proves elusive. Knowing this doesn't stop Crampton from dreaming of a "definitive test for everything, including health anxiety itself."

Hippocrates, known as the father of medicine, used the term hypochondrium in the fifth century B.C.E. to identify a physical location--the area beneath the ribs, where the spleen was known to lie. Hippocratic medicine held that health depended on a balance among four humors--blood, black bile, yellow bile, and phlegm--that affected both body and mind. An excess of black bile, thought to collect in the organs of the hypochondrium, where many people experienced unpleasant digestive symptoms, could also cause responses such as moodiness and sadness. The term hypochondria thus came to be associated, as the humoral theory persisted into the Renaissance, not only with symptoms like an upset stomach but also with sluggishness, anxiety, and melancholy--a convergence of "two seemingly unrelated processes within the body: digestive function and emotional disorder," as Crampton notes.

By the 17th century, the notion of hypochondria as a fundamentally physical condition that also had mental symptoms had been firmly established. In The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), the English writer and scholar Robert Burton described it as a subset of melancholia, noting a "splenetic hypochondriacal wind" accompanied by "sharp belchings" and "rumbling in the guts," along with feeling "fearful, sad, suspicious"--an illness that, as he put it, "crucifies the body and mind." Physicians in the 18th century began to investigate hypochondria as a disorder of the recently discovered nervous system, accounting for symptoms not just in the gut but in other parts of the body as well. According to this view, the cause wasn't imbalanced humors but fatigue and debility of the nerves themselves.

The story of Charles Darwin, which Crampton tells in her book, illustrates the transition between the period when hypochondria was still seen primarily as a physical disease and the period when it began to look like a primarily psychological condition. Darwin, who was born in 1809, suffered from intense headaches, nausea, and gastric distress, as well as fatigue and anxiety, all of which he chronicled in a journal he called "The Diary of Health." Although various posthumous diagnoses of organic diseases have been proposed--including systemic lactose intolerance--Crampton observes that Darwin's need to follow strict health regimens and work routines could be interpreted as a manifestation of undue worry. This blurred line between intense (and possibly useful) self-scrutiny and mental disorder became a challenge for doctors and patients to address.

A fundamental shift had taken place by the late 19th century, thanks to the emergence of views that went on to shape modern psychology, including the idea that, as Crampton puts it, "the mind ... controlled the body's experiences and sensations, not the other way around." Distinguished by what the neurologist George Beard, in the 1880s, called "delusions," hypochondria was reconceived as a mental illness: It was a psychological state of unwarranted concern with one's health.

In the 20th century, the prototypical hypochondriac became the kind of neurotic whom Woody Allen plays in Hannah and Her Sisters: someone who obsessively thinks they are sick when they're not. Freud's view that unexplained physical symptoms can be the body's expression of inner conflict--meaning that those symptoms could be entirely psychological in origin--played an influential role. The idea that stress or anguish could manifest as bodily distress, in a process that came to be called "somatization," spread. So did 20th-century medicine's new capacity to test for and rule out specific conditions. Consider Allen's character in that film, fretting about a brain tumor, only to have his worries assuaged by a brain scan. This newly psychologized anxiety, juxtaposed with medical science's objective findings, helped solidify the modern image of the hypochondriac as a comedic figure, easily caricatured as a neurotic who could, and should, just "snap out of it."

Unlike some other forms of anxiety, health worries are a problem that neither better labels nor improved treatments can hope to completely banish. Hypochondria, the writer Brian Dillon pointedly notes in his The Hypochondriacs: Nine Tormented Lives, ultimately "makes dupes of us all, because life, or rather death, will have the last laugh." In the meantime, we doubt, wait, anticipate, and try to identify: Is that stabbing headache a passing discomfort, or a sign of disease? Our bodies are subject to fluctuations, as the medical science of different eras has understood--and as today's doctors underscore. The trick is to pay enough attention to those changes to catch problems without being devoured by the anxiety born of paying too much attention.

In retrospect, Crampton, as a high-school student in England, wasn't anxious enough, overlooking for months a tennis-ball-size lump above her collarbone that turned out to be the result of Hodgkin's lymphoma, a blood cancer. Her doctor told her she had a significant chance that treatment would leave her cancer-free. After chemo, radiation, one relapse, and a stem-cell transplant, she got better. But the experience left her hypervigilant about her body, anxious that she might miss a recurrence. As she reflects, "it took being cured of a life-threatening illness for me to become fixated on the idea that I might be sick." Her conscientious self-monitoring gave way to panicked visits to urgent care and doctors' offices, seeking relief from the thought that she was experiencing a telltale symptom--a behavior that she feels guilty about as a user of England's overstretched National Health Service. "At some point," she writes, "my responsible cancer survivor behavior had morphed into something else."

From the January/February 2014 issue: Scott Stossel on surviving anxiety

What Crampton was suffering from--the "something else"--seems to be what the DSM now labels "illness anxiety disorder," an "excessive" preoccupation with health that is not marked by intense physical symptoms. It applies both to people who are anxious without apparent cause or symptoms and to people like Crampton, who have survived a serious disease that might recur and are understandably, but debilitatingly, apprehensive.

It can be hard to distinguish this term, Crampton finds, from the DSM 's other one, somatic symptom disorder, which describes a disproportionate preoccupation that is accompanied by persistent physical symptoms. It applies to people who catastrophize--the person with heartburn who grows convinced that she has heart disease--as well as those with a serious disease who fixate, to their detriment, on their condition. The definition makes a point of endorsing the validity of a patient's symptoms, whatever the cause may be; in this, it embodies a 21st-century spirit of nonjudgmental acceptance. Yet because it is a diagnosis of a mental "disorder," it inevitably involves assessments--of, among other things, what counts as "excessive" anxiety; evaluations like these can be anything but clear-cut. Medicine's distant and not so distant past--when multiple sclerosis was often misdiagnosed as hysteria, and cases of long COVID were dismissed as instances of pandemic anxiety--offers a caution against confidently differentiating between psychological pathology and poorly understood illness.

In Crampton's view, the DSM 's revision has turned out to be "an extensive exercise in obfuscation." Some physicians and researchers agree that the categories neither lump nor split groups of patients reliably or helpfully. A 2013 critique argued that somatic symptom disorder would pick up patients with "chronic pain conditions [and] patients worrying about the prognosis of a serious medical condition (e.g., diabetes, cancer)," not to mention people with undiagnosed diseases. A 2016 study failed to provide "empirical evidence for the validity of the new diagnoses," concluding that the use of the labels won't improve the clinical care of patients suffering from "high levels of health anxiety."

"Hypochondria only has questions, never answers, and that makes us perpetually uneasy," Crampton writes. Still, she finds that she almost mourns the old term. Its imperfections fit her messy experience of anxiety--and help her describe it to herself and doctors, giving "edges to a feeling of uncertainty" that she finds overwhelming. But her position, she acknowledges, is a privileged one: As a former adolescent cancer patient, she gets care when she seeks it, and doesn't really have to worry about being stigmatized by doctors or friends.

Crampton's concerns and her experience, that is, are legible to the medical system--to all of us. But that is not true for the millions of patients (many of them young women) suffering from fatigue or brain fog who struggle to get doctors to take their symptoms seriously, and turn out to have a condition such as myalgic encephalomyelitis/chronic fatigue syndrome or an autoimmune disease. They, too, are pulled into the story of hypochondria--yet the DSM 's labels largely fail to solve the problem these patients encounter: In the long shadow of Freud, we are still given to assuming that what clinicians call "medically unexplained symptoms" are psychological in origin. Fifteen-minute appointments in which doctors often reflexively dismiss such symptoms as indicators of anxiety don't help. How can doctors usefully listen without time--or medical training that emphasizes the bounds of their own knowledge?

This omission is the real problem with the DSM 's revision: It pretends to have clarity we still don't have, decisively categorizing patients rather than scrutinizing medicine's limitations. The challenge remains: Even as evidence-based medicine laudably strives to nail down definitions and make ever-finer classifications, patients and practitioners alike need to recognize the existential uncertainty at the core of health anxiety. Only then will everyone who suffers from it be taken seriously. After all, in an era of pandemics and Dr. Google, what used to be called hypochondria is more understandable than ever.

Someday we might have the longed-for "definitive test" or a better set of labels, but right now we must acknowledge all that we still don't know--a condition that literature, rather than medicine, diagnoses best. As John Donne memorably wrote, in the throes of an unknown illness, now suspected to have been typhus, "Variable, and therefore miserable condition of man! This minute I was well, and am ill, this minute."



This article appears in the June 2024 print edition with the headline "Hypochondria Never Dies." 
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Oh Great, Spiders Can Swim

They can eat, breathe, and reproduce underwater too.

by Amber Dance




This article was originally published in Knowable Magazine.

Shrubbery, toolsheds, basements--these are places one might expect to find spiders. But what about the beach? Or in a stream? Some spiders make their homes near or, more rarely, in water: tucking into the base of kelp stalks, spinning watertight cocoons in ponds or lakes, hiding under pebbles at the seaside or along a creek bank.

"Spiders are surprisingly adaptable, which is one of the reasons they can inhabit this environment," says Ximena Nelson, a behavioral biologist at the University of Canterbury in Christchurch, New Zealand.

Finding aquatic or semiaquatic spiders is difficult work, Nelson says: She and a student have spent four years chasing a jumping spider known as Marpissa marina around the pebbly seaside beaches it likes, but too often, as soon as they manage to find one, it disappears under rocks. And sadly, some aquatic spiders may disappear altogether before they come to scientists' attention, as their watery habitats shrivel because of climate change and other human activities.

What scientists do know is that dozens of described spider species spend at least some of their time in or near the water, and more are almost surely awaiting discovery, says Sarah Crews, an arachnologist at the California Academy of Sciences, in San Francisco. It also appears that spiders evolved aquatic preferences on several distinct occasions throughout the history of this arthropod order. Crews and colleagues surveyed spiders and reported in 2019 that 21 taxonomic families are associated with aquatic habitats, suggesting that the evolutionary event occurred multiple independent times. Only a swashbuckling few--not even 0.3 percent of described spider species--are seashore spiders; many more have been found near fresh water, Nelson says.

It's not clear what would induce successful land-dwelling critters to move to watery habitats. Spiders, as a group, probably evolved about 400 million years ago from chunkier creatures that had recently left the water. These arthropods lacked the skinny waist sported by modern spiders. Presumably, the spiders that later returned to a life aquatic were strongly drawn by something to eat there, or driven by unsafe conditions on land, says Geerat Vermeij, a paleobiologist and distinguished professor at UC Davis--because water would have presented major survival challenges.

"Since they depend on air so much, they are severely limited in whether they can do anything at all when they are submerged, other than just toughing it out," Vermeij says. Newly aquatic spiders would have had to compete with predators better adapted to watery conditions, such as crustaceans, with competition particularly fierce in the oceans, Vermeij says. And if water floods a spider's air-circulation system, it will die, so adaptations were obviously needed.

But spiders as a group already possess several water-friendly features, Crews suggests. They have waxy, water-repellent exteriors, often covered in hairs that conveniently trap air bubbles. Even having eight legs is helpful, Nelson says: Spiders can distribute their weight nicely while they skitter across a water surface, or use their octet of appendages to row along.

Read: The spiders that choose death

Some spiders take their aquatic adaptations to the next level, though. Consider the diving-bell spider, Argyroneta aquatica, an overachieving arachnid that is the only one known to do it all underwater: breathe, hunt, dine on insects and their larvae, and make spiderlings. Found in fresh water in Europe and parts of Asia, it spins a silken underwater canopy and brings air bubbles from the surface to its submerged home via its body hairs. When it goes out, it carries a smaller air bubble, like a little scuba tank, on its back.

Seashore spiders face particularly daunting conditions, says Nelson, who co-authored an article about adaptations of marine spiders for the 2024 Annual Review of Entomology. "There's a splash zone," she says. "It's kind of a wild environment." A spider might be baking in the hot sun one minute and drenched in chilly salt water the next. Some spiders migrate up and down their beaches with the tides; Nelson speculates that they monitor lunar cycles to anticipate when to move.

Other seashore spiders spin watertight nests where they hide out for hours while the tide is in. M. marina, for example, seeks seashells with nice, concave spaces in which to spin safe tents. Another spider, Desis marina, hides in holdfasts where bull kelp attaches to rocks, lining the holdfast's interior with silk to create an air-filled pocket and staying submerged for as long as 19 days. D. marina emerges only when the tide is going out, to hunt for invertebrates like shrimp.

A spider that's even occasionally submerged in salt water or that eats briny seafood will also have to maintain proper internal salt levels. "Presumably, they will be able to concentrate the salt somehow and then poo it out," Nelson says. Scientists don't know how marine spiders pull this off. And at least one intertidal-zone spider, Desis formidabilis of South Africa's cape, comfortably maintains an interior salt concentration much like the crustaceans it eats, according to a 1984 study. (Freshwater species also probably require adaptations because their insides must stay saltier than their surroundings or food, Vermeij speculates.)

When a spider hides out with a limited air supply for days or weeks at a time, oxygen levels also may become a crucial issue. Intriguingly, researchers have identified gene variants within the oxygen-guzzling, energy-making mitochondria of aquatic spiders that may help them cope with low-oxygen environments. These changes mirror beneficial changes to mitochondrial genes in birds that live in high-altitude, low-oxygen environments.

In another study, researchers investigated the genes used in the silk glands of aquatic and land spiders. They found that water-spider silk seems to have a high proportion of water-repelling amino acids--which might also be an adaptation, they suggest.

But all the adaptations in the world might not be enough to save some water spiders. Nelson's M. marina, for example, seems to be very particular about the beaches it occupies. The pebbles must be just right, not too big or small. If sea-level rise inundates M. marina's beaches, it's possible the spiders will have nowhere else to go, Nelson says. "So those spiders will be lost."

Marco Isaia, an arachnologist at the University of Turin, in Italy, investigated the wetland habitats of the diving-bell spider and the fen raft spider, Dolomedes plantarius. As wetlands continue to disappear, the habitats available to each species will contract by more than 25 percent over a decade, and their ideal ranges will move northward, Isaia and colleagues predicted in a 2022 study. It would be difficult for the spiders to cross dry land for new wetlands, and Northern European winters might prove too cold anyway. "The loss and degradation of wetland habitats is expected to have serious impacts on their survival," Isaia says, "and an increase in their extinction risk."

Given these risks, some aquatic spiders might go the way of the dodo before science gets a handle on them. "I suspect in every rocky bed of beach or river, there are probably spiders that we just don't know exist there," Nelson says. "Because they're hiding."
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Racehorses Have No Idea What's Going On

If you give a horse a trophy, will he even know he raced?

by Haley Weiss




This weekend, more than 150,000 pastel-wrapped spectators and bettors will descend upon Louisville's Churchill Downs complex to watch one of America's greatest competitive spectacles. The 150th running of the Kentucky Derby, headlined by animals whose names (Resilience, Stronghold, Catching Freedom) sound more like Taylor Swift bonus tracks than living creatures, is expected to bring more revenue to the city and venue than ever, with resale tickets reportedly at record highs. If you count TV spectators, nearly 16 million people are expected to tune in to an event that awards major titles to athletes who may not know they've won and cannot be interviewed.

The Derby and the two subsequent races that make up the U.S. Triple Crown are normally the year's highlights for American enthusiasts, but this season will be even more packed with equestrian sports. The Paris Olympics this summer will feature international riders in dressage, show jumping, and the hybridized "eventing" discipline, and these competitions may generate more interest than usual because France is, as the Federation Equestre Internationale puts it, "heaven for horse lovers." Equestrian sports first made their Olympic debut in Paris more than 100 years ago.

Equestrian activities such as racing, show jumping, dressage, and eventing are the only elite sports that feature pairs of athletes that are fundamentally unknowable to each other. No one can doubt that the horses are trained specialists. But it's difficult not to wonder if they have any idea what's going on.

Deciphering the precise extent of any animal's cognitive abilities is a tall order. The size and structure of other species' brains can tell us plenty about how their bodies function, but not what degree of conscious thought or human-style intelligence they're capable of. What we know about horse cognition in particular is limited, in part because "horses are big and expensive research animals," says Sue McDonnell, an animal behaviorist and the founding head of the Equine Behavior Program at the University of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary Medicine.

Most of the questions researchers have asked about what it's like to be a domestic horse are about how they understand humans, not how they understand their surroundings. Horses, for instance, have been found to recognize emotion on humans' faces and recall them later on. Some recent work demonstrates that horses may be able to perceive basic goals of the humans working with them. They may even attach emotional memories to specific human voices. Cognition-wise, we know that horses possess enough intelligence for basic creative problem-solving and limited working memory. But attempts to understand their internal experiences have been mostly inconclusive, and the data that do exist come nowhere near confirming that horses are able to conceptualize competitive sports (let alone the state of Kentucky).

Read: Horses can read human facial expressions

The question of what horses are thinking and feeling during a race, if not a desire for bragging rights or a flowery cape, is hotly debated among the people who study, train, and compete with them. "I can only judge by their expression, but I can say for certain that for most of them, it's terror," McDonnell told me. The big, loud crowd; the tight space; and the close presence of unfamiliar animals they can smell but not see prime racehorses to react with adrenaline and fear when the starting bell sounds, she said. "You'd never see that speed in the wild horse unless they were threatened and stressed." Their fear would be justified: Though the rate of fatal racehorse injury is at a near-15-year low, more than 300 died in 2023, and sport horses experience health issues such as gastric ulcers and pulmonary hemorrhage at rates of more than 70 percent.

It's quite likely that the horses we race, jump, and otherwise prance about with feel stress while competing: Multiple studies from the past several years have shown as much by testing cortisol levels and other physiological indicators of tension. And though stress isn't always harmful, evidence suggests that the training racehorses in particular go through can alter, and perhaps damage, their immune health. And we have no way of quantitatively measuring their level of psychological distress, because emotions like anxiety and fear don't always manifest uniformly.

But horses have also learned to communicate how they're doing in ways that don't require laboratory analysis. Like us, they're incredibly social animals, even with members of other species. (One growing trend in equestrian sports is to provide a lifelong travel companion for jet-setting horses in the form of a pony or goat, McDonnell said. "They're just much more relaxed when they have their pony friend traveling with them.") People who spend lots of time with horses can reasonably expect to be attuned to their emotional state. No assessment of a competition horse's experience is complete without considering the horse-rider relationship, says Rachel Hogg, a psychology lecturer at Charles Sturt University, in Australia, whose Ph.D. work focused on that bond.

From the March 2019 issue: A journey into the animal mind

Many equestrian professionals do not believe that their animal colleagues are plagued by fear and anxiety. "Horses enjoy sports when it's within their capabilities, when they're treated with respect, and when training practices bring their personality and athleticism out," says David O'Connor, the chief of sport for the United States Equestrian Federation, and a three-time Olympic medalist in eventing. But how we value a horse's enjoyment depends on their level of intelligence. Horses might not be capable of realizing that some of their stablemates aren't at the Olympics or careering around a racetrack. Would their happiness matter more to us if they were?

Part of the reason O'Connor is so adamant that some horses enjoy sports is that he's seen what happens when they don't. In the nearly 30 years he spent riding for the United States, O'Connor told me, he regularly saw horses opt out of participating. "Sometimes you'll get a horse in the starting gate, you'll start the race, and one of them will just be like, I'm not doing it," he said. "Or they go out there and take two or three steps and they're done." Recognizing a horse's agency isn't just good for morale--it can save a rider from potential embarrassment.

Cultivating relationships with horses in which those signals are never missed is the foundation of O'Connor's riding and teaching, he told me. But not everyone follows that ethos. Sometimes, genuine cruelty is involved: "There's this tradition in the horse world that you have to dominate them," McDonnell said. But more often, the barrier to a trusting relationship between horse and rider is logistical. Even at the highest levels of the sports, athletes can rarely afford their own horses, let alone the costs associated with getting them competition-ready.

The Olympic disciplines, in particular, are not conducive to deep relationships between horse and rider. They're dominated by a "speed dating" system where business-driven owners seek to optimize matches for specific competitions, rather than lifetimes, Hogg said. "Catch riding," where a horse-rider pair will interact just one or two times before competing together, is more common than ever, she added; athletes can train with nearly two dozen horses in a single day. (At the U.S. collegiate level, catch riding is sometimes mandated to eliminate advantages.) As a result, Hogg told me, some riders see investing in emotional relationships with individual horses as a luxury they literally can't afford with prizes on the line.

From the July 1925 issue: Inside the sordid world of horse racing

And yet the horses at international sporting events, which cannot open bank accounts, are probably more likely to enjoy themselves when paired with an athlete they know well, Hogg said. Research has found that horses prefer and can even be calmed by the presence of familiar humans, and evidence suggests that as a horse and rider get more familiar with each other, their patterns of brain activity begin to sync up during rides. "If a horse is motivated to be involved" in equestrian sports, Hogg said, "it's because of their social connection with us."

Redesigning equestrian sports entirely around horses' psychological welfare would be like redesigning the NFL to completely eliminate injuries: The product would be unrecognizable, and a lot of powerful people would stand to lose a lot of money. It's also unlikely to be a top priority in a sport where horses are still regularly injured or killed. But maybe just once, instead of holding the Kentucky Derby, a crowd could gather to watch 20 horses simply hang out together at Churchill Downs on live television. They could even bet on which one becomes self-aware first.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/05/kentucky-derby-horse-cognition/678287/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Medieval Pets Had One of Humanity's Most Cursed Diseases

Medieval people had a lot of leprosy. So did their pet squirrels.

by Katherine J. Wu




When Kathleen Walker-Meikle, a historian at the University of Basel, in Switzerland, ponders the Middle Ages, her mind tends to drift not to religious conquest or Viking raids, but to squirrels. Tawny-backed, white-bellied, tufted-eared red squirrels, to be exact. For hundreds of years, society's elites stitched red-squirrel pelts into luxurious floor-length capes and made the animals pets, cradling them in their lap and commissioning gold collars festooned with pearls. Human lives were so intertwined with those of red squirrels that one of history's most cursed diseases likely passed repeatedly between our species and theirs, according to new research that Walker-Meikle contributed to.



Uncomfortable questions about medieval squirrels first came up about a decade ago, after another group of researchers stumbled upon three populations of red squirrels--one in Scotland, two on different English islands--with odd-looking features: swollen lips, warty noses, skin on their ears that had grown thick and crusty. A search for microbial DNA in some of those squirrels' tissues revealed that they had leprosy. "What's it doing in red squirrels?" John Spencer, a microbiologist at Colorado State University, recalled thinking at the time. Scientists had long thought that leprosy affected only humans, until the 1970s, when they began to find the bacterium that causes it in armadillos too, Daniel Romero-Alvarez, an infectious-disease ecologist and epidemiologist at Universidad Internacional SEK, in Ecuador, told me. But that was in the Americas; in Europe, dogma held that leprosy had essentially vanished by about the 16th century. The most plausible explanation for the pathogen's presence in modern squirrels, Spencer told me, was that strains of it had been percolating in the rodents unnoticed for hundreds of years.



Bacterial genomes extracted from several of the infected British squirrels suggested that this was the case: Those sequences bore a strong resemblance to others previously pulled out of medieval human remains. The next step was proving that medieval squirrels carried the bacterium too, Verena Schunemann, a paleogeneticist at the University of Zurich, in Switzerland, and one of the new study's authors, told me. If those microbes were also genetically similar to ones found in medieval people, they'd show that leprosy had probably regularly jumped between rodents and humans.



Read: Tuberculosis got to South America through ... seals?



Schunemann teamed up with Sarah Inskip, an archaeologist at the University of Leicester, in the U.K., and set out to find an archaeological site in Britain with both human and squirrel remains. They zeroed in on the medieval city of Winchester, once famous for its fur-obsessed market patrons, as well as a large leprosarium. After analyzing dozens of samples from around Winchester, the team was able to extract just four leprosy genomes--three from humans, one from the tiny foot bone of a squirrel. But those turned out to be enough. All four samples dated to about the High Middle Ages--the oldest detection so far of leprosy in a nonhuman animal, Inskip told me. The genomes also all budded from the same branch of the leprosy family tree, sharing enough genetic similarities that they strongly indicated that medieval humans and squirrels were swapping the disease-causing bugs, Schunemann told me.



Still, Schunemann wasn't sure exactly how that would have happened, given that transmitting a leprosy infection generally requires prolonged and close contact. So, hoping to fill in the blanks, she reached out to Walker-Meikle, who has extensively studied medieval pets.



Walker-Meikle already had the exact type of evidence that Schunemann and her colleagues were looking for: medieval artwork depicting people cradling the animals, documents describing women taking them out for walks, financial accounts detailing purchases of flashy, rodent-size accessories and enclosures of the sort people today might buy for pet dogs, Walker-Meikle told me. Squirrels were so popular at the time that she found written references to the woes of a 13th-century archbishop who, despite years of pleading, couldn't get the nuns in his district to stop doting on the creatures. They were essentially akin, she said, to tiny lapdogs. Fur processing, too, would have provided ample opportunity for spread. In the High and Late Middle Ages, squirrel fur was the most popular fur used to trim and line garments, and clothes made with it were considered as high fashion as a Prada bag now, Schunemann told me. In a single year in the 14th century, the English royal household purchased nearly 80,000 squirrel-belly skins. Contact between squirrels and humans was so intimate that, throughout much of the Middle Ages, leprosy likely ping-ponged back and forth between the two species, Inskip told me.



Read: Admit it, squirrels are just tree rats



But the team's work doesn't say anything about the origins of leprosy, which entered humans at least thousands of years ago. It also can't prove whether leprosy infiltrated humans or red squirrels first. It does further dispel the notion that leprosy is a problem only for humans, Romero-Alvarez told me. Armadillos may have picked up leprosy from humans relatively recently, after Europeans imported the pathogen to South America. The scaly mammals are now "giving it back to humans," Spencer told me, especially, it seems, in parts of South America and the southern United States, where some communities hunt and eat the animals or keep them as pets.



Human-to-human transmission still accounts for the majority of leprosy spread, which remains uncommon overall. But Romero-Alvarez pointed out that the mere existence of the bacterium in another species, from which we and other creatures can catch it, makes the disease that much more difficult to control. "Everybody believes that leprosy is gone," Claudio Guedes Salgado, an immunologist at Para Federal University, in Brazil, told me. "But we have more leprosy than the world believes." The barriers between species are porous. And once a pathogen crosses over, that jump is impossible to fully undo.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s June Cover Story: Anne Applebaum on How "Democracy Is Losing the Propaganda War"

Applebaum reports that autocratic regimes are making common cause with MAGA Republicans to undermine liberalism and freedom around the world.




For The Atlantic's June cover story, "Democracy Is Losing the Propaganda War," staff writer Anne Applebaum reports on how autocrats in China, Russia, and other places around the world are now making common cause with MAGA Republicans to discredit liberalism and freedom everywhere. Applebaum's story is adapted from her forthcoming book, Autocracy Inc. (publishing July 23), and draws from her exceptional reporting for The Atlantic.

Even in authoritarian states where surveillance is almost total, Applebaum reports, "the experience of tyranny and injustice can radicalize people. Anger at arbitrary power will always lead someone to start thinking about another system, a better way to run society." This has resulted in autocratic regimes slowly turning their repressive mechanisms outward, into the democratic world. Applebaum writes: "If people are naturally drawn to the image of human rights, to the language of democracy, to the dream of freedom, then those concepts have to be poisoned. That requires more than surveillance, more than close observation of the population, more than a political system that defends against liberal ideas. It also requires an offensive plan: a narrative that damages both the idea of democracy everywhere in the world and the tools to deliver it."

To accomplish this, Applebaum reports, autocracies are now making systematic efforts to influence both popular and elite audiences, including via the use of state-controlled media--most notably China's Xinhua news agency and Russia's RT, but also Venezuela's Telesur network and Iran's Press TV, along with numerous others--to create stories, slogans, memes, and narratives promoting the worldview of the autocracies. These, in turn, are repeated and amplified in other countries, translated into multiple languages, and reshaped for local markets around the world.

When these stories make their way to the U.S., Applebaum reports, "a part of the American political spectrum is not merely a passive recipient of the combined authoritarian narratives that come from Russia, China, and their ilk, but an active participant in creating and spreading them. Like the leaders of those countries, the American MAGA right also wants Americans to believe that their democracy is degenerate, their elections illegitimate, their civilization dying. The MAGA movement's leaders also have an interest in pumping nihilism and cynicism into the brains of their fellow citizens, and in convincing them that nothing they see is true. Their goals are so similar that it is hard to distinguish between the online American alt-right and its foreign amplifiers." The State Department has in the past decade created a division to preemptively combat (or "prebunk") foreign disinformation operations. But no such agency exists to combat the spread of Russian and Chinese propaganda within the United States.

"One could call this a secret authoritarian 'plot' to preserve the ability to spread antidemocratic conspiracy theories, except that it's not a secret. It's all visible, right on the surface," Applebaum writes. "Russia, China, and sometimes other state actors--Venezuela, Iran, Hungary--work with Americans to discredit democracy, to undermine the credibility of democratic leaders, to mock the rule of law. They do so with the goal of electing Trump, whose second presidency would damage the image of democracy around the world, as well as the stability of democracy in America, even further."

"Democracy Is Losing the Propaganda War" was published today in The Atlantic. Please reach out with any questions or requests: press@theatlantic.com.
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The Tight Line Trump Has a Judge Walking

A conversation with David A. Graham about the bizarre nature of the former president's criminal trial

by Stephanie Bai




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


Donald Trump is in his third week on trial in New York, where he faces 34 counts of falsifying business records in the first degree. He's accused of covering up a $130,000 hush-money payment made in 2016 to the adult-film star Stormy Daniels, who recently testified about her encounters with the former president. I spoke with Atlantic staff writer David A. Graham about where the case stands, Trump's penchant for violating his gag order, and the bizarre nature of this trial.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The nudes internet
 	Trump's latest abortion position is more radical than it sounds.
 	"Listen to what they're chanting," Judith Shulevitz writes.




Like an Ordinary Citizen

Stephanie Bai: To start off, let's lay the groundwork for this trial. Can you briefly explain the case that the prosecutors are trying to make?

David A. Graham: People talk about this as "the hush-money case," but paying hush money is not itself illegal. What prosecutors are arguing is that Trump paid Stormy Daniels in exchange for her not talking about their alleged sexual relationship, and then falsified the business records to cover up that payment. They say that this constituted election interference because the goal was to keep knowledge of the relationship from voters during the 2016 election.

The prosecution needs to establish that Trump was deeply involved in the creation and the payment of this hush-money agreement, because the defense is trying to say that Trump may not have been aware of the situation. When the prosecution questions people who worked in accounting at the Trump Organization, for example, they are trying to show that Trump was deeply involved in payments, deeply involved in the minutiae of the business--so he obviously would have been aware of a payout as big as $130,000.

Stephanie: What is Trump's defense team's counterargument?

David: They don't deny that this money was paid, but they say that he didn't falsify the records. They're also trying to impugn the honesty of some of the witnesses. They mostly seem to be trying to pick apart aspects of the prosecution's case rather than offering some sort of counternarrative.

Stephanie: If the prosecution isn't able to successfully prove that Trump was aware of the hush-money agreement, what does that mean for their case?

David: If they can't prove that Trump was involved, or if Trump's lawyers can plausibly argue that he did this simply to protect his reputation or to protect his marriage rather than to interfere with the election, then the prosecutors will have a harder time getting the jury to convict.

Stephanie: In defending comments Trump made about the trial, his attorney Todd Blanche said that Trump had a right to complain about the "two systems of justice." In some ways, it seems like the prosecution is arguing two cases: the hush-money case, and the case for this being a legitimate, fair trial--and not the "political witch hunt" that Trump has called it. Let's say that Trump ends up getting convicted. Do you think his supporters will accept that outcome?

David: It depends on what that means. There was a poll yesterday saying that most people expect Trump to be convicted, and that includes a plurality of Republicans. So in that sense, they see what's coming. But I think there's a widespread sentiment that either he's being prosecuted by Democrats who are out to get him or that what he did wasn't wrong. If anything, the trial seems to be solidifying support within his base.

Stephanie: At the core of this case is the extramarital affair Trump allegedly had during his marriage to Melania. Have we heard anything from her during this trial?

David: We have not! Trump has brought a rotating posse with him to court, including not just his lawyers but also his aides, his campaign manager, and his son Eric. Melania has not been there. He complained that he had to be in court on her birthday, which is a little ironic given the alleged events that led to the case.

Stephanie: Headlines and pundits have called this a "historic" and "unprecedented" trial, because it's the first time a former president has gone to trial for criminal charges. Has this case set any precedents for how a criminal trial of a former president would proceed?

David: This is not a legal precedent, but it's been powerful to watch Trump have to show up in court when he clearly doesn't want to be there, listen to testimony he doesn't want to listen to, sit in this courtroom with a bad HVAC system, and endure it like an ordinary citizen. Even if he argues that he is above the rule of law, we are seeing him sit there like anyone else.

Stephanie: Does the gag order, which has been imposed on Trump and bars him from attacking people involved in the trial, set any sort of precedent for presidential trials going forward?

David: The gag order comes from Trump's habit of attacking witnesses, the family of prosecutors and judges. I don't know that you would get one of these as a standard practice with presidents. But each time you have a defendant who has that kind of history or who starts doing that, there's a good chance of the gag order. Still, Trump has been able to exploit the weirdness of this case and get away with things that other defendants would not have.

Stephanie: Can you say a bit more about how he's exploited the weirdness of the case?

David: Anytime he gets in trouble for saying something, he says, Look, I'm a politician running for office. I have to be able to make political speeches. It's unfair for me to be muzzled. That's something that the judge has had to figure out: How do you write a gag order that allows Trump to be a candidate but protects the witnesses and the sanctity of the case?

To me, it also looks like Trump is daring the judge to jail him--like he concluded that getting sent to jail for a night or a weekend would actually help him politically. So the judge has to decide how much he protects the sanctity of the system by enforcing the gag order versus giving Trump an opportunity to undermine the system in an even bigger way by claiming political persecution.

Stephanie: You wrote earlier this week that some of the best-sourced reporters in the courtroom are saying that Trump largely wants to avoid jail time. Is this a situation where Trump can spin either option in his favor?

David: I think it's very "heads I win, tails you lose." If the judge lets him get away with it, he can talk all kinds of trash about the proceeding, and that's a win for him because he wants to undermine the trial for political reasons. If he gets thrown in jail, I'm sure he would hate it, but it also gives him another political talking point.

Stephanie: It seems like a very tight line for Judge Juan Merchan to walk.

David: It's really challenging. Every judge Trump has recently come before has had to deal with this in some way or another. They're trying to figure out: How do we keep him in line without that becoming the story? They want the focus to be on the facts of the case. And that's really hard to achieve with Trump, because he doesn't want the focus to be on the facts.

Related:

	The Stormy Daniels testimony spotlights Trump's misogyny. 
 	Judge Merchan is out of good options.




Today's News

	Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III said that President Joe Biden's decision to pause weapons shipments to Israel was related to Israel's plans to move forward with a large-scale offensive operation in Rafah, a city in southern Gaza.
 	An appeals court in Georgia agreed to review the ruling that allowed Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis to stay on the election-interference case against Trump after it was revealed that she had a romantic relationship with a prosecutor on her team.
 	The New York Times reported that in a 2012 deposition, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. said that a doctor told him that his memory loss and mental fogginess could be due to a worm in his brain that "ate a portion of it and then died."




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: No one knows what universities are for, Derek Thompson writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Vartika Sharma for The Atlantic



Ozempic or Bust

By Daniel Engber

In the early spring of 2020, Barb Herrera taped a signed note to a wall of her bedroom in Orlando, Florida, just above her pillow. Notice to EMS! it said. No vent! No intubation! She'd heard that hospitals were overflowing, and that doctors were being forced to choose which COVID patients they would try to save and which to abandon. She wanted to spare them the trouble.
 Barb was nearly 60 years old, and weighed about 400 pounds. She has type 2 diabetes, chronic kidney disease, and a host of other health concerns. At the start of the pandemic, she figured she was doomed. When she sent her list of passwords to her kids, who all live far away, they couldn't help but think the same. "I was in an incredibly dark place," she told me. "I would have died."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Taxpayers are about to subsidize a lot more sports stadiums.
 	The absurdity of believing China's great at protecting kids online




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Teenie Harris Archive / Carnegie Museum of Art; Getty.



Read. "When Nan Goldin Danced in Low-Life Go-Go Bars in Paterson, N.J.," a poem by Rosa Alcala:

"While men fed her tips and she tucked them into her bikini, / a fist hit an eye in a house in Paterson, like a flash going off / in a dark kitchen. And in the corner, a girl stood watching."

Revisit an iconic photo. American Gothic: Gordon Parks and Ella Watson, a book about Gordon Parks's widely celebrated 1942 portrait of the government worker Ella Watson.

Play our daily crossword.



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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No One Knows What Universities Are For

Bureaucratic bloat has siphoned power away from instructors and researchers.

by Derek Thompson




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

Last month, the Pomona College economist Gary N. Smith calculated that the number of tenured and tenure-track professors at his school declined from 1990 to 2022, while the number of administrators nearly sextupled in that period. "Happily, there is a simple solution," Smith wrote in a droll Washington Post column. In the tradition of Jonathan Swift, his modest proposal called to get rid of all faculty and students at Pomona so that the college could fulfill its destiny as an institution run by and for nonteaching bureaucrats. At the very least, he said, "the elimination of professors and students would greatly improve most colleges' financial position."

Administrative growth isn't unique to Pomona. In 2014, the political scientist Benjamin Ginsberg published The Fall of the Faculty: The Rise of the All-Administrative University and Why It Matters, in which he bemoaned the multi-decade expansion of "administrative blight." From the early 1990s to 2009, administrative positions at colleges and universities grew 10 times faster than tenured-faculty positions, according to Department of Education data. Although administrative positions grew especially quickly at private universities and colleges, public institutions are not immune to the phenomenon. In the University of California system, the number of managers and senior professionals swelled by 60 percent from 2004 to 2014. 

How and why did this happen? Some of this growth reflects benign, and perhaps positive, changes to U.S. higher education. More students are applying to college today, and their needs are more diverse than those of previous classes. Today's students have more documented mental-health challenges. They take out more student loans. Expanded college-sports participation requires more athletic staff. Increased federal regulations require new departments, such as disability offices and quasi-legal investigation teams for sexual-assault complaints. As the modern college has become more complex and multifarious, there are simply more jobs to do. And the need to raise money to pay for those jobs requires larger advancement and alumni-relations offices--meaning even more administration.

But many of these jobs have a reputation for producing little outside of meeting invites. "I often ask myself, What do these people actually do?," Ginsberg told me last week. "I think they spend much of their day living in an alternate universe called Meeting World. I think if you took every third person with vice associate or assistant in their title, and they disappeared, nobody would notice."

In an email to me, Smith, the Pomona economist, said the biggest factor driving the growth of college admin was a phenomenon he called empire building. Administrators are emotionally and financially rewarded if they can hire more people beneath them, and those administrators, in time, will want to increase their own status by hiring more people underneath them. Before long, a human pyramid of bureaucrats has formed to take on jobs of dubious utility. And this can lead to an explosion of new mandates that push the broader institution toward confusion and incoherence.

The world has more pressing issues than overstaffing at America's colleges. But it's nonetheless a real problem that could be a factor in rising college costs. After all, higher education is a labor-intensive industry in which worker compensation is driving inflation, and for much of the 21st century, compensation costs grew fastest among noninstructional professional positions. Some of these job cuts could result in lower graduation rates or reduced quality of life on campus. Many others might go unnoticed by students and faculty. In the 2018 book Bullshit Jobs: A Theory, David Graeber drew on his experience as a college professor to excoriate college admin jobs that were "so completely pointless, unnecessary, or pernicious that even the employee cannot justify its existence even though, as part of the conditions of employment, the employee feels obliged to pretend that this is not the case."

Another reason to care about the growth of university bureaucracy is that it siphons power away from instructors and researchers at institutions that are--theoretically--dedicated to instruction and research. In the past few decades, many schools have hired more part-time faculty, including adjunct professors, to keep up with teaching demands, while their full-time-staff hires have disproportionately been for administration positions. As universities shift their resources toward admin, they don't just create resentment among faculty; they may constrict the faculty's academic freedom.

"Take something like diversity, equity, and inclusion," Ginsberg said. "Many colleges who adopt DEI principles have left-liberal faculty who, of course, are in favor of the principles of DEI, in theory," he said. But the logic of a bureaucracy is to take any mission and grow its power indefinitely, whether or not such growth serves the underlying institution. "Before long, many schools create provosts for diversity, and for equity, and for inclusion. These provosts hold lots of meetings. They create a set of principles. They tell faculty to update their syllabi to be consistent with new principles devised in those meetings. And so, before long, you've built an administrative body that is directly intruding on the core function of teaching."

Bureaucratic growth has a shadow self: mandate inflation. More college bureaucrats lead to new mandates for the organization, such as developing new technology in tech-transfer offices, advancing diversity in humanities classes through DEI offices, and ensuring inclusive living standards through student-affairs offices. As these missions become more important to the organization, they require more hires. Over time, new hires may request more responsibility and create new subgroups, which create even more mandates. Before long, a once-focused organization becomes anything but.

In sociology, this sort of muddle has a name. It is goal ambiguity--a state of confusion, or conflicting expectations, for what an organization should do or be. The modern university now has so many different jobs to do that it can be hard to tell what its priorities are, Gabriel Rossman, a sociologist at UCLA, told me. "For example, what is UCLA's mission?" he said. "Research? Undergraduate teaching? Graduate teaching? Health care? Patents? Development? For a slightly simpler question, what about individual faculty? When I get back to my office, what should I spend my time on: my next article, editing my lecture notes, doing a peer review, doing service, or advancing diversity? Who knows."

Goal ambiguity might be a natural by-product of modern institutions trying to be everything to everyone. But eventually, they'll pay the price. Any institution that finds itself promoting a thousand priorities at once may find it difficult to promote any one of them effectively. In a crisis, goal ambiguity may look like fecklessness or hypocrisy.

George Packer: The campus-left occupation that broke higher education

For example, in the past few years, many elite colleges and universities have cast themselves as "anti-racist" and "decolonial" enterprises that hire "scholar activists" as instructors and publish commentary on news controversies, as if they were editorial boards that happened to collect tuition. This rebranding has set schools up for failure as they navigate the Gaza-war protests. When former Harvard President Claudine Gay declined to tell Congress that calls for Jewish genocide were automatic violations of the school's rules of harassment, she might not have caused a stir--if Harvard had a reputation for accommodating even radical examples of political speech. But Gay's statements stood in lurid contrast to the university's unambiguous condemnation of students and professors who had offended other minority groups. This apparent hypocrisy was goal ambiguity collapsing under the weight of its own contradictions: one mandate to police offensive speech versus another mandate to allow activist groups to speak offensively.

Confronted with the Gaza-war protests, colleges are again struggling to balance competing priorities: free speech, the safety of students and staff, and basic school functions, such as the ability to walk to a lecture hall. That would be hard enough if they hadn't sent the message to students that protesting was an integral part of the university experience. As Tyler Austin Harper wrote in The Atlantic, university administrators have spent years "recruiting social-justice-minded students and faculty to their campuses under the implicit, and often explicit, promise that activism is not just welcome but encouraged." But once these administrators got exactly what they asked for--a campus-wide display of social-justice activism--they realized that aesthetic rebelliousness and actual rebellion don't mix well, in their opinion. So they called the cops.

Complex organizations need to do a lot of different jobs to appease their various stakeholders, and they need to hire people to do those jobs. But there is a value to institutional focus, and the past few months have shown just how destabilizing it is for colleges and universities to not have a clear sense of their priorities or be able to make those priorities transparent to faculty, students, donors, and the broader world. The ultimate problem isn't just that too many administrators can make college expensive. It's that too many administrative functions can make college institutionally incoherent.
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The Gaza Cease-Fire That Wasn't

Four things to understand about the ongoing negotiations

by Yair Rosenberg




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.


As the Israel-Hamas war continues, breathless headlines sometimes conceal more than they reveal.

But first, here are three new stories from The Atlantic.

	David A. Graham: "The Stormy Daniels testimony spotlights Trump's misogyny."
 	The politics of fear itself
 	When conservative parents revolt




Waiting for Details

In March, CNN reported that "the Israelis have 'basically accepted' a six-week ceasefire proposal in Gaza," per a U.S. official. Yesterday, the Associated Press reported that Hamas said it had "accepted an Egyptian-Qatari cease-fire proposal." Each of these claims quickly spread across the internet, fueling arguments among partisans around the world and raising hopes among both Palestinians and Israelis. Of course, as anyone following the conflict in Gaza knows, the fighting has not ended. These pseudo-cease-fires are far from the only instance of such whiplash between the headlines and reality in recent months--just recall the breathless news coverage surrounding Iran's strike on Israel and the Israeli response, both of which were cast as a prelude to regional and possibly world war before fizzling into nothing of the kind.

Confused? Trying to figure out how to tell what's true and what's not? You're not alone. I struggle with the challenge too. Here are four points about the cease-fire talks that guide my own reporting, and help me untangle where things stand.

1. As they negotiate, both parties are attempting to shape international media coverage--and their statements should be read with this in mind. In professional sports leagues, before consequential trades or player signings, there are often a flurry of leaks to media outlets about potential contract terms or trade packages. Most of these turn out to be false. This is how Aaron Judge, the superstar captain of the New York Yankees, was momentarily reported to have signed with the San Francisco Giants in 2022. Why are so many of these reports wrong? Sometimes, they reflect genuine offers from the midst of a fluid negotiation; other times they are an attempt by one side to increase their leverage.

International reporting is not sports reporting, but it is subject to similar dynamics. In the case of Israel and Hamas, both sides are selectively sharing information in order to shape press coverage, attempting to present themselves as reasonable and their opponent as recalcitrant. In some cases, this can lead to certain media outlets getting ahead of the story or being spun by those advancing an agenda. That appears to be what happened yesterday, when Hamas unilaterally announced that it had "agreed to" a cease-fire, and several outlets repeated the claim without sufficient scrutiny as to what the group had actually agreed to. As The New York Times reported, it later turned out that "Hamas did not 'accept' a cease-fire deal so much as make a counteroffer to the proposal on the table previously blessed by the United States and Israel." Moreover, Hamas refused to commit to releasing only living Israeli hostages, as opposed to dead ones, in the first stage of a proposed multiphase deal. Here, as elsewhere, when confronted with a sensational headline, it pays to wait for more details before assuming the initial report provides the full picture.

2. Israel and Hamas aren't the only ones negotiating--and this makes things very complicated. Israel and Hamas did not have formal relations even before they went to war in October. As a result, they have long communicated through intermediaries. Right now, cease-fire negotiations are being conducted in Cairo with the assistance of multiple outside mediators, including the United States, Egypt (which borders both Israel and Gaza), and Qatar (which hosts the Hamas political leadership). Each of these actors is providing their own proposals and compromise suggestions, which can help the parties progress but also allow them to posture by accepting a friendlier proposal from one of the external mediators than they would get from the other side. Understanding this dynamic can help you decode the headlines: There will be a deal when the story is not "Israel accepts U.S. cease-fire proposal" or "Hamas accepts Egyptian-Qatari proposal" but rather "Israel and Hamas agree to mutual cease-fire proposal."

3. Several core sticking points still need to be resolved. To know whether the parties are actually close to a deal, it helps to know why they haven't gotten to one yet. In addition to Hamas's caginess about releasing living hostages--it has yet to provide a list of those Israelis it currently holds, and appears to want to use the live ones as bargaining chips for later stages--both parties have a fundamental disagreement about whether a deal would officially end the war. Hamas insists that it must, while Israel wants to reserve the right to return to Gaza and continue pursuing Hamas's leadership, even after a long lull in hostilities.

This split over a "permanent cease-fire" might seem largely symbolic: Israel and Hamas have been at war with each other on and off for more than a decade, and that won't change based on what a piece of paper says. But symbolism matters. Both parties--and in particular, their political leadership--want to be able to declare victory when a deal is signed. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, in thrall to far-right coalition partners and dead in the polls, doesn't want to look like he conceded to Hamas. Yahya Sinwar, the leader of Hamas in Gaza, desperately wants to appear to have achieved something after all the devastation that Hamas and its October 7 massacre brought upon the people of Gaza. Being able to emerge from hiding and declare that he'd outlasted the vaunted Israeli military would accomplish that.

More substantively, Israelis are divided over whether the overriding goal of the current war should be destroying Hamas (in which case Israel cannot disengage until the group's final battalions are defeated) or returning the hostages (in which case Israel could end this war now and fight Hamas another day). Israel's leadership has so far refused to choose between these two goals, but the moment of decision seems to be arriving.

4. There is no agreement, but there are negotiations and they are at a pivotal point. Yesterday, Hamas made a negotiating counteroffer, then accepted its own counteroffer. That is obviously not how a bilateral agreement works, but it is evidence that negotiations are advancing. In response, Israel announced yesterday that it would send a new delegation to Cairo to continue talks. CIA director William Burns is reportedly personally on site to help facilitate a deal. At the same time, Israel has begun an operation in the southern Gaza city of Rafah, where it says Hamas's leadership is hiding among more than 1 million sheltering Palestinians.

President Joe Biden has warned the Israelis against a full-scale operation in Rafah, which is partly why the current one is limited in scope--it began with an evacuation order for 100,000 civilians, leaving the rest in place while Israel maneuvers in a smaller geographic area. This move undoubtedly puts further pressure on Hamas, but it also hastens the moment when Israel will have to decide whether to press forward into the rest of Rafah, potentially breaking with the Biden administration. This prospect in turn increases the pressure on Israel itself to reach some sort of agreement. Although the outcome of these precipitous events is uncertain, an inflection point is fast approaching--and the time may come once again to practice patience as the incomplete headlines roll in.

Related:

	The right-wing Israeli campaign to resettle Gaza (From 2023)
 	What did top Israeli war officials really say about Gaza?




Today's News

	The judge in Donald Trump's New York criminal trial denied his lawyers' request for a mistrial during Stormy Daniels's testimony about her alleged sexual encounter with the former president and a hush-money payment.
 	TikTok and its parent company, ByteDance, sued the U.S. federal government over recent legislation that mandates the sale of TikTok, claiming that the law violates the company's First Amendment rights.
 	Vladimir Putin was inaugurated for his fifth term as the president of Russia in a ceremony that the U.S. and many European nations boycotted.




Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



Enough With Saving the Honeybees

By Ellen Cushing

In 2022, at least 18 states enacted bee-related legislation. Last year, a cryptocurrency launched with the intention of raising "awareness and support for bee conservation." If you search Etsy right now for "save the bees," you'll be rewarded with thousands of things to buy. Bees and Thank You, a food truck in suburban Boston, funds bee sanctuaries and gives out a packet of wildflower seeds--good for the bees!--with every grilled cheese sandwich it sells. A company in the United Kingdom offers a key ring containing a little bottle of chemicals that can purportedly "revive" an "exhausted bee" should you encounter one, "so it can continue its mission pollinating planet Earth."
 All of the above is surprising for maybe a few different reasons, but here's a good place to start: Though their numbers have fluctuated, honeybees are not in trouble. Other bees are. But the movement's poster child, biggest star, and attention hound is not at risk of imminent extinction, and never has been.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The conjoined twins who refused to be "fixed"
 	"Ukraine has changed too much to compromise with Russia," Illia Ponomarenko argues.
 	Being an ambassador in Washington keeps getting harder.
 	James Parker: "Some late-breaking adjustments to my new autobiography"




Culture Break


Max



Watch (or skip). Jerrod Carmichael Reality Show (out now on Max) is a new unscripted show about the comedian's life that may lean too much into voyeurism, Hannah Giorgis writes.

Read. A Body Made of Glass: A Cultural History of Hypochondria, by Caroline Crampton, explores the pervasiveness of health anxiety.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Autocracies Are Winning the Information War

And the American craving for drama is helping them.

by Tom Nichols




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


In The Atlantic's newest cover story, Anne Applebaum details the onslaught of antidemocratic propaganda flooding the United States. If only Americans weren't so ready to believe so much of it.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The real meaning of divestment
 	Is Donald Trump trying to get thrown in jail?
 	"Say plainly what the protesters want," Jill Filipovic argues.




Propaganda for American Tastes

Back in 2017, I was asked by the State Department to give a series of lectures on disinformation to audiences in various cities in the Czech Republic. (I wrote about it here.) I was stunned, even then, at how the European information environment was poisoned by a deluge of Russian propaganda--including the obvious cross-pollination between Russians and malevolent actors in the United States. This global problem, Anne Appelebaum writes in our new cover story, has since gotten much worse.

As Anne points out, the Chinese, the Russians, and others are on a propaganda offensive around the world, even in places that most Americans don't pay much attention to. She described how a European diplomat was "mystified" to find students in Africa parroting Russian talking points about the war in Ukraine. "He grasped for explanations," she writes: "Maybe the legacy of colonialism explained the spread of these conspiracy theories, or Western neglect of the global South, or the long shadow of the Cold War."

The simpler but more ominous truth, Anne explains, involved "China's systematic efforts to buy or influence both popular and elite audiences around the world; carefully curated Russian propaganda campaigns, some open, some clandestine, some amplified by the American and European far right; and other autocracies using their own networks to promote the same language."

These efforts differ from Cold War-era propaganda campaigns. In those days, the Soviets and others tried to paint a happy picture of the successes of their autocratic regimes as a way of legitimizing their rule and as a kind of enticement to other nations to join Team Red. Many of these efforts "backfired," Anne writes, "because people could compare what they saw on posters and in movies with a far more impoverished reality."

Those were the days. Now, Anne points out, the goal of most autocracies is not to replace truth with regime-friendly lies but to destroy truth itself, and to obliterate the human ability--or desire--to even distinguish between truths and lies. "The new authoritarians," she writes, "have a different attitude toward reality."

When Soviet leaders lied, they tried to make their falsehoods seem real. They became angry when anyone accused them of lying. But in [Vladimir] Putin's Russia, Bashar al-Assad's Syria, and Nicolas Maduro's Venezuela, politicians and television personalities play a different game. They lie constantly, blatantly, obviously. But they don't bother to offer counterarguments when their lies are exposed ... This tactic--the so-called fire hose of falsehoods--ultimately produces not outrage but nihilism. Given so many explanations, how can you know what actually happened? What if you just can't know?


The point of such efforts is not really to mobilize support for bad regimes but to numb the brains and neutralize the agency of citizens everywhere. As Anne writes, "If you don't know what happened, you're not likely to join a great movement for democracy, or to listen when anyone speaks about positive political change. Instead, you are not going to participate in any politics at all."

I recommend that you read Anne's article in its entirety to see the full spectrum of these autocratic efforts around the world, but I want to focus here on what's happening in the United States. Americans are being targeted by foreign propagandists who are using the internet and social media to pump their toxic slurry directly into American veins. "A part of the American political spectrum is not merely a passive recipient of the combined authoritarian narratives that come from Russia, China, and their ilk," Anne writes, "but an active participant in creating and spreading them. Like the leaders of those countries, the American MAGA right also wants Americans to believe that their democracy is degenerate, their elections illegitimate, their civilization dying."

As is always the case, this propaganda has found willing customers in a bored and listless society that alleviates its ennui by gorging on entertaining conspiracy theories. Americans don't have to seek out foreign propaganda when plenty of their fellow citizens are eager to sell them lies that have been altered to suit American tastes. But why does American society have so many takers for such soul-destroying nonsense? Anne points out that after the ISIS terrorist attack on a concert hall in Moscow in March, the former PayPal entrepreneur (and close pal of Elon Musk's) David Sacks posted on X that "if the Ukrainian government was behind the terrorist attack, as looks increasingly likely, the U.S. must renounce it." This inane and baseless charge has been viewed 2.5 million times.

More than David Sacks himself, however, the problem is a culture that even thinks to take people such as David Sacks seriously. Democracies have always had conspiracy theorists and other cranks wandering about the public square, sneezing and coughing various forms of weirdness on their fellow citizens. But even in the recent past, most people with a basic level of education and a healthy dollop of common sense had no trouble resisting the contagion of idiocy.

Today, the immune system of once-healthy democratic societies is compromised. Be it the idea that the moon landings were faked or the attacks on the legitimacy of elections, wild theories have become surprisingly easy for Americans to believe, a sign of a national gullibility that makes the United States an obvious target for outlandish propaganda.

Governments alone cannot solve this problem. Individual citizens have to take the initiative--as exhausting as it might be--to confront one another over bad information. They need to ask questions: Where did you hear that? Why do you trust that source? Do you think that I, as a friend or a family member, am lying to you if I tell you it's not true? People who have already been captured by propaganda will not believe official disclaimers from authoritative sources, and will see such disclaimers only as further proof of the conspiracy. But when conspiracists and deeply misinformed people encounter people close to them, those whom they care about, who gently but firmly refuse to join them in the maze of misinformation, such discussions can sometimes have a positive effect, at least in the short term.

What I am suggesting is not fun, and should be limited to friends and family. (It's probably not a strategy to pursue at a bar with strangers after a few drinks.) And it may not change very much. But right now, it's all any of us can do.

Related:

	The new propaganda war
 	The bad guys are winning. (From 2021)




Today's News

	Hamas laid out a proposal for a cease-fire in Gaza that the group's political leader said was based on a plan from Egypt and Qatar. Israel's leadership said that the terms were "far from Israel's essential demands" but that it would be sending a delegation to Cairo to continue the negotiations.
 	The judge in Donald Trump's hush-money criminal trial ruled that the former president was in contempt of court after he once again broke a gag order preventing him from attacking jurors and others involved in the trial.
 	The Israeli cabinet voted to ban Al Jazeera yesterday and immediately moved to shut down the news channel's offices in the country and to seize some of the company's communication equipment.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: The new question du jour is "What is milk?" Isabel Fattal examines the factors complicating milk's identity.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Harold M. Lambert / Getty



Is It Wrong to Tell Kids to Apologize?

By Stephanie H. Murray

Say you're sorry. For generations, parents have leaned on the phrase during sibling tiffs and playground scuffles. But it has lately become controversial, particularly among a certain subset of Millennial parents--those for whom the hallmark of good parenting is the reverence they show for their kids' feelings. Under this model, gone are the days of scolding a child for melting down, sending them to a time-out, or ignoring them until they settle. (Joining them for "time-ins" to help them process their emotions? That's okay.) The guiding principle seems to be to take children's current or future feelings into consideration at every parental decision point--even when they are the ones who have hurt the feelings of someone else.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	This is helicopter protesting.
 	What "intifada revolution" looks like
 	A fundamental stage of human reproduction is shifting.
 	ElevenLabs is building an army of voice clones.




Culture Break


Brian Lackey / Gallery Stock



Adventure. These six books reflect on what drives our species to explore what's uncharted and unknown.

Read. "No Subject," a poem by Andrew Motion:

"Hope exhausted years ago / but I still try."

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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A Terse and Gripping Weekend Read

Culture and entertainment musts from Kevin Townsend

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Kevin Townsend, a senior producer on our podcast team. He currently works on the Radio Atlantic podcast and has helped produce Holy Week--about the week after Martin Luther King Jr.'s assassination--and the Peabody-winning Floodlines, which explores the devastation of Hurricane Katrina.

Kevin enjoys reading Philip Levine's poems and visiting the National Gallery of Art, in Washington, D.C., where he can sit with Mark Rothko's large-scale works. He's also a Canadian-punk-music fan--Metz is one of his favorite bands--and a self-proclaimed Star Trek nerd who's excited to binge the final season of Star Trek: Discovery.

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Amanda Knox: "What if Jens Soring actually did it?"
 	How Daniel Radcliffe outran Harry Potter
 	The blindness of elites




The Culture Survey: Kevin Townsend

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: In college, I developed a steady rotation of quiet songs that didn't distract me while I was studying. Artists such as Tycho and Washed Out were some of my favorites.

Recently, I've been into Floating Points, the moniker for Samuel Shepherd, a British electronic-music producer. I could recommend his Late Night Tales album or Elaenia, but the one that stands out most to me is his collaborative album, Promises, featuring the saxophonist Pharoah Sanders and the London Symphony Orchestra. It's a gorgeous, layered work that's best listened to all the way through--but if you're pressed for time, "Movement 6" is an exceptional track.

As for a loud song, one of my favorite bands is the Canadian punk trio Metz. I've had "A Boat to Drown In" on heavy rotation for the past year. It doesn't have the thrumming precision of their earlier singles such as "Headache" and "Wet Blanket," but the song is a knockout every time. Metz just released a new record, Up on Gravity Hill, that I'm excited to get lost in.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: "Mark Rothko: Paintings on Paper," an exhibition at the National Gallery of Art, showcased some of the abstract painter's lesser-known works. The show closed recently, but the museum's permanent collection features a good number of his works, including some of his famous color-field paintings. The National Gallery is also home to many pieces from the collection of the now-closed Corcoran Gallery of Art, and they're worth a visit--especially the Hudson River School paintings, which must be seen in person in all of their maximalist glory.

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: A few months ago, on my honeymoon, I reread No Country for Old Men. It's far from a romantic beach read, but few writers are as tersely gripping as Cormac McCarthy. The Coen brothers' film adaptation is fantastic, but the novel--published in 2005, two years into the Iraq War--encompasses a wider story about generations of men at war. It's worth reading even if you've seen the movie.

I also brought with me a book I'd long meant to read: Lulu Miller's Why Fish Don't Exist. Part science history, part memoir, the book is mostly a biography of David Starr Jordan, Stanford University's first president and a taxonomist who catalogued thousands of species of fish. It's a unique and remarkable read that I can't recommend highly enough. Fundamentally, it's about our need for order--in our personal world, and in the natural world around us.

Miller's book reminds me of a recent Radio Atlantic episode that I produced, in which Atlantic staff writer Zoe Schlanger discusses her new book, The Light Eaters, about the underappreciated biological creativity of plants. Miller and Schlanger both examine and challenge the hierarchies we apply to the natural world--and why humanity can be better off questioning those ideas.

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: My favorite poet is Philip Levine. His work is spare and direct, alive with love for the unsung corners of America and the people who inhabit them. Levine lived in Detroit during the Depression and spent more than three decades teaching in Fresno. Having grown up in Pittsburgh and moved to California as a teenager, I connected easily with the world he saw.

"What Work Is" and "The Simple Truth" are two of his poems that I often return to, especially for the final lines, which feel like gut punches. [Related: An interview with Philip Levine (From 1999)]

Speaking of final-line gut punches, the poem (and line) that I think of most frequently is by another favorite poet of mine: the recently departed Louise Gluck. "Nostos," from her 1996 book, Meadowlands, touches on how essential yet fragile our memories are, and there's a haunting sweetness to its last line: "We look at the world once, in childhood. / The rest is memory."

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: It's May, so, honestly: the NHL playoffs. (And it's been a great year for hockey.) But when it comes to actual television, I'm excited to binge the fifth and final season of Star Trek: Discovery.

It's bittersweet that the series is ending. Sonequa Martin-Green gives an Emmy-worthy lead performance, but for all of the show's greatness, it can lean a bit too much into space opera, with the galaxy at stake every season and a character on the verge of tears every episode. Trek is usually at its best when it's trying to be TV, not cinema. (And that's including the films--Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan succeeded by essentially serving up a movie-length episode.) [Related: A critic's case against cinema]

Being a friend of DeSoto, I want to give another Trek-related recommendation: The Greatest Generation and Greatest Trek podcasts, which go episode by episode through the wider Trek Industrial Complex. The humor, analysis, and clever audio production elevate the shows above the quality of your typical rewatch podcast. I came to The Greatest Generation as an audio-production and comedy nerd, and it turned me into a Trek nerd as well. So be warned.

Something I recently rewatched, reread, or otherwise revisited: The Hunt for Red October. Somehow, it gets better with every watch. "Give me a ping, Vasili. One ping only, please."



The Week Ahead

	Kingdom of the Planet of the Apes, an action sci-fi movie about a young ape who must face a tyrannical new ape leader (in theaters Friday)
 	Dark Matter, a mystery series, based on the best-selling novel, about a man who is pulled into an alternate reality and must save his family from himself (premieres Wednesday on Apple TV+)
 	First Love, a collection of essays by Lilly Dancyger that portray women's friendships as their great loves (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: Courtesy of Elena Dudum.



I Am Building an Archive to Prove That Palestine Exists

By Elena Dudum

My father collects 100-year-old magazines about Palestine--Life, National Geographic, even The Illustrated London News, the world's first graphic weekly news magazine. For years, he would talk about these mysterious documents but rarely show them to anyone. "I have proof," he would say, "that Palestine exists."
 His father, my paternal grandfather, whom I called Siddi, had a similar compulsion to prove his heritage, though it manifested differently. Siddi used to randomly recite his family tree to my father when he was a child. As if answering a question that had not been asked, he would recount those who came before him ...
 Although my American-born father didn't inherit Siddi's habit of reciting his family tree, he did recite facts; he lectured me about Palestine ad nauseam in my youth, although he had not yet visited. Similar to his father's, these speeches were unprompted. "Your Siddi only had one business partner his entire life," he would say for the hundredth time. "And that business partner was a rabbi. Palestinians are getting pitted against the Jews because it's convenient, but it's not the truth."


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	How do you make a genuinely weird mainstream movie?
 	The godfather of American comedy
 	The sci-fi writer who invented conspiracy theory
 	Hacks goes for the jugular.
 	"What I wish someone had told me 30 years ago"
 	Will Americans ever get sick of cheap junk?
 	The complicated ethics of rare-book collecting
 	The diminishing returns of having good taste
 	When poetry could define a life




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	What's left to restrain Donald Trump?
 	Democrats defang the House's far right.
 	America's colleges are reaping what they sowed, Tyler Austin Harper argues.




Photo Album


Shed hunters unpack their haul on the opening day of the Wyoming shed-hunt season. (Natalie Behring / Getty)



Take a look at these images of devastating floods across Kenya, a pagan fire festival in Scotland, antler gathering in Wyoming, and more.



Explore all of our newsletters.

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

The ubiquity of plant-based alternatives has challenged ideas about what the word encompasses.

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.


Forget "Got milk?"--the new question du jour is "What is milk?" The ubiquity of plant-based alternatives has challenged ideas about what the word means and what it encompasses. And it's not just oats and almonds that are complicating milk's identity; the liquid itself is the subject of scientific uncertainty. "If an alien life form landed on Earth tomorrow and called up some of the planet's foremost experts on lactation, it would have a heck of time figuring out what, exactly, humans and other mammals are feeding their kids," my colleague Katherine J. Wu wrote last year.

Researchers who focus on milk can describe who makes it, where it comes from, and what it does, "but few of these answers get at what milk materially, compositionally, is actually like," Katie writes. Today's newsletter doesn't solve these big milk conundrums, but it does collect our writers' reporting on milk's past and future. This will give you something to forward to the aliens should they arrive asking questions.



On Milk

Milk Has Lost All Meaning

By Yasmin Tayag

Yes, it's a white-ish liquid. Beyond that, milk's identity is hard to pin down.

Read the article.

Go Ahead, Try to Explain Milk

By Katherine J. Wu

No one can define it, much less fully replicate it.

Read the article.

Milk Has Lost Its Magic

By Yasmin Tayag

The bird-flu panic is getting out of hand.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The truth about organic milk: Cows are suffering on even the most "humane" dairy farms.
 	Lactose tolerance is an evolutionary puzzle: Could famine be the missing piece?




Other Diversions

	How Daniel Racliffe outran Harry Potter
 	A critic's case against cinema
 	Medieval pets had one of humanity's most cursed diseases. 




P.S.

I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "Sunrises, nothing more to say," wrote A. B. Swett from Buffalo, Wyoming.



Courtesy of A. B. Swett



-- Isabel
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Trump's VP Search Is Different This Time

His 2024 considerations are less about logic or persuasion and more about personality.

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.


By killing her dog, South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem may have also killed her chances of becoming Donald Trump's vice president. So who else is on the list? We'll get into Trump's options after four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The blindness of elites
 	What's left to restrain Donald Trump?
 	David Frum: What Joe Biden needs to say about anti-Semitism
 	Mark Leibovich: "House Republicans showed up at a campus protest. Of course."




Trump's Big Decision

As a reporter, it is my duty to remind you that Trump's team loves messing with the media almost as much as it loves jockeying for influence with the big man himself. Trump's advisers might dish, for example, that after careful consideration, so-and-so is off the vice-president list, and you know who is back on. They might explain that, actually, some of the usual considerations of geography and gender aren't playing a role in this VP decision.

But the truth is, none of these supposed insiders really knows much. No one has any idea what Trump is thinking, except for Trump himself. And the former president is quite famously unpredictable, with a well-established tendency to make decisions based on his most recent conversation. Predicting his Veep pick, then, is a bit futile. It's also really early: Candidates don't typically choose a running mate until around the party convention, in late summer. And Trump will likely try to milk as much media coverage as he can out of making people wait.

Still, without prognosticating too much, we can anticipate what Trump is probably looking for in a vice president. He'll want someone who looks good on television but not someone who might outshine him. Someone who isn't polarizing to the MAGA base but who demonstrates range. He'll choose a candidate with experience, or at least with some record of being a winner. He is probably not looking for a politician to "balance" out his ticket like Mike Pence did in 2016, when Trump desperately needed to win over evangelicals.

Above all, of course, Trump will want someone unfailingly loyal to him. This time around, it's not about logic or persuasion--it's about personality. The Republican strategists Doug Heye and Mike Murphy, neither of whom are involved with the Trump campaign, walked me through some of Trump's VP options.

South Carolina Senator Tim Scott

Why does this name keep floating around? Well, the senator, who's been in office for more than a decade, has always been popular. He's a former insurance salesman who knows how to schmooze, and, Heye told me, he's also a "prodigious fundraiser." Scott never fully cozied up to Trump while the latter was president, but he didn't criticize him much either. "He played it smart," Murphy told me, by not getting too close or too far. The dynamic changed when Scott launched his own presidential campaign last year. "He was the puppy on his back, supplicant," even while he was running against Trump, Murphy said, and that loyalty "will appeal to Trump."

Scott could also--the thinking goes--help Trump appeal to Black voters, who have already started peeling off from Democrats, albeit in a small way. Trump and his campaign have seemed obsessed with this task as they try to avoid a repeat of 2020, and Scott could help them do it.

Arkansas Governor Sarah Huckabee Sanders

Trump's former press secretary was on even the earliest iterations of his 2024 VP shortlist. She is in her first term as a state governor and has enacted plenty of MAGA-style legislation. She's smart and spent two years working for Trump, which means that she's familiar with handling the D.C. media and that Trump is probably pretty comfortable with her. Having a woman like Sanders on the ticket could help Trump pick up women voters, another demographic he's struggled with. "She's never going to have any agenda or not be the completely loyal type," Murphy said. "And [she's] less of a star, so no worry of [Trump] being diminished at all."

North Dakota Governor Doug Burgum

Burgum has been governor for eight years and seems well liked. He's personally wealthy, like Trump, but not famous. He's ambitious, but not in a way that intimidates Trump. He ran for president this cycle too, remember? If you don't, that's probably a plus for Trump.

When you pick a vice president, you should "pick a slightly less impressive version of yourself," Murphy told me--like when Bill Clinton picked Al Gore, another moderate, Protestant white man. "When you're John McCain, [if] you pick a Sarah Palin, it's just trouble," he said. Could Burgum be that slightly less impressive version of Trump?

New York Representative Elise Stefanik

This 39-year-old House Republican has been openly auditioning for the VP slot for years now. She's a gifted fundraiser and easily the most powerful Republican in New York. She has establishment bona fides--Harvard, the George W. Bush White House, aide to Paul Ryan--but has devoted herself entirely to Trump's defense and the MAGA cause. She's a competent woman who could help Trump appeal to other educated women. The problem, of course, is that he may not find her particularly authentic. "She'd poison her mother to get two points on Election Day," Murphy said. "And I think he would smell that."

Ohio Senator J. D. Vance

The Hillbilly Elegy author and former venture capitalist seems to share Trump's populist sensibilities. Vance was once a Trump critic but changed his tune when he ran for the Senate. He's ambitious in a way that Trump might read as disingenuous--probably because it is. "If I were Trump, I'd be troubled by the fact that J. D. Vance was calling [Republican strategists] to ask about running as an anti-Trump Republican when he first looked at running statewide in Ohio," Murphy said. Then again, he said, "Vance is a clever-enough chameleon to be able to suck up to Trump with skill."

Former Department of Housing and Urban Development Secretary Ben Carson

Carson, a former neurosurgeon, ran for president against Trump back in 2016. He worked in the administration for a while, heading up HUD. We haven't heard much from him since then, but he does seem to hang out in Trump's circles, and has been spotted at Mar-a-Lago on more than one occasion.

Carson could, in theory, help Trump appeal to Black voters. But he doesn't have quite the political credentials that Scott does. "I was meeting a friend for drinks back in February, and he said he knows for a fact that it's going to be Ben Carson," Heye told me. "I'm like, 'Okay, well, one, it's February. Two, why Ben Carson?'"

Florida Senator Marco Rubio

Rubio is young and telegenic, with two terms in the Senate (plus a failed presidential campaign) under his belt. The son of Cuban immigrants, he could theoretically help Trump appeal to Latino voters. The problem is, Rubio would have to resign from the Senate. He'd also have to change his residence, because the Constitution bars electors from voting for a president and a vice president from the same state. Trump picking Rubio is "completely far-fetched--with the caveat that when you're dealing with Donald Trump, far-fetched things happen," Heye said.

Kari Lake 

The Arizona TV anchor turned Stop the Steal devotee would clearly love to serve as Trump's vice president. (See her here, vacuuming a red carpet for the former president.) But Lake has never actually won a race, and Trump, as we all know, prefers a winner.

South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem

She's still on the list, because in Trumpworld anything is possible. But shooting a dog in a gravel pit? It's about the worst thing you can do for your political career.

Related:

	Did Kristi Noem just doom her career?
 	Elise Stefanik's Trump audition




Today's News

	The Justice Department announced that Texas Representative Henry Cuellar and his wife, Imelda, have been indicted on bribery and money-laundering charges. In a statement, Cuellar said that he and his wife are innocent of the charges.
 	The former White House official Hope Hicks, who once was one of Donald Trump's closest advisers, testified at Trump's hush-money criminal trial.
 	Canadian police arrested three people tied to last year's killing of a prominent Sikh separatist in British Columbia, and are continuing to investigate allegations that the individuals were hired by the Indian government.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Poetry is an act of hope, Maya Chung writes. It can help us come closest to capturing events that exist beyond our capacity to describe them.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: New consumer gadgets are coming out, and their entire selling point revolves around artificial intelligence, Damon Beres writes. The broken-gadget era is upon us.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



Racehorses Have No Idea What's Going On

By Haley Weiss

This weekend, more than 150,000 pastel-wrapped spectators and bettors will descend upon Louisville's Churchill Downs complex to watch one of America's greatest competitive spectacles. The 150th running of the Kentucky Derby, headlined by animals whose names (Resilience, Stronghold, Catching Freedom) sound more like Taylor Swift bonus tracks than living creatures, is expected to bring more revenue to the city and venue than ever, with resale tickets reportedly at record highs. If you count TV spectators, nearly 16 million people are expected to tune in to an event that awards major titles to athletes who may not know they've won and cannot be interviewed.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Medieval pets had one of humanity's most cursed diseases.
 	When writers silence writers
 	What is Wagner doing in Africa?
 	Marijuana's health effects are about to get a whole lot clearer.




Culture Break


Michael Buckner / Deadline via Contour RA by Getty



Watch. I Saw the TV Glow (out now in theaters), the unsettling new film directed by Jane Schoenbrun. They've got some ideas about how to make a genuinely weird mainstream movie.

Read. "Noon," a poem by Li-Young Lee:

"The tall curtains billow / with presences coming and going, impossible / to confirm."

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

As a 30-year-old city dweller with a dog and no kids, I've been spending a lot of time thinking about the role of friendship in my life. Making friends feels harder when you're an adult--your days are suddenly so full of commitments, and interesting new people aren't standing right in front of you at recess. Worse, at least in a place like D.C., where I live, friends tend to come and go with the seasons: They get new jobs, leave for grad school, have babies. I'm curious to hear from readers who've figured it out: What's your best advice for making new friends as an adult? And what are your tips for keeping in touch with the old ones, as you all move along in life?

-- Elaine



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 Thingification of AI

The broken-gadget era is upon us.

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.


Recent weeks have seen the introduction of new consumer gadgets whose entire selling point revolves around artificial intelligence. Humane, a company started by ex-Apple employees, released an "AI Pin" that a user wears like a boutonniere; it answers spoken questions, can recognize and comment on objects through its camera, and projects a limited screen for displaying text. At $600 with a $24 monthly fee, the device was positioned as a kind of smartphone replacement, though reviews have not been kind, calling the Pin slow, challenging to use, and error-prone.

Last week, my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce reported on the Rabbit R1, a less ambitious and more affordable handheld gadget that similarly presents an AI assistant as its entire selling point. Yet, like the AI Pin, it has severe issues: "It managed to speak a summary of a handwritten page when I asked, though only with about 65 percent accuracy," Caroline writes. "I was able to use the gadget to order an acai bowl on DoorDash, although it couldn't handle any customizations. (I wanted peanut butter.) And I never got Uber to work. (Though at one point, the device told me the request had failed when it in fact hadn't, leaving me on the hook for a $9 ride I didn't even take.)"

AI has its place in consumer hardware, of course. But for now, that place seems to be the device you're reading this newsletter on, where services such as ChatGPT, Google Gemini, and Claude are a dime a dozen.

-- Damon Beres, senior editor




Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Rabbit; Getty.



I Witnessed the Future of AI, and It's a Broken Toy

By Caroline Mimbs Nyce

This story was supposed to have a different beginning. You were supposed to hear about how, earlier this week, I attended a splashy launch party for a new AI gadget--the Rabbit R1--in New York City, and then, standing on a windy curb outside the venue, pressed a button on the device to summon an Uber home. Instead, after maybe an hour of getting it set up and fidgeting with it, the connection failed.
 The R1 is a bright-orange chunk of a device, with a camera, a mic, and a small screen. Press and hold its single button, ask it a question or give it a command using your voice, and the cute bouncing rabbit on screen will perk up its ears, then talk back to you. It's theoretically like communicating with ChatGPT through a walkie-talkie. You could ask it to identify a given flower through its camera or play a song based on half-remembered lyrics; you could ask it for an Uber, but it might get hung up on the last step and leave you stranded in Queens.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	Things get strange when AI starts training itself: "Programs that teach and learn from one another could warp our experience of the world and unsettle our basic understandings of intelligence," Matteo Wong writes.




P.S.

I recently revisited my colleague Kaitlyn Tiffany's 2021 article about the "dead internet theory," a conspiracy that has proven to be uncomfortably prescient about the generative-AI era. "Much of the 'supposedly human-produced content' you see online was actually created using AI, [a conspiracy theorist who uses the online handle] IlluminatiPirate claims, and was propagated by bots," Kaitlyn wrote. Many of the theory's specifics are well beyond the bounds of plausibility and good taste. Yet the web is indeed being stuffed with synthetic content these days--to the detriment of all.

-- Damon
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A Failure of Imagination About Trump

American minds are not ready to think about how fast democracy could disintegrate.

by Tom Nichols




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


Updated at 9:47 p.m. ET on May 2, 2024


In a recent interview with Time magazine, Donald Trump once again told Americans what he will do to their system of government. Why don't they believe him?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Amanda Knox: "What if Jens Soring actually did it?"
 	Trump can't seem to stay awake for his own trial.
 	America's colleges are reaping what they sowed, Tyler Austin Harper argues.




The Day After

While I was away from the Daily this past month, a lot of news and life happened, including the passage of a major foreign-aid bill, campus protests, and House Democrats offering to save the job of a GOP speaker. But Donald Trump also gave an interview to Time magazine that, after the usual burst of shock and commentary, has flown under the radar, relatively speaking, pushed out of the headlines by the unrest at elite colleges.

In the interview, Trump once again promised to pardon the January 6 insurrectionists; once again, he vowed to use the Justice Department as his personal legal hit squad. He said he will prosecute Joe Biden, deport millions of people, and allow states with newly strict abortion regulations to monitor pregnant women. He will kneecap NATO and throw Ukraine to the Russians.

Trump told Time that he thinks people actually like it when he sounds like a dictator, and he's not entirely wrong: As I've noted, much of his base loves talk of "vermin" and the idea of exacting revenge on other Americans. But there are two other important reasons that many people are not taking Trump seriously enough--and that Biden, a long-serving American politician, is struggling in the polls with an often incoherent would-be autocrat.

One problem has been around as long as the republic: Americans don't pay attention to politics, and when they do, they frequently blame the current president for whatever is going wrong in their lives. For most people, economic cause and effect is mostly notional; if gas prices are high today, or if someone is still not working despite low unemployment rates, it's because of the guy at 1600 Pennsylvania Ave. Combine this with the peculiar amnesia that helps people forget how many Americans needlessly died of COVID while Trump talked about injecting bleach, and you have a population that fondly remembers how good they had it during a terrifying pandemic.

Nostalgia and presentism are part of politics. But a second problem is even more worrisome: Americans simply cannot imagine how badly Trump's first term might have turned out, and how ghastly his second term is likely to be. Our minds are not equipped to embrace how fast democracy could disintegrate. We can better imagine alien invasions than we can an authoritarian America. The Atlantic tried to lay out what this future would look like, but perhaps even words can't capture the magnitude of the threat.

When I was in high school and taking driver's education, our teachers would show us horrible films, with names like Death on the Highway, that included gory footage of actual car wrecks. The goal was to scare us into being responsible drivers by showing us the reality of being mangled or burned to death in a crash. The idea made sense: Most people have never seen a car wreck, and expanding our imaginations by showing us the actual carnage did, I suspect, scare some of us into holding that steering wheel at the steady 10-and-2 position.

Likewise, Americans had a hard time conceiving of a nuclear war until 1983, when ABC showed the made-for-television movie The Day After. The movie (as I wrote here) made an impact not because anyone thought a nuclear exchange would be a walk in the park but because no one could really get their head around what would happen if one took place. (That's despite how thoroughly fears of nuclear war had otherwise permeated the culture.) The movie includes a stomach-churning scene of people watching a football game at a stadium, looking up to see the contrails of American missiles in the sky, and realizing that the world as they've known it would last for another 30 minutes at most. This was not Dr. Strangelove; it was a moment people could see happening to themselves.

We just don't have a similar conceptualization for the end of democracy in America. I have not seen the film Civil War, but I'm not worried about another civil war--at least not the kind we had before. Rather, I'm worried about the gray fog of authoritarianism settling, in patches and pieces, across the United States. In 2021, my colleague George Packer tried to present a realistic scenario of democratic collapse; the next year, I wrote about what such a process might look like. But looking back, I see the limits of my imagination.

I did not, for example, think it possible that state troopers would stop women who might try to leave their state to seek an abortion. In his concurrence with the Dobbs v. Jackson decision that threw out Roe v. Wade, Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh suggested that such travel bans on pregnant women might be unconstitutional, and no state has tried to enact one--yet. But I now view this as only one of many inhuman outrages that could come to pass if the federal government is overtaken by Trump and his authoritarian cronies and the state courts feel free, with Trump's blessing, to ignore the Constitution. I can imagine state legislatures passing repressive laws and expelling any representatives who oppose them. And I can easily see the former president and right-wing governors attempting to use the U.S. military and the National Guard as their personal muscle.

People have a hard time imagining all of this is in part because Trump has a compliant, right-wing media ecosystem arrayed around him that tries to explain away his behavior. But it doesn't help that others in the national media remain locked in the mindset that this is a normal election. Today, The New York Times ran an op-ed from Matthew Schmitz, a right-wing writer who assured readers that all will be well: "Mr. Trump may pose a threat to our political system as it now exists," he writes, "but it is a threat animated by a democratic spirit." (Back in December, the Times ran an essay by Schmitz in which he argued that Trump is a moderate: "Mr. Trump's moderation can be easy to miss, because he is not a stylistic centrist--the sort who calls for bipartisan budget cutting and a return to civility." Well, that's one way to put it.)

Crucial to deadening our imaginations about Trump is the idea pushed by some of his supporters that his unhinged statements are just a lot of tough talk, and that the second term would be like the first, only without the pandemic and with cheaper eggs. In reality, of course, Trump's first term was (to use a rather vivid Russian expression I learned in my days in the Soviet Union) about as organized as a whorehouse on fire during an earthquake. Even before COVID, responsible men and women, some of whom agreed deeply with Trump on many issues, nonetheless had to run around stamping out one crisis after another. None of those people will be present to restrain Trump this time, and he will bring to Washington a crew that is even more morally reprehensible--and far more organized--than those who joined him in his first term.

Trump's most alarmist opponents are wrong to insist that he would march into Washington in January 2025 like Hitler entering Paris. The process will be slower and more bureaucratic, starting with the seizure of the Justice Department and the Defense Department, two keys to controlling the nation. If Trump returns to office, he will not shoot democracy on Fifth Avenue. He and the people around him will paralyze it, limb by limb. The American public needs to get better at imagining what that would look like.
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America's IVF Failure

By Emi Nietfeld

A sperm donor fathers more than 150 children. A cryobank misleads prospective parents about a donor's stellar credentials and spotless health record. A cancer survivor's eggs are stored in a glorified meat locker that malfunctions, ruining her chance at biological motherhood. A doctor implants a dozen embryos in a woman, inviting life-threatening complications. A clinic puts a couple's embryos into the wrong woman--and the biological parents have no recourse.
 All of these things have happened in America. There's no reason they won't happen again.


Read the full article.
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Watch. In the third season of Hacks, premiering today on Max, the show faces the failures of late-night comedy head-on.

Listen. In the latest episode of Radio Atlantic, staff writer Zoe Schlanger discusses a provocative scientific debate: Are plants intelligent?

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

A lot of other things happened while I was gone (and you'll continue to see me here a little less frequently than usual for a stretch, as I'm still working on some longer-term projects). Some of you may have seen the personal news that my cat, the amazing Carla, passed away. I will write about Carla here next week, but thanks to the many of you on social media who sent your condolences. As anyone who's loved an animal knows (and as Tommy Tomlinson wrote here), it's astonishing how much you can miss them.

I'll be back next week, but in the meantime, I also want to wish my fellow Eastern Orthodox Christians a happy Easter, which for us is this Sunday. (It's because we rely on the Julian calendar. Why can't we just change it, and use a common calendar, like we do with Christmas? Well, we're Orthodox, and ... Look, it's complicated.) Anyway, a blessed Easter to those who are celebrating this weekend.

-- Tom



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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



Due to an editing error, this article originally stated that Donald Trump had talked about ingesting bleach during the coronavirus pandemic. In fact, Trump talked about the possibility of injecting bleach into the body.
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A Critic's Case Against Cinema

Sixty years ago, Pauline Kael said that the movies were going to pieces. In a sense, she was right.

by Jacob Stern




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.


Before Pauline Kael was Pauline Kael, she was still very much Pauline Kael. When her first essay for The Atlantic ran in November 1964, she had not yet lost it at the movies. She had not yet become Pauline Kael, the vaunted and polarizing film critic for The New Yorker. She had not yet inspired a movement of imitators, the "Paulettes," or established herself as one of the most influential film writers ever. But the stylistic verve, the uncategorizable taste, the flamethrowing provocation--they were all there. "There's a woman writer I'd be tempted to call a three-time loser," she wrote in her Atlantic essay. "She's Catholic, Communist, and lesbian."

The only unusual thing about this assault is that Kael does not name her target. Elsewhere in the essay, she doesn't hesitate to do so. And no one is beyond reproach--not Luis Bunuel, not Michelangelo Antonioni, not Ingmar Bergman. She assails about a dozen notables in the course of a few thousand words, firing off zingers at machine-gun rate. Her appetite for pugilism and reservoir of snark are seemingly inexhaustible. Academics are cultural vampires. The critic Dwight Macdonald is a "Philistine." The writer Susan Sontag is a "semi-intellectually respectable" critic who, unfortunately, has "become a real swinger."

Kael's Atlantic essay, which ran under the headline "Are Movies Going to Pieces?," is a broad lament about the state of the industry and the art form, published at a moment when French New Wave and experimental art films were upending conventional assumptions about what a movie could or should be. Most audiences "don't care any longer about the conventions of the past, and are too restless and apathetic to pay attention to motivations and complications, cause and effect," she fretted. "They want less effort, more sensations, more knobs to turn." In short, they've "lost the narrative sense." Critics and art-house audiences weren't any different. They'd been bamboozled into venerating pseudo-intellectual mumbo jumbo as high art. They'd come to accept "lack of clarity as complexity, [accept] clumsiness and confusion as 'ambiguity' and as style," she wrote. "They are convinced that a movie is cinematic when they don't understand what's going on."

Sixty years later, although Kael's writing crackles as much as ever, much of her argument reads stodgy and conservative. She tries her best to preempt this charge--"I trust I won't be mistaken for the sort of boob who attacks ambiguity or complexity"--and it's true that her disdain for the new cinema is not uniform. She holds certain specimens in high regard, such as Jean-Luc Godard's Breathless and Francois Truffaut's Shoot the Piano Player. But even so, she sometimes sounds like another old fogey grumbling about kids these days.

Her broader prognosis, though, is spot-on. In one sense at least, movies really were going to pieces. In the late 1950s and early '60s, a gulf was opening between mass entertainment and high art, between movies and cinema. For the latter, Kael had boundless disdain. "Cinema," she wrote, "is not movies raised to an art but rather movies diminished, movies that look 'artistic.'" And its rise was a tragedy, a scourge that would over time kill what she loved about the form: "Cinema, I suspect, is going to become so rarefied, so private in meaning, and so lacking in audience appeal that in a few years the foundations will be desperately and hopelessly trying to bring it back to life, as they are now doing with theater." It would become merely "another object of academic study and 'appreciation.'"

Kael believed in movies as pop culture, believed their mass appeal was what gave them life. She wanted them to be something about which you could have an opinion without having any special expertise, something that regular people could talk about. And so she wrote about movies like a regular person--an extremely eloquent, extremely opinionated, extremely entertaining regular person, but a regular person all the same.

Whether or not you share Kael's view that the movie-cinema schism was a disastrous development, her predictions have largely come to pass. Sixty years later, there are the films that win at the box office, and there are the films that win at the Oscars. (Not to mention the films that critics like best, which constitute a third category entirely.) Last summer's Barbenheimer phenomenon was a notable exception, but the overall trend is clear. This year, the Golden Globes codified the divide with the introduction of a new award for Cinematic and Box Office Achievement--an award reserved for movies because the standard categories now primarily recognize cinema. And Kael saw it all coming back in 1964.
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        Photos: Deadly Flooding in Southern Brazil (25 photos)
        For more than a week now, torrential rainfall in Brazil's southern state of Rio Grande do Sul has swollen rivers, triggered landslides, and caused widespread flooding. More than 90 deaths have been blamed on the flooding, with another 130 people listed as missing. Rescue efforts continue across the state and in the hard-hit city of Porto Alegre. The intense rains have abated for the moment, but flooding rivers continue to rise downstream, forcing thousands to seek shelter and assistance.
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        A Traditional Easter Rocket War in Greece (17 photos)
        In the Greek village of Vrontados, each year during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations, members of two rival churches hold a traditional "rocket war" by firing thousands of homemade fireworks toward each other while services are held. The goal for each side is to hit the bell in the tower of the opposing church. The festival, called Rouketopolemos, has been celebrated by the churches of Agios Markos and Panagia Erithiani for at least 135 years. Gathered here are images of this year's battle, alon...

      

      
        When the National Guard Arrived at Kent State, Images From 1970 (19 photos)
        On May 4, 1970, 54 years ago today, members of the Ohio National Guard opened fire on a crowd of student protesters gathered on the campus of Ohio's Kent State University, killing four students and injuring another nine. Several hundred students had been protesting against the Nixon administration's expansion of the Vietnam War into Cambodia, and the mayor of the city of Kent asked the governor of Ohio to bring in members of the National Guard. News coverage of the shooting of unarmed protesters ...
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            For more than a week now, torrential rainfall in Brazil's southern state of Rio Grande do Sul has swollen rivers, triggered landslides, and caused widespread flooding. More than 90 deaths have been blamed on the flooding, with another 130 people listed as missing. Rescue efforts continue across the state and in the hard-hit city of Porto Alegre. The intense rains have abated for the moment, but flooding rivers continue to rise downstream, forcing thousands to seek shelter and assistance.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Floodwater covers the courtyard of a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the flooded Mario Quintana Cultural Center, in Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, on May 5, 2024.
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                [image: Floodwater flows toward houses past street lights and signs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Floodwater from the overflowing Jacui River passes through a neighborhood in Eldorado do Sul, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: People stand on a street holding umbrellas while looking toward a flooded road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents observe a flooded street at the city center of Sao Sebastiao do Cai, Brazil, on May 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of part of a city along a river that has flooded]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of flooded areas in Encantado city, Brazil, seen on May 1, 2024
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                [image: Several people and two small dogs are helped off the back of a truck during a rainstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents remain inside an army truck after being rescued at the city center of Sao Sebastiao do Cai on May 2, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a soccer stadium, its field flooded, surrounded by floodwater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the flooded Beira-Rio stadium, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, on May 7, 2024
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                [image: A small boat travels down a flooded road, creating a wake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boat navigates a flooded street after heavy rain in Canoas, Brazil, on May 8, 2024.
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                [image: Black smoke rises above buildings, with a fire truck parked in a flooded street nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke rises after an explosion at a flooded petrol station in Porto Alegre on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of two people wading through floodwater, guiding a small inflatable boat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rescue-team members guide an inflatable boat through the flooded streets as rescue efforts continue at the Menino Deus neighborhood on May 7, 2024, in Porto Alegre, Brazil.
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                [image: A car sits partially submerged in floodwater alongside damaged houses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A flood-damaged house in the Sarandi neighborhood of Porto Alegre, Brazil, seen on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: Police officers escort two handcuffed people through knee-deep floodwater as a crowd gathers around them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals try to beat two men, arrested by the police, who were allegedly robbing houses, following flooding due to heavy rains in the Sarandi neighborhood of Porto Alegre, on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of people rescuing others in a flooded area using small boats and a truck]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aerial view of flooded streets during a rescue operation in the Sarandi neighborhood on May 5, 2024
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                [image: People rest on mattresses and cots set up inside a gymnasium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flood evacuees stay in a shelter set up in a state gymnasium in Porto Alegre on May 4, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Anselmo Cunha / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Flooding covers roads along a shoreline and beneath highway overpasses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Floodwater covers part of the center of Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: Partially submerged vehicles sit in a flooded parking lot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Partially submerged vehicles sit in a flooded parking lot in Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: People move through a flooded street on small boats or by wading in waist-deep water. One person rides a stand-up paddleboard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man paddles a board among others in a flooded neighborhood in Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooded soccer stadium]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the flooded Gremio Arena, in Porto Alegre, seen on May 5, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooded neighborhood, including an amusement park]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a flooded area, including an amusement park, in Canoas, a municipality north of Porto Alegre, taken on May 7, 2024
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                [image: A woman cradling a dog wades through a flooded street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman cradling a dog wades through a street flooded after heavy rain in Porto Alegre on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several people and a dog row down a flooded street in a small boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Locals move in boats following flooding in Porto Alegre, seen on May 6, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flood-damaged neighborhood with many buildings entirely wiped away]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of houses destroyed by floods in Roca Sales, Brazil, on May 5, 2024
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                [image: A soldier evacuates a small dog from a flooded area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A soldier evacuates a dog from a flooded area in Porto Alegre on May 3, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people sit on pavement outside a store with their various mobile devices plugged into many outlets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People charge their mobile phones outside a drug store in the historic center of Porto Alegre on May 8, 2024, after torrential storms devastated areas in the southern Rio Grande do Sul State.
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                [image: Several people walk on muddy roads past flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk through a flood-damaged section of Roca Sales, Brazil, on May 7, 2024.
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                [image: A man carries an older person past a building through thigh-deep floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A volunteer rescues Carmelina Castro, 79, from a flooded area in the Cidade Baixa neighborhood of Porto Alegre, on May 8, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        A Traditional Easter Rocket War in Greece
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            	17 Photos
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            In the Greek village of Vrontados, each year during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations, members of two rival churches hold a traditional "rocket war" by firing thousands of homemade fireworks toward each other while services are held. The goal for each side is to hit the bell in the tower of the opposing church. The festival, called Rouketopolemos, has been celebrated by the churches of Agios Markos and Panagia Erithiani for at least 135 years. Gathered here are images of this year's battle, along with others from recent years.


To receive an email notification every time a new photo story is published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Streaks of light in the night sky above a church, evidence of several firework rockets flying past.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rockets fly over the bell tower of Agios Markos church during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations on the eastern Aegean island of Chios on April 26, 2008.
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                [image: Two people in silhouette, lighting rocket fireworks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People launch rockets during the traditional Easter rocket war in Vrontados on Holy Saturday, May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Firework rockets fly in the air above the buildings of a village.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon is reflected in the sea as rockets are fired between the Agios Markos church and the Panagia Erithiani church on April 15, 2017, in Chios.
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                [image: A side view of many handmade firework rockets ready for launch. One is just igniting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A handmade rocket ignites during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations in the village of Vrontados on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: A long-exposure view of thousands of firework rockets being fired over a valley]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands of homemade rockets fly across the sky during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations in the town of Vrontados on April 19, 2014.
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                [image: Several church buildings being struck by many small firework rockets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A wide view of the rocket war in Vrontados, on the night of April 12, 2015
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                [image: Several firework rockets crash into a wall and grounds of a church.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rockets fall onto the courtyard of the Panagia Erithiani church during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations on April 11, 2015.
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                [image: Firework rockets leave streaks of light in the sky above a small valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rival congregations fire rockets toward each other in the village of Vrontados on April 12, 2015.
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                [image: A person holds a long plank of some sort on their shoulder, using it to launch a rocket, which leaves many sparks in the air behind it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers launch rockets during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations on April 19, 2014, in Vrontados.
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                [image: Several firework rockets fly past a church dome and tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rocket strikes a church tower as other fireworks fly past on April 19, 2014.
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                [image: Sparks fly as firework rockets leave trails of light through the sky above church buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sparks fly during the rocket war on the Greek island of Chios on April 12, 2015.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Emin Menguarslan / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Firework rockets fall from the sky, leaving streaks of light, as at least one strikes a church building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rockets fly over Panagia Erithriani church during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations late on April 26, 2008.
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                [image: Several people prepare to launch firework rockets, while other rockets can be seen launching in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ignite handmade rockets during Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations in the village of Vrontados on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Many firework rockets can be seen striking the side and roof of a church building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firework rockets target Panagia Erithiani church on April 11, 2015.
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                [image: Several people lean over racks of firework rockets, igniting them in a series.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People in Vrontados launch firework rockets on May 4, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of firework rockets leave streaks through the sky as they are launched toward a church building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hundreds of rockets target the Agios Markos church, photographed on April 11, 2015.
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                [image: A person walks outside a church building, stepping over and past thousands of spent firework rockets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman walks past thousands of spent homemade rockets, either stuck in a protective metal screen or lying on the ground outside Panagia Erithiani church, following a traditional Easter celebration the night before in the village of Vrontados on April 20, 2014.
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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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        When the National Guard Arrived at Kent State, Images From 1970

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	May 4, 2024

            	19 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            On May 4, 1970, 54 years ago today, members of the Ohio National Guard opened fire on a crowd of student protesters gathered on the campus of Ohio's Kent State University, killing four students and injuring another nine. Several hundred students had been protesting against the Nixon administration's expansion of the Vietnam War into Cambodia, and the mayor of the city of Kent asked the governor of Ohio to bring in members of the National Guard. News coverage of the shooting of unarmed protesters dominated headlines around the world and spurred hundreds of protests across the country. Gathered below are images from that pivotal day in American history.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A row of about nine members of the National Guard, each wearing a helmet and a gas mask and holding a rifle or a tear-gas launcher]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                View of a line of Ohio National Guardsmen, with rifles and gas masks, on the Kent State University campus as they prepare to disperse student protesters in Kent, Ohio, on May 4, 1970. The protests, initially over the U.S. invasion of Cambodia, resulted in the deaths of four protesters (and the injuries of nine others) after the National Guard opened fire on students.
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                [image: A crowd of student protesters gathers at the top of a gentle hill near campus buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators gather on Blanket Hill, on the Commons of Kent State University, for a student anti-war protest in Kent, Ohio, on May 4, 1970. In the background, students distribute sheets to protect themselves from tear gas. The building behind them is Johnson Hall.
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                [image: A crowd of student protesters sits on a hillside, facing a line of National Guard members.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                National guardsmen form a line in front of protesting students on the campus of Kent State University in this May 4, 1970, photo. In the foreground are the charred remains of the ROTC building, which had been set on fire on May 2, 1970.
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                [image: National Guardsmen drive a jeep on a grassy area, past protesters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                National Guardsmen drive a jeep past protesters at Kent State University, ordering them to disperse.
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                [image: A police officer and three National Guardsmen drive a jeep on a lawn, with many onlookers in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kent State University patrolman Harold Rice, sitting in the passenger seat, uses a bullhorn to urge protesters to disperse.
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                [image: Looking past four National Guardsmen toward a group of protesters on a hillside, with some clouds of tear gas. Most protesters are retreating.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: View, from behind, as Ohio National Guardsmen in gas masks and with rifles as they prepare to advance up Blanket Hill, through clouds of tear gas, to drive back Kent State University students during an antiwar demonstration on the university's campus, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970.
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                [image: A person throws a tear-gas canister back toward National Guardsmen.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: Kent State University student hurls tear gas canister back towards National Guardsmen as the military is called out May 4th to put down massive anti-war protest.
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                [image: A crowd of student protesters stand at the base of a hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: View of students, at the base of Blanket Hill, during an anti-war demonstration at Kent State University, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970. Shortly after this shot was taken, four students were shot and killed by guardsmen, who opened fire at some 600 demonstrators during the incident. Among the casualties was Jeffrey Miller, seen here at center, dressed in a cowboy shirt and headband, with his thumbs in his pockets. Also visible is Mary Ann Vecchio, in dark, v-neck blouse and patterned jeans (at center right, behind the man in the t-shirt at center fore); Vecchio was later photographed crying over Miller's body in the Pulitzer prize-winning photograph that came to define the event.
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                [image: A line of armed National Guardsmen wearing gas masks marches up a hill past civilians.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: An Ohio National Guard skirmish line advances up a hill on the campus of Kent State University, May 4, just before they turned and fired upon students participating in antiwar demonstrations.
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                [image: A couple dozen National Guardsmen stop and brandish their weapons. About half appear to be firing or preparing to fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: National Guard opening fire on Kent State University demonstrators, Ohio, USA, 1970.
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                [image: A young woman kneels over the body of a demonstrator who has been shot, as others nearby try to get help.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: As others call for help, teenager Mary Ann Vecchio (center) kneels beside the body of Kent State University student Jeffrey Miller who had been shot during an anti-war demonstration on the university campus, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970.
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                [image: A half-dozen people kneel down to help a bleeding person lying on a patch of grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fellow protesters tend to a student injured in the shooting.
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                [image: Several people tend to an injured person lying on their back beside a pathway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: Kent State University student Joe Cullum (center, with beard) and others kneel on the grass beside wounded fellow student John Clearly after the latter had been shot when the Ohio National Guard opened fire on antiwar protestors, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970.
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                [image: Several people stand nearby as a young woman kneels beside the body of a demonstrator who has been shot.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mary Ann Vecchio stays with the body of Kent State University student Jeffrey Miller.
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                [image: A group of protesters stand on a hillside, looking on, some with their hand over their mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: On Blanket Hill, Kent State University students, several with hands over their mouths, stare in the aftermath of the Ohio National Guard having opened fire on their antiwar demonstration, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970.
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                [image: An injured student on a stretcher is wheeled to a waiting ambulance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An injured student on a stretcher is wheeled to a waiting ambulance.
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                [image: A group of armed National Guardsmen marches across a grassy area past watching civilians.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: National Guardsmen are seen here on May 4, 1970, moving across the common on the Kent State campus, where four anti-war protesters were shot and killed earlier.
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                [image: Several people stand with a bullhorn, addressing a seated crowd in front of them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: On Blanket Hill, Kent State University faculty use a microphone to try and convince antiwar demonstrators and students to disperse after the Ohio National Guard opened fire on them, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970. Among those pictured are Professor Glenn Frank (center, with flattop haircut) and Professor Jerry Lewis (seated at lower right side, facing camera).
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                [image: Protesters spread out and leave, walking up a hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: Kent State University students disperse after an antiwar demonstration that ended when the Ohio National Guard opened fire on protesters, Kent, Ohio, May 4, 1970.
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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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            Devastating floods across Kenya, a pagan fire festival in Scotland, antler gathering in Wyoming, pro-Palestinian demonstrations at many American colleges, the Olympic flame en route to France, a movie premiere in Sydney, a badminton competition in China, and much more

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A space telescope image showing part of a cloud-like nebula with stars and galaxies visible in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Horsehead Nebula, imaged by the NIRCam instrument on NASA's James Webb Space Telescope, featuring a portion of the "horse's mane" about 0.8 light-years wide. The ethereal clouds that appear blue at the bottom of the image are dominated by cold, molecular hydrogen. Red-colored wisps extending above the main nebula represent mainly atomic hydrogen gas. In this area, known as a photodissociation region, ultraviolet light from nearby young, massive stars creates a mostly neutral, warm area of gas and dust between the fully ionized gas above and the colder nebula below. As with many Webb images, distant galaxies are sprinkled in the background.
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                [image: A performer plays guitar onstage, beneath streams of light.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hozier performs in concert during the Unreal Unearth tour at Moody Center on April 30, 2024, in Austin, Texas.
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                [image: The performer Anya Taylor-Joy poses while wearing a head covering adorned with long ornamental spikes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Anya Taylor-Joy attends the Australian premiere of Furiosa: A Mad Max Saga on May 2, 2024, in Sydney, Australia.
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                [image: A ground view, looking up, of a team huddled into a circle before a match]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                China's women's team huddles before their match against Team India during day four of the Thomas & Uber Cup Badminton Finals at Chengdu High-Tech Sports Center on April 30, 2024, in Chengdu, China.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Shi Tang / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A three-masted sailing ship passes through a narrow canal with tall, steep cliff walls on both sides.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A three-masted sailing ship named the Belem carries the Olympic flame from Greece to Marseille, France, passing through the Corinth Canal following the handover ceremony for the Paris 2024 Olympics, in Corinth, Greece, on April 28, 2024.
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                [image: Workers dismantle a large granite group sculpture, lifting away the upper section of one figure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In Kyiv, Ukraine, beneath the Arch of Freedom of the Ukrainian People (formerly known as the People's Friendship Arch), municipal service workers dismantle a Soviet-era granite monument dedicated to a 17th-century reunification of Ukraine and Russia, on April 30, 2024.
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                [image: A view, looking past a statue, of many tents and people spread around a square on a college campus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Student demonstrators occupy the pro-Palestinian "Gaza Solidarity Encampment" on the South Lawn of Columbia University on April 29, 2024, in New York City. Student demonstrators at Columbia University, the epicenter of pro-Palestinian protests that have erupted at U.S. colleges, said on Monday they would not budge until the school met their demands, defying an ultimatum to disperse or face suspension.
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                [image: A man holds up a Palestinian flag, while standing atop a pile of toppled barrier fences, as a crowd surrounding him cheers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man holds up a Palestinian flag as pro-Palestinian activists and students chant, surrounding piled barricades at an encampment at University Yard at George Washington University on April 29, 2024, in Washington, D.C. Late Sunday evening, more than 100 activists and students flooded into the encampment after barricades fell as the protest continued through its fourth day, in solidarity with college campuses across the United States that have started encampments to call on their universities to withdraw financial ties with Israel.
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                [image: Several riot police officers are seen crowding against a large group of protesters, as at least two officers spray pepper spray into the crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A state trooper pepper-sprays pro-Palestinian protesters after police vehicles were blocked at the University of Texas at Austin on April 29, 2024.
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                [image: Several protesters are seen sitting on the ground, amid tents, pizza boxes, and blankets, behind police officers in riot gear.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pro-Palestinian protesters sit behind a line of Texas state troopers at the University of Texas in Austin, Texas, on April 29, 2024.
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                [image: Protesters wear masks and head coverings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A demonstrator wears a protective mask as protesters gather at the gates of Columbia University in support of student protesters who barricaded themselves in Hamilton Hall, despite orders from university officials to disband or face suspension, in New York City on April 30, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                David Dee Delgado / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A masked person swings a hammer, smashing one of several window panes in a door.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators supporting Palestinians in Gaza barricade themselves inside Columbia University's Hamilton Hall, an academic building that has been occupied in past student movements, on April 30, 2024, in New York City.
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                [image: A long line of police officers in riot gear climb stairs onto the top of a tall vehicle parked in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police officers use a vehicle named "The Bear" to enter an upper-floor window of Hamilton Hall, which was occupied by pro-Palestinian protesters, as other officers enter the campus of Columbia University, in New York City, on April 30, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Caitlin Ochs / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Police in riot gear push forward into a crowd of protesters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police advance on pro-Palestinian demonstrators on the UCLA campus in Los Angeles on May 2, 2024.
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                [image: A pair of police officers move a protester, half-carrying them across a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police arrest protesters during pro-Palestinian demonstrations at the City College Of New York on April 30, 2024, in New York City.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Spencer Platt / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A cat sits in a window, looking on as protesters wave a Palestinian flag.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cat sits at the window of an office as students from the Lebanese American University chant slogans against Israel and wave Lebanese and Palestinian flags during a protest on their university campus to demand a cease-fire and show support for Palestinians in the Gaza Strip, in Beirut, Lebanon, on April 30, 2024.
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                [image: A statue of a lion stands on a plinth atop a tall conical hill covered in grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Lion's Mound, a memorial to the Battle of Waterloo, is seen from the fields below it on April 29, 2024, in Braine-l'Alleud, Belgium.
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                [image: Several cows run across a broad grassy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cattle herds graze on Benli Plateau, located at the foot of Mahya Hill, among grassy fields, wetlands, and meandering rivers in the Camlidere district of Ankara, Turkey, on April 26, 2024.
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                [image: A couple looks toward a gothic-style building, burning and damaged as a result of a missile attack.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple looks toward a burning building damaged by a Russian missile attack in Odesa, Ukraine, on April 29, 2024. The attack killed at least two people, wounded eight, and set fire to a building known locally as the "Harry Potter castle," the residence of former MP Serhii Kivalov.
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                [image: A crowd of protesters in a street hold up boards as shields against a water cannon directed at them from behind a gate.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators block the Georgian Parliament building entrance amid efforts by riot police to disperse the crowd using tear gas and water cannons on May 1, 2024, in Tbilisi, Georgia. Clashes erupted between police and demonstrators protesting a "Foreign Agent" bill as it was being considered by Parliament, which mandates that organizations receiving 20 percent or more of their funding from abroad register as foreign agents. Nongovernmental organizations affected by the law organized demonstrations, continuing large-scale protests that have seen tens of thousands gather over the past two weeks. The legislation is seen by protesters as a shift toward authoritarian control.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Nicolo Vincenzo Malvestuto / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A large crowd marches in a progovernment parade in Venezuela.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro's government participate in a march during a May Day (Labor Day) rally to mark the international day of the workers, in Caracas on May 1, 2024.
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                [image: A protester plays a sousaphone, walking on a deserted road, through a cloud of tear gas.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A protester plays a sousaphone, surrounded by tear gas, during a May Day (Labor Day) rally, marking International Workers' Day, in Lyon, France, on May 1, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands in front of a large outdoor art installation made up of many mirror-finish spikes radiating out from a cluster.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The British artist Marc Quinn poses in front of a sculpture called Event Horizon (Sabal), part of "Light into Life," a new exhibition of sculptures by Quinn, at Kew Gardens in London, England, on May 1, 2024.
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                [image: Three people unload many antlers they had gathered from a pack on a horse's back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shed hunters unpack their haul on the opening day of the Wyoming shed-hunt season, May 1, 2024, near Jackson Hole, Wyoming. This year's shed hunt is different from previous years in that only Wyoming residents are permitted to collect sheds for the first week of the season. After May 7, out-of-state residents are allowed to gather the antlers as well.
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                [image: A line of Swiss Guard trainees wearing traditional armored helmets, seen from the side]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Swiss Guards attend a training session ahead of their swearing-in ceremony, at the Vatican, on April 30, 2024.
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                [image: Live snakes cover the statue of a saint, during a procession.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Live snakes cover the statue of Saint Dominic during a procession in the village of Cocullo, Italy, on May 1, 2024, as part of the traditional festival of the Serpari (snake catchers). All of the snakes found days before the festival are identified with a microchip, measured, weighed, and subjected to laboratory tests by biologists as part of a study on the sensitivity of snakes to seismic movements--then later released.
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                [image: A golfer stands with a dog-shaped headcover on his golf club (looking like a hand puppet of a dog).]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Joost Luiten of the Netherlands, with a dog-shaped headcover on his club, reacts after teeing off on the 15th hole during day one of the Volvo China Open 2024 at Shenzhen Yinxiu Golf Club on May 2, 2024, in Shenzhen, China.
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                [image: A corgi dog wears a Darth Vader mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A corgi dog takes part in a costume parade during a Star Wars-themed event in Moscow, Russia, on April 28, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooded residential area, with some streetlights illuminating floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows flooded areas in Encantado, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, on May 1, 2024. At least 10 people have died in floods caused by torrential rains in Brazil's south, authorities said on May 1, as rescuers searched for nearly two dozen individuals reported missing.
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                [image: A person stands beside grain falling into a pile.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A laborer works at a grain wholesale market in Jalandhar, India, on May 1, 2024.
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                [image: A half-dozen people sit around a campfire beside a tall rock in the desert at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asylum-seeking migrants from India and Colombia sit around a fire to keep warm while waiting to be picked up by U.S. Border Patrol agents after crossing the border from Mexico into the U.S. in Jacumba Hot Springs, California, on April 27, 2024.
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                [image: Ancient ruins are lit up by modern lighting at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the ancient city of Ephesus, with new lighting installed to allow tourists to visit in the evening, in the Selcuk district of Izmir, Turkey, whose first settlement dates back to the Neolithic Age, on May 1, 2024.
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                [image: People in traditional pagan costumes walk in a procession beneath an arch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers take part in the Beltane Fire Festival on Calton Hill, Edinburgh, Scotland, on April 30, 2024. The festival, a modern annual participatory arts event, celebrates the Gaelic May Day festival and marks the beginning of summer.
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                [image: A crowd of people gather in a church set in a natural amphitheater inside the mouth of a large mountain cave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People celebrate Palm Sunday at the Monastery of Saint Simon in El Mokattam Mountain Cave in Cairo, Egypt, on April 28, 2024.
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                [image: A girl stands, hands on hips, beside a wrecked car half-submerged in mud and dense flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl looks on, next to a damaged car buried in mud, in an area heavily affected by torrential rains and flash floods in the village of Kamuchiri, near Mai Mahiu, Kenya, on April 29, 2024. At least 45 people died when a dam burst its banks near a town in Kenya's Rift Valley, police said on April 29, 2024, as torrential rains and floods battered the country. The disaster raised the total deaths over the March-May wet season in Kenya to more than 120 as heavier-than-usual rainfall continued to batter East Africa, compounded by the El Nino weather pattern.
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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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